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Gottlieb has done more than enough by now to assure his place in the art of our time. If I 

dwell on his present and future it is because his continuing development provides, to a 

superior degree, that excitement of which art as an unfolding activity, not as a finished 

result, is alone capable. His art, as it creates itself from moment to moment, through 

success, and through failure, offers an experience we cannot get in museums. 

 

   — Clement Greenberg, An Exhibition of Oil Paintings by Adolph Gottlieb, 1957 
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Experimentation, Diversity, and Feeling: 

Adolph Gottlieb’s Career in Painting Reconsidered 

 

Jeffrey James Katzin, M.A. 
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Supervisor:  Richard Shiff 

 

Adolph Gottlieb’s (1903–1974) mature career in abstract painting has been 

described in previous scholarship in terms of three phases: the time of his Pictograph 

paintings, beginning in 1941; a period of transition primarily involving his Imaginary 

Landscape paintings, beginning in 1951; and the time of his Burst paintings, from 1956 

until his death. Dividing the artist’s career into early, transitional, and late periods has 

provided scholars with a clear and tidy narrative as a basis for interpretations of his work. 

However, in this thesis I argue that this schematization, created in hindsight, has obscured 

the character of Gottlieb’s working process as it occurred in real time. By nature, Gottlieb 

would not have been content to produce only a few narrow varieties of painting over a 

thirty-year period. I thus advance a new conception of Gottlieb as an inventive and 

constantly adventurous artist. 

To make these claims, I examine Gottlieb’s written and spoken statements in 

order to define his central terminology (words like “feeling” and “self-discovery”) and to 

investigate his interests in myth and alchemy. I find that his work in painting was deeply 



 

vii

intuitive and literally experimental—Gottlieb could not predict whether a painting would 

succeed until he had completed it, and so his career was an iterative process of painting, 

observing the results, and then painting again. I go on to consider Gottlieb’s paintings 

themselves as a record of how this experimental process functioned in practice. By 

presenting his diverse body of work in its full breadth, I demonstrate that the artist was 

not limited by his major styles, and indeed that he always presented himself with multiple 

possibilities. I conclude that Gottlieb’s work remains vital because he worked without an 

end goal or predetermined outcome in mind, and instead gave himself over to a 

continuous process of creativity and discovery. 
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Introduction 

Adolph Gottlieb was born in New York City on March, 14 1903. His parents Emil 

and Elsie Gottlieb lived on East 10th Street at the time, having immigrated as children 

with their families to the United States from an area then in the northern Austro-

Hungarian Empire.1 Though his family was Jewish, Adolph would go on to insist that he 

not be described as a “so-called Jewish artist.”2 He attended Stuyvesant High School 

intending to become an engineer, but dropped out in 1920 to work in his father’s 

stationary business (L. Gottlieb & Sons, established by his grandfather Leopold) and to 

pursue his interests in art, studying in the evenings at the Art Students League.3 In 1921 

he traveled to Europe, living in Paris for six months while attending sketch classes at the 

Académie de la Grande Chaumière, and traveling over the course of a year to Berlin, 

Munich, Dresden, Vienna, and Prague, visiting galleries and museums.4 Back in New 

York, Gottlieb finished high school, returned to work with his father, and continued his 

artistic studies.5 By the late ‘20s he began showing work at the Opportunity Gallery and 

took on part-time jobs working as a sign painter, an arts and crafts counselor in summer 

                                                 
1 Mary Davis MacNaughton, “Adolph Gottlieb: His Life and Art,” in Adolph Gottlieb: A Retrospective, an 
exhibition catalogue (New York: The Arts Publisher, 1981), 11. 
2 Gottlieb’s full statement: “The idea of being a so-called Jewish artist is like being a professional Jew. I 
think art is international and should transcend any racial, ethnic, religious or national boundaries. That my 
parents were Jewish is a fact, but my being an artist is a result of my own choice. To talk about the 
Jewishness of art is like talking about its Americanism. I think it was Oscar Wilde who said that patriotism 
is the last refuge of the scoundrel.” As it turns out, this statement was made by the 18th-Century British 
author Samuel Johnson, not Wilde. Emery Grossman, Art and Tradition (New York: Thomas Yoseloff, 
1967), 45. 
3 MacNaughton, “Adolph Gottlieb: His Life and Art,” 11. At the Art Students League Gottlieb took classes 
under John Sloan and attended lectures by Robert Henri. The Adolph & Esther Gottlieb Foundation, 
“Gottlieb Biography,” http://gottliebfoundation.org/the-artist/biography/. (This is a standard chronology 
that also appears in many catalogues, brochures, exhibition wall texts, etc.) 
4 Gottlieb Foundation, “Gottlieb Biography.” 
5 These studies took place at the Parsons School of Design, The Art Students League (where he met John 
Graham), Cooper Union and the Education Alliance Art School. Gottlieb also frequently visited museums 
and galleries with his friend Barnett Newman, with whom he would also share a studio in the early ‘30s. 
Gottlieb Foundation, “Gottlieb Biography.” 
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camps, a teacher in settlement houses, and a photograph retoucher.6 In 1929 he was the 

co-winner of the Dudensing National Competition; his prize was an exhibition at the 

Dudensing Galleries in New York, his first solo show. In 1932 he married Esther Dick. 

Through the mid ‘30s Gottlieb spent a good deal of time working with his friend Milton 

Avery, traveled again to Europe with Esther, participated in more exhibitions, and 

worked for a time as an easel painter for the Works Progress Administration.7 Through 

this time his work consisted chiefly of portraits, still lifes, and everyday scenes (figures 1, 

2).8 In 1937 Esther suffered an attack of arthritis and was advised by her doctor to go to a 

dry climate to improve her health.9 The Gottliebs then spent eight months living in the 

desert near Tucson, Arizona. While there, in relative isolation, Gottlieb began to change 

his style of painting, eventually entering his mature period of abstract work in 1941 (figs. 

3–11). 

From that time until his death in 1974 he pursued a wide variety of approaches to 

abstraction, working principally in oil on canvas, sometimes at very large scale (figs. 12–

85). Experiencing success that he could not possibly have anticipated, he went on to be 

represented by the Kootz Gallery, Martha Jackson Gallery, Andre Emmerich Gallery, 
                                                 
6 Grossman, Art and Tradition, 39. Gottlieb met his longtime friends Mark Rothko and Milton Avery 
through the Opportunity Gallery. Gottlieb Foundation, “Gottlieb Biography.” 
7 Gottlieb’s exhibitions included a solo show at the Theodore A. Kohn Gallery in New York and a show in 
Paris with a group of artists known as “The Ten,” of which Gottlieb was a founding member (it does not 
seem that he traveled to the Paris show). His travels with Esther took place in 1935 and included visits to 
Amsterdam, Brussels, Tervuren and Paris. Gottlieb also won a U.S. Treasury sponsored mural competition 
in 1939 and was commissioned to paint a mural for the post office in Yerington, Nevada, which is still on 
view today. Gottlieb Foundation, “Gottlieb Biography.” 
8 I have arranged the figures following this text first in chronological order by year, and then in alphabetical 
order by title. I chose this mechanical (or arbitrary) method in hopes of achieving a more objective 
presentation of Gottlieb’s work, as I have been frustrated to find that many catalogues selectively ignore 
chronological order to artificially reinforce the typical divisions of Gottlieb’s career (which I will describe 
below). The worst offender is a catalogue which puts the figurative Sea Chest (1942, fig. 14) before the 
abstract Eyes of Oedipus and Oedipus (both 1941, figs. 7, 9), obscuring the fact that Gottlieb briefly 
returned to figurative painting. The catalogue in question includes only full-page color reproductions, so 
the logistics of printing and layout do not seem to explain this misrepresentation. Adolph Gottlieb: A 
Retrospective, an exhibition catalogue (Florence: Giunti Arte Mostre Musei sri, 2010), 66–70. 
9 Sanford Hirsch, “Painting Reality: The Art of Adolph Gottlieb,” in Adolph Gottlieb: A Survey Exhibition, 
an exhibition catalogue (Valencia: IVAM Centre Julio González, 2001), 17. 
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Sidney Janis Gallery, and Marlborough Gallery; have numerous successful exhibitions in 

America and Europe; have his work included in the 1962 Seattle World’s Fair; win the 

Gran Premio at the seventh Bienal de Sao Paolo in Brazil in 1963; be invited to a 

reception at the White House by President Lyndon Johnson in 1965;  have a major 

retrospective exhibition organized jointly by the Whitney Museum of American Art and 

the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in 1968; see his paintings sold for as much as 

$30,000 each; and receive broad critical acclaim.10 He continued to paint until his death 

in 1974, even after a stroke in 1970 left him partially paralyzed. His mature career is 

usually divided into three phases: the time of his Pictograph paintings beginning in 1941 

(e.g. fig. 9), a period of transition primarily involving his Imaginary Landscape paintings 

beginning in 1951 (e.g. fig. 32), and the time of his Burst paintings from 1956 onward 

(e.g. fig. 53). As a central figure in the Abstract Expressionist group, Gottlieb sought to 

move beyond representational painting, Surrealism, formalist abstraction, and European 

trends to create a new way of painting. Like his colleagues, Gottlieb hoped that his works 

would convey timeless and human feeling in ways that would be more direct or more 

effective than in earlier styles. 

In this thesis I will reconsider Gottlieb’s work in painting in hopes of providing a 

more complete and accurate understanding of his career, and a stronger basis from which 

to approach his paintings themselves. In Chapter 1, I will characterize and address the 

existing literature on the artist. While it is certainly not monolithically unified, this body 

of scholarship has generally over-relied on two tactics: an excessively strict taxonomy of 

Gottlieb’s work built in terms of major phases (i.e. the Pictographs, Imaginary 

Landscapes, and Bursts), and an unduly casual approach to the interpretation of his 

                                                 
10 Gottlieb Foundation, “Gottlieb Biography.” Price cited from Felix Kessler, “Art as a Business,” Wall 
Street Journal, Dec. 31, 1968; cited in Pepe Karmel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Self and Cosmos,” in Adolph 
Gottlieb: A Retrospective, an exhibition catalogue (Florence: Giunti Arte Mostre Musei sri, 2010), 46. 
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images through visual or metaphorical association. These methods aggressively simplify 

Gottlieb’s career, first in terms of form, then in terms of meaning, making sameness out 

of variety and pat explanation out of experience. After attempting to clear these problems 

away, I will move on to my own conception of Gottlieb’s painting. 

In Chapter 2, I will describe Gottlieb’s own understanding of his art on the basis 

of his written and spoken statements. The artist was not an especially prolific writer and 

only began to give lengthy interviews late in his life, so it will be necessary to take a 

somewhat achronological tack here. However, I feel confident in saying that Gottlieb’s 

conception of his painting was consistent throughout his career after his shift into abstract 

painting. Much of my purpose in this chapter will be to define the central terms that the 

artist himself used; words like “feeling,” “self-discovery,” and “communication.” By 

pulling all of his statements together, and also considering his interests in mythology, 

alchemy, and the writing of Carl Jung, I intend to produce a clearer idea of Gottlieb’s 

working process and intentions in painting. 

In Chapter 3, I will begin with a brief discussion of Gottlieb’s early work before 

tracing in detail his production of paintings from his 1941 entry into abstraction through 

the end of his life in 1974. In doing so I will aim to show how the working process 

described in Chapter 2 functioned in practice. I will therefore focus on Gottlieb’s major 

pictorial themes, but also on his significant changes in direction and his less-typical 

paintings (e.g. figs 17, 60, 82). In doing so I will endeavor to produce a broad and deep 

picture of a career that was not unflaggingly successful, but was rather full of doubt, 

frustration, and second-guessing, along with variety, surprise, and exhilaration. 

The three words that I have chosen for the title of this project—experimentation, 

diversity, and feeling—each indicate aspects of Gottlieb’s art that have been overlooked 

or treated hastily in previous scholarship. Experimentation points to Gottlieb’s manner of 
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working, which was always open-ended and probing, rather than doctrinal or 

deterministic. He was unable to predict whether a painting would succeed until he had 

actually finished painting it, and so he could not predict the course of his career until he 

had actually enacted it. Diversity points to the wide variety of painting that resulted from 

this process. While Gottlieb’s career can be characterized simply in terms of Pictographs, 

Imaginary Landscapes, and Bursts, he pursued significant variations upon these major 

themes, as well as a wealth of other creations. Finally, feeling points both to Gottlieb’s 

uncertain manner of working and to the purpose of his art. He said of his work: “I don’t 

know why I do it. I do it on the basis of feeling—I feel like this.”11 Without a complete 

understanding of why it was possible, Gottlieb found that painting was his only means to 

communicate the feeling that was important to him. Through these and other lines of 

analysis, I will present my conception of Gottlieb as a deeply intuitive, sensitive, 

inventive, and committed artist. In my estimation, Gottlieb’s work remains vital because 

he worked without an end goal or predetermined outcome in mind, and instead gave 

himself over to a continuous process of creativity and discovery. 

                                                 
11 Martin Friedman, interview of Adolph Gottlieb, transcribed from taped interview, East Hampton, New 
York August 1962; cited in Sanford Hirsch, “Adolph Gottlieb in 1956” in Adolph Gottlieb 1956, an 
exhibition catalogue (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 2005), 13. Copies of this transcript 
are available at the Gottlieb Foundation in New York and the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis. 
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Chapter 1: An Academic Strait-Jacket 

It should come as no surprise that to ready myself for an extended investigation of 

Adolph Gottlieb’s work in painting, I read as much of the prior scholarly work on the 

artist’s career as possible. As a result, my understanding of Gottlieb has been defined not 

exclusively, but in significant part, in contrast to the work that has come before mine. 

This chapter is my address to the prior literature on Gottlieb, but it is also a necessary 

personal step. I believe that I will be better able to formulate my position on Gottlieb 

after I have described the prior scholarship, and am better able to set it aside when 

necessary. I will begin by providing a short history of scholarly writing on Gottlieb and 

then move on to a discussion of what I see as the major problems within that body of 

writing. 

Overview of Prior Literature 

Mary Davis MacNaughton began the abstract of her 1980 dissertation on Gottlieb 

by noting that, despite his prominence within The New York School, Gottlieb had “yet to 

be thoroughly studied. The literature on Gottlieb is comprised of only articles and 

exhibition catalogues, none of which have viewed his art comprehensively.”12 Fourteen 

years later in a 1994 catalogue essay, Charlotta Kotik similarly observed that “The work 

of Adolph Gottlieb has not been exhibited widely in recent years… There is no single 

biography of the artist and only an occasional magazine article about his work.” Kotik 

further described Gottlieb’s presence in galleries and scholarship as “sparse.”13 Now, 

                                                 
12 Mary Davis MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74” (unpublished PhD dissertation, 
Columbia University, 1980), i. I generally prefer the more descriptive term “Abstract Expressionism” over 
the merely geographical “The New York School,” but here I follow MacNaughton’s language. 
13 Charlotta Kotik, “The Legacy of Signs: Reflections on Adolph Gottlieb’s Pictographs,” in The 
Pictographs of Adolph Gottlieb, an exhibition catalogue (New York: Hudson Hills Press, 1994), 66. 
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another nineteen years later in 2013, I can report that these assessments still hold true. 

MacNaughton’s dissertation indeed constitutes the sort of comprehensive examination of 

the artist’s life and work that she found missing from scholarship, but it was never 

published; her shorter catalogue essays and journal articles are far more widely cited.14 

Bibliographies available online from the Adolph & Esther Gottlieb Foundation and the 

Pace Gallery bear extensive listings of exhibition catalogues; journal, magazine, and 

newspaper articles; and surveys that mention Gottlieb in the contexts of American art, 

abstract art, Abstract Expressionism, or other topics.15 But no full-length monographs 

have been published on Gottlieb. A catalogue raisonné for the artist, to be produced by 

the Adolph & Esther Gottlieb Foundation, remains in what are described as stages of 

research and preparation on the Foundation’s website.16 The most significant scholarly 

contributions to date have indeed come in exhibition catalogues (often for retrospective 

exhibitions), and the most commonly cited of those form a group that is more loosely 

canonical than definitive. 

The earliest of these is a 1963 essay by Martin Friedman which was the first 

significant overview of Gottlieb’s career to have been written after he began his Burst 

paintings six years earlier, and moved into the last major phase of his career.17 Thanks in 

                                                 
14 This explains why Kotik, who herself cited one of MacNaughton’s catalogue essays, seems to have 
overlooked MacNaughton’s dissertation. The dissertation is indeed hardly ever cited at all. However, the 
dissertation is not a definitive analysis of Gottlieb’s art. I will describe its strengths and weaknesses below. 
15 The web addresses are Gottlieb Foundation: http://gottliebfoundation.org/the-artist/bibliography/ and 
Pace: http://www.pacegallery.com/artists/156/adolph-gottlieb/documents/. 
16 The Adolph & Esther Gottlieb Foundation, “Catalogue Raisonnè,” http://gottliebfoundation.org/ 
catalogue-raisonne/. 
17 Friedman’s essay appeared in a catalogue for both an exhibition at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis 
and for Gottlieb’s showing at the São Paulo Bienal, for which he won the Bienal’s Gran Premio. Friedman 
was director of the Walker. Friedman and Gottlieb engaged in extensive discussions that were integral to 
the essay’s writing These were recorded on audio tape and remain a central primary document. Transcripts 
are available at both the Walker and the Gottlieb Foundation. Martin Friedman, Adolph Gottlieb, an 
exhibition catalogue (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 1963). Catalogue essays written by Clement 
Greenberg between 1957 (Gottlieb’s first Bursts) and 1963 (Friedman’s catalogue) take a different 
approach which I will discuss later. Another intervening essay by William Rubin was not as ambitious in 
scope and detail as Friedman’s essay. 
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part to this fortuitous timing, Friedman was able to set the tone for much of the 

scholarship that followed. Many of the section headings of his essay bear concepts that I 

will scrutinize shortly: “The Imagery of Polarities,” “Pictographs,” “Transition: Totems 

and Grids,” “Imaginary Landscapes,” and “Bursts.” These terms form the backbone of 

Friedman’s text and echo throughout Gottlieb scholarship. The essay contradicts itself 

where Friedman seems to have been unwilling to answer questions that have since 

continued to bedevil scholars: 1) Should Gottlieb’s abstract paintings be viewed 

immediately and literally as only paint on canvas, or in terms of visual or metaphorical 

association?18 Perhaps his images “suggest interpretations ranging from the metaphysical: 

male and female, sun and earth, order and chaos, creation and destruction, reason and 

emotion.”19 Then again, “Shapes in Gottlieb’s painting represent only themselves.”20 2) 

What was the nature of Gottlieb’s interest in myth?21 It could be merely instrumental, as 

his frustration with American Regionalism led him to “an arbitrary antidote—myth.”22 

But it could also be deeper, as he wished to “express the mythological imagery which so 

obsessed him.”23 In these passages Friedman can be forgiven his ambivalence, and rather 

can again be credited for setting the terms of discussion of Gottlieb’s career. 

The next major catalogue on Gottlieb came for a retrospective which, in 

unprecedented and monumental fashion, spanned both the Guggenheim and Whitney 
                                                 
18 I will use the phrase “visual association” through this thesis to refer to personal and subjective 
interpretations of Gottlieb’s paintings that hinge on the suggestion that they “look like” something. For 
example, many writers have described the Bursts as resembling nuclear explosions or heaven and earth, but 
the paintings will not appear this way to all viewers. Perhaps the most pervasive visually associative 
interpretation is to see the Imaginary Landscapes as actual landscapes; Gottlieb never intended for these 
paintings to be considered this way (see below). 
19 Friedman, Adolph Gottlieb, 2. 
20 Friedman, Adolph Gottlieb, 11.  
21 Gottlieb’s most immediate engagement with myth came in the first Pictographs—Oedipus and Eyes of 
Oedipus both from 1941—and continued in additional Pictographs including Minotaur (1942), Persephone 
(1942), Hands of Oedipus (1943), Augury (1945), Eyes of Oedipus (1945), Oracle (c. 1946), Seer (1947), 
and others. I will discuss Gottlieb’s interest in myth further in Chapter 2. 
22 Friedman, Adolph Gottlieb, 3. 
23 Friedman, Adolph Gottlieb, 4. 
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museums in New York in 1968. The museums divided Gottlieb’s career in half, and their 

curators Diane Waldman and Robert Doty did likewise in the catalogue. Waldman and 

the Guggenheim covered the Pictographs, while Doty and the Whitney focused on the 

Bursts. The authors, however, presented a united and rather strident front, as their 

approach was formalist to a point at which Gottlieb’s concerns for subject matter or 

content are largely denied consideration in their discussion, and only a vague sense of 

humanism remains. With far more decisiveness than Friedman, Waldman suggested that 

Gottlieb’s interest in myth was merely a convenient path to new imagery, and that in his 

hands mythological subjects and symbols, once pregnant with meaning, “become, 

instead, virtually abstract signs without significant mythic content.”24 Doty concurred, 

suggesting that in 1950 Gottlieb began “divesting himself from the need to think about 

mythology and primordial history in order to concentrate on the painting as a self-

sufficient object of visual interest.”25 Doty’s attitude was not quite as ardently formalist 

as Waldman’s, as he did consider “subliminal expression” and “psychological 

manifestations of color and form,” but he does not dwell on these issues. That Waldman 

and Doty continue to be consulted has less to do with this general approach, which other 

scholars have usually not followed, and more to do with their specific, visually focused 

insights, which can be taken out of the overall context of their writing. 

In another retrospective catalogue from 1980, Mary Davis MacNaughton and 

Lawrence Alloway divided Gottlieb’s career in a similar fashion, with MacNaughton 

ending her essay at 1953 and Alloway picking up from there. MacNaughton’s 

contribution is really a distillation of her dissertation, which itself gave far greater 

                                                 
24 Diane Waldman, “Part I,” in Adolph Gottlieb, an exhibition catalogue (New York: The Whitney 
Museum of American Art, 1968), 14. Waldman also described the Bursts as “devoid of symbolic intent 
other than color.” 
25 Robert Doty, “Part II,” in Adolph Gottlieb, an exhibition catalogue (New York: The Whitney Museum of 
American Art, 1968), 22. 



 

10

consideration to the portions of Gottlieb’s career before his move away from the 

Pictographs.26 In both texts MacNaughton provided detailed and densely-researched 

accounts of Gottlieb’s early life and career with a particular emphasis on his interest in 

prior artists including Paul Klee and Piet Mondrian, and his interactions and creative 

exchanges with fellow Abstract Expressionists. In these areas MacNaughton’s analysis is 

definitive and quite sufficient, and I have no cause to either disagree with or rehash her 

observations here. That MacNaughton’s work on these issues is so proficient frees me to 

consider other issues in this thesis, and for that MacNaughton deserves a good deal of 

credit. In stark contrast, Alloway’s essay is a minimally-researched and somewhat 

disorganized discussion of Gottlieb’s Imaginary Landscape and Burst paintings. Perhaps 

in spite of this approach, Alloway made a number of sharp observations, but these are 

rarely followed all the way through and citation is virtually always lacking. Just as soon 

as Alloway would make a unique statement, for example: “The inter-dependence of the 

two zones [in the Burst paintings] is also important to Gottlieb. Thus he posits a complex 

exchange between the two parts of the holistic image,” he would immediately change the 

subject.27 

Finally, the last major contributor to the literature on Gottlieb has been Sanford 

Hirsch, who currently serves as Executive Director of the Adolph & Esther Gottlieb 

                                                 
26 This may be a crude form of measurement, but MacNaughton devoted 152 pages of her dissertation to 
Gottlieb’s work before 1953, and only 75 pages to his work from then until his death in 1974. To put this 
more qualitatively, the earlier sections of her dissertation feel expansive, while by comparison the later 
sections feel rushed. MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74,” iii. 
27 Lawrence Alloway, “Adolph Gottlieb and Abstract Painting,” in Adolph Gottlieb: A Retrospective, an 
exhibition catalogue (New York: The Arts Publisher, Inc., 1981), 59. Unsurprisingly, Alloway claimed that 
this visual relationship was important to Gottlieb without direct citation of the artist, or even an explanation 
of how the artist’s concerns might be inferred from his paintings or other statements. This sort of casual 
approach was typical of the author. On a separate note, Alloway, in an article discussing the 1968 
retrospective show, briefly but directly challenged Waldman for her skepticism regarding Gottlieb’s 
interest in myth. Lawrence Alloway, “Melpomene and Graffiti,” in The Pictographs of Adolph Gottlieb, an 
exhibition catalogue (New York: Hudson Hills Press, 1994). 



 

11

Foundation, having worked there since the Foundation’s founding in 1976.28 Over this 

long period, Hirsch has organized many exhibitions, written numerous catalogue essays, 

and generally been a very strong supporter of the artist’s legacy. Like MacNaughton, 

Hirsch has displayed a deep knowledge of Gottlieb’s biography, and he has also provided 

useful information on some of the more practical aspects of Gottlieb’s painting practice. 

Throughout his writing, Hirsch’s most emphatic point has been that Gottlieb was chiefly 

concerned with “one fundamental conflict: order and chaos,” and thus that his paintings 

should be read in terms of “duality.”29 This contrasts with Alloway’s notion of “inter-

dependence,” with Hirsch’s position having been almost universally preferred by other 

scholars. Indeed, Hirsch’s most frequently used term, “polarity,” appeared in Friedman’s 

earlier section headings. “This attempt to present polarities,” Hirsch wrote, “to present 

them as the central quality of the human psyche, or of all consciousness, is the heroic 

goal of Gottlieb's paintings.”30 

Moving on to a second tier of additional significant publications on Gottlieb, the 

1994 catalogue The Pictographs of Adolph Gottlieb represents something of a missed 

opportunity to focus sustained attention on Gottlieb’s Pictographs and work in the 1940s. 

Hirsch wrote the opening essay and covered Gottlieb’s life and historical context in 

typically scrupulous fashion. This renders the following essays (including Charlotta 

Kotik’s contribution, cited above), which themselves mostly deal with Gottlieb’s life and 

historical context, relatively redundant.31 Pepe Karmel’s essay “Adolph Gottlieb: Self and 

                                                 
28 “Sanford Hirsch of the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation” in Artists' Estates: Reputations In Trust, 
Magda Salvesen and Diane Cousineau eds. (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 194–
195. This text does not indicate what title Hirsch held at first, but it does say that he was the Foundation’s 
only employee until around 1980. 
29 Hirsch, “Painting Reality,” 39. 
30 Sanford Hirsch, Pictograph Into Burst: Adolph Gottlieb Paintings in Transition, an exhibition catalogue 
(New York: Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation, 1992), 13. 
31 Sanford Hirsch, “Adolph Gottlieb in New York in the 1930s,” in The Pictographs of Adolph Gottlieb, an 
exhibition catalogue (New York: Hudson Hills Press, 1994). 
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Cosmos,” written for a 2010 retrospective at the Peggy Guggenheim Collection in 

Venice, Italy, is ambitious in its breadth and depth, but would benefit from emphasis and 

expansion upon its most novel points, over its retelling of Gottlieb’s already well-

rehearsed biography. For example, only in his last paragraph did Karmel note that 

Gottlieb’s interest in the “qualities of the physical environment, determining the 

conditions of our existence as human beings” connected him to the subsequent generation 

of American artists.32 This idea, which I will take up in Chapter 3, deserves more than 

being hidden in a writer’s back pocket. Finally, Gottlieb’s estate has been represented 

through the Pace Gallery since the early 2000s, which has so far led to the production of 

four catalogues.33 To my mind the most insightful essay to be found among these is Harry 

Cooper’s “Starting with Oedipus: Originality in Adolph Gottlieb’s Pictographs” from 

2004, a discussion of Gottlieb’s Oedipus-themed Pictographs that furnishes convincing 

interpretations of nuanced meaning in individual paintings and symbols. Prolonged focus 

on particular paintings is generally too rare in the literature on Gottlieb, making Cooper’s 

essay valuable.34 

Taxonomy 

These scholars have each made unique contributions, but the common features of 

their writing, (and of the many additional essays on Gottlieb as well) are often more 

striking. Most noticeably, nearly every text that I have read on Gottlieb takes a 

chronological approach. Cooper’s “Starting with Oedipus” essay and Stephen Polcari’s 

                                                 
32 Karmel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Self and Cosmos,” 52. 
33 From 1993 until 2010, The Pace Gallery operated jointly with Wildenstein & Co. as PaceWildenstein. 
34 Harry Cooper, “Starting with Oedipus: Originality in Adolph Gottlieb’s Pictographs,” in Adolph 
Gottlieb: Pictographs 1941–1951, an exhibition catalogue (New York: PaceWildenstein, 2004). Cooper’s 
interest in Gottlieb’s symbols reminds of Stephen Polcari’s 1988 article “Adolph Gottlieb’s Allegorical 
Epic of World War II,” which also examines the symbols within Gottlieb’s Pictographs. Polcari, however, 
largely neglected the scrutiny of individual paintings. Stephen Polcari, “Adolph Gottlieb’s Allegorical Epic 
of World War II,” Art Journal 47, no. 3 (Autumn, 1988): 202–207. 
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1988 article “Adolph Gottlieb’s Allegorical Epic of World War II” are two refreshingly 

focused exceptions, but most accounts run through similar series of events that generally 

include Gottlieb’s early travels in Europe, studies with John Sloan and Robert Henri, 

relationships with Milton Avery and Mark Rothko, inspiration drawn from time spent in 

Arizona, and so on. This is not problematic in itself, but in keeping their chronologies 

linear and neatly organized, scholars have made Gottlieb’s career more linear and neatly 

organized than it seems to have been, especially when it comes to the artist’s major 

stylistic phases in painting.35 Despite the existence of many works that do not fit cleanly 

into these categories (e.g. figs 15, 64, 79), scholars have insisted upon looking at 

Gottlieb’s painting in terms of Pictographs, Imaginary Landscapes, and Bursts. 

Sometimes the Labyrinth (e.g. fig. 43) and Unstill Life (e.g. fig. 36) styles are considered 

as well, but some fairly strict form of taxonomy is always enforced. As a result, 

Gottlieb’s “aberrant” paintings have been left out of nearly all scholarly accounts, and the 

rest of his oeuvre has been homogenized into a small number of types. 36 

Friedman’s 1963 catalogue essay provides the strongest early manifestation of 

this trend, as he allotted only a short section to “Transition: Totems and Grids,” covering 

paintings created between 1950 and 1956.37 Otherwise, Friedman focused squarely on 

                                                 
35 I should also say that it is frequently disappointing to see page space and scholarly effort put towards 
rehashing Gottlieb’s life story, when these resources could have been more usefully expended on novel 
interpretations of his work. I have at times been surprised at scholars’ insistence on reciting so many 
biographical and contextual details. Of course, in this thesis I go towards an opposite extreme and largely 
isolate Gottlieb, chiefly because previous scholarship (especially MacNaughton’s dissertation) already has 
much to say about the historical context of his work and much less to say about the topics I cover here. 
36 Miriam Roberts’ 1980 catalogue essay is a notable but partial exception to this trend, as Roberts pointed 
out that some works “do not fit into [any] category; therefore they too are generally ignored. When not 
ignored they are labeled ‘transitional’; they were so labeled even by Gottlieb himself. This term has served 
to lessen the recognition due them as significant paintings in their own right and for the essential role they 
played in the development of the later paintings.” This statement stands out in and of itself, but Roberts did 
not follow through on it successfully. The body of her essay still leans heavily upon the usual categories 
and mainly (and only briefly) valorizes overlooked works chiefly by pointing out that they led to better-
known breakthroughs. Miriam Roberts, “Adolph Gottlieb,” in Adolph Gottlieb: Paintings, 1921–1956, an 
exhibition catalogue (Omaha: Joslyn Art Museum, 1980), 9. 
37 Friedman, Adolph Gottlieb, 9. 
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Gottlieb’s most typifying renderings of Pictographs, Imaginary Landscapes, and Bursts. 

The effect is similar in the Waldman/Doty and MacNaughton/Alloway catalogues, as 

these pairs of authors divided Gottlieb’s career in half, with each focusing on either the 

Pictographs or Bursts. In many cases these categories seem to have been so ingrained in 

scholars’ thinking that they led to significant lapses in judgment. MacNaughton, for 

example, seems plainly mistaken in having grouping the “centered compositions” Female 

Forms and Untitled (Still Life) of 1941 (figs. 8, 11) with Gottlieb’s Pictographs, though 

these paintings lack both the grids and pictographic symbols characteristic of the 

Pictograph category.38 Some scholars have gone to great lengths to apply these terms to 

paintings that defy easy categorization, as Lilly Wei did in a 2008 Pace catalogue when 

she described Black on White of 1967 (fig. 71) as “an emptied out version of a Pictograph 

painting crossed with an Imaginary Landscape.”39 However, the most flagrant error along 

these lines is almost surely Maurice Berger’s claim in a 1981 article that, after inventing 

the Burst type, “Gottlieb simply reiterated the same pictorial theme for more than twenty 

years.”40 As far as I can tell, the only way to so fully avoid seeing variety in Gottlieb’s 

production from the mid ‘50s onward would be to flatly ignore scores of his paintings. 

A strange aspect within the general overreliance upon these chronological 

divisions is that no scholar has clearly set space aside to define each of the terms 

involved. Nevertheless, there is certainly some consensus on what sorts of paintings 

exemplify each of Gottlieb’s major phases. The first Pictographs, Eyes of Oedipus and 

                                                 
38 MacNaughton, “Adolph Gottlieb: His Life and Art,” 30. MacNaughton also mentioned Pictograph—
Tablet Form (fig. 10), which fits this description much better as a centered composition with both a grid 
and pictographic symbols. 
39 Lilly Wei, “Adolph Gottlieb: Image Maker,” in Adolph Gottlieb: Paintings from Four Decades, an 
exhibition catalogue (New York: PaceWildenstein, 2008), 8–9. To my mind there is no particularly good 
reason to associate Black on White with either the Pictographs or Imaginary Landscapes, and to do so only 
makes looking at the painting into a confusing experience. 
40 Maurice Berger, “Pictograph Into Burst: Adolph Gottlieb and the Structure of Myth,” Arts Magazine 55, 
no. 7 (March 1981): 139. 
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Oedipus both from 1941 (figs. 7, 9), set the definition of that group. A typical Pictograph 

thus includes a grid (usually an irregular grid) filled with symbols conceived by Gottlieb 

through free association or automatism. This definition is flexible enough to 

accommodate paintings like Composition of 1945 (fig. 19) whose symbols do not always 

stay within Gottlieb’s gridlines, as well as paintings like Red and Green Bird of 1948 

(fig. 24) whose strongly contrasting colors and minimal grid yield a less all-over sort of 

Pictograph. The Pictograph concept, then, has facilitated scholarly examination of the 

bulk of Gottlieb’s production from 1941 into the early ‘50s. Still, some paintings that are 

clearly not Pictographs have essentially never been considered. The designation 

“Pictograph” comes from the symbols which fill Gottlieb’s grids that, as simple symbols 

intended to convey meaning, can appropriately be called pictographs.41 

Like the first Pictographs, the first Imaginary Landscape, The Frozen Sounds, 

Number I of 1951 (fig. 32) defines its group. A typical Imaginary Landscape is thus in 

horizontal format, divided horizontally and approximately in half into a lower register of 

rough and overlapping forms, and an upper register in which multiple round forms 

(sometimes with square forms as well) are set at approximately equal height within a 

relatively even ground. In most early Imaginary Landscapes this upper ground is white 

and the forms set within it are black and red; Eclipse of 1952 is a notable exception with 

black and white forms. The name “Imaginary Landscape” comes, clearly enough, from 

the horizontal division which causes the paintings to resemble abstracted renderings of 

panoramic outdoor views. On this subject, Gottlieb said that “Actually, I never thought of 

them as landscapes, but since the association with the horizon is inescapable with 

landscape, I accept this association.”42 Gottlieb did not think in terms of this sort of visual 
                                                 
41 Waldman indeed opened her catalogue essay with the Webster’s Dictionary definition of “pictograph.” 
Waldman, “Part I,” 9. 
42 Friedman 1962 interview; cited in Hirsch, Pictograph Into Burst, 13. Yve-Alain Bois (in an essay I will 
discuss at length later) provided a compelling discussion of the inevitability of this reading of horizontal 
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association, but he did not attempt to prevent it either (I will address the issue of visual 

association in the next section). 

Before finishing with the Imaginary Landscapes, it is necessary to define the 

Bursts. This group is also typified by its earliest constituents, though the very first Burst, 

Black, Blue, Red of 1956 (fig. 45) is not a prime example. That distinction goes to Blast, I 

and Burst of 1957 (figs. 53, 54), both of which are in vertical format and include a rough-

edged black form below a smooth-edged red circular form, both within an undivided and 

relatively even white ground. Though Gottlieb made Burst paintings in many different 

colors, and though Black, Blue, Red was painted first, this red-black-white color scheme 

is the most common and is generally presented as the most exemplary, perhaps because it 

relates to Imaginary Landscapes like The Frozen Sounds, Number I. Some scholars have 

indeed emphasized paintings in this color scheme at the expense of others (e.g. figs. 56, 

61, 63). Alloway, for example, suggested that “We can conclude that black and red were 

a personal code for the impersonal” and that these colors were a “crucial part” of 

Gottlieb’s Burst phrase.43 Quite surprisingly, it is entirely unclear whether or not the 

name “Burst” refers to part of these paintings: 1) later titles such as Pale Disc (1965, fig. 

68) and Black Ground-Red Disc (1966) indicate that Gottlieb thought of the upper forms 

as “discs”; 2) other later titles such Brown Splash (1970, fig. 77), and Pale Splash (1971, 

fig. 81), similarly suggest the lower forms are “splashes”; 3) all paintings with “Burst” in 

their titles include both forms.44 Though all scholars have used the designation Burst 

freely, none has paused to consider this question, and there does not seem to be sufficient 

                                                                                                                                                 
lines as horizons or strata in his analysis of unusual paintings by Barnett Newman. See Bois, “Perceiving 
Newman,” in Painting as Model (Cambridge: Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1990). 
43 Alloway, “Adolph Gottlieb and Abstract Painting,” 57. 
44 Gottlieb indeed referred to the upper forms as dots and the lower forms as splashes in a 1968 interview. 
Stewart Kranz, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb at the Whitney Museum by Stewart Kranz, 1968,” 
unpaginated. Transcript provided by the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation. Another title related to a 
painting’s lower form seems to be Spray (1959). 
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evidence to answer it. “Burst” could refer to the upper form, the lower form, or the 

combination of the two. Without a clear understanding of what makes a Burst a Burst, 

paintings that resemble but are not duplicates of the chief exemplars of the phase quickly 

become difficult taxonomic cases. Some of these are paintings with different lower forms 

or no lower form at all (e.g. fig. 57), others are paintings with more than two elements 

(e.g. fig. 73). Gottlieb scholars have turned a collective blind eye to nearly all of these 

less-typical paintings from after the mid ‘50s, and this terminological uncertainty, along 

with the bias towards Bursts rendered in the red-black-white scheme, seem to be to 

blame. 

Finally, there is a later variety of Imaginary Landscapes that came after Gottlieb’s 

invention of the Bursts (e.g. figs. 59, 78). These are in horizontal format and have 

multiple upper elements, but they lack a clear “horizon line.” In fact, they look just as 

much like horizontal Bursts as they do Imaginary Landscapes. Nevertheless, most authors 

(including Hirsch, Polcari, and Wei) have labeled them as Imaginary Landscapes without 

hesitation. This point would remain contentious if not for Gottlieb’s 1969 Imaginary 

Landscape (fig. 74), whose combination of title and appearance suggest that this is at 

least a permissible use of the term.45 Still, there is a clear divide between the early and 

late Imaginary Landscapes, and it is frustrating that scholars have not clearly 

differentiated between the two. Furthermore, no scholar has actually pointed to the 1969 

Imaginary Landscape title as a justification for this use of the term, and the actual 

features that are required of a late Imaginary Landscape remain unenumerated. Again, 
                                                 
45 When Jeanne Siegel suggested to Gottlieb that these paintings seemed to be “a blending of the 
‘landscapes’ and the ‘bursts’” Gottlieb responded “Not quite. Those are two separate phases of my work, 
and I’m quite content to have them remain as separate phases.” What this means is unclear, as the so-called 
later Imaginary Landscapes hardly seem so separate from the Bursts. Perhaps more important is Siegel’s 
follow-up “Then how would you classify what you are doing right now?” and Gottlieb’s answer “Right 
now I’m trying not to be classified.” Jeanne Siegel, "Adolph Gottlieb at 70: I Would Like to Get Rid of the 
Idea that Art is for Everybody," interview with Adolph Gottlieb, Art News 72 (December 1973), 
unpaginated. Text provided by the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation. 
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this leaves doubt regarding cases standing at the limits of the term, with most of these 

less-easily-categorized paintings having only the lower element of a late Imaginary 

Landscape without discs or other forms above (e.g. figs. 69, 80). Again, scholars have 

overlooked most of these paintings, with taxonomic strictness and ambiguity as the 

apparent causes for their oversight. 

Gottlieb was well aware that these categories shaped perception of his paintings. 

In a 1968 interview with Stewart Kranz he had this to say on the subject: 

I think what happens is that people have a tendency to have a kind of cliché image 
of what I do, and what other painters do. In my case the cliché is the dot and the 
splash. [But] I think if people look at say three paintings such as this side by side 
they then concede that the differences are rather large between the paintings and it 
isn’t quite a [sic] stereotyped as their minds tend to make it. It’s just a sort of 
concept within which I work, so that there is a similarity. There is the red, black 
and the white color scheme, but actually the forms are extremely different, as 
these pictures show…You would be surprised how many people who should 
know better, people who consider themselves sophisticated think [in terms] of 
stereotypes.46 

One would be surprised indeed. Gottlieb’s tone in this statement does not betray 

frustration, rather he may have been amused to have discovered this common tendency 

towards stereotyping through his experiences as a painter. As with viewers’ and critics’ 

tendency towards visual association in front of his paintings (discussed below), Gottlieb 

did not approve of this stereotyping, but he did not care to expend energy or to alter his 

painting practice in order to avoid it. Still, it somewhat ironic that Gottlieb himself aided 

in the formation of the first of these stereotypes with his coining of the term 

“Pictographs.” Gottlieb described his reasons for taking up this word in a statement 

written for the catalogue of the Whiteney’s 1955 show “The New Decade”: 

I adopted the term Pictograph for my paintings out of a feeling of disdain for the 
accepted notions of what a painting should be. This was in 1941. I decided that to 

                                                 
46 Kranz, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1968. Note that, aside from my sic erat scriptum notation, the 
ellipsis and brackets appear in the original interview transcript that I received from the Gottlieb Foundation. 
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acquiesce in the prevailing conception of what constituted “good painting” meant 
the acceptance of an academic strait-jacket. It was therefore necessary for me to 
utterly repudiate so-called “good painting” in order to be free to express what was 
visually true for me.47 

Here the irony becomes clearer. What Gottlieb originally intended as a way out of an 

“academic strait-jacket” and as a step towards being “free” became a new kind of 

restraint. He escaped the bounds of “good painting,” only to be confined within the idea 

of “Gottlieb painting.” The above segment of the Kranz interview suggests that Gottlieb 

was able to put this sort of treatment aside. His continued exploration of visual themes 

that might easily be lumped into one category or another further attests to his indifference 

to this sort of critical response. Nevertheless, Gottlieb may have revised his approach to 

public presentation after the reaction to his use of the term “Pictograph.” He did not insist 

as strongly on the term “Imaginary Landscapes,” and in fact the first exhibition of those 

paintings was titled “Imaginary Landscapes and Seascapes.”48 That “Imaginary 

Landscapes,” rather than “Seascapes,” became the conventional phrase seems to have 

been the work of critics and scholars, though there is no strong reason to choose one or 

the other.49 Writers were clearly the sole popularizers of the “Bursts” term, as Gottlieb 

                                                 
47 Adolph Gottlieb, “Painting Aims,” in The New Decade: 35 American Painters and Sculptors, an 
exhibition catalogue (New York: The Whitney Museum of American Art, 1955), 35–36. The contrast 
between this statement and the one from 1968 cited just before is typical; Gottlieb’s language tended to be 
less polemical and more gentle as his career went on. Earlier in the 1968 Kranz interview, Gottlieb also 
suggests that, with the “Pictographs” term, “Critics never seemed to be able to put me into a category—this 
always seems to be a problem. I think they held it against me, so I decided to give them a cubby hole into 
which they can put me.” If this was indeed Gottlieb’s intention at the time, his scheme seems to have 
worked all too well. 
48 MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74,” 177. The exhibition took place in 1953 at 
the Kootz Gallery. 
49 It cannot be said that the preference for “Land” over “Sea” came from Gottlieb’s titles, as the 
aforementioned 1969 Imaginary Landscape is the only painting I know of to which Gottlieb gave that title. 
Flotsam at Noon, Sea and Tide, and Water and Sound, all paintings from 1952 with nautically-themed 
titles, were indeed some of the first Imaginary Land/Seascapes. That these paintings have no features which 
definitively set them apart from similar paintings from the same period, suggests that telling a Landscape 
from a Seascape would be impossible. Any argument that the paintings look, by visual association, more 
like land or sea cannot be compelling; the paintings are too abstract and offer many different avenues for 
associative interpretation. Gottlieb himself even conflated landscape and seascape, telling Martin Friedman 
that, while in Arizona, “I think the emotional feeling I had on the desert was that it was like being at sea.” 
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told Kranz that “I used two titles: one was Burst and one was Blast. People apparently 

caught on to this Burst title and they kept using it indiscriminately, so that I find myself 

now referring to these paintings as Bursts.”50 

Gottlieb did not fall into using “Bursts” as shorthand for no reason; these terms 

can surely be alluring as a means toward parsimonious discussion of his career. However, 

when it comes to discussing that career, and all of the paintings involved in it, simple 

accuracy should take precedence over the appeal of parsimony for parsimony’s sake. 

With this in mind, it cannot be denied that describing Gottlieb’s career in terms of 

“Pictographs,” “Imaginary Landscapes,” and “Bursts” has led to gross oversimplification. 

This taxonomic system has also misconstrued Gottlieb as having moved smoothly from 

one sort of painting to the next, without pursuing alternative directions. Adding the 

secondary terms “Labyrinths” and “Unstill Lifes” is hardly an adequate remedy, as many 

of the aforementioned paintings would still be left without clear taxonomic identity.51 

Any further attempt to reform this categorical scheme would be forced to sacrifice 

parsimony and clarity in the creation of a morass of case-by-case exceptions. I will 

instead take a more promising path towards accuracy and prioritize consideration of the 

full breadth and continuity of Gottlieb’s career over taxonomic explanation. Though the 

standard terminology is rather ingrained in even my own considerations of Gottlieb’s 

work, I will employ it only when it is truly useful. 

                                                                                                                                                 
These facts should cast some doubt on the presumed legitimacy of the conventional “Landscapes” term. 
Friedman 1962 interview; cited in Luca Massimo Barbero, “Postwar Anxiety: The Birth of the New 
Painting; Adolph Gottlieb: Image Maker” in Adolph Gottlieb: A Retrospective, an exhibition catalogue 
(Florence: GiuntiArte Mostre Musei sri, 2010), 17. 
50 Kranz, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1968, unpaginated. This same acquiescing to common usage 
may have also happened with Gottlieb and the “Imaginary Landscapes” term, as in his 1973 interview with 
Jeanne Siegel he referred to those paintings as “Imaginary Landscapes” without mentioning “Seascapes.” 
Siegel, "Adolph Gottlieb at 70,” 1973 interview, unpaginated. 
51 Labyrinths are Pictographs whose grids are their most important elements and which sometimes lack 
pictographic symbols entirely (e.g. figs. 38, 39, 43). Unlike in the Pictographs, in the Labyrinths Gottlieb’s 
grids often overlap. Unstill Lifes include chaotic areas contained within thick black lines, all set on a white 
ground (e.g. figs. 36, 42). 
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Visual and Metaphorical Association 

I have already referred to visual association, another element which is common 

among the existing literature on Gottlieb. At its simplest, this is interpretation through a 

personal and subjective appeal to visual resemblance, a claim that something in 

Gottlieb’s work looks like something familiar. Among many choices, Miriam Roberts’ 

interpretation of Gottlieb’s Night Flight of 1951 (fig. 33) is a typifying example: 

In this case, as the title perhaps suggests, we are given an aerial view; a chaotic 
mass is viewed through the outlines of rounded shapes above. This view is 
reminiscent of the view from an airplane, or even of a photographic record of a 
bombing raid. The chaos below becomes a metaphor for an emotional state, thus 
suggesting an alternative interpretation of the title—escape. Anxiety is expressed 
by opposing directional symbols, the scarred surface, the targets, falling bombs, 
and explosions.52 

There is nothing in Night Flight to confirm any part of Roberts’ interpretation. What she 

saw as an aerial view is an all-over abstract painting, what she saw as scars are layers of 

thinly-applied paint, what she saw as a target is an irregular white line encircling a thick 

red mark just below the center of the painting, and so on. Roberts used Gottlieb’s title as 

a guide, but it confirms nothing either, it only “suggests,” and not very strongly at that 

because of the multiple meanings of the word “flight” that Roberts mentioned. What is 

first identified as a “reminiscent” quality quickly envelopes all of Roberts’ descriptive 

language. The initial subjective leap to an aerial view enables a succession of related 

visual interpretations, most of which would seem quite remote on their own. Soon 

enough Roberts is describing the painting in terms of “targets, falling bombs, and 

explosions.” But of course Night Flight is none of these things, it merely came to look 

like them through Roberts’ eyes. It would be wrong for anyone to deny that Roberts saw 

these things in Night Flight, but it is equally wrong to define the painting by them. 

                                                 
52 Roberts, Adolph Gottlieb: Paintings, 52. 
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Not only does this sort of interpretation add very little to readers’ understanding 

of Gottlieb’s work, it also tends to shut down further interpretation by reader and writer 

alike. Once Night Flight has been bent and prodded into looking like a bombing raid, it is 

hard to see it as anything else. If one truly sees a group of short, black, horizontal marks 

as falling bombs, it is hard to also see them as brush strokes. Roberts seems to have 

acquiesced to this state of affairs, as her essay moves on after the above quotation. When 

Martin Friedman described the Burst type as “[a] radiant astral disk hovering over a 

seething earth mass,” he similarly made it harder for himself and for his readers the see 

the Bursts simply as abstract paintings.53 The same effect occurs with the most pervasive 

visually associative interpretation of Gottlieb’s work: the treatment of his Imaginary 

Landscapes as landscape images, rather than as abstract paintings. In all cases, this 

narrowing of possibilities would be acceptable if it led writers on to more expansive 

interpretations of these paintings, but visual association is almost always used as the last 

word on Gottlieb’s work, rather than as a first step.54 

As with the categorization of his work, Gottlieb was aware that scholars, critics, 

and perhaps a fair section of his public audience approached his paintings through visual 

association. His stance on the issue, as described in a 1960 interview with David 

Sylvester, is quite reasonable and sympathetic: 

I can see that everyone will have some associations. Now if I were to feel strongly 
that there shouldn’t be any associations, I could then revise my paintings and 
eliminate anything in the painting that would suggest some association, whether it 
is earth and sky, male or female, or some notion of celestial bodies or Sputnik. I 
don’t feel strongly about that… Theoretically I don’t believe it’s possible to have 
a painting in which the spectator can find no associations. I think that Mondrian 

                                                 
53 Friedman, Adolph Gottlieb, 2. 
54 The main example of visual association used productively is Stephen Polcari’s 1988 article “Adolph 
Gottlieb’s Allegorical Epic of World War II.” Polcari traced associatively-identified motifs through 
Gottlieb’s painting in the ‘40s to suggest the artist’s sustained interest in the war. Polcari, “Adolph 
Gottlieb’s Allegorical Epic of World War II,” 202–207.  
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tried to achieve that sort of an ideal. I see no great value in achieving this. I think 
it enriches the painting if a person can have associations.55 

Gottlieb’s idea that a total avoidance of association is impossible seems quite sound. His 

friend and colleague Barnett Newman indeed made paintings consisting only of vertical 

bands, but this austerity did not stave off visual association. The inevitability of 

association is made clear by Pepe Karmel, who mentioned both artists in the same breath, 

suggesting that Gottlieb’s Bursts “are more like representations of archetypal landscapes, 

comparable in this regard to the 1945–46 paintings by Barnett Newman evoking the 

opening lines of Genesis.”56 Again, there is nothing in Newman’s paintings to confirm 

that his vertical lines represent the primary divine act of division, but this remains a 

popular explanation of his work nevertheless.57 

Gottlieb saw that a serious attempt to eliminate the possibility of visual 

association would have to be taken to extremes, and would thus entail the sacrifice of 

many (if not all) of his other interests in painting.58 He was thus happy to accept the 

possibility of visual association rather than take up such a restrictive and doctrinaire 

approach. This tolerance extended to his titles, which he hardly censored to avoid 

associative suggestion. Indeed, that Gottlieb surrounded his paintings with words and 

phrases like “Imaginary Landscapes and Seascapes,” “Burst,” and “Blast” might suggest 

that he intended to invite visual association. This should not be taken too far, however, as 

Gottlieb never seems to have believed he could have any real control over associative 
                                                 
55 David Sylvester, “Painting as Self Discovery,” telephone interview of Adolph Gottlieb, broadcast on 
“Third Programme,” produced by Leonie Cohn, BBC Radio, 8 October 1960, unpaginated. Transcript 
provided by the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation. 
56 Karmel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Self and Cosmos,” 43.  
57 This interpretation of Newman’s paintings was introduced by Thomas B. Hess in a 1971 catalogue. 
Though Newman himself said nothing to confirm such a specific or limiting interpretation of his primary 
visual motif, some scholars have held very stubbornly to this position. In an exemplary case, Matthew 
Baigell insisted on the Genesis interpretation over the objections of Newman’s wife Annalee during an 
exchange published in American Art (vol. 8 no. 2 and vol. 9 no. 1). 
58 Such an attempt might lead to monochromatic paintings like those by Yves Klein, but even Klein’s blue 
monochromes might be seen as skies or oceans. 
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interpretation.59 His position, then, can be described as reasoned indifference. Knowing 

that he had no control over associative interpretation, he went about making and titling 

his paintings without regard for its possibility. He only hoped that association would not 

obscure the more immediate aspects of his paintings: “But you have to remember that 

they were visual things and they weren't Morse code. They weren't suns or anything else; 

that's just a description.”60 

There remains, however, the possibility of associations that are less visual and 

literal, and are instead metaphorical and more abstract. Interpretations of this sort suggest 

that Gottlieb’s paintings convey particular concepts, though they may not resemble those 

concepts visually. This is perhaps the most common interpretive approach in the 

literature on Gottlieb, and in most cases it is employed to suggest that his paintings 

represent pairs of opposing forces, also referred to as dualities, dialectics, polarities, etc. 

The examples here are myriad. Emery Grossman suggested that the Imaginary 

Landscapes “express the opposition, or union, of forces, the duality which is universal: 

positive and negative, male and female, passivity and aggression.”61 Lilly Wei claimed 

that the Burst type “can be read as the brooding symbol of a post-nuclear holocaust, of 

humanity’s death and destruction or as a timeless image of life, endurance and 

                                                 
59 In my discussion of metaphorical association immediately below, I quote Gottlieb saying that “I can’t 
help what people see. They might see Little Red Riding Hood in the painting.” The context for this 
statement makes it a better fit for the issue of metaphorical association, but it also speaks to a lack of 
control over visual association. In the same interview Gottlieb also expressed frustration with at least one 
potential visually associative interpretation of Burst paintings: “there are other people who see them as 
objects in outer space, which I vehemently reject.” Siegel, "Adolph Gottlieb at 70,” 1973 interview, 
unpaginated. 
60 Dorothy Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” Archives of American 
Art, Smithsonian Institution, http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-interview-adolph-
gottlieb-12369. The reference to Morse code is related to the upper sections of the first Imaginary 
Landscapes, whose rectangles and ovals were sometimes interpreted this way. In the same interview 
Gottlieb told Seckler that a commercial artist once laid out an advertisement in the New York Times to look 
like once of his paintings with the dots and dashes spelling the name of the electronics company RCA in 
Morse code. It speaks to his indifferent attitude that Gottlieb found this homage amusing and does not seem 
to have been offended by it in the least. 
61 Grossman, Art and Tradition, 43. 
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resurrection, the readings posed as a dialectic and, synthesizer that Gottlieb was, as 

reconciled dualities.”62 Much of this may be derived from Friedman’s 1963 catalogue 

essay, in which Friedman wrote that Burst-type paintings may suggest “male and female, 

sun and earth, order and chaos, creation and destruction, reason and emotion—positive 

and negative entities essential to one another that interact across the charged field of the 

canvas.”63 Finally, Sanford Hirsch has been the most consistent advocate for this 

interpretation, claiming that “This attempt to present polarities, to present them as the 

central quality of the human psyche, or of all consciousness, is the heroic goal of 

Gottlieb's paintings,” and that Gottlieb had an “underlying belief that all things gain 

definition when considered beside their opposite.”64 Proponents of this interpretation 

have usually seen these ideas as emerging in Gottlieb’s work during the late ‘40s, with 

their ultimate expression coming in the Burst paintings and their monumental rendering 

of only two forms. This is why Hirsch wrote that in Ascent, a Burst painting made in 

1958 (fig. 56), “The upper and lower forms seem locked in a mutually supportive and/or 

destructive balance. This, finally, is the effect Gottlieb desired.”65 Hirsch thus marked the 

creation of the Burst type as the culmination of Gottlieb’s efforts in painting. 

I believe that these metaphorical associations are just as remote from Gottlieb’s 

paintings as visual associations. Just as there is no reason to insist that a typical Burst 

painting like Blast, I or Ascent is a literal image of Sputnik or of heavenly bodies, there is 

also no reason to insist that it is a metaphor for positivity and negativity, for creation and 

destruction, or for a general dialectical quality of consciousness. As with visual 

associations, it is perfectly valid for an individual viewer to relate Gottlieb’s paintings to 
                                                 
62 Wei, “Adolph Gottlieb: Image Maker,” 8. 
63 Friedman, Adolph Gottlieb, 2. This passage lies under Friedman’s aforementioned “Polarities” section 
heading. 
64 Hirsch, Pictograph Into Burst, 13. Sanford Hirsch, “Adolph Gottlieb’s Sculpture,” in Adolph Gottlieb: 
Sculptor, an exhibition catalogue (New York: Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation, 2012), 12. 
65 Hirsch, Pictograph Into Burst, 24. 
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these concepts, but it is suspect for a scholar to argue that the paintings must always bear 

this relationship. While an individual viewer’s claim requires only their own personal 

experience, a scholar’s claim requires some kind of confirmation. Such confirmation 

seems to be sorely lacking in the following exchange between Gottlieb and Jeanne Siegel 

in 1973: 

Siegel: What about Martin Friedman’s theory of dualities that explains the content 
in your “Bursts?” Do you accept that? 
Gottlieb: Some people see them as yin and yang, which is OK with me, but there 
are other people who see them as objects in outer space, which I vehemently 
reject. 
Siegel: Why do you reject one association and not the other? 
Gottlieb: I can’t help what people see. They might see Little Red Riding Hood in 
the painting. 
Siegel: But then, is yin and yang an idea of yours? 
Gottlieb: It’s not an idea of mine, but it may exist there. It has a certain 
universality.66 

This “universality” makes it natural to find dualities in Gottlieb’s work, but it does not 

make it necessary.67 For the artist, it seems that this association was as arbitrary as 

anything else (e.g. “Little Red Riding Hood”). Nevertheless, this interpretation is so 

pervasive that I think it will be necessary to do more than dismiss it on the basis of a 

single quotation.68 Therefore, I will examine the hypothesis that Gottlieb’s paintings 

represent polarities on its broader merits. 

Certainly there is nothing in Gottlieb’s paintings themselves to confirm any 

metaphorical association. The paintings consist of paint abstractly arranged on a flat 

support—full stop. They plainly do not consist of concepts, dueling or otherwise. Even in 
                                                 
66 Siegel, "Adolph Gottlieb at 70,” 1973 interview, unpaginated. 
67 This is not unlike visual association: Gottlieb understood that visual association was unavoidable (i.e. 
universal), but he did not wish to actively pursue it in painting. Gottlieb would not object to these 
interpretations of his work or seek to preclude them, but he was not particularly interested in them either. 
68 It additionally seems difficult to dismiss an idea so quickly when it was advanced by Friedman, who, in 
the acknowledgements preceding his essay, thanked Gottlieb “who spent many long sessions with me in 
patient discussion of his work,” referencing their extensive discussion that I have mentioned above. To 
claim that Friedman was mistaken runs against this impressive firsthand knowledge, and hence should be 
done only with caution and good reason. Friedman, Adolph Gottlieb, no page number. 
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strictly visual terms, I find it excessive to describe Gottlieb’s forms, like Friedman did, as 

“entities… that interact across the charged field of the canvas.” The strange idea that 

areas of dried paint could be “entities” that “interact” with one another often begins with 

more innocuous language. For example, a word like oppose is handled responsibly in 

Robert Doty’s sober formalism: “[T]he Bursts utilize two or more shapes opposed on a 

vertical axis.”69 For Miriam Roberts, however, this same quality of forms being near to 

one another allowed the claim that “opposing forces were made to clash and then to 

resolve.”70 In Roberts’ passage the sensory phenomenon of visual opposition becomes 

unnecessarily conflated with an opposition of intellectual concepts. While the idea that 

Gottlieb’s arrangements of dried paint would come to stand in for warring psychic forces 

allows for colorful prose, it distorts the reality of the artist’s work by granting agency to 

paint that clearly has none. It seems far more accurate to say that Gottlieb’s forms do not 

oppose each other, but rather that they were juxtaposed by the artist, and that this 

juxtaposition can be discovered, experienced, and interpreted by viewers.71 This way 

agency can properly be given to the artist and to viewers, rather than to paint or 

arrangements thereof, and slips into additional metaphors can be avoided. 

Scholars who have not argued that Gottlieb’s forms oppose each other have often 

suggested instead that they are opposites. This is Hirsch’s position, as he described much 

of the artist’s career as “The search for a language to present opposites within one 

frame.”72 I find this an equally questionable proposition. If, as Hirsch suggested, the 

prototypical Burst paintings are the pinnacle of Gottleib’s career, what is it that makes 
                                                 
69 Doty, “Part II,” 19. Italics mine. 
70 Roberts, Adolph Gottlieb: Paintings, 47. Italics mine. 
71 This passage from Lawrence Alloway, which I have already quoted above, seems to present a similar 
idea: “The inter-dependence of the two zones [in the Burst paintings] is also important to Gottlieb. Thus he 
posits a complex exchange between the two parts of the holistic image.” As I pointed out above, however, 
Alloway does not follow up on this statement in any way. Alloway, “Adolph Gottlieb and Abstract 
Painting,” 59. 
72 Hirsch, Pictograph Into Burst, 16. Italics mine. 
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their forms opposites? In other words, is an even-edged red circle truly the opposite of a 

rough-edged black shape? Perhaps a more perfect opposite for the red circle would be a 

green shape, as green is the complement to red in pigment. Perhaps cyan, the complement 

to red in light, would be a better choice. Perhaps a triangle would be a more perfect 

opposite for the circle, and perhaps it should be only an outline, as the red circle is filled 

in with color. I could go on, but my point is that there is no absolute opposite of red, of a 

circle, or of a red circle. These things only have opposites when they are conceptualized 

in particular ways. It might be possible for an individual viewer to conceptualize a Burst 

painting in such a fashion that it would, to them, consist of opposites, but it does not seem 

possible for Hirsch to prove that such a painting must necessarily consist of opposites. 

Rather than describe Gottlieb’s paintings in terms of opposites, I would venture contrasts 

as a less extreme alternative. 

While Gottlieb’s paintings do not themselves suggest the presentation of dueling 

concepts, the artist’s written and spoken statements do evince a degree of interest in 

opposites and opposition. What Gottlieb had to say on the subject is certainly significant, 

as this interpretation is metaphorical; opposites or oppositions need not literally be 

included in Gottlieb’s work if he intended them to be brought in metaphorically. The 

artist’s statements on this subject, however, are not as supportive of metaphorical 

association as they may initially appear.73 

In a 1967 interview with Dorothy Seckler, Gottlieb said that “I had this idea of 

disparate images you see which occurred throughout the Pictographs. What I really was 

trying to do when I got away from the Pictographs was to make this notion of a kind of 
                                                 
73 For his part, when discussing polarities Hirsch has most frequently cited a statement Gottlieb made about 
Arshile Gorky and a page of Gottlieb’s unpublished notes with the heading “Polarities.” I won’t address 
these here, as both of seem to be weaker pieces of primary evidence—the first pertains most immediately to 
another artist and the second may have contained unfinished thoughts not intended for public consumption. 
However, the content of each is not very different from the quotes I provide below. Hirsch cites each in his 
Pictograph Into Burst essay, pages 12–13 and 24. 
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polarity clearer and more extreme,” and that “I've always done the same thing. That is, 

I'm interested in certain opposing images.”74 In another interview, with Jeanne Siegel in 

1968, he similarly said that in his paintings “there has to be a conflict. If there is no 

conflict and the resolution of some sort of opposites, there’s no resolution of some sort of 

opposites, there’s no tension and everything is rather meaningless.”75 While these are 

strongly worded statements, coming from Gottlieb there is no reason to think of them as 

comments on metaphorical issues, rather than visual issues. In the same interview with 

Siegel the artist indeed said  

I don’t want to give the impression that I was trying to convey some kind of 
literary message. I wasn’t a writer, I was a painter. I was really trying to make 
paintings… I was not a symbolic painter in the sense that through symbolism I 
was trying to communicate with people. This was not my intention. I was making 
a painting. That was the first thing I was concerned with, making a painting and to 
make the painting work in terms of a structure that I invented for myself, and to 
give this structure a certain solidity and strength.76 

Gottlieb also told Martin Friedman in 1962: “When I work, I’m thinking in terms of 

purely visual effects and relations; and any verbal equivalent is something that comes 

afterwards.”77 These statements suggest that the opposition and conflict that Gottlieb 

described were visual and pictorial, rather than “literary.” Any confusion of the two 

would stem from Gottlieb’s colorful language (“polarity,” “conflict,” “opposites,” 

“tension,” etc.). Indeed, Gottlieb went on to say that “The problem which I was involved 

in was dividing a canvas into two distinct parts, and then having disparate images in each 

area, which is a problem I have always been involved in, which is the juxtaposition of 
                                                 
74 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. These statements 
followed prompting about Gottlieb’s work in the early ‘50s, but it seems clear that he meant them 
(especially the latter) generally. 
75 Jeanne Siegel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Two Views,” interview with Adolph Gottlieb, Arts Magazine 42, no. 4 
(February 1968): 31. 
76 Siegel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Two Views,” 1968 interview, 30–31. These statements pertain most directly to 
the Pictographs (Gottlieb frequently defended those paintings against being read as rebuses) but his 
disinterest in “literary messages” and “symbolism” seems to have been thoroughgoing. 
77 Friedman 1962 interview; cited in Doty, “Part II,” 24. 
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disparate images.”78 For Gottlieb a word like “juxtaposition” was interchangeable with a 

word like “conflict,” but either always referred to visual “problems,” rather than a 

metaphorical struggle between competing concepts. Again, I propose to avoid this 

interchangeability myself, and to rely upon juxtaposition and contrast as clearer, more 

purely visual terms. Anything beyond this would risk turning a Gottlieb painting into a 

“verbal equivalent.”79 

Though visual problems were Gottlieb’s primary concern, he did see them as 

related to subjective issues. I will take up this connection in my second chapter, but for 

now it will suffice to say that Gottlieb did not feel comfortable summing up his feelings 

in conceptions as final as polarities or dialectics. Along these lines, in his 1962 

conversation with Friedman he described a sense of schizophrenia in the world and said 

“These [are] contradictory feelings that scare people. In my painting I try to resolve these 

conflicts and to bring together and harmonize, and find some equilibrium for these 

opposing tendencies. I don’t know why I do it. I do it on the basis of feeling—I feel like 

this.”80 Gottlieb was not out to diagnose the world’s illnesses and prescribe a clear 

solution—he would have been unable to do so. He could not respond to this sense of 

schizophrenia by logically and coolly deeming his Burst paintings to be its cure. Instead, 

he felt and intuited his way along. If the Bursts were (or are) a sort of cure, that fact was 

never clear to Gottlieb in the manner that it has been to scholars. For his part, Gottlieb 

found that retaining a basis in feeling meant avoiding particular, narrow strategies in 

                                                 
78 Siegel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Two Views,” 1968 interview, 31. Italics mine. 
79 This echoes my claim that Gottlieb’s forms only become opposites when conceptualized in certain ways. 
His paintings only pertain to polarities when they are made into a certain sort of “verbal equivalent.” 
80 Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in Hirsch, “Adolph Gottlieb in 1956,” 13. Emphasis mine; the brackets 
appear in Hirsch’s text. I disagree with Hirsch’s taking this quotation as evidence of Gottlieb’s “sense of a 
complex world, one of infinite possibilities in which existence is defined by a balance of forces.” 
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painting. As he said to Stewart Kranz in 1968: “I’m not doctrinaire; I don’t believe 

there’s a rigid path to realizing my goal.”81 

Perhaps the ultimate confirmation of Gottlieb’s continued anti-doctrinal attitude 

in painting comes from the work that followed his invention of the Burst arrangement in 

the mid ‘50s. Gottlieb certainly continued to experiment with the Burst type, employing 

different colors and different sets of proportions to produce a great deal of variation. But 

in considering this question of polarities and dualities, the more important thing is to note 

once again that Maurice Berger was dead wrong when he claimed that, after inventing the 

Burst type, “Gottlieb simply reiterated the same pictorial theme for more than twenty 

years.”82 In other words, if Gottlieb so desired a metaphorically dialectical image, and if 

the prototypical Burst paintings so fully satisfied that desire—marking the culmination of 

Gottlieb’s career, as Hirsch and others have suggested—why then would he go on to 

squander these gains in many images that lack dialectical clarity? Such paintings would 

include Aftermath of 1959 (fig. 57, a “Burst” painting with no lower element), Three 

Elements of 1964 (fig. 66, a “Burst” painting with three rectangles near its center), Blues 

of 1969 (fig. 73, three circular forms arranged on a vertical axis, with the circles steadily 

increasing in size from top to bottom), Pale Splash of 1971 (fig. 81, a “Burst” painting 

with a thick horizontal bar below the lower element), and many others.83 Why indeed did 

Gottlieb continue to make paintings that are usually described as Imaginary Landscapes, 

rather than Bursts, if the Imaginary Landscapes were a mere stopping-point in a 

                                                 
81 Kranz, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1968, unpaginated. Gottlieb went on to say “I attack paintings 
from every direction and I believe in doing whatever is necessary in order to express what I want to 
express. If I can do it with just two brush strokes…then I do it.” He was unwilling to either exclude any 
possibilities in painting or to rely solely on particular tactics.  
82 Berger, “Pictograph Into Burst,” 139. 
83 I put “Burst” in scare quotes here to use the term as shorthand for a compositional arrangement, while 
avoiding the placement of a restrictive label on these paintings. 
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teleological career? Why did he not use titles to make his metaphorical intentions clear?84 

These questions, along with the evidence I have presented earlier, render untenable the 

claim that Gottlieb was chiefly interested in duality. He was certainly interested in the 

contrast and juxtaposition of two forms, or even in the “clashing” of two visual “forces,” 

but he was also interested in one- or three- or four-part arrangements, and indeed in 

anything else that would “feel” right. 

Nevertheless, as with the pervasive emphasis on taxonomy in the literature on 

Gottlieb, scholars’ insistence on reading Gottlieb’s work in terms of dialectics and 

polarities has often forced them into peculiar explanations of Gottlieb’s less-typical 

paintings. Finley Eversole, for example, strained to find “contraries” in “eyes and teeth” 

or “serpentine, spiral and beast forms with arrows, triangles, spikes, and horns.”85 These 

things may contrast with each other, but there is no inherent contrary relationship 

between them. Eversole found further contraries of “circles and curved forms with 

crosses, plus and minus signs and jagged lines” in Gottlieb’s Blue at Noon (fig. 43), an 

all-over painting that hardly suggests a clear balance of opposing forces.86 Sanford Hirsh 

claimed that “Only two types of images appear in Running—lines or circles. Typical of 

Gottlieb's interests, the painting resolves into pairs of opposites: lines or circles, phallic or 

vulval, black or white.”87 But the forms in Running (fig. 25) are far more diverse than 

this; there are lines and circles, but also dots, dashes, rectangles, arrows, curves, sharp 

angles, and other forms that are not so easily described. Hirsch also resorted to the 

existence of figure, ground, and frame in Gottlieb’s Unstill Lifes as evidence of the 

                                                 
84 The only titles I know of that could even vaguely suggest dialectical metaphor are Duo and Duet, both 
from 1962. However, neither of these are prototypical Burst paintings, and the titles suggest equality, rather 
than conflict, between the equally-sized disc forms in each. Members of duos and duets are most 
immediately equals rather than rivals. 
85 Finley Eversole, “The Regenerative Art of Adolph Gottlieb,” Theology Today 25, no. 2 (July 1968): 222. 
86 Eversole, “The Regenerative Art of Adolph Gottlieb,” 222. 
87 Hirsch, Pictograph Into Burst, 9 
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artist’s interest in opposition: “Once again, he poses two opposites, figure and ground, 

which are trapped within the space of the rectangle.”88 The existence of these nearly-

basic aspects of painting in Gottlieb’s work scarcely constitutes strong evidence of any 

particular tendency. As with taxonomy, it is necessary to strip away associative 

interpretations, either visual or metaphorical, in order to see Gottlieb’s paintings more 

immediately, and to see his career in painting for its full diversity. 

Gottlieb and History 

It is my suspicion that these scholars hoped to work in service of Gottlieb by 

providing simplified explanations of his career in terms of one goal and a few types of 

paintings. No writer makes this claim directly, but Gottlieb worked in the time (which 

essentially continues into the present) of what Friedman referred to as the “signature 

style” in art.89 Miriam Roberts characterized this, writing: 

In Pollock’s paintings these elements were drips; in Newman’s his “zips”; in 
Rothko’s vertically stacked parallel rectangles; and so on. The result was that 
each artist developed a highly recognizable individual style, and the challenge 
then was to be inventive within the original conceptual frameworks.90 

Gottlieb, with his Pictographs, Imaginary Landscapes, Bursts, and other paintings was 

not so easily described. This led the critic Clement Greenberg to write in 1957, in the 

midst of Gottlieb’s career: 

Because being identified with a consistent, recognizable manner seems necessary 
to an artist's acceptance nowadays, this may have cost him some popularity. 
Gottlieb is far from being an overlooked artist, but he has become more and more 
of one for whom no ready-made categories of appreciation are available.91 

                                                 
88 Hirsch, Pictograph Into Burst, 12.  
89 Friedman’s use of this term is mentioned in Roberts, Adolph Gottlieb: Paintings, 47. I am not sure that 
Friedman coined this term (I doubt it), but he certainly used it. 
90 Roberts, Adolph Gottlieb: Paintings, 47. 
91 Clement Greenberg, An Exhibition of Oil Paintings by Adolph Gottlieb, an exhibition catalogue (New 
York: The Jewish Museum, 1957); reproduced in Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, 
Volume 4: Modernism with a Vengeance, 1957–1969, ed. John O’ Brian (Chicago: The University of 
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Scholars indeed seem to have set out to create proper “categories of appreciation” for 

Gottlieb, and in so doing they have produced a simpler, more easily digestible picture of 

the artist. All of these scholars seem to have positive opinions of Gottlieb, and this seems 

to have been their way of advocating on his behalf, and of making wider appreciation to 

his work possible. 

However, despite these (or other) good intentions, the total effect of all of the 

literature that I have described here upon Gottlieb’s body of work in painting is not a 

pleasant one.92 In my personal experience the effect has been cumulative and acute, 

brought on by the months of reading necessary for this project. But I suspect that it would 

be present, if not quite so forcefully apparent, for anyone reading just one of the essays 

mentioned above, or even a gallery label based on them.93 When a vibrant career that 

resulted in the creation of hundreds of unique paintings is condensed into two or three or 

five types, when that career is conceptualized as one-directional and single-minded 

movement towards one goal, and when those paintings are all said to be expressions of 

one idea that can itself be summarized in a few sentences—the total effect is nothing less 

than deadening. If Gottlieb’s paintings really could be so easily homogenized and 

stereotyped, then there would be little reason to look at them, or at least to look at more 
                                                                                                                                                 
Chicago Press, 1993), 36. Gottlieb himself saw this, if not as a problem, then at least as something he had 
to deal with. Recall his statement to Stewart Kranz on his adopting of the term “Pictographs”: “Critics 
never seemed to be able to put me into a category—this always seems to be a problem. I think they held it 
against me, so I decided to give them a cubby hole into which they can put me.” 
92 I find it important to describe this as a “total” effect. The literature on Gottlieb should not be stereotyped 
any more than the artist’s work, and scholars have made many valuable contributions. However, when it is 
taken as a whole body, in total, the issues that I have described are what stand out in the literature.  
93 The label for Cadmium Red Above Black (1959, fig. 58) at The Blanton Museum of Art at the University 
of Texas at Austin is a fair condensation of much of this literature: “Gottlieb’s paintings evoke the eternal 
forces of nature. A key work from his ‘Bursts’ series, Cadmium Red Above Black began with the sketches 
the artist made years before in the Arizona desert. The distilled red and black shapes—one stained and 
static, the other vigorously brushed and dynamic—suggest an essential opposition, a central precept of 
Gottlieb’s work. The tension between these elemental forms, and the straightforward monumentality of 
their presentation, conveys intensity, drama, and the constant movement of change.” The connection to 
nature suggested here is not uncommon, and is particularly suspect given Gottlieb’s flat statement that “I 
never use nature as a starting point, I never abstract from nature, I never consciously think of nature when I 
paint.” Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in Doty, “Part II,” 24. 
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than a representative example of each type. For an artist who, as I will show below, 

aspired to discover new things in painting and to surprise himself, this would have been a 

deeply undesirable situation. However, in speaking against the stereotypes that 

surrounded his work, Gottlieb suggested that the paintings could defend themselves: 

“[T]he forms are extremely different, as these pictures show.”94 It is to Gottlieb’s credit, 

then, that just as much as the literature on them may be deadening, his paintings show 

themselves to be enlivening. Luckily, the gloomy effect of the text in a typical catalogue 

on Gottlieb can be undone by the reproductions that follow it (figs. 1–85).95 

There is something stubborn or intransigent about the stance that I am taking here, 

because to tell historians that they have erred in building a conceptual framework to make 

an artist’s career comprehensible is, in a way, to tell them that they were wrong in doing 

their jobs to begin with. The historian’s role is to take the unrelenting heterogeneity of 

experience and to conceptualize it. This is a necessary role in building understanding, 

even if it will always be possible to complain that some of the vitality of experience has 

been lost along the way. Experience left unrefined remains largely incomprehensible.96 

But history and experience may not need to remain so completely at odds; it may 

be possible to find an equilibrium where history can conceptualize without making its 

original material expendable. That Gottlieb spoke about his work suggests that he 

believed in this possibility. If he thought otherwise, he would have believed that 

discussion would necessarily have deadened his art. His colleague Willem de Kooning 

did not share this particular optimism; in a discussion about what to call the consensus 
                                                 
94 Kranz, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1968, unpaginated. Also cited above. Italics mine. 
95 I decided to include so many figures with this text because the ability to browse through a large number 
of Gottlieb’s paintings (over 340 in the electronic database I constructed) was an essential part of my 
research process, and of my coming to understand Gottlieb as an artist. I hope that readers can have a 
similar experience with the figures I have chosen. I think of the figures as an integral part of this document, 
and not just reference material. 
96 I will discuss Charles Sanders Peirce, who wrote extensively about the nature of experience in similar 
terms, in the next chapter. 
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around abstract painting in New York City in the ‘40s and ‘50s he famously had the last 

word: “It is disastrous to name ourselves.”97 De Kooning thus hoped to avoid 

explanation. 98 In his essay “To Risk Not Naming,” Richard Shiff described artists like de 

Kooning, writing that “certain artists seem to be driven to get beyond themselves, to get 

outside the culturally formed self, to lose or forget the self and its cultural orders.”99 In 

some ways this could describe Gottlieb as well, as he sought to feel and intuit his way 

beyond his own knowledge of painting. But Gottlieb would never go as far from 

explanation as de Kooning or another colleague of his discussed by Shiff, Barnett 

Newman, who once said that the last thing he wanted to do was to make “another 

Newman.”100 Gottlieb hoped to surprise himself and to discover new things in painting, 

but he was happy to form a sense of his own work and to exercise his own sensibility.101 

From this I find it appropriate to look for an understanding of Gottlieb’s career 

that balances conceptualization and immediacy, in order to shine light on his work rather 

than obscure it. If there is any model to follow in this effort, it is provided by Greenberg, 

though he ceased writing about Gottlieb after the mid ‘50s (turning his focus to post-

painterly abstraction), and thus stands well outside the canon of Gottlieb scholarship.102 

                                                 
97 “Artists’ Sessions at Studio 35,” ed. Robert Goodnough, in Modern Artists in America, first series, ed. 
Robert Motherwell and Ad Reinhardt (New York: Wittenborn, Schultz, Inc., 1951), 22. 
98 Richard Shiff’s book Between Sense and de Kooning (Reaktion Books, 2011) effectively characterizes 
de Kooning’s unique ability to use discussion of his art as a way not to take a clear position. 
99 Richard Shiff, “To Risk Not Naming,” in The Aesthetics of Risk, ed. John C. Weichman, volume 3 of the 
Southern California Consortium of Art Schools symposia (Zurich: JRP Ringier, 2008), 251. The name of 
Shiff’s essay alone is quite significant. Regarding this particular passage, history certainly seems to be a 
major sort of “cultural order.” 
100 Cited in Shiff, “To Risk Not Naming,” 249. 
101 Gottlieb seems to have neither put much stock in labels, nor sought to avoid them: “I chose my own 
label and called my paintings Pictographs. However I do not think labels are important.” Adolph Gottlieb, 
“Adolph Gottlieb,” in Arts and Architecture 68, no 9 (September 1951): 21. Text provided by the Adolph 
and Esther Gottlieb Foundation  
102 This is confirmed by the rarity with which he has been cited in more recent writing on Gottlieb. My 
notes indicate only three texts in which he was consulted: one each by Doty (“Part II”), Hirsch (“Adolph 
Gottlieb in 1956”), and Karmel (“Adolph Gottlieb: Self and Cosmos”), though it is possible that I failed to 
record other references elsewhere. 
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In the same 1957 essay quoted above, Greenberg shows what Gottlieb’s art looked like 

when it first appeared: 

Gottlieb has done more than enough by now to assure his place in the art of our 
time. If I dwell on his present and future it is because his continuing development 
provides, to a superior degree, that excitement of which art as an unfolding 
activity, not as a finished result, is alone capable. His art, as it creates itself from 
moment to moment, through success, and through failure, offers an experience we 
cannot get in museums.103 

This is how I will endeavor to treat Gottlieb’s work and career in painting: as without a 

predetermined goal or set course, and as open-ended and fresh. And, most of all, I hope 

that I can describe the “excitement” and “experience” that Greenberg mentioned without 

diminishing them. 

                                                 
103 Clement Greenberg, An Exhibition of Oil Paintings by Adolph Gottlieb, 1957, 38. Greenberg seems to 
have been especially pleased by Gottlieb’s “unfolding activity” because during the ‘40s his writing 
consistently challenged Gottlieb to move beyond the Pictographs. If these implorations did affect Gottlieb, 
they were certainly not the only reason that he moved on from the Pictographs, but either way Greenberg 
seems to have felt himself vindicated by Gottlieb’s progress in painting during the ‘50s. Additionally, 
Greenberg’s comment about museums may be evidence of a similar uncertainty about history. This also 
seems born out in his own feelings on the term “Abstract Expressionism”: “Was it an adequate term? No, 
but no art label’s adequate.” The New York School, written and narrated by Barbara Rose, directed by 
Michael Blackwood (New York: Michael Blackwood Productions, 1973), videocassette (VHS). 
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Chapter 2: Gottlieb’s Sensibility 

The critic Meyer Schapiro wrote the following about abstract art in 1957: 

[I]t must be said that what makes painting and sculpture so interesting in our time 
is their high degree of non-communication. You cannot extract a message from 
painting by ordinary means; the usual rules of communication do not hold here, 
there is no clear code or fixed vocabulary, no certainty of effect in a given time of 
transmission or exposure.104 

This is certainly true of Gottlieb’s painting. He frequently insisted that his Pictographs 

should not be read “like a rebus” or in terms of any other “literary message.”105 In his 

later work the “degree of non-communication” was so high that he rarely felt the need to 

similarly protect his painting from “the usual rules of communication.” As I will examine 

Gottlieb’s written and spoken statements in this chapter, I wonder if the impulse that I 

have (and share with many other art critics and historians) to look to an artist’s verbal 

communication is, ultimately, a way of avoiding the problems that the “non-

communication” of abstract art may present. Because writing about art that may be non-

communicative is inevitably difficult, is this really an impulse to latch onto and privilege 

a more usual means of communication? 

While this general question falls outside the scope of this thesis (and, in all 

likelihood, should be answered on a case-by-base basis), with Gottlieb I feel that it is 

appropriate and even necessary that the artist’s verbal communication be taken into 

account. Gottlieb should be considered a central authority on his own art. This is because 

(as I will show) his painting is deeply personal, not only in expressive content but in 

nature. Gottlieb plainly wished to make paintings, but he was also deeply invested in the 

mental process involved in their creation. Only with an understanding of that process can 
                                                 
104 Meyer Schapiro, “Recent Abstract Painting,” in Modern Art: 19th and 20th Centuries: Selected Papers 
(New York: George Braziller, 1978), 223. 
105 Siegel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Two Views,” 1968 interview, 30. 
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his paintings be appropriately understood, but because of their “non-communication” and 

because they are only the end results of that process, Gottlieb’s paintings do not readily 

draw attention to these issues on their own. This must at least partly explain why Gottlieb 

so often took the time to candidly discuss his art. His written and spoken statements, then, 

are not superior to his painting as a form of communication, but they are a different form. 

They should not be privileged over Gottlieb’s principle artistic pursuits, but their capacity 

to describe the artist’s concerns in painting should not be ignored. They should not be 

seen as explanations of Gottlieb’s paintings; it seems that Gottlieb spoke to illuminate his 

paintings, not to resolve them, and indeed that he put little stock in resolution in general. 

Feeling 

With the possibilities of visual and metaphorical association set aside, I believe 

that Gottlieb’s references to “feeling” offer the best entrée into his aims in painting. I 

have already quoted him as saying that he worked “on the basis of feeling” and have 

described in my own words his “feeling and intuiting his way” during his artistic career. 

Gottlieb discussed these issues frequently. In his statement for the Whitney’s “The New 

Decade” exhibition, he wrote “Now in 1955 as in the early 40’s and before, I am still 

concerned with the problem of projecting intangible and elusive images that seem to me 

to have meaning in terms of feeling,” identifying this “basis of feeling” as a constant 

feature of his work.106 Advancing the communication of feeling as his primary concern, 

he also wrote: “If what I paint is expressive, if it seems to communicate the feeling that is 

important to me, then I am not concerned if my work does not have the well known ear 

marks of art.”107 If these uses of the word “feeling” are vague, that did not bother 

Gottlieb. The statement for “The New Decade” indeed ends with one of the artist’s most 
                                                 
106 Gottlieb, “Painting Aims,” 1955, 36. 
107 Gottlieb, “Adolph Gottlieb,” in Arts and Architecture, 1951, 21. 
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ambiguous recorded statements: “I love all paintings that look the way I feel.”108 

Understanding what Gottlieb meant by a phrase like this can offer a clearer sense of what 

he intended to achieve in his art. 

Gottlieb’s own attempt to define “feeling” in conversation with Martin Friedman 

in 1962 acknowledges this issue of vagueness and offers a promising starting point:  

I think when you get into a question of the expressionist feeling, this also can 
become a very vague thing. Actually, if I were asked to say what I mean by 
feeling, I would say that feeling is everything that I’ve experienced and thought. It 
isn’t purely just feeling in the emotional sense, in the sense of feeling joy or grief 
or any specific emotion. It’s really, as I see it, an attempt to express abstractly 
almost all my experience…109 

This is strikingly similar to an element of the definition of feeling advanced by the 

philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce: 

[A]ll that is immediately present to a man is what is in his mind in the present 
instant. His whole life is in the present. But when he asks what is the content of 
the present instant his question always comes too late.110 

A further parallel between Gottlieb and Peirce emerges at the end of Gottlieb’s statement 

to Friedman: 

I can’t compartmentalize and break down, as you did with various examples that 
you gave, because the whole effort of my work is to make a synthesis of all these 

                                                 
108 Gottlieb, “Painting Aims,” 1955, 36. It is noteworthy that this endlessly ambiguous and potentially 
irrational statement came just two sentences after a statement very frequently used by scholars to present 
Gottlieb as absolutely rational and deliberate: “the act of painting must be rational, objective and 
consciously disciplined.” In fact, that artist was involved with both qualities. 
109 Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in the Adolph & Esther Gottlieb Foundation, “Selected Artist 
Statements,” http://gottliebfoundation.org/the-artist/selected-artists-writings/. 
110 Charles Sanders Peirce, “A Definition of Feeling,” in Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, 
Volume I: Principles of Philosophy and Volume II: Elements of Logic, ed. Charles Hartshorne and Paul 
Weiss (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1960), 154. Feeling is part of Peirce’s 
three-tiered understanding of consciousness: feeling, experience (the apprehension of a change in feeling), 
and habit (the repetition of experience). He also referred to these as firstness, secondness, and thirdness. 
According to the Gottlieb Foundation, there is no known record of Gottlieb having read Peirce, and nothing 
by or regarding Peirce appeared in his personal library (not including materials destroyed in a 1966 studio 
fire). This does not mean that Gottlieb could not have been familiar with Peirce, but I relate the two of them 
only to clarify Gottlieb’s interests, not out of any historical connection.  
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things. In other words, to get a totality of my experience, which is emotional, 
irrational, and also thoughtful.111 

This is echoed by Peirce: 

[B]y a feeling I mean an instance of that sort of element of consciousness which is 
all that it is positively, in itself, regardless of anything else… A feeling is a state, 
which is in its entirety in every moment of time as long as it endures.112 

From these passages a somewhat more concrete idea of “feeling” emerges. For both 

Gottlieb and Peirce, feeling is indivisible. This is why Gottlieb took pains to say that he 

did not mean feeling in the conventional, solely emotional sense. Instead, his conception 

of feeling included the emotional and irrational, but also the thoughtful and logical. It is 

also why he could not take feeling apart to understand it more easily; it could only exist 

as a combination of all of these things. Peirce suggested why this is so: because a feeling 

is an elementary unit of consciousness which is the total content of a mind so long as it is 

present. If the mind begins to understand the feeling, it has already exchanged it for 

another feeling. This is why for Peirce examination of feeling always comes too late, and 

perhaps why for Gottlieb feeling is so intractable. As for feeling encompassing the 

entirety of one’s life, for Peirce this seems to have been a necessary condition of 

recollection. If one is able to move from one feeling to another by remembering 

something, the memory cannot appear out of nowhere. It must instead have been present 

already in the first state of consciousness, in the original feeling. Though he lacked 

Peirce’s logically formed explanation, Gottlieb expressed this same sense that all 

memories are simultaneously and continuously present through his sense that his entire 

                                                 
111 Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in Gottlieb Foundation, “Selected Artist Statements.” Note that I have 
omitted some of the middle of Gottlieb’s statement. 
112 Peirce, “A Definition of Feeling,” 154. Emphasis in the original. 
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life would necessarily affect his painting: “[I]t’s inconceivable to me that I could 

experience things and not have them enter into my painting.”113 

While Gottlieb’s language may not be as refined as Peirce’s and while he did not 

set out, as Peirce did, to build a philosophically rigorous understanding of feeling, he 

shared Peirce’s ambition to work consciousness down to elements that would be so basic 

as to be indivisible and unintelligible. These elements would be at once absolutely 

essential to consciousness and yet largely unknowable. While Peirce attempted to make 

feeling conceivable by logical argumentation, Gottlieb attempted to make it visible 

(literally) through his art. Again, it was “inconceivable” to Gottlieb that feeling would not 

“enter into” his painting. This distinction between making feeling “conceivable” and 

making it “visible” also suggests that while Peirce was interested in defining feeling and 

understanding its nature, Gottlieb was concerned with the nature of feeling, but also with 

its content. Gottlieb wanted to “express” feeling rather than conceptualize it. Once these 

differences in methodology and focus are identified, any friction between Gottlieb and 

Peirce diminishes.114 By contrast, the vagueness of Gottlieb’s descriptions of feeling 

diminishes only in part. References to Peirce may help to clarify Gottleib’s interest in 

feeling; Gottlieb’s paintings may begin to clarify feeling itself. 

Experimentation 

Exactly how Gottlieb’s paintings could be vehicles for the expression of feeling 

does not seem to have been much more comprehensible to the artist than feeling itself. 

                                                 
113 Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in Doty, “Part II,” 24. Gottlieb made this statement as a way of 
explaining why his paintings could appear to have been based in nature, though he did not have any such 
basis in mind. 
114 The two are not always a perfect fit for each other. For example, Peirce dubbed the secondary aspect of 
consciousness “experience,” suggesting that experience arises from a change in feeling, which is 
perceptible in a way that feeling itself is not. Gottlieb did not share this understanding, and uses the word 
“experience” more conventionally. 
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Feeling was simultaneously to be “expressed” in Gottlieb’s painting, and also to be the 

entire “basis” for his work (“I don’t know why I do it. I do it on the basis of feeling.”). 

Neither of these aspects of Gottlieb’s work offers a point of view outside of feeling that 

could fully explain its role. However, Gottlieb did arrive at a conclusion described by 

Clement Greenberg in a 1947 review of his work: “Art, which succeeds in being good 

only when it incorporates the truth about feeling, can now tell the truth about feeling only 

by turning to the abstract.”115 In a written statement from the same year, Gottlieb echoed 

this sentiment: “To my mind certain so-called abstraction is not abstraction at all.  On the 

contrary, it is the realism of our time.”116 Later, Gottlieb gave more specific reasons for 

why “so-called abstraction” held such appeal for him: 

I was trying to arrive at a kind of subject matter that didn’t depend upon the 
exterior world, the visual world which painting has always dealt with. Even when 
painters painted angels they painted them as though they were nymphs—you 
know, real girls…The things that I wanted to paint were not the things that existed 
in the world around me, the visual world, that is to say. So I had to find some 
other way of expressing what I wanted to express which was not in terms of this 
visual reality…some of these were signs, symbols, and so on, which referred to 
my experience and…certain feelings.117 

This seems like a very practical statement. The feelings that interested Gottlieb were not 

apparent in the visual world, and so if his paintings were to remain “on the basis of 

feeling” then they would not have a basis in the visual world.118 Still, this line of thought 

                                                 
115 Clement Greenberg, “Review of Exhibitions of Hedda Sterne and Adolph Gottlieb,” The Nation, 6 
December 1947; reproduced in Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, Volume 2: 
Arrogant Purpose, 1945–1949, ed. John O’ Brian (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986), 187. 
Greenberg described Gottlieb and Sterne’s exhibitions as “The most recent evidence to support the 
supremacy of the abstract.” I am not sure exactly what Greenberg meant by his use of the word “feeling,” 
but its presence is at the least a coincidence that is not particularly surprising. 
116 Adolph Gottlieb, in “The Ides of Art: The Attitudes of Ten Artists on Their Art and 
Contemporaneousness,” The Tiger's Eye 1, no. 2 (December 1947): unpaginated. Text provided by the 
Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation. 
117 Kranz, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1968, unpaginated. Both ellipses appear in the transcript of 
this interview provided by the Gottlieb Foundation and would seem to refer to pauses in Gottlieb’s 
speaking. 
118 For Peirce, and perhaps for Gottlieb, it is possible to have a visual feeling; one’s sense of sight begins 
with feeling just the same as any other element of consciousness. However, Peirce limited visual feelings to 
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only offers a partial solution, since it rules out painting that depicts the visual world, but 

it does not explain how abstraction offers a superior solution. After all, I argued above 

that Gottlieb’s paintings are not landscapes or explosions, and by the same token they are 

not feelings either, they remain paint abstractly arranged on a flat support.  

But Gottlieb did not claim to paint feeling directly, instead he said that his work 

“referred to my experience and…certain feelings,” that it would “have meaning in terms 

of feeling,” and that it “seems to communicate the feeling that is important to me.”119 

This brings me back to the question I posed at the beginning of this section: how can 

Gottlieb’s paintings be vehicles for the expression of feeling? The answer is that, while 

abstraction clearly helped, the artist did not really know. But he could feel that he was on 

the right track. Gottlieb suggested this in his conversation with Friedman: 

[T]here seems to be an emotional quality that color offers us—a vehicle for the 
expression of feeling. Now what this feeling is [is] something I probably can’t 
define, but since I eliminated almost everything from my painting except a few 
colors and perhaps two or three shapes, I feel a necessity for making the particular 
colors that I use, or the particular shapes, carry the burden of everything that I 
want to express, and all has to be concentrated within these few elements. 
Therefore, the color has to carry the burden of this effort.120 

This is another practical, logical statement. Gottlieb did not know why color and shape 

could express feeling, but his paintings consisted of only these elements, and his 

paintings “seemed” to express feeling, “therefore” color and shape had to be the elements 

“carrying the burden.” 

                                                                                                                                                 
single qualities (color, shape, etc.) without relation to one another. An image from the “visual world,” for 
Peirce, only exists on a different level of consciousness (experience/secondness). See Peirce, “Perception,” 
in Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, Volume VII: Science and Philosophy, ed. Arthur W. Burks 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958), 370. 
119 Gottlieb said to Martin Friedman “There is this whole range of things which are like experience so, of 
course, this is part of the painting. But it can't be so explicit in something which exists purely as a visual 
experience; because, how can you translate fear visually?” Feeling could not be “explicit,” directly on the 
canvas; it required some kind of translation. Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in Hirsch, Pictograph Into 
Burst, 13. 
120 Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in Gottlieb Foundation, “Selected Artist Statements.” 
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Under these conditions, it was not important to Gottlieb to know exactly why his 

paintings achieved his goals, it was only important that the goals be achieved. He 

described his most exultant moments: “I don’t try to probe too deeply because I’m really 

more interested in having this experience than in understanding how it works. And I 

would like to know how it works but I can’t seem to find out.”121 He lacked the 

explanatory power necessary to conceive of a full system of painting, and by nature he 

would not have wished to adhere to such a system anyway (recall my discussion of 

Gottlieb’s “anti-doctrinal attitude” in Chapter 1).122 Nevertheless, the artist’s long and 

varied career suggests in itself that he wished to take his painting further and to express 

feeling more successfully. Without explanation to rely on, this had to be achieved within 

the process of painting, with hopes that advances would emerge, be recognized, and then 

be built upon. This is the motivation for another statement: “The only thing I feel that I 

concentrated on developing as a painter was… my sensibility—I trust my sensibility. 

You see, I have to trust that as a basis for determining what I feel is right and wrong.”123 

By painting, and by observing his own successes and failures, Gottlieb developed a 

sensibility (and only a sensibility, not an explanation or a system) that suggested what 

would and would not work. He could then apply this sensibility to further painting, in 

hopes of making additional advances and refinements to his sensibility, which could then 

be used in more painting, and on and on. 

                                                 
121 John Johns, “John Johns Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” Art Education Forum, 3 November 1965, 
unpaginated. Transcript provided by the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation. 
122 As he told Dorothy Seckler: “I never understand why my paintings hold together because I don't have 
any tricks for doing it and that is usually what makes a painting academic.” Seckler, “Oral History 
Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. 
123 Gladys Kashdin, interview of Adolph Gottlieb, transcript on file at the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb 
Foundation, 19; cited in Hirsch, “Painting Reality,” 31. The ellipsis appears in Hirsch’s text and may 
indicate a pause in Gottlieb’s speaking. Gottlieb continued, saying “I don’t feel that this is too severe a 
limitation, on the contrary, I feel that it leaves me free.” 
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Gottlieb’s process of painting and reflection indeed seems to have been strictly 

iterative, as he said of his work: “[W]hether it’s going to become something which 

succeeds in expressing a particular feeling that I want to express is always a question 

until not only the work is finished, but there is a response to it, a reaction to it.”124 

Because a painting could only be judged after its completion, conclusions could not be 

drawn from it any earlier. As a result, Gottlieb could not predict the future course of his 

career; based on his previous work he could proceed to his next painting, but could go no 

further until that painting was completed. When asked in 1968 what his future work 

might entail he said: “I’m just very happy that I don’t know because I think that painting 

would be awfully dull (if I did know). It would have been very dull ten years ago, for 

example, if I knew what I would be doing now.”125 To me, this clear feedback loop 

between painting and analysis seems similar to scientific experimentation, which may 

similarly hope to do something new and unusual, observe the results, and then be able to 

experiment again from a new, more educated position. Both of these feedback loops are 

processes used to expand knowledge—of painting and of feeling in the case of Gottlieb’s 

art, and of the observable world in the case of science. Gottlieb may not have seen this 

particular connection, but he did at least suggest that art and science could be related: 

I was talking to a very eminent scientist recently who seemed to feel that their 
process is very much like that of the artist and that they’ll wrack their brains over 
a problem and not be able to solve it, and then they’ll forget about it, and 
suddenly they wake up one morning and there it is, the solution is there.126 

                                                 
124 Andrew Hudson, “Interview by Andrew Hudson for the Washington Post Article ‘Gottlieb finds 
Today’s Shock-Proof Audience Dangerous’ (Sunday, 31 July 1966),” unpaginated. Transcript provided by 
the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation. 
125 Kranz, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1968, unpaginated. 
126 John Johns, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1965, unpaginated. Johns then suggested that for 
scientists “the point when they realize too that the problem has been solved their only way of knowing that 
it’s solved is the sense that it’s beautiful.” to which Gottlieb responded “Precisely, yes. That’s what they’ve 
told me, yes.” In 1948, Gottlieb mentioned another way that art might follow science, suggesting that artists 
“have a reciprocal exchange of ideas on an international level, as scientists do.”  Adolph Gottlieb, 
“Unintelligibility,” lecture, 1948, unpaginated. Text provided by the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb 
Foundation. 
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At the least, this suggests that Gottlieb saw the scientific drive to solve problems and 

expand knowledge as similar to his aims in painting (recall my discussion of “visual 

problems” in Chapter 1). But however he may have described it, Gottlieb’s feedback loop 

makes his work quite literally experimental. While the designation “experimental” is 

often attached to work that might be more properly referred to as avant-garde, anti-

traditional, anti-conventional, or unusual, I intend to apply the term literally here: 

painting was a means for Gottlieb to test and refine hypotheses about painting and about 

feeling.127 

This understanding begins to clarify how Gottlieb’s remarks written for the “The 

New Decade” exhibition could include the highly ambiguous (“I love all paintings that 

look the way I feel.”) juxtaposed with the highly analytical (“the act of painting must be 

rational, objective and consciously disciplined.”). By applying an analytical method to 

ambiguous issues, Gottlieb hoped to reconcile the two.128 Scholars have often relied upon 

Gottlieb’s rational impulse to suggest that his progression through various visual 

approaches was tightly contained and scrupulously conceived, but the presence of his 

irrational impulse made such control impossible. Instead, Gottlieb spoke about surprising 

himself: “I have mild surprises all the time when I work, and once in a while I get a great 

surprise.  And I get a great bang out of this… this is the part of the game that really is 

what makes you feel like, you know…”129 Gottlieb’s thinking apparently trailed off at 

                                                 
127 This would be true even if Gottlieb’s hypotheses were not formally stated. I have a preliminary sense 
that this experimental quality Gottlieb historically. While Renaissance and later artists hoped that art would 
benefit from science, and postmodern artists have playfully used science as an effect (I am thinking here of 
Olafur Eliasson’s combination of workshop and laboratory, see Philip Ursprung, Studio Olafur Eliasson 
(Los Angeles: Taschen, 2012)), it seems to me that a modern artist like Gottlieb would be most likely to 
turn art itself into a sort of science. This is of course only a rough and very tentative characterization at this 
point. 
128 I have chosen the word “reconcile” here for particular reasons: Gottlieb did not wish to fuse rationality 
and irrationality, and he kept the two largely separate. Rather, he hoped that they could coexist 
harmoniously. 
129 John Johns, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1965, unpaginated. 
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this point, but in the terms I have proposed here, the discovery of something surprising 

and new would have made Gottlieb feel that his experimentation was on a productive 

track. Without an explanation of feeling, experimentation could be Gottlieb’s only 

course, and his sensibility could be his only guide. If this meant turning over control to 

chance inspiration (“suddenly they wake up one morning and there it is”), sensibility, or 

other intractable forces, so be it. Gottlieb described having only partial control even over 

when he would begin to paint: “[B]efore I even start to paint, I have to get myself 

charged with a great big charge that has to be discharged on the canvas, and this is 

something which I can only feel in a vague way.”130 The artist had no interest in trying to 

gain greater control over his working process; he had rationally worked himself into a 

state of being subject to irrational forces. In discussing his heavy reliance on his 

sensibility, Gottlieb seemed to speak to this situation in saying “I don’t feel that this is 

too severe a limitation, on the contrary, I feel that it leaves me free.”131 If Gottlieb gave 

up the usual sort of control that artists often have over their work, he did it freely, and he 

did it for good reason. Giving it up would be preferable to retaining it. 

Experimentation can be a powerful tool for gaining control over phenomena that 

seem random or wild; it can entail the quantification or isolation of variables so that 

precise measurements can be taken and hypotheses can be confirmed with a high degree 

of security. But this was not how Gottlieb employed experimentation. Indeed, when other 

artists used it this way he found it deplorable: 

I think one of the sorriest examples is that of two young artists—who I guess are 
taken rather seriously—recently collaborated on a scheme to use a computer go 
find out what people really liked best. The computer told them, for example, what 
color combinations people liked best, what shapes they liked best—and on the 
basis of this information they jointly made an object. I think the idea was to make 

                                                 
130 Sylvester, “Painting as Self Discovery,” 1960 interview, unpaginated. 
131 Kashdin, interview of Adolph Gottlieb; cited in Hirsch, “Painting Reality,” 31. 
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it so that it could be duplicated. Obviously this is a different spirit than what has 
happened in the past with artists who are serious and independent.132 

As I understand Gottlieb, the reason why he believed this to be such a misguided 

endeavor lay in its mangling of human responses to art. In employing a computer to take 

control over artistic creation, these artists hastily used statistics to quantify and 

characterize in terms of simple preference something that Gottlieb understood to be far 

more nuanced: feeling.133 By contrast, Gottlieb tamed the sometimes over-rational 

process of experimentation with a respect for the irrationality of feeling and sensibility; 

he managed to employ a rational process without doing violence to the irrational subjects 

of his experimentation. 

Alchemy and Self-Discovery 

I have so far suggested that experimentation was a necessary element of 

Gottlieb’s work, and that he was able to avoid some of the potential pitfalls associated 

with it. But in a more positive fashion, Gottlieb also found experimentation to satisfy his 

desire to focus on personal issues. This desire was clearly entailed in his “basis of 

feeling,” which led him to concentrate on “the feeling that is important to me,” “paintings 

that look the way I feel,” “what I feel is right and wrong,” etc. Experimentation not only 

allowed Gottlieb to act on feelings that might otherwise have been unruly or enigmatic, it 

shut out everything else, sealing the feedback loop that I have described and preventing 

outside interference. This was because Gottlieb’s experimental approach depended upon 

his ability to observe the expression of feeling in his work and to draw conclusions 

                                                 
132 Hudson, “Interview for Washington Post Article,” 1966, unpaginated. Gottlieb’s reference to 
“examples” is part of a discussion of the failings of the generation of artists that followed his. Here I am 
less interested in why this case is an “example” and more interested in why it is “sorry.” Gottlieb went on 
to explain only the former, so I must extrapolate to explain the latter. 
133 Part of the problem is that such a conclusive use of statistics presupposes a fair degree of understanding: 
one can only measure something if they already know what to look for. The elusiveness of feeling 
precludes this understanding, and thus precludes any conclusive use of statistics regarding feeling. 
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accordingly. In other words, experimentation could take him no further than his own 

perception. This limitation was effectively characterized by Robert Green Ingersoll, who, 

among other pursuits, gave popular lectures on science throughout the late 1800s. In 

comparing religion and science, Ingersoll suggested the following: 

Man has no ideas, and can have none, except those suggested by his surroundings. 
He cannot conceive of anything utterly unlike what he has seen or felt. He can 
exaggerate, diminish, combine, separate, deform, beautify, improve, multiply and 
compare what he sees, what he feels, what he hears, and all of which he takes 
cognizance through the medium of the senses; but he cannot create. Having seen 
exhibitions of power, he can say, omnipotent. Having lived, he can say, 
immortality. Knowing something of time, he can say, eternity… Beyond nature 
man cannot go even in thought—above nature he cannot rise—below nature he 
cannot fall.134 

While I would not necessarily join him in his narrow definition of the word “create,” 

Ingersoll demonstrates that, while religion aspires (and sometimes fails) to deal with 

issues that stand beyond nature and perception, science and experimentation aspire to 

deal solely with things that are perceptible. In Gottlieb’s case it may be tempting to look 

at abstract painting, or the work of an artist who wished to address issues outside of “the 

visual world,” in terms of transcendence, but experimentation prevented such concerns 

from entering into Gottlieb’s work. Ingersoll did not see the bounds of experimentation 

and perception as limitations, as he pointed out that limitless possibilities were well 

within reach of perception: “A new world has been discovered by the microscope; 

everywhere has been found the infinite.”135 Gottlieb would likely have concurred—recall: 

“I don’t feel that this is too severe a limitation, on the contrary, I feel that it leaves me 

free.” 

                                                 
134 Robert G. Ingersoll, “The Gods,” in The Works of Robert G. Ingersoll, vol. 1 (New York: The Dresden 
Publishing Co., 1909), 26–27. I do not know whether Gottlieb had any knowledge of or interest in 
Ingersoll. As with Peirce, I relate the two of them only to clarify Gottlieb’s interests, not out of any 
historical connection. 
135 Ingersoll, “The Gods,” 81. 
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Being so completely sealed in with his work helped Gottlieb to focus on his own 

feelings, but perhaps more importantly it intensified the exchange between the artist and 

his work. This is suggested by Gottlieb’s interest in alchemy, which appears most plainly 

in his use of titles such as Alchemist (Red Portrait), The Alchemist, Alchemist’s Crucible, 

and The Alkahest of Paracelsus (fig. 18), all of which were applied to Pictographs from 

1945.136 Gottlieb’s understanding of alchemy most likely followed from his reading of 

the work of psychologist Carl Gustav Jung, whom he frequently cited as an important 

influence. 137 Through Jung’s particular conception of alchemical experimentation, 

Gottlieb’s concerns for feeling and for visual problems become more fully fused together. 

Gottlieb owned a copy of The Integration of the Personality, a 1939 collection of 

English translations of some of Jung’s lectures, including “The Idea of Redemption in 

Alchemy.”138 According to Jung’s characterization therein, the alchemist’s stated goals 

might include turning base metals into gold or silver, creating an elixir of life or a 

universal solvent, gaining knowledge of the physical world, mastering the physical world 

in order to purify it, etc. However, a basic inability to separate subject and object—an 

inability to avoid unconsciously filling in gaps in knowledge with personal projection—

separated alchemy from what is now known as science: 

[T]he real nature of matter was unknown to the alchemist. He knew it only 
through intimations. Inasmuch as he tried to explore it, he projected the 

                                                 
136 This list appears in MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74,” 137. The Alkahest of 
Paracelsus refers to a purported “universal solvent” invented by the German-Swiss alchemist Paracelsus 
(born 1493, died 1541). 
137 MacNaughton, generally the authority on Gottlieb’s various influences, hedged her position on this 
issue and proposed that Gottlieb may also have been introduced to alchemy by the artist John Graham. This 
is certainly possible, Graham may have introduced Gottlieb to alchemy and perhaps to Jung in general, but 
I will suggest that Gottlieb’s conception of alchemy ultimately followed Jung’s quite closely, regardless of 
how Gottlieb was introduced to Jung’s writing. MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–
74,” 137. 
138 Information on Gottlieb’s library courtesy of Nancy Litwin at the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb 
Foundation, via    e-mail. MacNaughton cites this lecture in her dissertation as the most likely source in 
which Gottlieb might have encountered Jung’s characterization of alchemy, but she does not definitively 
associate the lecture with Gottlieb. MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74,” 137. 
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unconscious into the darkness of matter, to illuminate it. In order to explain the 
mystery of matter, he projected into what was to be explained still another 
mystery, namely his own unknown, psychic substratum: obscurum per obscurius, 
ignotum per ignotius!139 

As a result, the alchemist did not really have experiences that pertained to the subjects of 

his inquiry: “He experienced his projection as a characteristic of matter; but what he 

actually experienced was his own unconscious.”140 This error was completely pervasive 

and could not be identified: “Strictly taken, projection is never made; it happens; it is met 

with… Since it is a question of projections, it was naturally unknown to him that his 

experience had nothing to do with matter in itself.”141 This condition rendered scientific 

progress or successful explanation of the physical world impossible through alchemy 

(“their whole undertaking was so impressively hopeless”).142 Under these conditions, the 

true goals of the alchemist (even if these goals could not be consciously acknowledged) 

lay not in the world of matter, but rather with “the psychic transformations that hold a 

real fascination for him.”143 In other words, the alchemist could not solve the problems of 

the physical world, and was instead unconsciously involved in solving the psychic 

problems he projected onto it. The alchemist’s work was ultimately a process of purifying 

the self, rather than purifying the external world. In Jung’s terms: “[T]he alchemist 

projected what I call the process of individuation upon the process of chemical 

transformation.”144 Jung does not define “individuation” in this lecture, but in another 

lecture translated in The Integration of the Personality he said that “individuation, the 

                                                 
139 Carl G. Jung, “The Idea of Redemption in Alchemy,” in The Integration of the Personality, trans. 
Stanley M. Dell (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, Inc., 1939), 212. Jung earlier translates the Latin phrase, a 
core principle of alchemy, as “what is dark by what is darker still, what is unknown by what is still more 
unknown” (page 205). 
140 Jung, “The Idea of Redemption in Alchemy,” 213. 
141 Jung, “The Idea of Redemption in Alchemy,” 212–213. 
142 Jung, “The Idea of Redemption in Alchemy,” 210 
143 Jung, “The Idea of Redemption in Alchemy,” 206 
144 Jung, “The Idea of Redemption in Alchemy,” 276 
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realization of selfhood, is not just a mental problem, but the problem of life itself.”145 In 

more common language, individuation might be roughly referred to as personal growth 

and maturation. 

Jung’s understanding of alchemy may have appealed to Gottlieb because it 

intimately relied upon the unconscious, irrational, and personal forces that the artist 

would likely have referred to in terms of feeling. Jung indeed concluded “The Idea of 

Redemption in Alchemy” with a passage that Gottlieb would almost certainly have 

appreciated: 

We may well wonder whether, in the last analysis, the human intelligence is the 
suitable instrument for this task. It was not for nothing that alchemy called itself 
an art; it was right in the feeling that it was dealing with creative processes that 
can be fully grasped only in experience, although the intellect may designate 
them. Let us not forget that it was alchemy that coined the admonition: Rumpite 
libros, ne corda vestra rumpantur.146 

The final Latin phrase is translated in a footnote as “Rend the books, lest your hearts be 

rent asunder.” Jung’s full statement might then be read as a protest against stereotypes, 

over-conceptualization, and doctrine; and in favor of art, feeling, creativity, and personal 

experience. These issues, each very important to Gottlieb, could be unified in a single 

statement through the ideas of projection and experimentation in alchemy. Alchemists, as 

Jung depicts them, employed a creative and experimental process in order to access 

feeling, even if they did so unconsciously. 

Understanding how Gottlieb could be conscious of a similar process requires a 

more contemporary sense of alchemy. This is readily available, as Jung’s description of 

alchemy resonates very strongly with a persistent modern conception of personal growth. 

The idea that internal growth will follow from contention with external problems is quite 

widespread, and is applied to everything from manual labor to hobbies and intellectual 
                                                 
145 Jung, “Dream Symbols of the Process of Individuation,” in The Integration of the Personality, 143. 
146 Jung, “The Idea of Redemption in Alchemy,” 276. Emphasis in the original. 
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pursuits. The ability of the modern mind to distinguish between subject and object has 

not voided this aspect of the alchemical impulse, rather it has rendered previously 

unconscious processes semi-conscious. Jung described individuation as “an obscure field 

of research that calls for further study,” and this remains true.147 There is now a sense that 

external and internal issues move together, but it emerges from feeling rather than from 

comprehensive explanation, and remains a sense only. One may be consciously aware 

that these issues are linked, but the mechanisms by which this is so remain unknown.148 

This is perhaps why Jung noted: “There are very modern problems in alchemy, but they 

fall within another realm than that of chemistry.”149 That the expansion of knowledge 

begins with personal processes does seem inevitable; in order to fill in a gap in 

knowledge one can do nothing but begin by tentatively filling it with their own 

inventions, logically or illogically formed. The “darkness” of incomplete knowledge that 

Jung described must still be “illuminated” in this manner. This is true even in the high 

rationality of science—recall Gottlieb’s “suddenly they wake up one morning and there it 

is.” This kind of revelation can be nothing but personal. Though the scientist will seek 

empirical confirmation, their hypotheses and means of experimentation are personal in 

origin. 

By contrast, in painting Gottlieb sought only personal confirmation. In defining 

visual problems and working towards solutions for them, he was not only finding more 

effective means to express his feelings, he was also (by the very process of working 

through problems) gaining new understanding of his feelings and, in Jung’s terms, of his 

psyche. As Gottlieb said: “I had to really come to grips with my painting problems which 

                                                 
147 Jung, “The Idea of Redemption in Alchemy,” 276. 
148 In my lack of knowledge of the most current psychology (as well as anthropology, sociology, and 
related disciplines) I am not fully aware of the state of discourse on these issues, but I feel confident in 
saying that investigation remains ongoing. 
149 Jung, “The Idea of Redemption in Alchemy,” 223. 
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I couldn't separate from my personal problems. Everything was all tied together; it was 

one thing.”150 To my knowledge, Gottlieb never spoke directly of Jung’s conception of 

alchemy, but these ideas emerge quite clearly in the artist’s references to “self-discovery” 

and his interest in the process of solving problems, sometimes for its own sake (“I’m still 

struggling to realize things which are difficulties in art because I think this is the nature of 

art—to find the difficulties. And to try to overcome them”).151 This issue is closely linked 

with Gottlieb’s interest in surprising himself, mentioned above, and how this could be so 

is clear: if Gottlieb could surprise himself, then the surprise must have arisen from a part 

of himself of which he was not previously aware. This can be nothing other than self-

discovery. Gottlieb told David Sylvester in 1960 that “this is one of the fascinations and 

great experiences of painting, that I become aware of myself and that in the process of 

painting I become more aware as a person.”152 Gottlieb expanded on this issue in a 1965 

interview (quoted in part above): 

Well, I can’t constantly strive to surprise myself, but I do to a certain extent and I 
have mild surprises all the time when I work, and once in a while I get a great 
surprise.  And I get a great bang out of this. This is part of this business I was 
talking to Sylvester about in self-discovery.  And to discover that there are 
resources within yourself that you don’t know about, and that there are always 
more possibilities of finding things that, let us say, are fresh, and so that this is the 
part of the game that really is what makes you feel like, you know…153 

This was Gottlieb’s equivalent to the alchemical principle obscurum per obscurius, 

ignotum per ignotius—what is dark by what is darker still, what is unknown by what is 

still more unknown. He had no explanations for either his feelings or his art, but working 

on the latter somehow made him more aware of the former. Unlike an alchemist, Gottlieb 

could be aware of this process and could shape it through experimentation, by responding 
                                                 
150 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. 
151 Hudson, “Interview for Washington Post Article,” 1966, unpaginated. 
152 Sylvester, “Painting as Self Discovery,” 1960 interview, unpaginated. Sylvester described this statement 
as evidence of “self-discovery” and Gottlieb concurred. 
153 John Johns, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1965, unpaginated. 
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to its results, but the process itself remained obscure. As Gottlieb said, “Painting is self-

discovery. You arrive at the image through the act of painting.”  The most important 

decision he could make was to submit himself to the process; to engage in “the act of 

painting.” 

Communication and Myth 

As I have characterized them, the results of Gottlieb’s process of self-discovery 

would be intensely personal. They could only be truly expressed or externalized in 

Gottlieb’s art, and there the artist described his primary aims saying “I really wanted to 

be just Adolph Gottlieb if I could, for better or for worse. So the problem was to find out 

who I am.”154 However, Gottlieb also spoke of a desire to “communicate the feeling that 

is important to me” and to “express what was visually true for me.” His feelings and 

visual discoveries would be wholly personal in nature (note again the consistent presence 

of the words “I” and “me”), but he hoped that these results would also be accessible to 

viewers of his work. 

This is another meeting of disparate objectives that can be understood in part 

through Gottlieb’s interest in Jung. In fact, Gottlieb was clear about his reliance on Jung 

regarding this point, saying plainly that  

I used to read Jung a lot, and I was interested in idea of a collective subconscious. 
I was also interested in primitive art, and I felt that if a native of Africa could 
come up with the egg as a symbol of fertility, and a native in New Guinea could 
come up with the same thing, why couldn’t Gottlieb in New York, just like a 
primitive in the jungle, come up with some kind of a symbol out of his 
subconscious?155  

                                                 
154 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. Gottlieb made this 
statement after saying that he did not want to let himself be “swallowed up by Picasso or Cezanne or 
anyone else,” equating artistic approach with personal identity. 
155 Rose, The New York School, VHS. 
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This concept of the collective unconscious (as it is better known) is one of Jung’s most 

widely recognized ideas.156 In Jung’s description, also found in The Integration of the 

Personality, 

A more or less superficial layer of the unconscious is undoubtedly personal. I call 
it the personal unconscious. Yet this personal unconscious rests upon a deeper 
layer that does not derive from personal experience and achievement but is 
inborn. This deeper layer I call the collective unconscious. I have chosen the term 
“collective” because this part of the unconscious is not individual, but universal; 
in contrast to the personal psyche, it has contents and modes of behaviour that are 
more or less the same everywhere and in all individuals.157 

Gottlieb understood that it would be difficult for others to find a proper means to address 

or understand work that he understood only on a personal “basis of feeling” (“when the 

form and content are really new, there is not even a vocabulary with which to attempt to 

explain the new work.  This is a problem for critics and a difficult problem.”).158 But, 

urged on by Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious, Gottlieb had a sense that his 

feelings rested “upon a deeper layer” that was common to all people. If viewers could 

access this aspect of themselves as Gottlieb had while making his art, then there could be 

a sympathetic relationship between his art and its audience. If a native in New Guinea 

and Gottlieb in New York could each come up with the same feelings out of their 

subconscious, a gallery-goer in New York could recognize those same feelings in a 

painting and in their own mind.159 Gottlieb hoped that, by this process, the positive 

                                                 
156 In his interview with Dorothy Seckler, Gottlieb said “My recollection is that it was Jung who came out 
with the idea of the collective unconscious.” suggesting that for him the different terms were 
interchangeable. Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. 
157 Jung, “Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious,” in The Integration of the Personality, 52–53. 
Emphasis in the original. 
158 Gottlieb, “Unintelligibility,” 1948, unpaginated. 
159 One strong indication of this commonality is the fact that Gottlieb’s New York Night Scene (1947) is a 
relatively typical Pictograph. It would seem that, as Gottlieb felt that his experiences were similar to those 
of any other human, he felt that the Pictograph approach could accommodate both ancient mythology and 
modern urban life. 
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results of his experimentation could be shared in full. Here I return to a quotation that I 

cited in part in Chapter 1: 

If I were to paint in a way which was completely aggressive and in which 
everything was jagged, I’d be false to myself, because I have an opposite 
tendency too. So, in a sense, perhaps this is schizophrenic on my part. Maybe 
everybody has a certain schizophrenia today, and maybe this expresses something 
which other people experience. These [are] contradictory feelings that scare 
people. In my painting I try to resolve these conflicts and to bring together and 
harmonize, and find some equilibrium for these opposing tendencies. I don’t 
know why I do it. I do it on the basis of feeling—I feel like this.160 

By resolving his own “personal problems” Gottlieb also developed solutions for common 

problems, and he hoped that these solutions would be communicated by his work.161 

It seems important that Gottlieb consistently described his interest in Jung in the 

past tense: “I used to read Jung a lot,” “I was interested in reading Jung at the time,” “I 

was very much interested, as a lot of artists were, in Jung at the time.”162 In one sense this 

is another manifestation of Gottlieb’s anti-doctrinal attitude. His suggestion that his 

interest in Jung diminished over time is also a suggestion that his work was not fully 

determined by Jung’s influence. The artist did not desire an overarching system for 

painting, and would not have desired to make such a system out of Jung’s writing. This 

would be true regarding issues related either to the collective unconscious or to alchemy. 

As Mary Davis MacNaughton wrote, “Gottlieb did not reflect Jung’s concepts in any 

programmatic way.”163 

                                                 
160 Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in Hirsch, “Adolph Gottlieb in 1956,” 13. Emphasis mine; the brackets 
appear in Hirsch’s text. 
161 Gottlieb expressed a similar sentiment in 1951: “I have always worked on the assumption that if 
something is valid or meaningful to me, it will also be valid and meaningful to many others. Not to 
everyone of course.” I will take up the significance of the second of these two sentences in the next section 
(Elitism).  Gottlieb, “Adolph Gottlieb,” in Arts and Architecture, 21. 
162 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. Jack Breckenridge, 
“A Conversation Between Adolph Gottlieb and Jack Breckenridge,” Phoebus 2: A Journal of Art History, 
1978, unpaginated. Text provided by the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation. Note that this 
conversation took place in 1973 but was not published until 1978. Emphasis mine in each quotation. 
163 MacNaughton, “Adolph Gottlieb: His Life and Art,” 32. 
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But time seems to have played a significant role in Gottlieb’s adoption of Jung’s 

ideas. He certainly found Jung to be provocative as a theorist, but (within Gottlieb’s 

practical and experimental outlook) theory would have to be confirmed by experience 

before it could be trusted. This shows through in a written statement from 1954: “The 

modern artist does not paint in relation to public needs or social needs—he paints only in 

relation to his own needs. And then he finds that there are isolated individuals, who 

respond to his work.”164 While Jung’s writing may have provided early encouragement 

and even an impetus for some of Gottlieb’s work, “finding” that some people would 

actually “respond” was more important. Furthermore, once this was achieved and Jung’s 

theory was confirmed by experience, it could also be supplanted by experience, which 

was far more compelling to Gottlieb than theory (“I’m really more interested in having 

this experience than in understanding how it works”). If his art continued to conform to 

Jung’s ideas about the collective unconscious it was less because Gottlieb continued to 

think of Jung, and more because considering Jung had led him (past tense) to a kind of 

painting that would facilitate the sort of communication that he was interested in. Gottlieb 

continued to acknowledge Jung as part of his own history (which was always important, 

recall: “[I]t’s inconceivable to me that I could experience things and not have them enter 

into my painting”), but because that moment was in the past he could, in the present, 

focus on issues more directly involved with painting. Gottlieb told Robert Doty “I always 

felt it was necessary to give up a lot of things as I went along.”165 Doty interprets this 

statement in formal terms, relating it to the simple and monumental quality of the artist’s 

later painting. This is certainly a fair reading, but Gottlieb seems to have given up 

concepts as well. 
                                                 
164 Adolph Gottlieb, “Artist and Society: A Brief Case History,” College Art Journal 14, no. 2 (Winter, 
1955), 99. Emphasis altered from the original, which italicizes everything but “And” in the second 
sentence. 
165 Doty, “Part II,” 20. 
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Beginning to recognize this process of, over time, replacing theory with 

experience finally allows me to address the issue of myth in Gottlieb’s career, and to 

address the skepticism that surrounds the artist’s interest in myth, particularly in Diane 

Waldman’s strident 1968 catalogue essay (mentioned in Chapter 1). This possibility 

arises because the chief evidence for Waldman’s skepticism is itself derived from the 

way in which Gottlieb’s concerns changed over time. Waldman argues that while 

Gottlieb may have been interested in myth when he began making his Pictograph 

paintings in the early ‘40s, he changed his position: “That the use of myth served as a 

timely subject matter is suggested by the fact that both Gottlieb and Rothko abandoned 

mythical signs for a virtually abstract imagery a few years later.”166 Waldman assumes, 

because the use of mythical imagery was not consistent throughout Gottlieb’s career, that 

myth was not a truly important concern for the artist, and that myth completely vanished 

as a concern along with the imagery corresponding directly to it. 

Gottlieb was most certainly interested in myth during the ‘40s. His frequently-

cited 1943 letter in response to New York Times critic Edward Alden Jewell (co-signed 

with Mark Rothko, edited by Barnett Newman, and quoted in Waldman’s essay) plainly 

describes his painting The Rape of Persephone (fig. 16) as “a poetic expression of the 

essence of the myth” and goes on to say that in general “We assert that the subject is 

crucial and only that subject-matter is valid which is tragic and timeless.”167 In addition 

to The Rape of Persephone, other immediately mythological titles include Oedipus, 

Nostalgia for Atlantis, and Minotaur from the early ‘40s. This interest may also have 

come from Jung, who wrote that “myths are first and foremost psychic manifestations 

                                                 
166 Waldman, “Part I,” 14. 
167 Edward Alden Jewell, “‘Globalism’ Pops into View,” The New York Times, 13 June 1943: X9. 
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that represent that nature of the psyche.”168 As with the collective unconscious (and as 

Waldman suggests), Gottlieb’s references to myth declined and then ceased by the early 

‘50s, after which he only discussed myth in the past tense. In what might have been part 

of this trend, many of Gottlieb’s titles from the late ‘40s retain a mythological 

vocabulary, but do not reference particular myths. These include Oracle, Altar, Vigil, and 

Centurion. 

Nevertheless, Waldman’s assumption does not hold water, as this trend need not 

suggest that Gottlieb was never truly interested in myth, nor need it suggest that 

Gottlieb’s central concerns shifted as his references to myth decreased. Instead, I believe 

that Gottlieb discovered something that Jung stated plainly: the collective unconscious 

“as it confronts us in dreams and visions, is much more natural, less understandable or 

more naïve than myth.”169 The very same thing could be said of feeling, which for both 

Peirce and Gottlieb always remains essential, yet elusive (“I don’t know why I do it. I do 

it on the basis of feeling”). Indeed, Jung’s distinction between myth and the “psychic 

content” of the collective unconscious begins to sound very much like Peirce; the 

collective unconscious “properly designates the psychic content that has as yet been 

subjected to no conscious treatment and so represents an immediate, psychic actuality. 

There is considerable difference between [elements of the collective unconscious] and the 

formula that has become historic or has been elaborated.”170 

                                                 
168 Jung, “Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious,” 54. While Gottlieb’s general understanding of myth 
seems more closely related to Jung, his interest in Oedipus (especially in the early Pictographs) was most 
likely derived from Freud. See MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74,” 102. 
169 Jung, “Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious,” 54. In this passage and the next Jung wrote 
specifically about the archetypes of the collective unconscious. These archetypes are concepts that Jung 
used to explain particular aspects of the collective unconscious. I believe it is logically acceptable to say 
that any quality which holds for all archetypes (in other words all parts) of the collective unconscious also 
holds for the collective unconscious as a whole.  
170 Jung, “Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious,” 54. Emphasis mine to highlight a phrase particularly 
reminiscent of Peirce. Here I have replaced a phrase that mentions the archetypes of the collective 
unconscious to avoid having to explain the term in greater detail, but again I believe that my brevity does 
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It is important at this point to state what may be obvious: when he sought to 

address myths in his paintings, Gottlieb had no interest in representing narrative. If he 

had been preoccupied with narrative, then he certainly would not have set out to paint the 

story of Oedipus, only to create something as completely disjointed as Eyes of Oedipus 

(fig. 7), one of the first Pictographs. Rather, Gottlieb’s real interest in myth is clear in the 

description of The Rape of Persephone that he provided for Jewell; he was interested in 

“a poetic expression of the essence of the myth” rather than the plot, the superficial 

aspect of the myth. As Gottlieb continued to seek this quality (in terms of the collective 

unconscious, feeling, or any other concept) he discovered that the myth itself was 

obscuring its own essence. To derive a painting from a myth that had itself already been 

derived from essences increased the distance between Gottlieb’s work and its subject. In 

working with the Oedipus myth Gottlieb found these problems to be doubled, as Freudian 

theory got in the way as well.171 

When Gottlieb first became interested in feeling and the collective unconscious he 

needed a starting point; as I have already noted, he could not paint feeling itself. To 

return to a passage I have cited earlier: “The things that I wanted to paint were not the 

things that existed in the world around me, the visual world, that is to say. So I had to 

find some other way of expressing what I wanted to express which was not in terms of 

this visual reality.”172 Myth, then, was a necessary means rather than an arbitrary starting 

point. It was chosen because “the essence of the myth” was valuable and could lead 

Gottlieb in a productive direction. Just as Gottlieb began with a theory of the collective 

                                                                                                                                                 
not obscure any important distinctions. Richard Shiff has suggested to me that Jung may have used 
Friedrich Nietzsche as a philosophical source on this point. 
171 Gottlieb told David Sylvester “Well, eventually, of course, we did not remain loyal to the idea of using 
mythology and ancient fables as subjects because it immediately became apparent that if you are dealing 
with the Oedipus myth, you’re involved in Freud. In this case you went to surrealism and there are all sorts 
of implications.” Sylvester, “Painting as Self Discovery,” 1960 interview, unpaginated. 
172 Kranz, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1968, unpaginated. 
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unconscious but replaced theory with experience over time, he worked from myth only 

until experience confirmed that its essential aspects could themselves be communicated 

in painting. At this point Gottlieb no longer had to look to preexisting myths to find the 

content (feeling) for his work; he could instead find that content within himself. Over 

time, Gottlieb “gave up” the superficial aspects of myths—faces, crowns, arrows, eyes, 

horns, etc. —but the same sort of content that he first expressed through myths continued 

to sustain him for the rest of his career. 

Elitism 

I have so far characterized Gottlieb as subscribing to Jung’s theory of a collective 

unconscious, or at least as believing in audiences’ universal and innate capacity to 

understand his work. These aspects of the artist’s sensibility, taken alone, could easily 

suggest that he was quite naïve. After all, even professional critics like Jewell struggled 

to make sense of Gottlieb’s art. Gottlieb was, of course, unable to ignore that his 

universal concerns in painting were not universally understood or appreciated. In fact, he 

spoke about this circumstance frequently. The very turn that I am describing happened in 

a conversation between Gottlieb and Jack Breckenridge: 

Breckenridge: And by working in this kind of imagery you were getting to this 
universal unconscious by speaking a kind of common language. Yet, don’t I 
understand that you feel you are really not trying to paint for the masses? 
Gottlieb: Good lord, no. Just the reverse. You know what Gorky called Social 
Realism at the time? He called it poor art for poor people.173 

                                                 
173 Breckenridge, “Conversation Between Adolph Gottlieb and Jack Breckenridge,” 1973, unpaginated. 
Gottlieb immediately equated painting for “the masses” with Social Realism and wanted no part of either. 
He mentioned Social Realism (especially the Soviet Union’s employment of Social Realism in political 
propaganda) on a number of occasions, e.g.: “Then we also have the entry of political ideas into art, such as 
during the period of Social Realism. This turned out to be quite a fiasco because you can have all the 
paintings that will try to sway people in one direction or another, but a million  paintings won’t be as 
effective as one television broadcast…It’s a waste of time to try to convert people to do one thing or 
another with paintings. It’s the worst propaganda medium there is—and even the Russians know that.” 
Kranz, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1968, unpaginated. 
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Though this use of the word “poor” likely had just as much to do with intellectual poverty 

as economic poverty, this exchange puts Gottlieb in a very different light, replacing any 

naïveté with potentially harsh elitism. 

Generally Gottlieb’s language was far less pithy than this, and the position that he 

articulated over the course of his career regarding elitism was based more upon practical 

experience than social bias. He often gave justifications for his distrust of artists who he 

perceived to be seeking mass appreciation. Gottlieb prized the personal quality of artistic 

expression, and felt that personal achievement would be impossible while, as he put it, 

“playing to the gallery.” Gottlieb voiced this concern clearly in a 1965 interview: 

The minute—as soon as you begin to think about making it easy for people you 
are already adulterating the art with a notion about communicating with a mass 
public.  So that the only ideal, the only proper guide for an artist is to have an 
ideal spectator as his audience, not some nebulous mass who can be reached by 
something that will catch their eye readily. 174 

The reasoning here is fairly clear. Gottlieb did not see popularity as a worthy goal in art, 

and so to pursue it, even as a minor concern, could only hinder achievement in important 

areas. As a result, Gottlieb saw no reason to equate commercial success with artistic 

success: “[I]t seems to me that the important thing for an artist is not to have success in 

that sense but to have a sense of achievement in his work.”175 Gottlieb frequently said 

that he never anticipated a traditional kind of success to come from his work, and rather 

that he stumbled into financial security late in his career:  

We were like the people who are nothing but chess players, or tennis bums and 
who refuse to do any useful…anything that’s useful, and we felt that we were 
willing to go all our lives and do this despised kind of painting without any hope 
of success.  That was the way it was, and we accepted that…  It wasn’t 

                                                 
174 John Johns, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1965, unpaginated. 
175 John Johns, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1965, unpaginated. 
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completely reasoned out, it was simply something that we all felt a compulsion 
about and we just had no alternative.176 

Ultimately he expected this same sort of commitment from other serious artists. For this 

reason he expressed “mixed feelings” about the growth of the art scene in New York, 

describing a sense of “permissive” conditions and saying, “I also think that the idea of 

instant success is very bad because instant success can lead to quick failure.”177 One 

could ascribe this kind of statement to personal bias (it would not be surprising for 

Gottlieb to favor the sort of career arc that he experienced himself) but his insistence that 

art should result as much as possible from compulsions beyond a desire for profit and 

mass recognition also seems reasonable. 

The line of thought that I have described accounts for Gottlieb’s indifference to 

commercial success, but it does not fully explain his wariness of mass audiences. In his 

response to Breckenridge, the artist not only denied “trying to paint for the masses,” he 

also said that his approach was “[j]ust the reverse.” Why this was so has to do with much 

of the characterization of Gottlieb that I have established in this chapter. I have suggested 

that he was interested in feeling, experimentation, alchemy, self-discovery, and the 

communication of these things despite their remoteness. In each of these pursuits, 

Gottlieb was interested in venturing into unknown territory. As he wrote in 1943 with 

Rothko and Newman: “To us art is an adventure into an unknown world, which can be 

                                                 
176 Sylvester, “Painting as Self Discovery,” 1960 interview, unpaginated. Ellipsis included for the sake of 
brevity. By the end of his life Gottlieb had sold paintings for tens of thousands of dollars, staged well-
received exhibitions in Europe and South America, and been invited to the White House by President 
Lyndon Johnson (for a “Festival of the Arts” in June 1965). This was far more success than he had a right 
to even dream about early in his career. Prices from Kessler, “Art as a Business;” cited in Karmel, “Adolph 
Gottlieb: Self and Cosmos,” 46. A copy of the invitation from President Johnson is available at the 
Archives of American Art: “Adolph Gottlieb Papers, 1929–1967,” microfilm reels N69-49 and N69-50. 
Lent for microfilming in 1969 by Adolph Gottlieb. 
177 Hudson, “Interview for Washington Post Article,” 1966, unpaginated. Kranz, “Interview with Adolph 
Gottlieb,” 1968, unpaginated. More generously, Gottlieb went on to say to Kranz: “I think a great problem 
for artist is survival, and I hope to live long enough to see that some of the young artists who have instant 
success are still surviving after say fifteen years.” This was the positive side of a larger art public. 
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explored only by those willing to take the risks.”178 If Gottlieb did not understand the full 

weight of this statement then, he certainly discovered that this approach would indeed 

exclude some potential segments of his audience. By nature—by being experimental and 

seeking to expand knowledge—Gottlieb’s painting would be “difficult,” and “if painting 

is difficult, what we call difficult, this almost automatically makes it painting for a 

smaller audience, which would have an elite character.”179 This is a clear causal 

mechanism that is often forgotten when little-known art is praised simply for its being 

little-known. Art that appeals to a mass audience cannot be primarily adventurous, for 

then it would have a smaller audience. But a small audience alone does not confirm a 

successfully adventurous approach; it merely allows its possibility.180 Gottlieb thus 

anticipated having a small audience, but knew that this alone would not confirm the 

validity of his art. This is likely why he tempered his statement about difficult painting 

with a knowing expression of humility:  

I would like to think that what I do and that the values that I hold to are values of 
permanence and exist on the highest level.  One can be mistaken about this, of 
course.  I mean this is something that everybody tends to flatter himself that he’s 
upholding this.181 

This, at least in my mind, is what shows Gottlieb’s elitism to be a product of honesty and 

practical experience, rather than bias or malice. He expected to take risks and understood 

that some people (perhaps many people) would simply not be interested in following him 

in doing so (“I think that 90 percent of the world’s population can get along without 

                                                 
178 Jewell, “‘Globalism’ Pops into View,” X9. 
179 John Johns, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1965, unpaginated. 
180 If this sort of thinking seems to prize originality too highly for a postmodern sensibility, Gottlieb had an 
answer at the ready: “I was talking to a young poet one time and he began attacking this ‘cult of 
originality,’ in writing and painting and so on, and I got a little fed up with it and finally I said to him, 
‘Well, tell me about your own work—do you think it's unoriginal?’ So this stopped him and he was taken 
aback and he said ‘No, of course I think my own work is original’ and I didn't hear anything more from him 
on that subject.” Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in Hirsch, Pictograph Into Burst, 24. 
181 John Johns, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1965, unpaginated. 
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paintings”).182 This set him apart from large swaths of the public, but being set apart did 

not, in itself, mean that he was right. 

Difficulty and the Limits of Knowledge 

If Gottlieb did not place undue value upon having a small audience for his work, 

the possibility remains that he was excessively committed to the immediate cause of his 

lack of mass appeal: difficulty. The danger here would be valuing difficulty for its own 

sake—an emperor clothed only in obscurity may have no clothes at all. Some of 

Gottlieb’s more blunt statements verge on this position: “[M]y theory is that a painting is 

not something that is made like Hollywood movies and it should not be made easy for 

people”; and “I try not to be too easily understood.”183 Gottlieb’s interest in difficulty, 

however, was also a product of honesty. This is clear in the letter to Jewell, in which 

Gottlieb and Rothko described the “essence of the myth” and rhetorically asked: “Would 

you have us present this abstract concept, with all its complicated feelings, by means of a 

boy and girl lightly tripping?”184 Gottlieb set out to contend with feeling, a difficult issue 

for which he had no complete explanation. As a result, his paintings could only be honest 

if they too were difficult and without complete explanation. A light, clichéd image would 

not suffice, and would indeed be dishonest. 

Gottlieb’s unwillingness to make any “easy” art points to his consistent 

apprehension of the limits of his knowledge. This, I believe, was a great strength in his 

approach to painting: his understanding that he could not make a single, conclusive 

statement. It is this understanding that left his career open-ended and allowed for 

continued experimentation and self-discovery. It may also finally account in full for 
                                                 
182 Kranz, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1968, unpaginated. 
183 John Johns, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1965, unpaginated. These statements are certainly also 
related to the elitism that I mentioned in the previous section. 
184 Jewell, “‘Globalism’ Pops into View,” X9. 
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Gottlieb’s statement, “I don’t feel that this is too severe a limitation, on the contrary, I 

feel that it leaves me free.” Like an alchemist, Gottlieb was glad for the limits of his 

knowledge and took pleasure in the freedom to venture into the darkness beyond them. 

This might make Gottlieb seem opposed to knowledge, but his pursuits were hardly as 

hopeless as alchemy, and he succeeded in adding to his knowledge over time. A desire to 

expand knowledge was a key reason for his painting in the first place. He had no reason 

to fear knowledge or the possibility that his adventuring would come to an end because, 

from his point of view, he had faced himself with limitless questions. 
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Chapter 3: Gottlieb’s Paintings—Experimentation in Practice 

This chapter, my discussion of Gottlieb’s paintings themselves, requires three 

preliminary caveats. First, though Gottlieb’s interest in feeling is central to my 

understanding of his artistic process, I will not describe his paintings in terms of the 

feeling that they may communicate. This reticence is not meant to imply that I believe 

that any of the paintings fails to express feeling.185 Rather, I believe that I am unable to 

discuss this aspect of Gottlieb’s work successfully. In Chapter 1 I mentioned the need for 

analysis of paintings to rest upon some kind of confirmation, and that does not seem to be 

available for interpretation in terms of feeling. I could discuss my personal reactions to 

Gottlieb’s paintings, but to do so would be to inevitably mix my own feelings with the 

artist’s, and I wish to elucidate Gottlieb’s work rather than provide an indirect self-

study.186 Furthermore, I hope that consideration of the particularities of Gottlieb’s 

communication of feeling can be left open to individual viewers, rather than determined 

by scholars. In Chapter 1 I described how too conclusive an interpretation can make it 

difficult to see a painting any other way, and so with regard to feeling I would rather 

provide guidelines (as I did in Chapter 2) instead of final explanations. It is almost always 

presumptuous to tell someone how to feel in front of a work of art. Finally, Gottlieb 

wrote “I frequently hear the question ‘What do these images mean?’ This is simply the 

wrong question. Visual images do not have to conform to either verbal thinking or optical 

                                                 
185 In scholarship the amount of space devoted to a topic is often assumed to be proportional to the topic’s 
importance, so I must state emphatically that this relationship is not borne out here. 
186 Some degree of this mixing seems inevitable. I feel personally drawn, for example, to issues like 
alchemical self-discovery and the way in which difficulty may at times be more honest than simplicity. 
Furthermore, I feel that studying Gottlieb’s painting has provided me with opportunities for self-discovery 
in the way that painting provided similar opportunities for the artist. I do not wish to draw attention to these 
personal feelings and proclivities of mine, but they do appear incidentally throughout this project. 
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facts.”187 To demand that a verbal description of feeling be teased out of Gottlieb’s 

paintings would be to force them to conform to a standard in which the artist had no 

interest. As Gottlieb wrote, the lack of a verbal equivalent does not preclude visual 

communication. As an alternative, I will restrict my discussion of Gottlieb’s paintings to 

visual observations and reasonable inferences made from them (though I will allow 

myself leeway in determining what is “reasonable”). 

Second, though I have been very critical of previous scholars’ overreliance upon a 

standard set of taxonomic categories (“Pictographs,” “Imaginary Landscapes,” “Bursts,” 

etc.) in their descriptions of Gottlieb’s career, I will not entirely avoid the use of these 

terms myself. It is necessary to have some vocabulary to describe Gottlieb’s work, and 

for me to stubbornly insist on coining a new set of terms would be unnecessarily 

confusing. (This is also true of the usual chronological divisions of Gottlieb career, which 

I will largely follow.) Furthermore, the standard designations are, to varying degrees, 

derived from Gottlieb’s own titles and statements. I am most comfortable with 

“Pictographs,” “Labyrinths,” and “Unstill Lifes,” as Gottlieb created and frequently used 

these terms entirely by his own volition. I am similarly comfortable with “Imaginary 

Landscapes,” as long as it is not forgotten that this term was originally interchangeable 

with “Imaginary Seascapes.”188 I am not comfortable with “Bursts,” as Gottlieb used this 

word (in the singular) as a title for particular paintings, but was himself uncomfortable 

with its being used to refer to a phase of his career.189 With this in mind, I will qualify my 

                                                 
187 Gottlieb, “Painting Aims,” 1955, 36. I believe the reference to optical facts is likely related to optical 
facts as human vision would deliver them; saying that a painting does not need to conform to optical facts 
would then be a defense of abstract painting. 
188 By the time of his 1967 interview with Dorothy Seckler, Gottlieb was himself referring to “Imaginary 
Landscapes” without mention of “Imaginary Seascapes.” 
189 All of this is summed up in something Gottlieb said to Jeanne Siegel in 1973: “I did Pictographs for 
about 10 to 12 years, and then I started to do what I call ‘Imaginary Landscapes’ and that evolved into what 
is referred to as ‘Bursts’.” Note that Gottlieb only felt the need to qualify his use of “Bursts” (with the 
phrase “what is referred to as”). Siegel, "Adolph Gottlieb at 70,” 1973 interview, unpaginated. 
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use of this designation by referring to “Burst-type” paintings. But more problematic than 

these terms themselves is the possibility that their use might isolate Gottlieb’s less-typical 

paintings and imply that they are less important or worthy of consideration.190 I will state 

now that this implication is not intended; where I provide separate consideration of 

Gottlieb’s less-typical paintings the division is solely for the sake of clarity. These 

conflicts are the result of the inherent tension between history and the subjects of its 

inquiry that I described at the end of Chapter 1; I wish to provide a compelling 

understanding of Gottlieb’s paintings, rather than only list them or draw attention to 

them, and in this pursuit I must make some compromises in favor of broader 

conceptualization. However, I hope that these compromises are well-chosen; that they 

add to the vitality of experience rather than diminishing it. My goal remains to consider 

Gottlieb’s career in its fullness and continuity, and to illuminate his paintings rather than 

obscure them. 

Third, because a catalogue raisonné for Gottlieb has not yet been published, it is 

likely that I have not been able to see all extant paintings by the artist. Between seeing 

Gottlieb’s works in person, in catalogues, and in electronic databases I am pleased to 

have constructed a database with images of over 340 different paintings, but this 

collection is certainly not completely comprehensive. As a result (and at times for the 

sake of brevity), I may overlook some of Gottlieb’s paintings. I may also make general 

statements about Gottlieb’s work (e.g. “Minotaur is the sparsest of the Pictographs”) that 

are invalidated by unusual paintings that I have not had access to. I hope, then, that any 

significant omissions or errors can be brought to my attention in the future. It is also 

important to note that a large fire in 1966 destroyed Gottlieb’s studio and all of its 

                                                 
190 Another common assumption in scholarship is that entities granted specific designations are more 
significant than entities which are not. This is another relationship that is not borne out here. 
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contents, including some paintings. As a result, at least some elements of Gottlieb’s 

career are permanently lost. 

These handicaps aside, in this chapter I will trace the course of Gottlieb’s career 

in painting in roughly chronological order. I will examine the many trends and changes in 

his work, gradual and abrupt, long-lasting and short-lived, major and minor, or shades in 

between. In Chapter 2 I described Gottlieb’s experimentation in principle; here I will 

describe how it functioned in practice. The result, I hope, is a better understanding of a 

career full of uncertainty and reevaluation along with discovery and earnest, open-minded 

searching. 

1941–1951 

Gottlieb’s Early Work and His Abrupt Entry into Abstraction 

Gottlieb’s non-abstract painting from the early 1920s up until his move into 

abstraction and the Pictographs in 1941 is divided most clearly by the artist’s eight-month 

stay in Arizona from 1937 into ‘38. Before this trip Gottlieb’s painting bore prominent 

influence from Fauvism, German Expressionism, and the work of Paul Cézanne, as well 

as Gottlieb’s friend Milton Avery (figs. 1, 2).191 Gottlieb painted still lifes, urban scenes, 

portraits of family and friends, and other images that came from his own experiences and 

surroundings. He utilized a palette consisting chiefly of muted earth tones, a feature that 

remained largely consistent until much later in his career. His brushstrokes could at times 

be large and bold, and his paintings from this period appear to have been made with a fair 

degree of speed, ease, and looseness, and without much revision—they are more 

spontaneous than they are worked over, a preference emphasized by Avery.192 Beginning 
                                                 
191 Gottlieb would have been able to see work of each of these sorts while traveling in Europe and living in 
New York. MacNaughton and others have catalogued many such opportunities. 
192 Hirsch, “Painting Reality,” 13. 
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in the early ‘30s Avery indeed became the most dominant influence upon this part of 

Gottlieb’s career, and in hindsight Gottlieb felt that breaking away from Avery allowed 

him to find his own way and to move on from a “weak period.”193 

This break was facilitated by Gottlieb’s relative isolation in Arizona, during 

which he mainly painted still lifes and became far less concerned with creating complete, 

believable scenes. In the Arizona paintings he began to omit context and deep spatial 

depth from his works, and often to tip the ground plane sharply upward. In Arizona Still 

Life (c. 1938, fig. 3) these formal changes help to emphasize sharp contrasts between the 

shapes and colors of the subjects of Gottlieb’s still life (gourds, a pepper, a table, and an 

ambiguous background). Symbols and the Desert (1938, fig. 4) evinces the second major 

change that occurred at this time: Gottlieb’s overt shift towards Surrealism, which he had 

begun to discuss among friends as early as 1936.194 The cut fruit, eggs, long shadows, 

desert vista, and especially the bones and dried wood curiously placed under a bell jar 

seem very deliberately chosen and juxtaposed so as to be pregnant with symbolic 

association.195 When Gottlieb returned to the East Coast he continued in this vein of 

Surrealist still lifes with paintings such as Untitled (Box and Sea Objects) (c. 1940, fig. 

6). This painting and a number of others feature irregularly divided boxes whose 

compartments are placed parallel to the picture plane and filled with symbolically 

suggestive objects. It has thus been elementary for nearly all Gottlieb scholars to connect 

                                                 
193 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. Gottlieb almost 
certainly did not mean this as a criticism of Avery’s own work, as the two remained friends until Avery’s 
death in 1965. Hirsch, “Painting Reality,” 13. 
194 MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74,” 57. Again, Gottlieb would have been able 
to see Surrealist work in New York. 
195 As for the specific association here, one might say (and other authors have said, e.g. Karmel, “Adolph 
Gottlieb: Self and Cosmos,” 30) that each of these objects seems to relate to life and death, or that the 
flattened vista appears dreamlike, but I cannot offer any interpretation of Symbols and the Desert beyond 
this kind of speculation. 
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these boxes with the irregular, flat, and symbolically-filled grids of the Pictographs that 

immediately followed. 

This very brief summary of nearly twenty years of Gottlieb’s career can hardly be 

considered exhaustive (the period from the ‘20s through 1940 will remain a subject more 

thoroughly covered by other scholars, namely Hirsch and MacNaughton). Rather than 

rehash this period, I would like to draw attention to the transition that occurred in 1941, 

which, upon closer examination, can hardly be described as elementary. The simplest 

way for me to prove this claim is to offer a direct comparison of Untitled (Box and Sea 

Objects) with one of the first Pictographs, say, Eyes of Oedipus (1941, fig. 7). Without 

any transitional stage, Gottlieb abandoned shading, shadow, deep space beyond the 

picture plane, and any attempt to illusionistically produce visual resemblance to the real 

world. Instead he made a painting with essentially three colors of paint, rough and simple 

lines, and a collection of symbols that remains visually disjointed despite its overall 

relation to the Oedipus theme.196 The result is a mode of painting that appears almost 

completely different from the work that preceded it. 

While Barnett Newman, for example, frequently told of a pivotal moment of 

discovery that led him into his mature style, Gottlieb spoke of a more general “period of 

introspection and of digging in.”197 He also described deciding with his friend Mark 

Rothko to paint mythological subjects and finding that previous modes of painting would 

be inadequate: 

[W]e obviously weren’t going to try to illustrate these themes in some sort of 
Renaissance style. So we suddenly found that there were formal problems that 

                                                 
196 The emphasis upon eyes in both the painting and its title (along with hands and what might be pins in 
the middle of the painting’s left side) suggests a focus on the moment when Oedipus realized that he had 
killed his father and married his mother, and then blinded himself with two pins from her dress. 
197 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. Newman created 
his first “zip” painting by accident on his birthday in 1948. He then spent months studying the painting 
before attempting to build upon his chance success. Thomas B. Hess, Barnett Newman, an exhibition 
catalogue (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1971), 51. 
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confronted us for which there was no precedent, and we were in unknown 
territory.198 

Still, a simple need to find a new direction does not itself account for the particular 

outcome of Gottlieb’s first mythological paintings; neither does his previous work, nor 

does his exposure to other approaches to painting in New York and in Europe (the 

Pictographs’ grids may remind of Mondrian and their symbols and content may remind 

of Surrealism or “primitive art,” but the decision to combine these elements and the 

particular manner in which they were combined belong to Gottlieb). The artist’s written 

and spoken statements only point to these preconditions and stop short of explaining 

precisely how Gottlieb made this breakthrough. He told David Sylvester that in the ‘30s 

and early ‘40s “I didn’t have a clear idea. I was merely groping.”199 The best available (if 

general) description, then, seems to be that the Pictographs were the result of a relatively 

abrupt, risky, and unanticipated creative venture. Gottlieb deserves credit for attempting 

to so immediately break into “unknown territory” in 1941, and also for coming to 

recognize the value of his experiment and capitalizing on it over the next decade, since 

something so different could have been quickly passed over. This is not to say that 

Gottlieb’s prior interests and work were not important to the creation of the Pictograph 

mode. The similarity between the seaside box paintings and the Pictographs’ grids is 

undeniable, and the intriguing case of Picnic (Box and Figures) (c. 1939, fig. 5) points to 

the artist’s prior interest in the picture plane.200 Still, this surge of ingenuity seems to 

                                                 
198 “Dialogue with Adolph Gottlieb, May 1968, Interviewer: Andrew Hudson,” transcript; cited in Cooper, 
“Starting with Oedipus,” 9. I will discuss the reasons why an illustrative approach would have been 
inadequate in the above section Communication and Myth in Chapter 2. 
199 Sylvester, “Painting as Self Discovery,” 1960 interview, unpaginated. 
200 In Picnic (Box and Figures) the arrangements that appear to be two figures towards the lower left 
corner of the canvas are actually made up of separate objects (spheres and cones) placed on the ground 
plane in rows that recede into the distance. Their separate shadows (extending to the right) reveal that they 
are on the ground and where they are in space; the other two figures, by contrast, each have a single 
shadow, and are thus more typically constituted. The piecemeal figures, then, only come together in the 
picture plane, and from any other angle would not look like figures at all. This highly inventive pictorial 
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have been the primary force behind Gottlieb’s jolt into abstraction, whether it can be fully 

reconstructed or not. 

Other Directions Pursued during the Pictograph Period 

As I suggested above, creating a new direction to pursue in painting is a 

significant achievement, but actually following that direction and understanding its value 

is an equally important and somewhat separate issue.201 Gottlieb gained this kind of 

confidence in his Pictographs fairly quickly, but his decade-long investigation of this 

mode was not guaranteed upon the creation of his first abstract paintings. There can be no 

clearer confirmation of this fact than his wholesale return to the seaside box theme with 

Sea Chest in 1942 (fig. 14).202 Despite Gottlieb’s intervening experience painting a 

handful of Pictographs between Sea Chest the earlier Untitled (Box and Sea Objects), the 

differences between the two are minimal. Perhaps most significantly, Gottlieb placed a 

lighthouse, boat, and sloping outcrop along the horizon in Sea Chest. The lighthouse is 

especially distant, and its smallness on the canvas leads viewers into a deep, three-

dimensional space that is quite different than the flatness so crucial to the Pictographs. It 

is quite likely that Gottlieb learned a great deal from his first abstract paintings, but in 

1942 it seems that he was willing to consider abandoning his newfound approach while 

venturing at least one last time into a previous mode of painting. This suggests that the 

                                                                                                                                                 
trick shows that Gottlieb was acutely aware of the picture plane, and this awareness may have later played 
into the flatness of the Pictographs. 
201 In any shift within an artist’s career the mix of these elements can vary widely. Newman’s accidental 
breakthrough in 1948 became significant through the latter quality (related to understanding) whereas a 
more deliberate artist might rely on the former (related to conception). 
202 The cognitive dissonance surrounding this painting’s date is sometimes quite startling. For example, 
Waldman wrote that in 1939 Gottlieb “began a series of beach still-lifes… like the Sea Chest of 1942, a 
later but related painting. He soon abandoned this form of ‘Magic Realism’ (derived from Salvador Dali) 
for the Pictographs.” It does not seem possible that Gottlieb could have “abandoned this form” while also 
going on to create a later example of it. Waldman, “Part I,” 13. 
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period Gottlieb required to gain confidence in the Pictographs may indeed have been 

longer and more fraught than their abrupt genesis. 

Gottlieb seems to have been similarly unsure about the particular form that his 

abstract painting might take. As I noted in the section titled “Taxonomy” in Chapter 1, 

the artist’s Pictograph phase can be effectively defined by its earliest examples, but 

Gottlieb himself does not appear to have immediately seen paintings like Eyes of Oedipus 

and Oedipus (figs. 7, 9) as blueprints for a decade’s worth of further work. Once again, 

Gottlieb’s ambivalence is clear in some of his less-typical paintings. In 1941 he created 

Pictograph—Tablet Form and Female Forms (figs. 8, 10), each of which include 

Pictograph-style vertical and horizontal lines, but also curves and large circles that 

preclude the appearance of regular grids. These curves alone seem to have given Female 

Forms its title, as the painting includes no clear female image. In each painting these 

lines appear within a lighter rectangular area with curved edges, surrounded by a dark 

border that extends out to the edges of the canvas. This may be the “Tablet Form” 

mentioned in Gottlieb’s title, as the lighter areas could be likened to “primitive” stone 

tablets bearing artistic marking. Neither painting includes the kind of symbols essential to 

the Pictograph mode. Instead, the main concerns seem related to the interplay of line, 

color, shape, and especially overlap. In the center of Female Forms, for example, a large 

cream-white circle shares part of its edge and volume with a smaller pink-white circle, 

which in turn shares part of its volume with a tan water-drop-like shape. This sharing of 

space pulls Female Forms together and calls its abstract flatness into question: do these 

shapes overlap in depth, or do they share space that is only two-dimensional? The result 

is a steady, undulating effect that, along with colors that are limited in range but diverse 

in variation, makes Female Forms worthy of sustained examination. 
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Another direction appears in two paintings related to the same theme: Persephone 

(1942, fig. 13) and The Rape of Persephone (1943, fig. 16). These include the earlier 

“Tablet” and border appearance, but can be interpreted as jagged profile portraits (rather 

than tablets) because of the shape of their respective interior areas. The smaller shapes 

that appear in each painting may be read as eyes and smiling mouths strewn about as if at 

random, as vegetables (perhaps pea pods, tubers, etc.) related to Persephone’s agrarian 

significance, or as more enigmatic symbols. The Rape of Persephone, the later of the two, 

seems to be a more simplified and condensed version of Persephone, which itself seems 

comparatively jumbled and more difficult to read.203 Later still, Red Portrait (1944, fig. 

17) relates to the Persephone paintings with its center-dominated composition, 

ambiguous collection of shapes, and portrait title. Unlike the two earlier paintings, Red 

Portrait includes (along its left side) a simply but clearly rendered face with a mouth, 

nose, left eye, and perhaps an ear further to the right. While this face is arranged with 

relatively standard proportions, it does little to clarify the rest of the image; no forehead, 

hair, neck, or other features related to the face can be conclusively identified. As in its 

predecessors, however, the outline of the central area in Red Portrait suggests the shape 

of a bust-length portrait. Gottlieb’s most significant innovation in these paintings, then, 

seems to be his combination of their broad suggestions of portraiture with at least some 

of the array of symbols, shapes, and lines found in the Pictographs. While the all-over 

grids of the Pictographs usually yield even, all-over arrangements and do not themselves 

bear much potential for meaning, the portrait-shaped outlines in Persephone, The Rape of 

Persephone, and Red Portrait present an additional layer of emphasis and significance. 

                                                 
203 It is surprising that The Rape of Persephone has not been given more attention in the literature on 
Gottlieb, given that Gottlieb and Rothko’s famous letter to the New York Times was written in response to 
Edward Alden Jewell’s comments on The Rape of Persephone, as well as Rothko’s Syrian Bull. 
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During this period Gottlieb also made a number of paintings that appear to be 

one-off undertakings which differ even more significantly from the Pictographs. The title 

of Untitled (Still Life) (1941, fig. 11) suggests that the smaller areas of color near the 

center of this canvas might be arranged as an abstract still life, but these forms are too 

ambiguous to bear such an interpretation. A clearer relation to the title may be found in 

the divided black and white background, which suggests the horizon lines of Gottlieb’s 

earlier Arizona and seaside still lifes. Untitled (Still Life) strikes an uneasy balance 

between its top and bottom halves, contrasting light with dark and complication with 

starker simplicity, but ultimately it seems without a clear intent or organizing principle. 

The rectangular areas of Home (1943, fig. 15) contain some of Gottlieb’s typical symbols 

(hands, eyes, and circles), but they exist autonomously, rather than within the context of a 

grid. This makes for harsher divisions between the symbols that nearly preclude the 

interplay characteristic of the Pictographs; the rectangles each stand very much on their 

own. These paintings each represent additional gambles with “unknown territory.” That 

the paintings seem unresolved and (more importantly) that Gottlieb did not use them as a 

basis for subsequent work suggests that these gambles did not pay off. Floating (1945, 

fig. 21), alternatively, appears to be an attempt to come to grips with the work of another 

artist. Its brown and tan background, sense of upward movement, and combination of 

outlines with solid areas of color resemble Rothko’s Slow Swirl at the Edge of the Sea 

from 1944 (fig. 88). Gottlieb and Rothko remained friends after their collaborations in the 

early ‘40s, but Floating seems to be the last point at which their artistic endeavors 

overlapped. 

By 1943 Gottlieb seems to have settled into his Pictograph mode, and after 

Floating his output consisted solely of variations on the Pictograph form until he made 
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Inscription to a Friend and Running in 1948 (figs. 23, 25).204 Each of these paintings 

consists of an array of black marks on a uniform white background. On the one hand this 

suggests a Pictograph without a grid, but on the other hand the marks in each painting are 

mostly too simple to appear symbolic. Among these curves, angles, dots, etc., Inscription 

to a Friend includes a pair of breasts, a face, an eye, and a spiral, while Running includes 

only two arrows near the top of the canvas. Thanks to this decrease in symbolic content 

and the starkness of their black-on-white appearance, the two paintings seem focused 

primarily on the variety of and contrast between their various marks, and on the evenness 

with which the marks cover their canvasses. They seem successful in this clear emphasis 

on visual over symbolic aspects (not unlike Pictograph—Tablet Form and Female 

Forms) but Gottlieb did not return to a similarly even distribution of simple marks until 

he painted Composition in 1955 (fig. 44). 

Gottlieb’s last alternative direction pursued during his Pictograph period is 

represented by Black Silhouette from 1949 (fig. 26) and Castle (fig. 27) and Castle I from 

1950, which themselves hearken back to Gottlieb’s ability to combine the symbols of the 

Pictographs with a larger image, as in the Persephone paintings. In Black Silhouette the 

titular form cuts across the image from the right, suggesting a female body on all fours 

with breasts, arms, and one visible leg. Two white shapes and two small black circles in 

the center of the canvas might also be interpreted as a face for the silhouette, while the 

rest of the canvas is filled in a manner consistent with the Pictographs. In the Castle 

paintings large black shapes dominate the canvas, surrounded within and without by 

smaller, ambiguous shapes. These images might be interpreted as castles with windows 

and doors surrounded perhaps by moons or stars, or as completely abstract images; it 

                                                 
204 Again, I conclude this (and make other, similarly comprehensiveclaims) only from my examination of 
catalogues and other images that I have been able to pull together. It is possible that paintings from between 
1943 and ’48 exist to contradict this statement, and that I have not yet seen them. 
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does not seem possible for a certain relationship with their titles to be proven. In any 

case, while in the Persephone paintings Gottlieb struck something of a balance between 

large elements and pictographic symbols, the large shapes dominate these later works. 

The large shapes in the Castle paintings are similar to those in Gottlieb’s Unstill Lifes, 

which he began painting in 1952, and which I will discuss below. 

The aspect of Gottlieb’s career most clearly demonstrated by these non-

Pictograph paintings is his sustained commitment to experimentation. In hindsight it is 

obvious that none of these alternatives supplanted the Pictographs as the artist’s main 

focus, but, as I have described his process of experimentation, it would have been 

necessary for Gottlieb to test new ideas in finished paintings (“[W]hether it’s going to 

become something which succeeds in expressing a particular feeling that I want to 

express is always a question until… the work is finished”). Though the majority of his 

paintings between 1941 and ‘51 were indeed Pictographs, Gottlieb’s other work shows 

that he continued to conceive of alternative possibilities, either based on his previous 

work or on more radical inspiration. That he decided to test these alternatives in finished 

work suggests that Gottlieb approached them seriously and earnestly. It can be nothing 

other than a continuation of this same process that eventually allowed him to find new 

approaches that were more successful, and thus to move on to the subsequent phases of 

his career. 

At the same time, that Gottlieb did not abandon his first abstract style earlier, even 

when he had provided himself with viable alternatives, evinces his deep interest in the 

Pictograph approach. More specifically, that he maintained the all-over grids of the 

Pictographs after making the Persephone paintings makes clear his preference at the time 

for even, non-hierarchical images. That he continued to employ the symbols of the 

Pictographs after painting Female Forms makes plain his interest in symbolic content 
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over more austere abstraction.205 In the late ‘40s, when Clement Greenberg urged him to 

take up a new direction (“it is hard not to be impatient with a painter whose talent 

contains so much latent and unrealized force”) and when the artist himself began to look 

for new possibilities (“I had gotten to a point where I was able to do it very well… the 

question was should I just continue doing this and just do it better? Well, I wasn't 

interested in doing it better.”), Gottlieb did try paintings like Running and Castle, but he 

did not immediately move on from the Pictographs simply for the sake of doing 

something different.206 The best explanation seems to be that he waiting for truly 

compelling alternatives. 

Gradual Change within the Pictographs 

While Gottlieb’s non-Pictograph paintings from the 1940s demonstrate the 

dynamism of his working process, the Pictographs themselves need not represent 

lethargy. As I noted in Chapter 1, the nature of the designation “Pictograph” is quite 

flexible. On the one hand this has made it easy for scholars to categorize Gottlieb’s work 

without leaving out too many paintings from the ‘40s, but on the other hand it has 

produced the implication that the ‘40s were a stagnant period in which Gottlieb chiefly 

produced paintings of one sort. Gottlieb’s production of Pictographs, however, had its 

own dynamism. 

An early change was Gottlieb’s abandoning of shading and shadow in the 

Pictographs, in favor of flatter, more abstract symbols composed solely of line and flat 

color. In Oedipus (1941, fig. 9) he placed shadow beneath a nose in the lower left, in 

                                                 
205 This is another point against Diane Waldman’s claim that Gottlieb was not sincerely interested in myth. 
If Gottlieb was truly after the “abstract imagery” that Waldman described, why did he not pursue such 
imagery as soon as he was able to create it? 
206 Clement Greenberg, “Review of Exhibitions of Adolph Gottlieb, Jackson Pollock, and Josef Albers,” 
The Nation, 19 February 1949; reproduced in Greenberg: The Collected Essays, vol. 2, 285. Seckler, “Oral 
History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. 
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Minotaur (1942, fig. 12) he used shading to show the curved surface of a horn to the 

right, and in Pictograph #4 (1943) he used shading to show the surfaces of hands and 

faces throughout the painting. Especially in the latter two examples, these modulations of 

color add a degree of realism that at least begins to suggest real, three-dimensional 

objects (rather than two-dimensional symbols) placed within the Pictographs’ grids. 

Before 1943 only some (not all) of Gottlieb’s Pictographs included these effects, but after 

that date they disappear completely. 

Gottlieb also seems to have reevaluated his use of color in the Pictographs around 

the same time. Through 1943 Gottlieb rendered the Pictographs in a desaturated and 

earth-toned range limited mainly to black, brown, tan, pink, and white, with occasional 

orange, yellow, and purple. After 1943 Gottlieb began to introduce blue and red, brighter 

colors, and greater contrasts of hue and value. The immediate juxtaposition of bright red 

against black in Divisions of Darkness (1945, fig. 20), for example, is quite unlike the 

paintings that came two years earlier. The main limitation that Gottlieb continued to 

impose on his use of color in the Pictographs was his near exclusion of green, but he did 

feature that color prominently in Green and Blue (1945) and Red and Green Bird (1948, 

fig. 24). 

By the mid ‘40s Gottlieb had also nearly ceased to leave empty spaces within the 

grids of the Pictographs. In Minotaur (fig. 12), for example, the artist created an irregular 

grid with nineteen squares, but filled only three of those with symbolic elements, leaving 

the remaining squares filled with a variety of solid colors. Though Minotaur is the 

sparsest of the Pictographs, Oedipus from 1941 (fig. 9), Lion from 1944, and many 

paintings from the period between them each include numerous empty grid squares. From 

1944 until the late ‘40s Gottlieb completely filled his grids with symbols, creating the 

even, all-over effect usually associated with his Pictograph period. In E of 1949, 
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however, Gottlieb returned to empty grid squares, even leaving two in the middle of his 

composition. Though they never became as prominent as they were in Minotaur, Gottlieb 

occasionally worked empty grid squares into his paintings from that time through the end 

of his engagement with the Pictographs. As is even more plainly illustrated by Gottlieb’s 

later departure from and subsequent return to his Imaginary Landscapes, the artist’s use 

of empty grid squares in the Pictographs demonstrates that his career in painting cannot 

be characterized as a linear evolution. 

Along with Gottlieb’s movement away from specific myths (e.g. Oedipus) and 

their attendant images and titles (a trend that I described in the section titled 

“Communication and Myth” in Chapter 2), a general development in the Pictographs was 

Gottlieb’s decreasing adherence to his grids. This was not a linear evolution either, and 

was rather something that the artist engaged with in fits and starts. The earliest strong 

examples are Composition (fig. 19) and Mariner’s Incantation (fig. 22), both from 1945. 

In Composition Gottlieb applied thick black lines over the center and right side of his 

initial composition, crossing the white grid lines below. In the center of the painting 

especially, the black lines are curved and pose strong contrast with the white grid. In 

Mariner’s Incantation Gottlieb first painted large areas of green and pink along with 

smaller areas of brown on a blue-gray field, before applying his grid and symbols with 

thin white lines, along with black rectangles at the bottom of many of the grid squares. 

These two stages of painting in Mariner’s Incantation seem to be independent of one 

another, as the original areas of color span much of the white grid. In both Composition 

and Mariner’s Incantation, the result of crossing grid lines is a gentle sense of fluidity not 

present in Gottlieb’s more regular Pictographs. These effects appeared again in paintings 

like Weirs at Dawn of 1949, which includes an irregular background, and Figuration 

(Two Pronged) of 1951 (fig. 31), which includes black lines that cross a thinly-applied 
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gray grid. These efforts perhaps reached their culmination with a painting that should 

likely reside outside of the Pictograph category: Figurations of Clangor (1951, fig. 30), 

in which Gottlieb applied multiple rounds of black lines and areas of yellow, white, and 

tan; confusing any sense of background and foreground and making for a very 

complicated image. The breakdown of gridded order is also important in some of 

Gottlieb’s last Pictographs and in some of the Labyrinths, both of which I will discuss 

below. 

Finally, though he continued to also work in small sizes, Gottlieb steadily 

increased the maximum size of his Pictograph paintings over the course of the 1940s (see 

chart, fig. 90). The Alkahest of Paracelsus (fig. 18) represented a significant expansion at 

60” by 44” in 1945, but the Pictographs’ greatest increase in size came in 1950 with the 

68” by 93” Omens of Spring (fig. 28), which was more than twice as large as any of 

Gottlieb’s previous paintings.207 Despite its far greater dimensions, however, Omens of 

Spring retains the elements and proportions of a typical Pictograph. Gottlieb frequently 

downplayed the significance of scale in his artistic approach: “It doesn’t affect my 

thinking really. Normally my style in painting is related to a free movement of the arm. 

Naturally, if I work small, I have to work within the limitations of a wrist movement.”208 

This claim usually holds true, as Pictographs, Bursts, and other types of Gottlieb’s 

paintings tend to have the same general characteristics at various sizes. The Pictographs 

especially can be characterized as easel paintings; their elements can be easily expanded 

or multiplied to evenly cover the surface of supports of various sizes, and they respond 

little to changes in horizontal and vertical proportion. But Gottlieb could not have made 

larger paintings (especially some of his later, very large paintings) simply out of apathy 

                                                 
207 Note again that these claims ultimately apply only to the body of paintings that has been accessible to 
me. 
208 Siegel, "Adolph Gottlieb at 70,” 1973 interview, unpaginated. 
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for scale or by accident. A less-frequently expressed sentiment of Gottlieb’s then takes on 

greater importance: 

My theory is or my explanation of it is that working directly on a large canvas I 
get the spontaneity and directness that people have always valued when an artist 
does a sketch… the large painting, when it comes off, has that roughness and 
unpremeditated quality which I value.209 

Working at a larger scale, then, allowed Gottlieb to work and experiment more freely, 

especially while working within a pre-established set of general characteristics. As the 

chart I have constructed from my database of images shows, this was a strategy that 

Gottlieb worked his way into over the course of the ‘40s and ‘50s. 

Each of these changes over time within Gottlieb’s Pictograph mode are further 

testament to his process of making a painting, observing and internalizing the results, and 

then experimenting once again. Just as soon as Gottlieb set down the rules governing the 

nature of a Pictograph, he also set about bending those rules and testing their worth. Of 

course, in addition to these more drastic variations, it is also important to remember that 

Gottlieb’s admonition regarding stereotypes applies just as well to the Pictographs as it 

does to his later work. Recall: 

I think if people look at say three paintings such as this side by side they then 
concede that the differences are rather large between the paintings and it isn’t 
quite a [sic] stereotyped as their minds tend to make it. It’s just a sort of concept 
within which I work, so that there is a similarity. 

When examining a group of paintings that exhibit such a similarity, it is important not to 

confuse similarity with complete homogeneity. That Gottlieb at times worked without 

changing the general characteristics of his Pictographs does not mean that the artist 

abandoned the idea that each of his paintings could individually express a unique and 

specific sort of feeling. 
 

                                                 
209 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. 
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1951–1956 

Intensive Experimentation in the Early ‘50s 

While in 1950 Gottlieb created the aforementioned Castle paintings and made a 

jump in scale with Omens of Spring, it was in 1951 that he truly entered a period of rapid 

change and concentrated experimentation. He felt that the Pictographs had been taken 

nearly as far as possible, and so he “was interested in finding something else to say, to 

express. So it was necessary to find other forms, a different, changed concept.”210 In that 

year he created the first of his Imaginary Landscapes, in 1952 he began the Unstill Lifes, 

in 1954 he painted most of his Labyrinths, and in 1956 he invented the Burst type. 

Because this flurry of innovation is complicated enough if one sticks to these major types 

of Gottlieb’s work, it has been easy for scholars to ignore a significant body of paintings 

from the early ‘50s that do not seem to fit any of Gottlieb’s usual categories. 

One such group of works from 1951 demonstrates that for a short time Gottlieb 

became interested in a combination of dark black lines, brushy grays, and solid areas of 

red, yellow, and green. Paintings of this sort include loose Pictographs such as Interior 

Garden and the aforementioned Figuration (Two Pronged) (fig. 31), as well as 

Chromatic Game and Archer (fig. 29), which are populated with small symbols but lack 

grids. In each of these paintings Gottlieb’s clear differentiation between black, grays, and 

areas of color simultaneously gives a gentle sense of depth (through both overlap and 

modulation within the gray backgrounds) and striking punctuation and contrast (black 

against gray, black against yellow, etc.). These qualities separate this group of paintings 

from the flat and usually even Pictographs, but also from Gottlieb’s other approaches in 

the mid ‘50s, which do not feature contrast of color in such a thoroughgoing fashion. 

                                                 
210 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. 
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Another group from 1951 includes Night Flight (fig. 33), Plutomania (fig. 34), 

and Sentinel (fig. 35). The former two might be described as loose Pictographs, while the 

latter essentially stands alone in Gottlieb’s career. The common element among all three 

is a central circle with red and white features: a red center and white outline in Night 

Flight and Sentinel, and a white line with a red halo in Plutomania.211 It is tempting to 

read these circles as precursors to the upper elements in the Imaginary Landscapes, but it 

would be difficult to declare such a relationship with complete certainty. A less bold but 

more secure claim would be to relate the circles to one of Gottlieb’s later descriptions of 

this period: 

The reason I made the break from the Pictograph to the Imaginary Landscape was 
that I wanted to get away from the all-over type of painting… Other painters had 
carried the idea of an all-over painting to quite great lengths, and I wanted to 
develop my idea in a different direction.212 

The circles in these paintings serve as strong focal points that moved Gottlieb away from 

his prior all-over approach and towards a “different direction”: a unipolarity that was 

ultimately superseded by the bi- or multipolarity of the Imaginary Landscapes and Burst-

type paintings. 

A later, small group from the same period includes W (1954), Monolith (Female) 

(1956), and White Figure (1956, fig. 51). As their titles indicate, these paintings each 

include a central area with thick lines extending from it in a manner that vaguely suggests 

limbs—perhaps limbs outstretched in exaltation, if this already tenuous interpretation is 
                                                 
211 The circle in Plutomania may also be seen as the head of a body, painted below it in black with an 
outstretched arm and hand extending upwards and to the left. Seeing the circle this way only diminishes the 
unipolarity of Plutomania slightly, as the white line of the circle extands downward over the body, 
allowing for an alternate reading where the two forms remain distinct from one another. The T-shaped 
forms in Plutomania and Sentinel (seen also in the next group of paintings) are also noteworthy. They 
demonstrate Gottlieb’s ability to reduce viewers’ familiarity with a well known shape (in this case a letter 
of the alphabet) by placing it in an unfamiliar context. 
212 Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in Karmel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Self and Cosmos,” 40. Of course, the 
Labyrinths demonstrate the Gottlieb remained interested in all-over painting for some time, and that his 
break from the Pictographs to the Imaginary Landscape cannot be fully described in these terms. I examine 
these issues throughout the rest of this section. 
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taken even further. The central areas also include some of Gottlieb’s simplest symbols: X 

and T shapes, loops, crosses, and others that seem unusually graphic, rather than 

symbolically provocative. Without the depth, overlap, or variation in paint handling 

found in Gottlieb’s earlier and concurrent work, the effect of these paintings is indeed 

simple and immediate, but without the senses of movement or gravity that can be found 

in Gottlieb’s later paintings. 

Finally, two isolated paintings are worth mentioning: Construction #1 (1953, fig. 

37) and the aforementioned Composition (1955, fig. 44). The latter reproduces the 

scattering of pictographic symbols from Inscription to a Friend and Running from 1948, 

but adds color and a brushy background, and presents a more regular arrangement of the 

symbols. The bold, flat appearance of these symbols would recur in Gottlieb’s work in 

the mid-60s, but in the meantime the artist did not follow up on Composition. 

Construction #1 is essentially a Pictograph, but Gottlieb created some of its gridlines with 

thin strips of wood painted white and attached to the canvas. Some of the black elements 

of the painting run onto the wood, covering the white paint and creating a three-

dimensional effect. The artist employed wood again in Construction #2 later in 1953 and 

then abandoned such aggressive mixing of media. Nevertheless, it seems appropriate to 

assume again that Gottlieb approached this and other isolated paintings and small groups 

with sincere interest. He could not be sure whether a concept was worthy of extended 

engagement or not until he had tested it in at least one finished work. 

Imaginary Landscapes and Related Paintings 

There are two important points that follow from the 1951 date of Gottlieb’s first 

Imaginary Landscape painting, The Frozen Sounds, Number I (fig. 32). First, scholars 

have frequently lumped the entire 1951–56 period of Gottlieb’s career together, 
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characterizing it as a transitional period, a cushion between the Pictographs and Bursts. 

But the artist’s invention of the Imaginary Landscapes (his most radically different 

paintings from this time) came at the very beginning of the period, rather than as part of 

any gradual process. In fact, in painting The Frozen Sounds, Number I Gottlieb covered 

the canvas in his late-Pictograph style (resembling looser paintings like Figuration (Two 

Pronged) or Plutomania (figs. 31, 34)) before painting over the upper half in white, and 

then filling the resulting field with the Imaginary Landscapes’ characteristic circles and 

rectangles.213 Gottlieb’s invention of the Imaginary Landscapes, then, seems quite abrupt 

and surprising: without any prior warning (or at least no warning that is apparent in his 

paintings), the artist decided to literally cover over his previous manner of working.214 

But if Gottlieb’s work leading up to this 1951 date shows the Imaginary 

Landscapes to have been invented suddenly, his work after 1951 shows that it took him 

years to commit to the new possibilities that these paintings afforded him. The “break 

from the Pictograph to the Imaginary Landscape” he described in the above quotation 

does not seem to have been entirely clean, chiefly because Gottlieb ceased painting 

Imaginary Landscapes from 1953 to 1955. The Imaginary Landscapes, with their division 

into two horizontal registers and simplified upper forms, are undeniably the clearest 

predecessors for Gottlieb’s Burst-type paintings. Indeed, he only created the first Burst-

type painting, Black, Blue, Red, in 1956 while returning to the Imaginary Landscapes in 

the same year. In the intervening years, however, Gottlieb pursued the Labyrinths, Unstill 

Lifes, W and related paintings, and even a few last Pictographs (the latest of which were 

                                                 
213 Karmel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Self and Cosmos,” 40. 
214 MacNaughton notes that, during the depression, “Gottlieb often painted over old canvases to economize 
on art supplies.” It seems to me that this prior practice could have influenced Gottlieb’s aggressive 
overpainting two decades later, though it is impossible to say so with any certainty. MacNaughton, 
“Adolph Gottlieb: His Life and Art,” 16. 
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Percussion and Inscription in 1954). Gottlieb recounted this process to John Johns after 

being asked if this transition into his later work came suddenly: 

Yes. It wasn’t quite—in a sense it was sudden because overnight I did something 
that as [sic] different, and it seemed to me like a very good idea. But then I had 
doubts. So I would backtrack and go back doing the pictographs. I went ahead and 
I’d make one step forward and two steps backward. But then finally I realized that 
this new concept which I had, had a certain power and could express more fully 
what I wanted than what I had been doing.215 

Though it comes from the artist himself, this description likely overemphasizes the notion 

of “backtracking” and underemphasizes the notion of “doubts.”216 As with Gottlieb’s 

less-than-fully-committed initial pursuit of the Pictographs in the early ‘40s, had the artist 

been able to conceive of his career in such linear terms at the time, he would have had no 

cause to delay his progress “forward” with “backtracking” or errant experimentation. The 

gap between the Imaginary Landscapes of 1951–52 and 1956–57, then, provides further 

evidence that Gottlieb worked moment-to-moment on the basis of feeling and 

experimentation, rather than with an ability to actively follow or enact a grand and simple 

narrative of evolution. 

This gap also marks changes in the Imaginary Landscapes themselves. The 

paintings completed in 1951 and ’52 form a fairly homogenous group. In the upper half 

of Eclipse (1952) Gottlieb replaced the Imaginary Landscapes’ usual black and red on 

white with black and white on tan, and in Water and Sound he rendered the lower register 

in red with brushy black strokes, but these are the most significant variations on the 

general theme within the initial handful of Imaginary Landscape paintings. In contrast, 

                                                 
215 John Johns, “Interview with Adolph Gottlieb,” 1965, unpaginated. 
216 Gottlieb also underemphasized the variety of his own work during the mid-‘50s, failing to mention the 
Labyrinths, Unstill Lifes, and other paintings. I am generally wary of disagreeing with an artist so plainly, 
but in this case it seems clear that Gottlieb provided an oversimplified narrative. This would not be out of 
character for the artist, who claimed to have invented his “Pictographs” designation so that critics would 
have an easier time understanding his work (recall: “I decided to give them a cubby hole into which they 
can put me.”). 
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the 1956–57 Imaginary Landscapes include much greater variety. In Black Sun (1956, 

fig. 46) Gottlieb painted the lower section green with a relatively small number of black 

strokes and included sharp-cornered squares in the upper section, along with a black 

circle whose center he finely dotted with blue, red, and yellow, yielding an appearance of 

scintillation or slow burning. In Day-Night (1956, fig. 47) the artist swapped his use of 

black and white paint, which (along with the painting’s title) suggests a nighttime version 

of the Imaginary Landscape form. Hot Horizon and Red at Night (both 1956) each 

include upper registers with red backgrounds, and the former features unusually large 

marks in its lower register. Groundscape (1956) is similar to the first wave of Imaginary 

Landscapes, but it is far larger at twelve wide and seven feet high, a size that Gottlieb 

first employed in the intervening years with his Labyrinths and Unstill Lifes. The lower 

halves of Groundscape, as well as another 1956 Imaginary Landscape, Four Red Clouds 

(fig. 49), also look somewhat Labyrinth-like, suggesting further interplay with that type 

after its invention in 1954. Finally, the lower areas of Side Pull (1956) and Bias Pull 

(1957, fig. 52) include open spaces on their left sides, and in the latter a patch of yellow 

paint fills (with added landscape association, one could say “falls into”) this void.217 

Despite their wide variety, these paintings from 1956 and 1957 all bear enough 

common features to be designated Imaginary Landscapes. A few other of Gottlieb’s 

paintings from the same period do not share all of these traits, but do include horizontal 

divisions that seem to relate to the Imaginary Landscapes. From Midnight to Dawn 

(1956, fig. 50) and Blue at Night (1957) seem to rearrange the usual Imaginary 

Landscape arrangement. Their upper registers are smaller and are filled with thick marks 

and shapes, while their lower registers include only one large gesture; a J-like shape in 

From Midnight to Dawn and an oval in Blue at Night. In each, the background of the 
                                                 
217 This breaking of the Imaginary Landscapes’ “horizon line” accords well with Gottlieb’s claims that 
these paintings were never intended to be actual landscapes. I discussed this issue in Chapter 1, above. 
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upper section is light blue and the background of the lower section is dark blue, an 

arrangement paralleled in the reds of Descending Arrow (1956, fig. 48). Despite its 

Imaginary-Landscape-like “horizon line,” Descending Arrow is taller than it is wide and 

includes only two shapes: a black arrow pointed downward at the bottom of the canvas 

and a black pentagon with one of its edges situated along the “horizon line” and a line 

connecting two of its opposite corners. All three paintings provide simpler, more 

immediate visual impact than the Imaginary Landscapes, and might thus have influenced 

Gottlieb’s thinking as he created his early Burst-type paintings. It seems especially 

tempting to say this of the vertical Descending Arrow, given that a vertical format and a 

single upper element (the black pentagon, even if it is not entirely above the “horizon 

line”) are key aspects of the Burst mode. 

Speaking more generally, it is difficult to say why Gottlieb abandoned the 

Imaginary Landscapes only to take them up again a few years later. It is possible that he 

wished to test other concepts before finding that he could not invent a superior 

alternative, and then deciding to redouble his efforts with his earlier invention. But he 

also painted Monolith (Female) and White Figure (fig. 51) in 1956, and thus he may not 

have been so single-minded at that time. Perhaps the best explanation is that he was 

sidetracked while designing a stained-glass façade commissioned by the Park Avenue 

Synagogue, which diverted his focus from painting throughout much of 1952 and ’53 

(this likely accounts for the very small number of paintings he produced in 1953; I will 

discuss this project further below).218 It seems quite possible that after this hiatus Gottlieb 

returned to painting with new ideas that occupied him throughout 1954 and ’55. 

                                                 
218 Hirsch, “Painting Reality,” 29. 
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Unstill Lifes and Labyrinths 

Gottlieb painted Unstill Life, the first painting of the kind that would bear its 

name, in 1952 (fig. 36) and created the last of these works, Unstill Life III, over the 

course of 1954–56 (fig. 42).219 I have found no record of Gottlieb having discussed his 

coining of this title, but it seems to cheekily suggest how far the artist had come from 

traditional painting, and indeed from his own early still life work. Not all of these 

paintings were titled “Unstill Life” (as evidenced by The Couple of 1955), but each 

includes a central area filled with a dense and loose arrangement of marks, shapes, and 

colors; surrounded by a white field; and outlined and crossed by thick black lines, some 

of which extend to the edges of the canvas. These central areas are similar to the lower 

registers of the early Imaginary Landscapes and similarly suggest the possibility of a 

visually chaotic underlying layer partially covered over in white paint (even if Gottlieb 

did not actually paint this layer in full, as he did in the first Imaginary Landscapes). The 

Unstill Lifes might thus be described as a combination of Castle paintings (with their 

central compositions defined by thick areas of black) and the Imaginary Landscapes (with 

this sense of an underlying layer being partially covered over), but ultimately they are 

unique. Measuring over fifteen feet wide, Unstill Life III is an especially unusual case, 

because of both its large size and the division of its central area into compartments of red 

and gray. 

If the Persephone and Castle paintings do indeed represent an intermittent desire 

of Gottlieb’s to balance his pictographic symbols with larger elements or non-all-over 

compositions, the Unstill Lifes likely represent his greatest success along these lines. 

                                                 
219 Many scholars have advanced more inclusive conceptions of the Unstill Lifes that may include the 
Castle paintings and Black Silhouette from 1949 and ’50, and/or W and Gottlieb’s related paintings from 
1954 through ‘56. While these paintings (especially the earlier variety) may be related to the Unstill Lifes, 
they bear significant formal differences from the paintings that actually include “Unstill Life” in their titles. 
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They afford ample space for symbols, overlapping lines, and splashes of color; while also 

providing a pictorial context that adds an additional source of meaning. Like Gottlieb’s 

pictographic symbols themselves, the black lines and white fields in the Unstill Lifes 

offer symbolic content that is both undeniably present and almost completely open to 

interpretation. The central areas of these paintings may be contained within cages, be 

supported and suspended by tethers, form the bodies of single cells or fantastical multi-

limbed creatures, etc. A glance at an Unstill Life may elicit many such readings all at 

once. 

Gottlieb began painting the Labyrinths when he resumed his concentration on 

painting after spending much of 1952 and ’53 designing the massive stained-glass façade 

commissioned by the Park Avenue Synagogue.220 While the demands for Jewish 

iconography involved in this undertaking caused Gottlieb’s design to stand somewhat 

apart from his other work, the artist described the clearest effect of the project on his 

painting saying: 

[Y]ou know I did that stained glass job the surface of which was 1200 square feet, 
a five-storey building. So, after that, nothing seemed particularly large; it didn’t 
make much difference. It was just a matter of, if I wanted to work large, I 
could.221 

In the following year this attitude led Gottlieb to create his largest works to date: the 

Labyrinths Black, White, Pink (fig. 38) and Labyrinth #3 (fig. 41), along with Unstill Life 
                                                 
220 Hirsch, “Painting Reality,” 29. Sadly, I have not come across good photographs of the stained glass. 
But, Emery Grossman described the façade: “The surface, designed to resemble a tapestry, is covered by 
widely spaced grillwork. Each of the large areas into which it is divided contains a stained glass panel. The 
themes depicted are based on the festivals and holy days, rituals, and Biblical episodes.” Grossman, Art and 
Tradition, 48. Though the Park Avenue façade was the only project that truly distracted Gottlieb from 
painting, it was not his only commission for a Jewish site. In 1951 he designed curtains for the sanctuary 
containing the Torah at the Congregation B’nai Israel synagogue in Millburn, New Jersey (Robert 
Motherwell and Herbert Ferber provided other decorations there). In 1953 he designed a similar curtain for 
the Congregation Beth El synagogue in Springfield, Massachusetts. Finally, in 1958 he was commissioned 
to design and supervise a suite of stained glass windows at the Kingsway Jewish Center in Brooklyn. The 
Jewish Museum, “Modern Art, Sacred Space: Motherwell, Ferber and Gottlieb,” 
http://www.thejewishmuseum.org/exhibitions/millburn. Gottlieb Foundation, “Gottlieb Biography.” 
221 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. 
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III (fig. 42). Measuring 83” by 189”, Labyrinth #3 is over twice as large as Gottlieb’s 

previous largest painting, Omens of Spring, and so the Park Avenue commission seems to 

have caused a genuine breakthrough in this regard. This major expansion in scale also led 

to the large Imaginary Landscape Groundscape in 1956, and to very large paintings 

throughout the rest of Gottlieb’s career (see chart, fig. 90), though he did not always work 

so large (the aforementioned 1956 Imaginary Landscape Day-Night, for example, 

measures 24” by 30”). True to his word: “[I]f I wanted to work large, I could.” In his 

1962 conversation with Martin Friedman, Gottlieb said that he painted these very large 

pictures because they had an “immediate visual impact” and caused the viewer to see a 

painting  

in its totality, instantaneously… it’s not something you look at with an eye for 
detail. It’s true that you can, after the first initial impact, then examine the picture, 
see how it was made… but those are not the important things. The important thing 
is the immediate impact.222 

This description certainly applies to Gottlieb’s large paintings from 1954 through 1956, 

and is truer still for the drastically simplified Burst-type paintings that came later, as I 

will discuss below. 

While the Unstill Lifes yielded a new context for the Pictographs’ symbols, in the 

Labyrinths Gottlieb focused on the other main element of his earlier work: the grid. The 

artist created all but one of these paintings in 1954, and his notes show that the last of 

them, Blue at Noon, was his first painting in 1955 (fig. 43).223 Based on these dates, if 

Gottlieb “wanted to get away from the all-over type of painting” when he created the first 

Imaginary Landscapes in 1951, he doubted this change enough to create his most evenly 

                                                 
222 Friedman, 1962 interview; cited in MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74,” 171–
172. 
223 Hirsch, Pictograph Into Burst, 20. Despite its title, Gottlieb’s earlier Labyrinth #1 from 1950 is a 
Pictograph whose rigid grid was created using masking tape (Karmel and others have related this use of 
tape to Barnett Newman’s employment of the same technique, see Karmel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Self and 
Cosmos,” 39). Labyrinth #2 (1950) is an even more typical (if somewhat loose) Pictograph. 
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all-over paintings only a few years later. Perhaps the critical response to the Labyrinths 

became an even greater impetus for Gottlieb to find a “different direction” of his own, as 

Robert Rosenblum and S. Lane Faison likened these paintings to the work of Jackson 

Pollock, while Rudi Blesh and Dore Ashton compared them to work by Bradley Walker 

Tomlin.224 Though Gottlieb did not employ gesture in the same manner as Pollock and 

pointed out (with support from Clement Greenberg) that he had influenced Tomlin, rather 

than the other way around, it is understandable that this sort of proximity would have 

made him uncomfortable.225 

But it would be very unfortunate if these comparisons caused Gottlieb to abandon 

the Labyrinths. While Tomlin’s ribbon-like curves and bars tend to either cross over each 

other infrequently or pile together, and Pollock’s drips and pours form largely flat and 

impenetrable masses, Gottlieb’s Labyrinthine lines weave together to create deep, 

intricate, abstract spaces.226 While in the Pictographs Gottlieb’s grids were a means to 

regularly and legibly divide the canvas, in the Labyrinths they are multiplied, warped, 

and overlapped to create an entirely different, almost opposite effect. In this way they 

seem to represent an intensification of Gottlieb’s prior interest in overlap, as seen in 

paintings like Figurations of Clangor (1951, fig. 30). In Black, White, Pink (fig. 38) the 

two grids (one black, one white) tangle together in complicated fashion; a black line 

painted over a while line in one place will itself be painted over by another white line, 

which itself will be painted over elsewhere. In Labyrinth #3 (fig. 41) Gottlieb placed the 

same effects on top of a densely painted, swirling background. In The Cage (fig. 39) all 

of Gottleib’s gridlines are rendered in black, but the artist suggested multiple grids 
                                                 
224 Rosenblum and Faison cited in Karmel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Self and Cosmos,” 39–40. Blesh and Ashton 
cited in MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74,” 180. 
225 Greenberg, An Exhibition of Oil Paintings by Adolph Gottlieb, 1957, 37. 
226 Rosenblum and Faison did draw distinctions between Gottlieb and Pollock in their comparisons, but 
this does not seem to have been enough distance for Gottlieb. Recall: “Other painters had carried the idea 
of an all-over painting to quite great lengths, and I wanted to develop my idea in a different direction.” 
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through variation in his handling of the black paint. In one sense a solid black grid 

appears to be above a somewhat brushy grid, itself above thick but very thinly-applied 

swirls; but in another sense all of this black seems to run together at the surface of the 

canvas. In Blue at Noon (fig. 43), his sole Labyrinth from 1955, Gottlieb employed the 

same approach to create four layers: (in receding order) solid white (with simple 

pictographic symbols), thin white, solid black, and thin black, all above a light-blue 

background. While the ordering of these layers can be teased out more easily near the 

edges of the canvas, the center of the painting is very dense and hypnotically deep. The 

thinly painted layers in Blue at Noon are integral to this effect, as they bring a sense of 

transparency in addition to overlap. Gottlieb thus abandoned the Labyrinths after what 

appears to be a very successful and inventive painting, rather than after an exhaustion of 

possibilities. 

Concurrent but Separate Lines of Experimentation 

To help make sense of Gottlieb’s very wide variety of activity during the 1951–56 

period I divided my discussion above into sections and paragraphs that group similar 

paintings together. As I discussed in the Taxonomy section of Chapter 1, this sort of art 

historical strategy can easily be taken too far. In this case, however, keeping Gottlieb’s 

various approaches from the early ‘50s separated seems to mirror the artist’s own 

process: throughout this hectic time in his career, Gottlieb’s Imaginary Landscapes, 

Labyrinths, Unstill Lifes, etc. all remain distinct from one another. He invented each of 

these forms, experimented within each of them, often worked on more than one at the 

same time, but kept them largely divided from each other. Even, say, Four Red Clouds 

(fig. 49), a 1956 second-wave Imaginary Landscape whose lower register was likely 

derived in part from the Labyrinths, looks far more like a first-wave Imaginary 
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Landscape than anything else. It thus seems fair to suggest that during this period 

Gottlieb resolved to move on from the Pictographs by developing and testing multiple 

new modes of painting. Given the diversity of experimentation that followed, it seems 

unlikely that the artist had any pre-determined course in mind, but rather that he felt and 

intuited his way along. Ultimately it was the first Burst-type paintings that struck Gottlieb 

as worthy of extended consideration, and so brought him from this state of openness to a 

somewhat more determined course. 

But even if Gottlieb was dissatisfied with his merely “transitional” work and did 

not dwell on these paintings for long, to treat this period negatively—as a time of casting 

about with less-worthy inventions—would be an error. As Greenberg wrote while 

discussing the connection between Gottlieb and Tomlin “Gottlieb has thrown off ideas in 

passing that others have improved and built upon.” Greenberg brought this up (as I do 

now) not to take credit away from Tomlin, but to point out that the many possibilities that 

Gottlieb brought forth and eventually turned down in the early ‘50s were, in fact, quite 

worthy. In the same essay, Greenberg wrote: 

The very abundance of Gottlieb's powers has perhaps impeded him in the quest of 
his particular, most personal ones; his weaknesses are not evident enough to send 
him straight toward his indisputable, unique strengths. 227 

That Gottlieb eventually decided that Burst-type paintings were the best course for him 

does not mean that his other work cannot be taken as very good, and indeed as a sign of 

the artist’s “abundance” of creative powers. That he may have felt frustrated during this 

time does not mean that his paintings were unsuccessful.228 

                                                 
227 Greenberg, An Exhibition of Oil Paintings by Adolph Gottlieb, 1957, 37. 
228 MacNaughton described Gottlieb’s frustrations in her dissertation, noting, for example, that he painted 
few works in 1955 and did not have a solo show between 1954 and ’57. MacNaughton, “The Paintings of 
Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74,” 188–190. 
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1957–1974 

Gottlieb’s Transition to Burst-Type Paintings: Essences and Verticality 

Gottlieb’s transition to his Burst-type paintings was the smoothest, clearest, and 

most confident of his career. Previous scholarship has correctly described the 

aforementioned Black, Blue, Red (1956, fig. 45) as Gottlieb’s first Burst-type painting. A 

number of features separate it from the paintings that followed: the tangle of black marks 

within the upper red form, the flat top of the lower black form (which extends to the 

edges of the canvas and verges being a “horizon line,” as in the Imaginary Landscapes), 

the stray black marks, and the blue, uneven, atmospheric background. But the painting’s 

overall arrangement—a vertical format with a single area of red above an area of black—

led clearly to the prototypical Blast, I and Burst in 1957 (figs. 53, 54). Nevertheless, in 

his typical fashion Gottlieb took a bit of time to fully commit to this new direction. Red 

Black Gray (1957, fig. 55) shows that he reconsidered the possibility of horizontal-format 

paintings with multiple upper forms, and Argosy of 1958 represents a near complete 

return to Black, Blue, Red, horizon line and all. Within Gottlieb’s career these are 

relatively minor deviations, but they demonstrate that he continued to give himself 

multiple options to choose from, and that he consciously chose the typical Burst form 

over available alternatives. 

That Gottlieb deliberately avoided sharp horizontal divisions suggests that he 

wished to escape the association with landscape—recall that with the Imaginary 

Landscapes he “never thought of them as landscapes, but since the association with the 

horizon is inescapable with landscape, I accept this association.” Indeed, this was the 

moment in which his need “to give up a lot of things as I went along” manifested itself 

most strongly, as in moving into the Burst-type paintings Gottlieb also gave up his grids, 
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his sense of depth, and (temporarily) his pictographic symbols. With all of these elements 

removed, the presence of symbolic content that I have described in Gottlieb’s earlier 

paintings was almost entirely removed as well (as I suggested in Chapter 1, a degree of 

visual association is usually unavoidable). But, as his sustained engagement with the 

Burst-type demonstrates, Gottlieb realized that these paintings succeeded on his most 

important “basis of feeling.” With the Burst-type paintings, then, Gottlieb achieved the 

reduction to essences that I described in Chapter 2. Perhaps, with symbolic content out of 

the way, these works succeeded even more than his previous painting. In all likelihood 

the Burst-type provided the sort of “great surprise” that the Gottlieb prized, manifesting 

feeling in ways that he had not previously considered. 

Gottlieb’s decision to use a vertical format for his Burst-type paintings suggests 

that he had some reason to emphasize verticality over laterality. The artist did not address 

this formal decision in his written and spoken statements, but I believe that two scholars 

had an inkling of its importance: Martin Friedman (“through form and color he envisages 

a universe in which human emotions are fused with rudimentary physical principles—

gravity, suspension, motion.”) and Pepe Karmel (“Gottlieb used the language of painting 

to evoke these qualities of the physical environment, determining the conditions of our 

existence as human beings.”).229 Neither Friedman nor Karmel pursued this line of 

interpretation very far beyond these brief passages, but they seem to have been on the 

right track; Gottlieb’s work from 1957 onward seems to depend on these basic physical 

principles and the human experience of them. 

In his essay “Perceiving Newman,” on the career of Gottlieb’s friend and 

colleague Barnett Newman (whose mature work consisted almost entirely of paintings 

with either vertical or horizontal bands, fig. 89), Yve-Alain Bois suggested that human 

                                                 
229 Friedman, Adolph Gottlieb, 2. Karmel, “Adolph Gottlieb: Self and Cosmos,” 52. 
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experience involves an “always-already given orientation of the field of perception”; that 

we have only our form of perception, and that no objective or exterior system is available 

to us. The qualities of this human “orientation,” Bois argued, come from our bodies: “The 

orientation of space, the orientation in space, which is transmitted by what Merleau-Ponty 

calls a ‘prepersonal’ or ‘prehistorical’ tradition (that of our body), is always-already a 

determination of our experience as being-in-the-world.” According to Bois, the bilateral 

symmetry and upright posture of our bodies play central roles in our perceptual 

orientation. He thus quoted and concurred with philosopher Blaise Pascal’s claim that 

“we only desire symmetry in breadth, and not in height or depth.” and advanced the 

“nonreversibility of a top and a bottom” as a similar property.230 Bois summed all of this 

up saying  

there is no way to escape the fact that perceptual space is originally governed by 
nonisotropy in one direction and by symmetry in the other: both conditions, which 
are to one another like a verso to a recto of a piece of paper, are due to the fact 
that it is our body that perceives and not some mechanical and objective device.231 

Bois offered no scientific proof for these claims; perhaps today one might look for their 

confirmation in neuroaesthetics, but the author apparently felt no need for corroboration. 

I agree with him wholeheartedly nevertheless; based on my own experiences, I have 

taken these claims as self-evident since I first read them. 

Bois argued that Newman discovered these qualities in his painting, and thus 

found his earliest successes with vertical, rather than horizontal bands, using bilateral 

symmetry to get at something essentially human. I believe that Gottlieb capitalized on the 

other of these qualities, the “nonreversibility of a top and a bottom,” in similar fashion.232 

                                                 
230 Bois, “Perceiving Newman,” in Painting as Model (Cambridge: Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1990), 
195–196. 
231 Bois, “Perceiving Newman,” 197. 
232 Bois did suggest that Newman pursued this quality in his paintings with horizontal bands, especially 
later examples that have distinct vertical asymmetry (e.g. Day Before One). This is certainly a fair 
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Gottlieb certainly would have appreciated Merleau-Ponty’s description of these bodily 

properties as “prepersonal” or “prehistorical”; through Jung and the collective 

unconscious (as I discussed in Chapter 2) the artist sought such deep human 

commonalities throughout his career. In all likelihood, however, Gottlieb did not make 

the nonreversibility of a top and a bottom into a consciously-followed rule—recall: “I’m 

really more interested in having this experience than in understanding how it works.” 

Instead, he would have felt and intuited his way into his vertical paintings, confirming 

their virtues experimentally. But his paintings benefitted from this fact of human 

orientation all the same.  

If “polarity” is too specific or loaded a word to describe Gottlieb’s interests in 

painting, much of his work did pursue visual juxtaposition (as I suggested in Chapter 1). 

Had Gottlieb paired his discs and splashes horizontally their contrast would be neutral, 

academic, and merely compositional; the left and right sides could be exchanged freely 

(he tried something like this in a few paintings and quickly gave up the effort, fig. 60). 

Because the artist coupled these forms vertically, the nonreversibility of a top and a 

bottom is essential to their juxtaposition; it yield a structured, uneven, and deterministic 

situation in which this juxtaposition must be processed through the viewer’s body in 

terms of gravity and suspension. The top and bottom halves of a Burst-type painting 

cannot be exchanged. While Bois described Newman’s work in terms of a “dazzling 

effect” of perceptual uncertainty, the effect of the Burst-type paintings is far more certain 

and forthcoming.233 There is no question that the discs and splashes are vigorously 

juxtaposed; extended engagement with the paintings comes not through searching for the 

                                                                                                                                                 
interpretation, but I feel a far stronger bodily connection to Gottlieb’s prototypical Burst-type paintings. 
Bois, “Perceiving Newman,” 196–198. 
233 Bois, “Perceiving Newman,” 203. The full passage is: “We cannot both fix the zip and look at the 
painting at the same time, and it is precisely upon this impossibility that Newman based the dazzling effect 
of his canvases.” 
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existence or resolution of these forces (as with Newman), but through the physical, 

bodily experience of their nature. True to Gottlieb’s interest in “immediate impact,” the 

Burst-type paintings do not produce uncertainty, but rather disclose themselves 

immediately and constantly. 

Much of this is owed to their large scale; a body-sized painting makes for a more 

bodily experience. Gottlieb’s large scale dates back to the Labyrinths, but the all-over 

quality of those paintings is quite different from the stark verticality of the Burst-type 

works. Gottlieb had also previously divided paintings into upper and lower registers with 

his first two waves of Imaginary Landscape paintings, but their arrangement does not 

produce the same sort of effect either. This is first and foremost a consequence of their 

lingering illusionism, their inescapable association with landscape. The registers of an 

early Imaginary Landscape are nonreversible because they are so near to being earth and 

sky, not because they are simply top and bottom. Even if Gottlieb did not intend for the 

“clouds” in Four Red Clouds (fig. 49) to really be clouds, they cannot be placed below 

the painting’s heavier lower half. This likely accounts for the relative weakness of an 

isolated painting I have not yet mentioned: Horizontals (1954, fig. 40), where Gottlieb’s 

multiple strata appear blandly neutral rather than essential; the artist did not pursue this 

approach any further. Gottlieb’s later Imaginary Landscapes (especially those without 

horizon lines) are not quite so illusionistic, but in every case their horizontal formats and 

lateral expanses inevitably result in a less distinct sense of verticality than in the Burst-

type paintings. 

Ironically, Gottlieb developed his verticality while beginning to paint with his 

canvases laid down horizontally (see photograph, fig. 87): 

When I started doing the Bursts, I began to do part of the painting horizontally. It 
was necessary to do that because I was working with type of paint which had a 
particular viscosity which flowed and, if it were on a vertical surface, it would just 
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run. If it were on a horizontal surface, I could control it. So I'd put my paintings 
down horizontally but I didn't put them on the floor. I had them set up on horses 
or stools, so that I was at a good working height.234 

 

Working this way, Gottlieb applied and distributed paint using brushes, but also 

squeegees, palette knives, rollers, rags, and other unusual tools— “I’ve put paint on with 

everything.”235 The result adds to the suspended quality of the Burst-type paintings, as 

their elements appear subject to gravity, but do not actually succumb to it. This would not 

have been the case had Gottlieb’s paint actually been affected by gravity as it was applied 

(as he allowed it to be in the lower-right corner of Labyrinth #3 (fig. 41), for example). 

The final step in the creation of a Burst-type painting, then, was turning it upright and 

revealing its qualities in full.236 

Basic Variations in the Burst-Type Paintings, Gottlieb’s Stroke in 1970 

Gottlieb’s 1968 admonition against stereotypes (“if people look at say three 

paintings such as this side by side they then concede that the differences are rather large 

between the paintings”) certainly applies to his Pictographs, Imaginary Landscapes, and 

other work, but he made this statement while discussing the Burst-type paintings, and it 

applies to them best of all. For example, compared to Blast, I (fig. 53), Cadmium Red 

Above Black (1959, fig. 58) has wider proportions, brighter red paint, and evinces more 

energetic gestures by the artist. In the context of Gottlieb’s career these are very minor 

differences, but in terms of feeling and physical or bodily experience I must agree with 

                                                 
234 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. 
235 Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. Quite 
unfortunately, the tape of this interview cuts off just as Seckler began to ask more pointed questions about 
Gottlieb’s use of these tools. 
236 This step would also entail turning the painting to its proper, vertical orientation. Richard Shiff has 
pointed out to me that Newman’s horizontally-oriented Horizon Light (mentioned by Bois) was first hung 
as a vertical and then hung as a horizontal, which it remained. Gottlieb’s Burst-type paintings would 
similarly be very different if hung horizontally (this would likely be even more drastically different than 
lying them flat), but I am not aware of Gottlieb having reoriented any of his paintings in this fashion. 
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Gottlieb that the differences are rather large between the paintings; the greater width of 

Cadmium Red Above Black fills more of viewers’ vision and gives its elements a greater 

sense of weight. From the late ‘50s onward, much of Gottlieb’s experimentation involved 

these simultaneously major-minor variations. 

Scale was perhaps the most consistent aspect of Gottlieb’s later work, as only a 

handful of the paintings I am aware of after 1956 are not over seven feet on at least one 

side. There is an outlying, curious group of nine twelve-by-eight inch paintings from 

1968 that appear to have been made on scraps of canvas. Gottlieb was always adamant 

that he did not work in series, and these small paintings do not correspond to later works 

as sketches (Gottleib rarely made sketches late in his career), but whether they should be 

considered color studies or finished works is unclear.237 Otherwise, Gottlieb continued to 

work large (see chart, fig. 90) even after suffering from a stroke, losing most of his 

mobility in all but one arm, and being confined to a wheelchair in 1970. Perhaps in 

intentional defiance of his new limitations, he painted Triptych, the largest work of his 

career at over seven-by-eighteen feet, in 1971. He was aided by assistants after his stroke, 

especially Laura Westby, a student who had previously worked for him part-time.238 

These assistants primarily mixed Gottlieb’s pigments and prepared the grounds of his 

paintings, but film footage also shows one of them applying paint to a canvas under 

Gottlieb’s guidance.239 Gottlieb’s painting from after his stroke largely followed the same 

course as before. Most brushstrokes seem to have been applied as they would have been 
                                                 
237 Information courtesy of Nancy Litwin at the Gottlieb Foundation, via e-mail. 
238 MacNaughton, “The Paintings of Adolph Gottlieb 1923–74,” 233–234.  MacNaughton claimed that 
Gottlieb’s assistants only mixed his pigments and prepared his grounds, but the Michael Blackwood video 
proves this claim to be incorrect. 
239 Rose, The New York School, VHS. In the video Gottlieb explains to the assistant (who is unidentified 
and could very well be Westby) what sort of marks she should make, at what size, with what color, and 
with what brush. He watches the entire process and gives his approval at the end saying “It’s finished. This 
painting is finished.” It is also amusing (and potentially revealing) to note that while his assistant carefully 
passes a brush to Gottlieb over the canvas (which is laid horizontally while being worked on), later on the 
artist does not hesitate to return it to her by unceremoniously tossing it onto the painting. 
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earlier, but some suggest a less-steady hand. Comparing the very similar The Red and 

Red Ground, both from 1972 (figs. 83, 84), makes for a good case study here. In the 

former the circle and three lines are tight-edged and controlled; in the latter the same 

elements are loose and uneven. This could indicate that an assistant applied the paint in 

The Red while Gottlieb did it himself in Red Ground, but it is equally possible that 

Gottlieb painted both, and that their differences were intentional. In either case the 

authorship of these paintings should not be in question; the aforementioned footage 

demonstrates that Gottlieb’s instruction of his assistants was strict, specific, and quite 

attentive. 

I already mentioned Gottlieb’s variation of color in the Burst-type paintings in 

Chapter 1: it did not take him long to get away from his original combination of red, 

black, and white. In 1958, only one year after painting the prototypical Blast, I and Burst, 

he painted a red lower form in Ascent, a dark blue-gray upper form in Exclamation, and a 

brown background in The Form of the Thing. From this point on Gottlieb’s use of color 

spanned from the bright yellows of Roman Three (1962, fig. 63), to the pastels of 

Equinox (1963, fig. 65), and the cool blue and green of Pale Disc (1965, fig. 68). In 

general his paintings remained somewhat muted and low-contrast (aside from black 

against white), but this never seems to have been a hard and fast rule: in Roman Three 

No. 2 (1963) he placed a bright red disc in a solid black field, and in Black Emblems 

(1971, fig. 79) he placed solid black symbols in a bright red field. Based on my 

unscientific browsing, red seems to have remained Gottlieb’s most commonly used color, 

but of course many of his Burst-type paintings did not include red at all. 
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Elements and Arrangements 

Turning to compositional issues more conspicuous than the aforementioned 

major-minor differences between paintings like Blast, I and Cadmium Red Above Black, I 

believe the most economical and comprehensive way to understand Gottlieb’s late work 

is in terms of compositional elements and arrangements. In the Burst-type paintings there 

are only two of the latter: vertical and horizontal, which follow the dimensions of 

Gottlieb’s canvases. The vertical paintings have a single central axis, as in the first Burst-

type paintings. All elements within these paintings (with a few exceptions for small 

elements, discussed below) are placed on this axis, or offset by an equivalent element 

placed symmetrically, as in Equinox (fig. 65). Nevertheless, horizontal symmetry is never 

a dominant aspect of these paintings, as differentiation in color and asymmetry within the 

elements themselves precludes complete reversibility (Equinox is once again a fine 

example). Gottlieb returned to horizontal formats in 1960. These paintings have two 

registers separated by a “horizon line” that is sometimes made immediately visible (as in 

later paintings like Pond of 1969, fig. 75) and sometimes only implied (as in Dialogue I 

of 1960, fig. 59). No lateral symmetry is required in these paintings; Gottlieb placed the 

upper elements in Dialogue I, for example, far right of center. By this arrangement these 

horizontal paintings carry on Gottlieb’s interest in the Imaginary Landscape form; one 

such 1969 painting is indeed the only work that Gottlieb actually titled Imaginary 

Landscape (fig. 74). As I discussed in Chapter 1, it is difficult to say whether these 

horizontal paintings from after 1956 should be called Burst-type paintings or late 

Imaginary Landscapes. To my mind it is most accurate to say that they are both; they 

include the elements, colors, and paint handling (including their being painted while laid 

horizontally) of Burst-type paintings, in the format of the Imaginary Landscapes. 
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Given the strengths of the vertical Burst-type paintings that I have described 

above, it is somewhat surprising that Gottlieb continued to employ horizontal formats. In 

doing so, however, he preserved the departure from illusionism that he discovered in the 

first Burst-type paintings. The simplicity of these later horizontal paintings (due to the 

compositional elements I will discuss below) makes them far less illusionistic than the 

early Imaginary Landscapes, especially when they do not have visible horizon lines, but 

even when they do. The evenness of the paint in a work like Pond (fig. 75) emphasizes 

the surface of the canvas and flattens the painting into abstraction far more than the 

energetic brushwork of an early Imaginary Landscape like The Frozen Sounds, Number I 

(fig. 32) would allow. As a result, gravity, suspension, and bodily response are all well 

involved in these paintings. In my experience they are not as physically affecting as the 

vertical Burst-type paintings, but sheer strength of affect is likely not what Gottlieb was 

after. Rather, the horizontal Burst-type arrangement gave him additional possibilities for 

experimentation, self-discovery, and the pursuit of feeling. When Jeanne Siegel asked 

Gottlieb about the relationship between these paintings and the earlier Imaginary 

Landscapes, his final statement on the matter was “Right now I’m trying not to be 

classified.”240 Gottlieb demonstrated the same attitude when he said that he moved on 

from the Pictographs because he “wasn't interested in doing it better.” He did not wish to 

spend his time refining only one approach to painting. For Gottlieb, variety seems to have 

been a key element of success. 

As for the elements that Gottlieb placed and recombined in accordance with these 

structures, the original Burst-type paintings included the disc and splash, which the artist 

would continue to employ throughout the rest of his career. In vertical paintings he 

sometimes included multiple discs (as in Blues from1969, fig. 73) or multiple splashes 

                                                 
240 Siegel, "Adolph Gottlieb at 70,” 1973 interview, unpaginated. 
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(as in the aforementioned Equinox from 1963, fig. 65) and felt no need to constrain these 

elements to the prototypical Burst arrangement. In horizontal paintings he often filled the 

broader spaces by including two or more discs (Mirage from 1970 is a rare exception, fig. 

78) and horizontally elongating his splashes (as in Ochre and Black from 1962, fig. 62). 

Gottlieb sometimes painted halos around his discs and made some splashes more violent 

than others, but there are rarely any serious questions of identity; it seems appropriate to 

say that I know a disc or a splash when I see one. The main rule that Gottlieb seems to 

have imposed on his use of these forms is that a splash is never the uppermost element of 

a Burst-type painting. This is perhaps because the artist wished to keep his heavier forms 

lower; even in a painting like Expanding (1962, fig. 61), where the disc is significantly 

larger than the splash, the splash seems to bear more weight (though the darker color and 

greater value contrast of this splash in relation to the green field of the painting contribute 

to this effect as much as the shape and size). In bodily terms, this rule lends a sense of 

stability and of being grounded. 

Another element that Gottlieb inserted into the Burst-type paintings (but only 

those in vertical format) was the long horizontal bar, which appears in Equal (1964), Pale 

Splash (1971, fig. 81), and many other paintings. The artist could insert one or more such 

bars into the middle or lower areas of his paintings, but as with the splashes he never 

placed them above all other elements in a painting. As he centered them on the main axis 

of vertical Burst-type paintings, these bars fit easily into the verticality I have described, 

adding a slight but not overriding sense of lateral expanse. Gottlieb seems to have 

become most interested in the bars in the mid ‘60s and after his stroke, with something of 

a hiatus in between. In Icon (without a lower element) and Three Elements (with a lower 

element, fig. 66), both from 1964, he placed trios of vertical bars in similar locations, but 

seems to have never done so again. 
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Smaller vertical bars often appear in the lower corners of vertical and horizontal 

Burst-Type paintings, including the aforementioned Roman Three (1962, fig. 63) and The 

Red (1972, fig. 83). These trios of three vertical bars in a painting’s lower-right corner are 

common, but Gottlieb also employed small horizontal bars, pairs of bars, squares, and 

left-hand placements. The chief commonality is that the small bars in a given painting are 

always different colors. In Roman Three and The Red the only other elements are single 

discs, but Brown Splash (1970, fig. 77) includes three small horizontal bars along with a 

typical vertical disc and splash arrangement, and Open and Closed (1968–70) includes 

three small horizontal bars with in unusual arrangement of four discs and other marks. In 

Max-Minimal (1973) Gottlieb included a lone red square in similar fashion, and in Focal 

(1965) he painted a lower-right-hand group of twelve small horizontal bars in a four-by-

three grid. The starkness of the Burst type makes these bars prominent despite their 

diminutiveness. They pull paintings’ centers of gravity towards them, troubling and 

diminishing the sense of upright verticality, perhaps only slightly, but enough that 

viewers cannot help but take notice. In 1965 Gottlieb created horizontal paintings titled 

Units one through three (fig. 70), filling their upper registers with somewhat larger 

horizontal bars in bright colors. Gottlieb was intrigued by this arrangement enough to test 

it three times, but he did not pursue it further. The Units paintings, with their even strata, 

have a stronger sense of verticality than many of Gottlieb’s horizontally divided works, 

but they also lack the monumental simplicity of many Burst-type paintings. 

Open space should not be overlooked as a compositional feature of the Burst-type 

paintings. Early in this period in 1959 Gottlieb painted Aftermath (fig. 57) and Una, each 

consisting of a single small disc on a relatively even field. The empty lower halves of 

these canvases would be conspicuous in any context, but within Gottlieb’s body of work 

they seem to actively take the place of splashes or other lower elements. Titles like 
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Aftermath and the later Solitary (1969) highlight the calm and extreme simplicity of these 

works. Gottlieb only created paintings this minimal in vertical format, yielding a sense of 

verticality even without an axis enunciated by multiple elements. Open space also plays 

large in Roman Three, The Red, and other paintings that feature only a disc and small 

bars. It is also striking in the lower halves of the Units paintings and the late, simplified 

Imaginary Landscapes like Pond (fig. 75) and Mirage (fig. 78). In less-common fashion, 

with Signs (1965, fig. 69), Lowland (1971, fig. 80), and a few other paintings Gottlieb 

placed open spaces in the upper registers of horizontal Burst-type paintings, creating a 

bottom-heavy feeling of weight, stability, and breadth. 

The element that allowed Gottlieb’s return to horizontal formats was what I will 

refer to as “calligraphy.” The invention of this element is exemplified by the continuous, 

flowing, curvilinear black areas in the lower half of Dialogue I (1960, fig. 59). In 1960 

Gottlieb tried a number of different approaches to this idea; in Three Discs the 

calligraphy is more angular and the lower element of Trio just as (if not more) flat and 

sharp-edged than calligraphic. From 1961 onward, however, he settled on the smoother 

approach of Dialogue I. Gottlieb typically painted his calligraphy solely in black, or in 

black with an underlying layer of gray curves (as in Imaginary Landscape, fig. 74). 

Alternatively, in the 1973 painting Calligraphy (from which I take this element’s name, 

fig. 85) he added smooth yellow curves on a gold background. As it flows left and right 

Gottlieb’s calligraphy creates the strongest sense of lateral expanse in any of his 

paintings, but perhaps more importantly it gave him a way to fill the lower half of a 

horizontal canvas in a manner that is grounded and visually balanced, without risking the 

illusionism inevitable with a visible “horizon line.” This discovery made it possible for 

Gottlieb to preserve in a horizontal format the non-representative, immediate, and 

physically affecting qualities central to the Burst type. It may also have given him the 
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confidence necessary for his renewed engagement with visible “horizon lines” in the 

Units paintings in 1965 (fig. 70), and in Imaginary Landscapes like Pond (fig. 75) and 

Mirage (fig. 78) from 1967 onward. Both of these types retain the Burst-type immediacy, 

as I have described above. 

Gottlieb’s calligraphy resulted in the genesis of another Burst-type element in 

1962 as he enlarged and focused on his flowing curves in Sign (fig. 64) and broke them 

up into smaller segments in Winsor Green Field. After setting this possibility aside for a 

few years, Gottlieb returned to it in the mid ‘60s with paintings such as Azimuth (1965, 

fig. 67), Signs (1965, fig. 69), Red, Blue, Yellow (1966), and Black on White (1967, fig. 

71) and throughout the rest of his career with paintings such as Lowland (1971, 82) and 

Red vs. Blue (1972). In these paintings the calligraphy, seen in fragments, came to 

resemble Gottlieb’s earlier pictographic symbols, especially the sort from the mid ‘50s 

seen in paintings like Blue at Noon (fig. 43). These calligraphic symbols, in their 

smoothness, do not carry strong evidence of the artist’s hand, and do not as readily 

suggest the free association and automatism that connected the Pictographs to the 

collective unconscious. Gottlieb’s placement of his calligraphic symbols also either 

tightly groups them together or places them in isolation, and does not produce meaning 

through juxtaposition and contrast as forcefully as in the Pictographs. In this fashion, 

placed within vertical and horizontal Burst-type arrangements, the calligraphic symbols 

act to fill space and create a physical sense of movement. Nevertheless, while these 

aspects diminish the symbolic content of the calligraphic symbols, an undeniably present 

degree of content remains. Gottlieb’s return to this kind of image in the midst of the 

Burst-type is one of the most surprising moves of his career, but it is also not out of 

character. I described above how variety was essential to Gottlieb’s idea of success in 

painting, and I have also discussed at length his resistance to doctrinal thinking. I do not 
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believe, then, that Gottlieb’s interest in the calligraphic symbols means that he wished for 

the Burst-type to become primarily symbolic rather than immediately visual. Instead, I 

believe that once he found himself pursuing one direction in a rigorous fashion, he found 

it necessary to seek a degree of variety.  

Gottlieb’s calligraphy and calligraphic symbols also led to a general tendency 

toward a smooth appearance in his Burst-type work after around 1965, the time of 

paintings like Azimuth (fig. 67) and Signs (fig. 69). It seems that this trait emerged with 

the calligraphy and then became part of the artist’s approach to other elements as well. 

Gottlieb worked predominantly in oil throughout his career, and though in the ‘60s he 

began to sometimes experiment with acrylic and alkyd resins, this change in appearance 

does not seem to have been the result of a change in medium. His later oil paintings 

(including Signs and Azimuth) can be just as smooth as his earlier oil paintings were 

rough. The particular elements and arrangements of Gottlieb’s paintings were not 

themselves the cause of this change either. For example, the splashes were not replaced 

with a new, smoother element; rather, Gottlieb began to make smoother looking splashes. 

It is thus difficult to describe this shift in detail, beyond saying that during and after the 

mid ‘60s Gottlieb was disposed towards smoother edges and flatter application of paint. 

This is evident in direct comparisons of similar paintings. For example, when compared 

to a later painting like Two Bars (1968, fig. 72), the vertical disc and splash arrangement 

in Cadmium Red Above Black (1959, fig. 58) appears much rougher. This shift is subtle 

but pervasive in Gottlieb’s later work; it bolsters the graphic and immediate qualities of 

the Burst type, but at times saps some of their sense of energy or dynamism. 

Finally, while the overwhelming majority of Gottlieb’s paintings from after 1956 

consist solely of the elements and arrangements I have described so far, there are outliers, 

as there were throughout the rest of the artist’s career. Perhaps the strangest of these are 
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Foursquare (1960, fig. 60) and Two Bars (1964), which do not conform to either of 

Gottlieb’s typical Burst-type arrangements. Earlier I mentioned these paintings 

parenthetically as Gottlieb only paintings that are completely laterally reversible, and 

they are indeed near mirror-reversed images of each other. Each is in horizontal format 

with four discs arranged in a square on one side and a disc with a large halo on the other. 

Wedge (1961) features a thin sliver of red extending downward from its upper-lefthand 

corner. Petaloid (1962) includes a circle of eight bulbous shapes, a form that Gottlieb 

ultimately pursued in his few sculptures rather than in painting.241 Black Emblems (1971, 

fig. 79) has a colored field that begins at the top of the canvas, but ends at a brushy white 

border before the bottom; Rising (1961) and Contraction (1962) have similar 

appearances. Five Blue Lines (1969–70, fig. 76) is a late Imaginary Landscape with five 

blue lines across its lower register which Gottlieb placed increasingly close together 

towards the “horizon line,” yielding a competition between depth and flatness found in no 

other Burst-type painting. Open Above (1972, fig. 82) is a horizontal painting that 

includes three equally-sized horizontal bars placed at even height in its lower register and 

above a dense arrangement of symbols and marks that hearkens back to paintings like 

Composition (1955, fig. 44). As with the similarly anomalous works from earlier periods 

of Gottlieb’s career, it seems safe to assume that he would not have bothered to create 

any of these paintings if he felt that they did not have the potential to change the direction 

of his work. After they were finished, however, they came to represent experiments that 

did not warrant further exploration. This group suggests that in the ‘60s and ‘70s Gottlieb 

discarded brushy effects, busy mark making, and suggestions of depth, preferring instead 

the flatness and immediacy of the Burst type (an approach whose consistency may, after 

all, be clearer to observers in retrospect than it was to the artist at the time). 
                                                 
241 In his sculptures (three of which include “Petaloid” in their titles) this form becomes flat and solid (cut 
from aluminum), but continues to resemble a flower.  
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To characterize this stage of Gottlieb’s career generally, it seems that working 

with a fairly consistent suite of elements and arrangements made it easy for him to 

experiment after 1956. To acknowledge the inevitable connection between the word 

“experiment” and science, I might say that the artist’s set of elements and arrangements 

allowed for play and discovery much like a chemistry set would for a young scientist (or 

for an alchemist ultimately “more interested in having this experience than in 

understanding how it works”). Gottlieb could vary only a single aspect of a painting—

color, proportion, one type of element versus another, etc. —in order to isolate its effect, 

or he could invent a new element and change almost wholesale. His paintings from the 

Burst-type phase, whether they include his calligraphic symbols or not, produce strong 

and immediate impact, physically and in terms of feeling. They responded 

instantaneously to the artist’s changes and as a result, as Gottlieb said, “the differences 

are rather large between the paintings.” He thus struck a lasting balance between, on the 

one hand, working diversely and finding new directions, and, on the other hand, gaining a 

beneficial familiarity and alacrity with a consistent approach to painting. Knowing 

Gottlieb’s deep-rooted interest in experimentation, it is impossible for me to look at his 

paintings from this period without sensing the simple enjoyment that the artist must have 

received in creating this varied body of work. 
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Conclusion 

If my discussion of Gottlieb’s career in painting in Chapter 3 covered an 

abundance of diversity and included a lot of information (for example, if it is difficult 

after reading it to remember all of Gottlieb’s one-off paintings from the early ‘40s) what 

is true of my presentation is true of the artist’s actual body of work many times over. It 

has occasionally been dizzying for me to look over my database of hundreds of Gottlieb’s 

paintings; if they are examined closely, they present a sprawling amount of particularity. 

I can only assume that a fully comprehensive collection of images would be even vaster. 

As I argued above, Gottlieb was not programmatic about variety, but it was a necessary 

aspect of his idea of success in painting. He simply had no reason to repeat himself. With 

repetition there could only be “doing it better,” and Gottlieb was not interested in any 

kind of refinement. Alternatively, with variety there could be experimentation, 

alchemical venturing into the unknown, and self-discovery. 

I cannot expect anyone thinking of Gottlieb to constantly have all of his paintings 

in mind. In working on this project I have achieved some very specific thinking about his 

work, but I have not been able to sustain this at all times, and have certainly engaged in 

generalization. Even the artist himself frequently omitted minor phases, the simultaneity 

of his assorted lines of experimentation, and the frequency of his returns to earlier ideas 

when he recounted the course of his work in painting. 242 So, if some degree of 
                                                 
242 For example, in discussing his work immediately after the Pictographs, Gottlieb said: “Yes, as a matter 
of fact, I finally got to the point where the compartments disappeared. But then that's another story. Then I 
got into something else, which was a transitional phase. I also eliminated the images. I just had a grid, 
which became like a labyrinth in which there were overlapping grids going in every direction. Not only 
vertically, horizontally, but also diagonally. That was around 1950–51. You see, it was at that point that I 
was finally getting away from the pictographs and looking for something… I was interested in finding 
something else to say, to express. So it was necessary to find other forms, a different, changed concept. So I 
finally, after a certain period of transition, I hit on dividing the canvas into two parts, which then became 
like an imaginary landscape.” Here Gottlieb does not mention that he invented the Imaginary Landscapes, 
ceased painting them for three years, and then returned to them. He also does not mention that he invented 
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generalization is necessary, it seems essential to me that Gottlieb’s career be 

characterized just as much in terms of its diversity and moment-to-moment process as it 

is in terms of a larger narrative arc. The larger narrative from Pictograph to Burst surely 

bears some validity, but it can only be arbitrary without an understanding of Gottlieb’s 

working process. If Gottlieb’s major phases are presented only in and of themselves, each 

seems to demand the next, usually because of some visual resemblance (of course the 

Pictographs led to the Imaginary Landscapes, and of course the Imaginary Landscapes 

led to the Burst-type paintings, etc.). This sort of inevitability can be present only in 

hindsight; in practice and in real time it did not exist. Gottlieb always presented himself 

with multiple possibilities and, in not pursuing all of them, he frequently “threw off ideas 

in passing” (as Clement Greenberg put it). Having an understanding of Gottlieb’s 

working process and broad body of work, then, makes it possible to acknowledge how 

uncertain and even unlikely his moves in painting were. 

These are general characterizations of Gottlieb’s career as a whole, but they also 

bear upon experiences with individual paintings. One can look at a Gottlieb painting as a 

manifestation of broad pictorial trends in the artist’s work and taxonomically place it as a 

Pictograph, Imaginary Landscape, etc. But one can also look at each of his paintings as 

contingent and tentative, as a product of a unique moment of experimentation, and then 

attend to that uniqueness. I feel that the latter is far more rewarding, and does far more 

justice to the painting at hand. 

                                                                                                                                                 
the Imaginary Landscapes before the Labyrinths. Instead he presents a simplified narrative from the 
Pictographs, to a transitional period (only Labyrinths), and then the Imaginary Landscapes, which lead 
easily to the Burst-type paintings. The interview with Seckler was quite long (it was indeed described as an 
“oral history,” which likely indicates that it was expected to be longer than a standard interview), so it does 
not seem that Gottlieb would have been pressured to simplify or condense his comments any more than he 
wanted to. Seckler, “Oral History Interview with Adolph Gottlieb, 1967 Oct. 25,” unpaginated. Gottlieb 
would not have been wrong to worry that observers would struggle to make sense of his career if he 
described it in full detail. This impulse to simplify may also have led to Gottlieb’s earlier coining of the 
designation “Pictogarph” to give critics a “cubby hole into which they can put me,” as I have mentioned in 
previous footnotes. 
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As I argued in Chapter 2, these individual moments of creativity happened for 

Gottlieb in an iterative fashion; he would make a painting, reflect upon it, and then make 

another painting. Some paintings had less of an impact on his future work than others, but 

as he said: “it’s inconceivable to me that I could experience things and not have them 

enter into my painting.” Whether or not he could consciously acknowledge why and how, 

the completion of a new painting moved Gottlieb on to a new situation. In one sense he 

could backtrack by returning to a previous idea, but in another sense he could only move 

forward, on to new circumstances.243 Before 1955 he had not painted Blue at Noon. After 

1955 he had. This was, quite clearly and literally, an experience of being creative, of 

bringing forth something new and unexpected. When I look either at Gottlieb’s individual 

paintings or over his career as a whole, I sense the joy of this unfolding process; of being 

in control without having a predetermined outcome in mind, and of giving oneself over to 

play, discovery, and feeling. Before Gottlieb spent his life painting he could not have 

known where he would go. After a lifetime of work he knew.

                                                 
243 I owe some of my understanding of this point to Richard Shiff’s interpretation of Heinrich von Kleist’s 
statement: “It is not we who ‘know’; it is rather a certain condition in which we happen to be, that 
‘knows.’” Richard Shiff, “Every Shiny Object Wants an Infant Who Will Love It,” Art Journal 70, no. 1 
(Spring 2011): 12–13. 
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Figures 

 

Figure 1: Adolph Gottlieb, South Ferry Waiting Room, c. 1929. Oil on cotton, 35.4 x 
44.3 in. (90 x 112 1/2 cm.). After Hirsch, 2001. All subsequent figures by 
Gottlieb unless otherwise noted. 

 

Figure 2: Untitled (Gloucester Harbor Fisheries), 1933. Oil on linen mounted on 
masonite, 18 x 24 in. After Roberts, 1979. 
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Figure 3: Arizona Still Life, c. 1938. Oil on masonite, 35.4 x 47.2 in. (90 x 120 cm.). 
After Hirsch, 2001. 

 

Figure 4: Symbols and the Desert, 1938. Oil on canvas, 39 3/4 x 35 7/8 in. After 
MacNaughton and Alloway, 1981. Black-and-white reproduction. 
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Figure 5: Picnic (Box and Figures), c. 1939. Oil on linen, 26 x 34 in. After Roberts, 
1979. Black-and-white reproduction. 

 

Figure 6: Untitled (Box and Sea Objects), c. 1940. Oil on linen, 24.6 x 31.3 in. (62.5 x 
79.5 cm.). After Hirsch, 2001. 
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Figure 7: Eyes of Oedipus, 1941. Oil on canvas, 32 1/4 x 25 in. After Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 8: Female Forms, 1941. Oil on canvas, 43 x 27 in. After MacNaughton and 
Alloway, 1981. 
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Figure 9: Oedipus, 1941. Oil on 
canvas, 33.5 x 25.6 in. 
(85 x 65 cm.). After 
Hirsch, 2001. 

Figure 10: Pictograph—Tablet 
Form, 1941. Oil on 
canvas, 48 x 36 in. After 
Cooper, 2004. 
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Figure 11: Untitled (Still Life), 1941. Oil on canvas, 25 13/16 x 24 in. After 
MacNaughton and Alloway, 1981. 

 

Figure 12: Minotaur, 1942. Oil on 
linen, 35 3/4 27 3/4 in. 
After Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 13: Persephone, 1942. 
Oil on canvas, 34 x 
26 in. Source: 
ARTstor. 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Sea Chest, 1942. Oil on canvas, 26 x 34.1 in. (66 x 86.6 cm.). After Karmel, 
2010. 
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Figure 15: Home, 1943. Oil and 
pencil on canvas, 23 
7/8 x 19 7/8 in. After 
Hirsch, 1994. 

Figure 16: The Rape of 
Persephone, 1943. Oil 
on canvas, 34 3/16 x 
26 1/8 in. Source: 
Allen Memorial Art 
Museum, Oberlin, 
Ohio, 
http://www.oberlin.ed
u/amam/Gottlieb_Pers
ephone.htm. 
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Figure 17: Red Portrait, 1944. Oil 
with cotton waste on 
canvas, 29 1/2 x 23 1/2 
in. After Hirsch, 1994. 

Figure 18: The Alkahest of 
Paracelsus, 1945. Oil on 
canvas, 60 x 44 in. After 
Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 19: Composition, 1945. Oil, gouache, tempera, and casein on linen, 29 13/16 x 
35 7/8 in. After Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 20: Divisions of Darkness, 1945. Oil on canvas, 24 x 30 in. After Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 21: Floating, 1945. Oil, 
gouache, and casein on 
canvas, 31.9 x 25.8 in. 
(81 x 65.5 cm.). After 
Karmel, 2010. 

Figure 22: Mariner’s Incantation, 
1945. Oil, gouache, 
tempera, and casein on 
canvas, 39 13/16 x 29 7/8 
in. After Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 23: Inscription to a Friend, 1948. Oil on canvas, 25 x 32 in. After Hirsch, 1994. 

 

Figure 24: Red and Green Bird, 
1948. Oil and enamel 
on board, 20 x 16 in. 
After Cooper, 2004. 
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Figure 25: Running, 1948. Oil on canvas, 38 x 30 in. After Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 26: Black Silhouette, 
1949. Oil and 
enamel on canvas, 
31 13/16 x 24 7/8 
in. Source: 
University of Texas 
at Austin, DASE 
(Digital Archive 
SErvices) 
Collection. 

 

 

 

Figure 27: Castle, 1950. Oil and smalts on canvas, 30 x 38 in. After MacNaughton and 
Alloway, 1981. 
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Figure 28: Omens of Spring, 1950. Mixed media on canvas, 68 x 92 1/2 in. After 
MacNaughton, 1979. 

 

Figure 29: Archer, 1951. Oil, 
casein, and 
gouache on canvas, 
73 x 60 in. After 
Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 30: Figurations of Clangor, 1951. Oil, gouache, and tempera on unsized burlap, 
48 1/16 x 60 1/8 in. After Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 31: Figuration (Two Pronged), 1951. Oil on canvas, 36 x 48 in. After Hirsch, 
1994. 
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Figure 32: The Frozen Sounds, Number I, 1951. Oil on canvas, 36 x 48 in. After 
Friedman, 1963. 
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Figure 33: Night Flight, 1951. Oil, tempera, casein, and gouache on canvas, 48 1/8 x 35 
3/4 in. After Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 34: Plutomania, 1951. Oil on canvas, 36 x 48 in. After Hirsch, 1994. 
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Figure 35: Sentinel, 1951. Oil on 
canvas, 59.1 x 47.2 in. 
(150 x 120 cm.). After 
Hirsch, 2001. 

 

 

 

Figure 36: Unstill Life, 1952. Oil on canvas, 36 x 48 in. After Roberts, 1979. 
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Figure 37: Construction #1, 1953. Oil and gouache on wood on canvas, 36 x 47 5/8 in. 
After Hirsch, 1994. 

 

Figure 38: Black, White, Pink, 1954. Oil on canvas, 81 x 145 in. (205.7 x 368.3 cm.). 
After Karmel, 2010. 
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Figure 39: The Cage, 1954. Oil on 
canvas, 46 x 36 in. 
(116.8 x 91.4 cm.). 
After Karmel, 2010. 

 

 

 

Figure 40: Horizontals, 1954. Oil and enamel on canvas, 48 x 60 in. After Hirsch, 
1982. Black-and-white reproduction. 
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Figure 41: Labyrinth #3, 1954. Oil and enamel on canvas, 82.7 x 189 in. (210 x 480 
cm.). After Hirsch, 2001. 

 

Figure 42: Unstill Life III, 1954–56. Oil on canvas, 80 x 185 1/4 in. After Karmel, 
2012. 
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Figure 43: Blue at Noon, 1955. Oil on canvas, 60 x 72 in. After Friedman, 1963. 
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Figure 44: Composition, 1955. Oil on canvas, 72 x 60 in. After MacNaughton and 
Alloway, 1981. 
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Figure 45: Black, Blue, Red, 1956. Oil and enamel on linen, 72 x 50 in. After Frank, 
2002. 
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Figure 46: Black Sun, 1956. Oil on canvas, 48 x 60 in. After Hirsch, 2005. 

 

Figure 47: Day-Night, 1956. Oil on canvas, 24 x 30 in. After Hirsch, 2005. 
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Figure 48: Descending Arrow, 
1956. Oil on canvas, 96 
x 72 in. Source: 
ARTstor. 

 

 

 

Figure 49: Four Red Clouds, 1956. Oil on canvas, 50 x 60 in. After MacNaughton and 
Alloway, 1981. 
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Figure 50: From Midnight to Dawn, 1956. Oil and enamel on linen, 72 x 94 1/4 in. 
After Hirsch, 2005. 

 

 

Figure 51: White Figure, 1956. Oil on 
canvas, 72 x 42 in. After Hirsch, 
2005. 
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Figure 52: Bias Pull, 1957. Oil on canvas, 42 x 60 in. After MacNaughton and 
Alloway, 1981. 
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Figure 53: Blast, I, 1957. Oil on canvas, 90 x 45 1/8 in. Source: ARTstor. 
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Figure 54: Burst, 1957. Oil on canvas, 96 x 40 in. Source: ARTstor. 
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Figure 55: Red Black Gray, 1957. Oil on canvas, 50 x 56 in. After Friedman, 1963. 
Black-and-white reproduction. 

 

 

Figure 56: Ascent, 1958. Oil on 
linen, 88.6 x 59.3 in. 
(225 x 150.5 cm.). 
After Hirsch, 2001. 
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Figure 57: Aftermath, 1959. Oil on linen, 108 x 90 in. After Frank, 2002. 
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Figure 58: Cadmium Red Above Black, 1959. Oil on canvas, 108 x 90 in. Photo by the 
author, Blanton Museum of Art, Austin, Texas. 
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Figure 59: Dialogue I, 1960. Oil on canvas, 66 x 132 in. After MacNaughton and 
Alloway, 1981. 

 

Figure 60: Foursquare, 1960. Oil on canvas, 78 x 132 in. After Karmel, 2012. 



 

159

 

 

Figure 61: Expanding, 1962. Oil 
on canvas, 90 x 72. 
After Wei, 2008. 

 

 

 

Figure 62: Ochre and Black, 1962. Oil on canvas, 78 x 132 in. After Karmel, 2012. 
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Figure 63: Roman Three, 1962. Oil on canvas, 76.8 x 65.2 in. (195 x 165.5 cm.). After 
Hirsch, 2001. 
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Figure 64: Sign, 1962. 
Oil on 
canvas, 90 x 
60 in. Source: 
ARTstor. 

Figure 65: Equinox, 
1963. Oil on 
canvas, 90 x 
84 in. Source: 
ARTstor. 
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Figure 66: Three Elements, 1964. Oil on linen, 
94.5 x 47.2 in. (240 x 120 cm.). After 
Hirsch, 2001. 

 

 

Figure 67: Azimuth, 1965. Oil on canvas, 96 x 144 in. After MacNaughton and 
Alloway, 1981. 
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Figure 68: Pale Disc, 1965. Oil on canvas, 72 x 60 in. (183 x 152.4 cm.). After Karmel, 
2010. 
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Figure 69: Signs, 1965. Oil on linen, 36 x 48 in. (91.4 x 122 cm.). After Karmel, 2010. 

 

Figure 70: Units #2, 1965. Oil and acrylic on canvas, 96 x 144 in. Source: ARTstor. 
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Figure 71: Black on White, 1967. Oil on linen, 60 x 72 in. After Wei, 2008. 

 

 

Figure 72: Two Bars, 1968. Oil and 
acrylic on linen, 70.9 x 
47.2 in. (180 x 120 cm.). 
After Hirsch, 2001. 
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Figure 73: Blues, 1969. Acrylic on linen, 30 x 24 in. (76.2 x 61 cm.). After Karmel, 
2010. 
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Figure 74: Imaginary Landscape, 1969. Oil on canvas, 47.2 x 110.2 in. (120 x 280 
cm.). After Hirsch, 2001. 

 

Figure 75: Pond, 1969. Oil and acrylic on canvas, 90 x 108 in. After MacNaughton and 
Alloway, 1981. 
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Figure 76: Five Blue Lines, 1969–70. Acrylic on canvas, 94 x 133 in. After Rosenberg, 
1971. 

 

 

Figure 77: Brown Splash, 1970. 
Oil on canvas, 90 x 72 
in. After Rosenberg, 
1971. 
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Figure 78: Mirage, 1970. Acrylic on canvas, 90 x 108 in. After Wei, 2008. 



 

170

 

Figure 79: Black Emblems, 1971. Oil on canvas, 84 x 90 in. After Rosenberg, 1971. 
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Figure 80: Lowland, 1971. Oil on canvas, 48 x 90 in. After Rosenberg, 1971. 

 

 

Figure 81: Pale Splash, 1971. Oil on canvas, 
90 x 48 in. After Rosenberg, 1971. 
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Figure 82: Open Above, 1972. Acrylic on canvas, 90 1/8 x 108 1/8 in. After Wei, 2008. 
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Figure 83: The Red, 1972. Oil on linen, 
90 x 60 in. After Karmel, 
2012. 

Figure 84: Red Ground, 1972. Oil on 
linen 84 x 60 in. (213.4 x 
152.3 cm.). After Karmel, 
2010. 
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Figure 85: Calligraphy, 1973. Oil and enamel on canvas, 36 x 48 in. (91.4 x 121.9 
cm.). After Karmel, 2010. 
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Figure 86: Alfred Valente, Adolph Gottlieb, c. 1950. Photographic print, black-and-
white, 10.2 x 8.3 in. (26 x 21 cm.). Source: Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution, 
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/images/detail/adolph-gottlieb-2128. 
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Figure 87: Photograph of Gottlieb in his studio working on Ascent, 1958. Black-and-
white. Source: ARTstor. 
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Figure 88: Mark Rothko, Slow Swirl at the Edge of the Sea, 1944. Oil on canvas, 75 3/8 
x 84 3/4 in. Source: Museum of Modern Art, New York, 
http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=79691. 
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Figure 89: Barnett Newman, Onement I, 1948. Oil on canvas and oil on masking tape 
on canvas, 27 1/4 x 16 1/4. Source: Museum of Modern Art, New York, 
http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=79601. 
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Figure 90: By the author, Chart of the size of 340 paintings by Adolph Gottlieb, by 
year.
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