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About the Project…
For Philip Guston was written in 1984, four years after Guston’s death, and is scored for
flutes, percussion, and piano/celesta. This monumental work will be performed at the Cincinnati
College-Conservatory of Music as part of Jacob Dike’s Doctoral Project and will feature
multimedia components including special lighting and more than 100 images of Guston’s works
to be displayed throughout the 4+ hour concert. All funds raised will provide financial assistance
for two primary goals:
1) Professionally recorded video and post-performance editing of the event.
2) Printing and distribution of this performance booklet.

About the Creator…
JACOB DIKE grew up in Melbourne, FL. and spent the better part of his
childhood living in the Sunshine State. While living in Tampa, FL., he attended the University of
South Florida (USF) where he studied with renowned percussionist and professor Robert
McCormick. At USF, he was involved in a number of chamber and large ensembles, including
the McCormick Percussion Group. He currently lives in Cincinnati, OH., studying as a doctoral
student at the Cincinnati College-Conservatory of Music (CCM) with members of Percussion
Group Cincinnati, Rusty Burge, Jim Culley, and Allen Otte. Jacob spent three years at CCM
teaching music theory at both the undergraduate and graduate levels, and has served the past
academic year as a graduate assistant in the percussion studio.
Jacob can be heard on a number of albums available through Ablaze Records, Ravello
Records, and North / South Recordings. He is currently a member of the Percussive Arts Society.
Jacob has been teaching privately for the past 13 years and thoroughly enjoys working
with students of all ages. In addition to being classically trained, he is well versed in many styles
of music including jazz, musical theatre, contemporary, choral and sacred. He works actively as
a freelance percussionist/conductor/pianist with CCM students, local schools, and in various
performances nationally. Jacob is also a founding member of the up-and-coming new music
percussion trio, 3(r), Three by Radio, who have performed in both the United States and
internationally.
He holds a B.M. from USF, M.M. from CCM, and will complete his D.M.A. from CCM
in Spring 2018.
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About the Composer…

MORTON FELDMAN was born in New York on January 12th, 1926. At the age of
twelve he studied piano with Madame Maurina-Press, who had been a pupil of Busoni, and it
was her who instilled in Feldman a vibrant musicality. At the time he was composing short
Scriabin-esque pieces, until, in 1941, he began to study composition with Wallingford Riegger.
Three years later, Stefan Wolpe became his teacher, though they spent much of their time
together simply arguing about music.
Feldman grew to especially admire the music of Edgard Varèse. Early in his career he
distanced himself from traditional academic training, earning his living by working in his
family’s business. Later, he served as dean of the New York Studio School (1969–71). A
residency in Berlin (1971–72) generated commissions from European orchestras and radio
organizations, gaining him wider attention and leading to compositions for larger ensembles.
From 1973 until his death, he taught composition as the Edgard Varèse Professor of Music at
SUNY, Buffalo, NY.
Feldman’s aesthetic crystallized in the early 1950s when he became associated with John
Cage, Earle Brown, Christian Wolff, and David Tudor. His strongest influence, however, came
from New York abstract expressionist painters. Mark Rothko, Jackson Pollock, Franz Kline, and
especially Philip Guston, stimulated Feldman to imagine a sound world unlike any heard before.
Throughout his career, he adhered to several tenets learned from them: a dislike of intellectual
system and compositional rhetoric; a hostility to past forms of expression; a preference for
abstract gestures set in flat planes of time; an obsession with the physical materials of art; a
belief in handmade methods; and a trust in personal instincts. He defended this aesthetic in a
number of essays written over the course of his career. Some of these were autobiographical,
even nostalgic (see below ‘Give My Regards to Eighth Street’), while others involved direct
attacks on European composers such as Boulez and Stockhausen (‘The Anxiety of Art’). In
‘Crippled Symmetry,’ he wrote about his compositional methods and inspiration from the visual
arts.
From the late 1970s, Feldman’s compositions expanded in length to such a degree that
his second string quartet can last for up to five and a half hours. The scale of these works in
particular has often been the cause for much controversy surrounding his works, but he would
always be happy to attempt to explain his reasoning behind them:
"My whole generation was hung up on the 20-25 minute piece. It was our
clock. We all got to know it, and how to handle it. As soon as you leave the 20-25
minute piece behind, in a one-movement work, different problems arise. Up to
one hour you think about form, but after an hour and a half, it's scale. Form is
easy - just the division of things into parts. But scale is another matter. You have
to have control of the piece - it requires a heightened kind of concentration.
Before, my pieces were like objects; now, they're like evolving things." – M.F.
Nine different one-movement compositions by Feldman last for more than one and a half
hours each.
In June 1987, Morton Feldman married the composer Barbara Monk. On September 3rd
1987, he died at his home in Buffalo at the age of 61.

5

Conversation with Morton Feldman
by Kevin Volans, 26 July, 1984
Kevin Volans
What I didn’t expect at all from the String Quartet last night, was how
personal the music was. After spending quite a lot of time looking at the score and analyzing it,
this was somehow overlooked. I don’t know if I am over interpreting it, but it seemed –
Morton Feldman

No you weren’t. It was pretty sad, wasn’t it?

KV

Yes, very. It was upsetting, especially that figure with a glissando over a major second.

MF

It’s amazing in the context of the piece what that little thing does, isn’t it?

KV

I felt the piece as a whole…it was like stepping into a Joseph Cornell-

MF

Yes.

KV
– or rather a whole set of Cornells.1 The piece was very significant for me. But it
provides a good illustration of that tragic situation that you talked about, in that there were
people there, who felt that the piece said nothing! I mean, it’s a nice idea that we’re both right.
But in fact it’s difficult to accept. How can they be right? This is a major issue. If we could clear
this up, we would have made a lot of progress.
MF Well I just don’t know. Being a fact I accept the fact that there’s a tragic situation, that
they’re right, and I’m right, I always want to know that their alternative for me would be. I mean,
where they would feel I said nothing. Is it in the language, is it in the –
KV
I think it may be in the gesture. They don’t recognize the gestures. Perhaps they are too
small for them to see. And then perhaps there’s a confusion between the gesture and what the
gesture means.
MF I was a little embarrassed about it because I thought there was too much in it. Somewhat.
Oh, some parts are… disgustingly beautiful. I mean, really. I mean really sensational.
KV

That’s what I wanted to ask you, are you ever surprised?

MF

Yes I am.

Feldman’s String Quartet 2 was given its European premiere by the Kronos Quartet on the evening of 25 July, 1984,
at the Darmstadt Summer Course of Contemporary Music. The next morning Feldman gave his Darmstadt lecture.
After the lecture, Feldman had lunch with Kevin Volans who recorded this conversation. It was first published as
‘Conversation with Morton Feldman’, in: Kevin Volans, Summer gardeners: conversations with composers, summer
1984 (Durban: Newer Music Edition, 1985), pp. 122-8.
1 Joseph Cornell used all kinds of found objects and images to create mysterious and beautiful imaginary worlds
inside glass-fronted wooden boxes and frames.
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KV

Do you have any idea where all this comes from?

MF You know, again, history doesn’t begin…Just like God doesn’t belong to some vested
interest group, history doesn’t belong to some vested interest group. It’s…as I said, when my
piano teacher played a B-flat, I nearly fainted. So, I think there’s a terrific involvement with a
kind of tone. I grew up just at the tail-end of the heyday of the great performers, playing in New
York. I used to go to concerts a lot. So, I think it’s just a question of hearing concerts, being
involved with the piano, involved with literature, and hearing it, that…that I took the kind of
distillation and then just brewing it back and kind of reconstructed it or something. In other
words, what is the historical symbolism in music? I mean, a viola in a certain place.
And when I wrote that, the only problem was that I knew what was going to happen when
I exposed the viola. I knew there was going to be, for me, this kind of nostalgia.
KV
You know, when I went back to South Africa I found this wonderful pianist and piano
teacher, Isabella Stengel, who has the most exquisite cantabile. And she made me suddenly
aware to what extent ‘touch’ has disappeared as a concept in piano playing in Europe. She voices
chords in a way…that would make you faint, too. And in many ways, I feel you represent that
tradition of touch. In composition. And that’s a concept that has all but disappeared in
composition in Europe, too. We – and I think I speak for many – have been trained as musical
architects, or structuralists or conceptualists, so it’s not surprising that when you talk about
registration and instrumentation, that some people don’t think you’re talking about composition.
MF It’s as if you have involvement or feeling for music, you’re not a composer. And I said it,
in a sense.
It would be as if you were going to a theological seminar, and they were talking about all
the ways they could reach God, and they don’t talk about God or their feeling for God. It would
be as if they were talking about all the ways one could reach God, all the techniques, all the
arguments, so to speak, but God himself, they don’t know what it is.
But the way logic would be used by people, to make their thought richtig [right].
Schopenhauer, to show the superiority of Christianity comes out with this remark, and it’s
brilliant: to show that Christians are superior to Jews, the justification is, is that for the first time
in history there was a God that died. Humanized. And that the Jews still believed like primitive
people in an unseen God, you see. And the logic is fantastic. The logic is fantastic. But it’s not
true! To show that’s uniqueness, that it’s the uniqueness element is what makes it better. Kids
have it. A piano is too old-fashioned, so they blow into some tube.
Take for example…I was talking to Metzger…
It’s the problem of logic. The early Hebrews felt that God created the language, the
letters, so they felt that there was something…holy. They took literally the first sentence in the
Bible: In the beginning, God created the word. So, they thought that the spelling of the word was
holy – that it came from God. They felt as if life already began with a written language, so the
Kabala and the Talmudist would do all kinds of things, looking for some secret in the alphabet.
Looking for some kind of formula to give them the secret of life. Also from the beginning there
was a social commitment.
So what is my social commitment? That some entrepreneur wants to sell tickets to a
concert, or the church commissions a piece as a production? Is that a social commitment? In
other words, is it a social commitment…is that the social life made in art? Either to dance around
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before they go to war, or use music for messages through the jungle. So all those, like the
taboo…I always loved the Tahiti taboo, because…it’s very much like in society, there’s a taboo
one day, next day, there’s no taboo. And unless you live in this culture, you don’t know that
taboo, it’s like you can park there on Friday, but you can’t park there on Monday. [laughs]
Taboo changes all the time! Some taboos don’t change! But unless you’re really in it…
Like in some cities in America, you can make a left on a red light. Other cities, you
would get a ticket. It’s against the law to make a left on a red light. And then there’s a rule that
says ignorance is no excuse. You can’t say: ‘Oh I come from Chicago and we can make a left
turn.’ They would say: ‘This is not Chicago.’ There’s no sign saying you can’t make a left on a
red light.
And that’s what happens to culture: in Germany, America, the Soviet Union, Israel, the
Arabs – we’re living as primitive men with taboo. High-tech taboos. You know, Freud, very
great man, he said something fantastic, he said, we’re gods, with artificial limbs.2 Beautiful.
We’re very primitive. Nationalism is primitive, religions are primitive. Even Christ is
primitive. At the time, it was fine. Like John Cage – now we don’t have to love everybody.
[laughs] It was a primitive concept! [laughs] He’s conceptual. Cage is conceptual! We’re very,
very different. You see but he doesn’t know he’s conceptual, he thinks he’s…only American
words would explain it, he thinks he’s neat, tidy, you see? In other words…Cage feels that…if
this is over here [moves glass to the edge of the table] he’ll feel it’s going to fall, and he, like,
takes it puts it over here. And all his music, the way he writes, everything is like…it’s going to
fall [laughs]. In that sense…he does it for that sense – for that orderliness, that neatness – to
organize everything. But he doesn’t feel it’s conceptual. It’s the way his house looks. Tidy.
You know what he showed me? He showed me how to use a Rapidograph. He’d say:
‘Tap it like this, don’t tap it with the point, because the point’s going to go,’ he said, ‘and the
point’s going to break!’ Thirty years later, I’m going like this – I want the ink right away, and it
falls and like a knife it sticks, it sticks in the floor. And I started to laugh, I said: ‘Thirty years
ago, John told me not to do that!’ [laughs]
KV

Do you think there’s a way out of this situation? I mean this new music situation.

MF No! I think it’s becoming a very interesting social, musical problem. Not the audience. I
think the problem is growing with, not the audience. But with the neue generation of composers
and people like that. They’re too competitive, too aggressive, they’re not realistic, they have no
skills, techniques, they don’t know too much, and the element of fantasy about what they do, has
taken over more and more. And it doesn’t make any difference if it’s the left or the right, it
doesn’t make any difference if it’s the Webern heritage or the Cage, it’s the same kind of person
essentially.
KV

2

What piece are you writing next?

Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents (1930): ‘Man has, as it were, become a kind of prosthetic God.
When he puts on all his auxiliary organs he is truly magnificent; but those organs have not grown on to him and they
still give him much trouble at times.’
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MF I’m writing a piece, for a year in advance, for a tour.3 Did you hear my piece Crippled
Symmetry?4 OK. So, it’s the same piece, but the score is almost the same, but not the same. I
don’t use the whole piece as…very strict individual parts, which were calculated all the time on
just a cheap calculator. In other words, after I finished two or three pages, I then would want to
see how many 8th-notes…and I would see that the flute is maybe a hundred and fifty 8th-notes
behind, you see. And that the percussion is way ahead, because percussion moves quicker in
time. You see what I like is to have them almost together, but for me acoustically they’re all
moving…like this is time, and the instruments are moving almost at a same rate, but not exactly.
A viola doesn’t move at the same rate as a violin. You could make it move! [laughs] But it
doesn’t move this way, it doesn’t speak, this way. It speaks, until the E-string. The E-string
killed it off. So, I’m very into these different…these times where it’s almost the same time, but
in my ear, it’s not the same time. I’m very interested in a kind of pan-rhythmic, a kind of panrhythmic situation. Almost the same…I mean, rhythm is notation, many times, outside of the fact
what you want to do with it. So, what I’m doing now is having small modules, very simple
formations, very simple. Say one system, there are nine measures. And I’m writing, it’s flute,
percussion and piano. And I look at it and I give it…the first five measures are in 1/2, and then
there are four measures of 3/8. Some of them begin, maybe, four measures, 3/8, another one
begins 5/8. Sometimes I make a more complicated pattern, but very simple [modules] and out of
it I get very complicated rhythms. And the reasons I’m doing it, I don’t want to make a
performers situation [where] they’re looking to make a cue. I don’t want rhythm to become an
aspect of syncopation.
There were very small modules in the quartet, though it had this almost canonic-like
repetition in different times, overlapping. But just for four measures, because four instruments,
four measures – they come out the same in time. Many times, I would like it, a very extreme. I
would use four measures, for example. OK. 7/2, four double-dotted; 7/4, four double-dotted; 7/8,
four double-dotted; and 7/16.

So like tic-tac-toe.5 So I make a design. And all kinds of formulations. [indicates how he
would distribute the measures between the four instruments of the string quartet] For example,
here here. Usually I start here [indicates cello] so that by the time you get to the first violin, it’s
orchestrated in a way so that you had an accumulation of the different time worlds going
together. Like a canon of time worlds. And you hear it. It’s not the same note, but you hear the
time of the cello going into the viola…passing the time… and then this is the quick one, going
that way. I love that. But not for long periods of time. My first Quartet ends that way. I like that.
And what happens then I get very complicated subdivisions, of rhythmic formations, and as I
look at it I know the possibilities, I hear already the possibilities. And that’s what gives me the
proportions, for example. I would say, maybe 7/16 is too fast. It would make for syncopation.
3

At this time, Feldman was writing For Philip Guston for flute, percussion and piano/celesta. The score is dated 9
November, 1984.
4 Crippled Symmetry for flute, percussion and piano/celesta (1983).
5 ‘Noughts and crosses’ is the British name for this game.

9
And then I kind of make quick…I do one measure and I see what the formulation is, and you
don’t even hear it. It’s almost like an echo, someplace else.
An imitation of pacing. An imitation of breathing of another voice. That’s another
translation I do: rhythm – pacing – duration – breathing. So many of the rhythms you heard were
like breathing…Not bad, huh?
KV

The method or the lunch?

MF Not a method…my lunch. There it is: you have a method for lunch, and the imitators
have it for breakfast, lunch, dinner, before they go to bed…
KV

What instruments are you writing for?

MF Flute, piano, celesta, and percussion. Essentially vibraphone and glock. I don’t like the
vibraphone too much when I hear it, but I like it when I’m writing it, and especially without the
motor. And what I’m doing now is chordal and just putting it in places and then I play it the
same time as the celesta…as the glock, together. But I don’t mind it in this piece – the vibe, I
don’t mind it.
KV
Have you ever had an inclination to work with older instruments, like the viola da
gamba?
MF No. No. It doesn’t have the beating. It doesn’t have the spectra (what do you call it?). It’s
too archaic. I had a girlfriend who played the viola da gamba. I know the viola da gamba very
well. It’s very beautiful. But I don’t think it’s beautiful for contemporary music.
What do you think of my idea, that pitch sounds better with very conventional instruments?
That the pitches we use are not for ad hoc instrumentation.
KV

I don’t know, I have two feelings about that.

MF

I know.

KV
Certainly intervals sound very different on different instruments. They tend to be clearer
on early instruments. I wrote a piece recently, which I was trying out on a clavichord, and really
enjoying the intervals – they had a very special quality, but when I came to play it on a Steinway
it sounded terrible.
MF You know there’s a very interesting paper I once read about somebody…played on the
original pianos of great composers. How Schumann harmony sounded on that instrument. The
clarity of the harmony was extraordinary. Under a big light. Chopin’s piano sounded just like
Chopin – that he never really played loud. The piano cannot play loud. That he made a mezzo
forte sound big. And because of the level of the piano, that what he wrote on that piano was the
best that sounded on that piano.
Somebody once came to my house, and wanted a criticism of their playing some years
ago, and for some reason played the Sonatine by Ravel, and she stopped and she said: ‘On your
piano, it sounds like your music.’ Very, very interesting – the importance of one’s instrument.
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Bunita Marcus, I went away, she used my piano. I came back, I said: ‘Did you work?’ She said:
‘What I did, I did in half of the time, because I worked on your piano.’ I love the piano to work,
because the balance on it…marvelous instrument.
We have come back to Darmstadt, but without the Kinder [children] – just us – and talk.
No students. Because it’s nice to meet and talk. And we never do it.
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The New York Schools of Music and Visual Arts
ed. by Steven Johnson
…In 1963, Feldman wrote his Piano Piece (to Philip Guston), a work whose score takes up not
quite all of two large sheets of manuscript paper.

PIANO PIECE (ro PHILIP GUSTON)
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Piano Piece (To Philip Guston), first three braces.
Again, pitches are specified but durations are somewhat approximate (the indicated
tempo range could be taken to suggest a playing time of about two to three minutes, although this
would hinge a good deal upon the interpretation of the many fermatas). By his own testimony,
what Feldman meant most explicitly to convey in this piece was the quality of touch: “It’s a
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piece that’s involved very much with touch if you play it,” he said in an interview.6 Feldman’s
remarks, quoted earlier, concerning “the ephemeral feel of the pencil in my hand” give some
indication of how important touch was; for him, it was the quality that embodied individuality.
Feldman once asked himself, “To what degree does one give up control, and still keep that last
vestige where one can call the work one’s own?” Touch is “that last vestige”: the vestige that
Mondrian, in Feldman’s anecdote, discovered he couldn’t preserve if he tried spray painting the
solid color areas of his paintings instead of using a brush.7 This was because, in Feldman’s view,
Mondrian’s act of hiding the brushstroke in these ostensibly uniform areas “only revealed even
more clearly the touch, the pressure, the unique tone of his performance.” The results put the
viewer in that space between surface and depth: “[Mondrian’s] paintings seem to be painted from
afar, but must be looked at so closely as not to see the edge of the canvas.”8 It is tempting to
speculate that touch in this sense must also have affected de Kooning and Guston, who so greatly
admired Mondrian, in similar ways.9
What was touch to Guston, as far as Feldman was concerned, and how does it come out
in the Piano Piece? Dore Ashton has noticed how Guston’s and Feldman’s work exerted a
mutual influence as their friendship deepened: the “pale, trembling calligraphy” of Guston’s
drawings and paintings in the early 1950s had an affinity to “Feldman’s delicate, sparse
compositions that often receded almost to inaudibility,” an affinity that both composer and artist
noticed.10 As the 1950s advanced and gave way to the 1960s, both underwent changes in style:
Guston to the “heavier, blockier” look noted earlier, Feldman away from an aleatory and toward
a more “controlled” stance, at least with regard to pitch. Yet the essential aspects of their work
that drew them to one another in the first place remained intact, at least for the time being. One
incident, related by Feldman in 1971, some indefinite number of years after it happened, shows
Guston at work in a way that seems to have struck Feldman particularly keenly. Napping in
Guston’s studio, waiting for him to finish working so that they could go out to dinner, Feldman
suddenly awoke. As Feldman relates the story, Guston “was still painting, standing almost on top
of the canvas, lost in it, too close to really see it, his only reality, the innate feel of the material he
was using. As I awoke he made a stroke on the canvas, then turned to me, confused, almost
laughing because he was confused, and said with a certain humorous helplessness, ‘Where is
it?’”11 Feldman’s sudden stirring startled Guston, momentarily disorienting him and causing him
to lose his place: that is, lose touch with the act of painting. What impressed Feldman at that
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Bryars and Orton, “Morton Feldman,” 245.
Feldman, “The Anxiety of Art,” 94.
8 Feldman, “After Modernism,” 102.
9 What Feldman treasured most about Mondrian, perhaps, is that his work embodied this quality of touch in
nonobvious ways. The comment about his hiding the brushstroke supports this hypothesis, as does his comment, in
an interview, that his music, in being really not as beautiful as it might at first strike the listener, was like
Mondrian’s paintings, because “if you look at them from a distance they look so clean, and when you get near, the
black is smeared into the white, you know.” Feldman explicitly excluded the late “Boogie-Woogie” paintings, in
which Mondrian used masking tape to keep his lines perfectly clean, from this comparison. (Marcus and Pellizzi,
“Conversation with Morton Feldman,” 134.)
10 Ashton, A Critical Study of Philip Guston, 94.
11 Feldman, “After Modernism,” 104.
7
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moment was the realization that touch, at least at that point in Guston’s working process, was
everything – much more important than being able actually to see what he was doing.12
This anecdote also suggests that a slight hesitancy or tentativeness may be bound up with
the quality of touch.13 There is something of that in the Piano Piece, with its progress in fits and
starts, its constant shifts of register, its isolated articulations of the highest registers via slow
grace notes,14 and the irregular occurrences of sustained chords and fermatas (the latter applied
either to sounding single pitches or chords, or to silence). These characteristics could be said to
involve touch, too, but even more telling from the point of view of touch are the chord spacings
at the keyboard, for each hand and for the two hands together. They are greatly variegated; there
is no “normative” spacing of any kind. Every brushstroke, so to speak, is different – and all the
more noticeably so because the pressure of application is always the same: no dynamic variation,
no differences of attack. Thus, the effect of this piece is very far from static, although there is
certainly nothing overtly patterned about its progress. The more frequent recourse to sustained
tones and the first silent fermata that arrive on the third brace do serve as harbingers for the rest
of the work: these devices are used more and more often from this point on. The resulting
increase in sparseness of sound could conceivably be taken in analogy to Guston’s method of
painting, with less and less being added as the painting comes to completion.
The next work of Feldman’s to bear a painter’s name [was] the well-known Rothko
Chapel (1971), commissioned as a memorial to Rothko, who had committed suicide the previous
year, and also composed with the paintings and architectural design of the Rothko Chapel in
Houston, Rothko’s last project, explicitly in mind. Among Feldman’s oeuvre, this work is unique
– not only in its relationship to a definite group of paintings housed permanently in a space for
which they were created by the artist, but also in its autobiographical aspect, which comments
obliquely on certain parallels between Feldman’s life and Rothko’s.
Rothko Chapel has already received considerable – and very perceptive – critical
attention from the point of view of its painterly connections,15 so I will pass over it here except to
comment on one particular autobiographical feature that bears some indirect significance for
Feldman’s other “painter pieces.” This is the viola melody that is heard near the end, which at its
premiere must have come as a considerable surprise, if not indeed a shock, to those who knew
Feldman’s previous work. The melody, very simply composed in a synagogue-like style and
certainly quite tonal (or modal), was in fact written by Feldman when he was fourteen years old.
Commenting on this usage in a 1980 interview, Feldman said that he did this because he “was
thinking of Bob Rauschenberg’s photo montages. At that time, I would use a tune just the way
Bob would put a photo on the canvas. But I now feel that in music it doesn’t work the same
way.”16 We recall, in this connection, Feldman’s remarks about Rauschenberg’s work being
12

Guston recalled the “desire for direct expression” that suddenly gave birth to his first mature style, in about 1951,
when he forced himself to paint an entire picture in an hour without once stepping back to look at its progress. This
is what Feldman would have called his leap into the Abstract Experience. (Guston quoted in Irving Sandler, The
Triumph of American Painting: A History of Abstract Expressionism [New York: Praeger, 1970], 264.)
13 Some critics, such as Sandler, certainly thought so; see The Triumph of American Painting, 258.
14 Feldman supplies no performing instructions in this score, but we can probably assume that the grace notes, as in
his other scores of this period that make use of them, are meant to be played “slow,” i.e. slightly faster than the
unadorned solid noteheads that respect the indicated metronomic range. Likewise, we can assume that entrances are
to be made with the minimum of attack, as gently as possible.
15 See, in particular, Steven Johnson, “Rothko Chapel and Rothko’s Chapel,” Perspectives of New Music 32, no. 2
(summer 1994): 6-53.
16 Gagne and Caras, “Morton Feldman,” 170.
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“neither life nor art, but something in between.” There seem to me to be two issues worth our
attention here. Although Feldman has certainly not repudiated Rothko Chapel (or any of the
relatively few other pieces in which he used such “collaging” techniques, such as The Viola in
My Life), he has admitted that some analogies one might propose between music and painting
are, effectively, false. The other interesting issue is raised by Feldman’s use of a technique
associated with the work of one artist (Rauschenberg) in a piece dedicated to the memory of
another (Rothko). That Feldman has done this here suggests in turn that he may have done
something similar in other works, such as his other works named after painters. Feldman
intended in these works not to make exclusively specific allusions to the work of the painter
named in the title,17 but a kind of generalized application of painterly technique that drew upon
the many lessons he had learned from observing and talking to his friends in the New York
School.
To a certain extent, this latter issue seems relevant to the last of Feldman’s painter pieces,
For Philip Guston (1984). Written some four years after Guston’s death, it evidently cannot be
considered a memorial in the same explicit sense as Rothko Chapel, although it is not reading too
much into it, I think, to detect elegiac overtones at certain points. For Philip Guston is a product
of Feldman’s so-called late style, which developed over the course of the 1970s and had already
emerged full-blown in works such as the String Quartet (1979). This late style is characterized
not only by the precise notation, in a more or less conventional sense, that Feldman had finally
settled upon by the early 1970s – though with an interesting twist in the case of this Guston
piece, to be discussed – but also by much longer duration: The String Quartet takes some three
hours to play, For Philip Guston over four.
Feldman was often asked about these changes; he was willing enough to talk about them,
to all appearances, and he readily admitted that certain new influences had come into his life,
notably the paintings of Jasper Johns and the handmade rugs from the nomads of Turkey and
Central Asia. Perhaps these outward developments impelled him to compare his “change of
style’ (if that’s what it was) to Guston’s of approximately the same time. In the late 1960s,
Guston suddenly – so it appeared to outside observers – stopped working in his well-established
abstract style and switched to the overtly representational, quasi-cartoonish look to which he
adhered for the rest of his life. The change distanced him from many among his circle to whom
he had previously been close, Feldman among them. “I don’t see Guston any more, things kind
of cooled off,” said Feldman in 1976; and from the further details he divulges, we can see that
Feldman’s initial lack of enthusiasm for Guston’s new style may have begun the process of
estrangement.18 Though Feldman did eventually come to accept this new work from his old
friend, evidently, he was never able to see in it much of a connection with the painter he thought
he had known.

17

Something which, in any case, he has denied doing, in the way he did it in Rothko Chapel, in any other piece; see
Bryars and Orton, “Morton Feldman,” 244.
18 Ibid., 245.
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Writing just after Guston’s death for an exhibition of some of the last works Guston finished,
Feldman asserted, “There is no attempt in these late paintings towards any aspect of
reconciliation with his past concerns. It was a new life, in which his past skills helped him
survive on the new ground he immigrated to.”19
This distancing is all the more interesting because Feldman was certainly in a position to
understand, at least on an intellectual level and maybe on a certain visceral level as well, why
Guston might have felt compelled to change in the way he had done. The nomadic rugs were a
vehicle for this understanding: Guston’s late work, Feldman said, exhilarates by its not feeling
copied by others, “like an isolated rug culture at its most unbridled peak of development.”20 He
was aware, too, of Guston’s periodic attempts to ignore his gift and to paint in a deliberately
‘ungifted” way; and he must have heard Guston on more than one occasion imagine “what is
would be like to paint as if there had never been any painting before” and declare that painting
“means to divest myself continuously of what I already know.”21 Did Feldman have similar
feelings about his own late work?
The possibility of a comparison between Guston’s situation and his own might at least
have been on Feldman’s mind as he undertook For Philip Guston, although for the most part he
seemed to feel that he was still the same composer he had always been. With regard to the
greatly increased length of his pieces, Feldman voiced somewhat different claims on different
occasions. In 1984, he stated, in a manner that sounds intentionally flippant, that in writing
longer pieces he was simply doing what he previously had had neither the time more the money
for but now did, as if to imply that his music would always have been of the same durational
scale had economic circumstances permitted.22 Four years earlier, he gave a more serious
response, pointing out that “the fact that I have more time to compose now means that I’m asking
myself different questions,” and also hazarding the opinion that the longer pieces were a move
away from writing pieces well suited to performance: “Psychologically it’s not geared for
performance.”23
Surely, however, Feldman did not actually want to discourage performances of his own
work. A more plausible explanation might involve a deliberate attempt on his part to effect a
radical change in the performance situation. “Not geared for performance” could mean “not
geared for conventional concert programming”: works of this sort make special demands upon
performers’ concentration and endurance, and could be said to neutralize, over time, certain
expectations that one might have of Feldman’s chosen instrumental combinations at the outset.
Faced, as one is in For Philip Guston, with a flutist doubling on piccolo and alto flute, a mallet
percussionist doubling on vibraphone, glockenspiel, chimes, and marimba, and a pianist
doubling on celesta, one might find the ensemble at first simply strange, an indulgence in timbral
19

Feldman, “Essay,” 8. One of the more interesting ironies of Feldman’s difficulty with Guston’s late work is that
Guston’s portrait of Feldman, Friend – To M. F. (1978), dates from this period. And although it is quite obviously
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not its only aspect, or perhaps even its most important aspect, as one critic observes: “What at first seems like a
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produced.” Ross Feld, “Philip Guston,” in Philip Guston (New York: George Braziller / San Francisco: San
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20 Feldman, “Essay,” 7.
21 Marcus and Pellizzi, “Conversation with Morton Feldman,” 127; Rosenberg, “Recent Paintings by Philip
Guston,” 187-88.
22 Feldman, “Darmstadt Lecture,” 198.
23 Gagne and Caras, “Morton Feldman,” 171.
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exoticism. By the end of the work, it no longer seems strange at all; it has become integral to the
music written for it and thereby, in a sense, neutralized. Thus, these longer pieces, which as
noted earlier enabled Feldman to realize certain durational analogies that he felt could exist
between painting and music, also enabled him to pursue his quest for “the sounds of the sounds
themselves,” as the title of a recent article has so memorably put it: sounds uncontaminated by
orchestration.24
As far as notation is concerned, not only had Feldman begun his career (not surprisingly)
composing in traditionally precise notation, but he had periodically reverted to it throughout the
1950s and 1960s without definitively abandoning the graph or his other less approximate but still
quite imprecise types of notation until about 1969. And even after that point, Feldman adopted
other stratagems designed subtly to subvert the ostensible exactitude of conventional notation, or
at least knock it a little off center. Thus, there was never a clean break. “Precise notation is my
handwriting,” Feldman said in 1980; further, “notation, at least for me, determines the style of
the piece”25 – this, as mentioned, in part because of visual appearance. Yet the reason for greater
precision could be different in every work, and, in any case, there was no need to strive for
absolute precision; Feldman spoke of the notation in Why Patterns? For instance, as “very close,
but never precisely synchronized.”26
By the 1980s, it was clear that one reason for using a more precise notation was
Feldman’s growing interest in working with explicit patterns. The influence of nomadic rugs and
the paintings of Johns were certainly factors that pulled Feldman in the direction of patterns, as
Steven Johnson has outlined using some fascinating specific examples.27 But finding an
appropriate notation for these patterns proved a more daunting task than might have been
anticipated: “The patterns that interest me,” said Feldman in a key essay on this subject, “are
both concrete and ephemeral, making notation difficult. If notated exactly, they are too stiff; if
given the slightest notational leeway, they are too loose. Though these patterns exist in rhythmic
shapes articulated by instrumental sounds, they are also in part notational images that do not
make a direct impact on the ear as we listen. A tumbling of sorts happens in midair between their
translation from the page and their execution.”28
One of the strategies Feldman hit upon for maintaining this difficult balance between
“stiff” and “loose” can be observed at work in the opening bars of For Philip Guston, displayed
below.
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See Catherine Costello Hirata, “The Sounds of the Sounds Themselves: Analyzing the Early Music of Morton
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25 Gagne and Caras, “Morton Feldman,” 169.
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For Philip Guston, excerpt from p. 1 of score.
Here, only the barlines that are drawn continuously through the entire brace reflect exact
coordination of attacks. The others look at first as though they should align too, but that
alignment is only approximate: in the first four bars, for example, the sequence of time
signatures is different for every part.29 To make things even more challenging, the durational
values specified by these signatures – 3/8, 3/32, 3/16, and 1/4 – cannot easily be counted, or
effectively counted at all, in a common unit. Nor, it is clear from the style of notation chosen, is
there any expectation that the performers will try to count these signatures in a common unit as
they unfold simultaneously. The resulting aural image is a repeated series of four pitches in
unison that is, indeed, not precisely synchronized – that in fact achieves its only true synchrony
during the vacant bars 5, 10, 15, and so on, where the signatures 3/2, 7/4, 4/2, and the like, do
match up. This circumstance draws the ear’s attention in a particularly striking way to the decay
of these sounds, as if they were being revealed in their true identity only by dying away.
Contemplating the blurriness of image yielded by this notational technique, we recognize
its kinship to the effect of some of Feldman’s earlier notations, particularly the type employed in
For Franz Kline. The difference is that, in the later work, the individual parts are under
considerably tighter rein; the composer need not simply trust the performers to avoid letting any
part(s) get “too far” out of coordination with the others – a trust that often turns out to be
misplaced, as it is in both recordings of For Franz Kline that I have heard. However, in both
works the interest in avoiding rigidly defined edges is clearly evident, and from a visual
standpoint is highly reminiscent of the blurred, slightly irregular boundaries of shapes that result
from painting on unprimed canvas, staining it directly in a manner particularly familiar from the
work of Kline and Rothko. As the music continues on this opening page of the piece, the
29
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time suggest analogies to nomadic rugs and the patterned works of Johns.
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blurriness of the repeated, unsynchronized series of pitch unisons becomes more pronounced:
first, the piano falls behind, losing its Ab and Eb in the process; the flute is transposed down an
octave and a tritone. By page 2 of the score (not shown in the example), only a vestige of the
original material is evident, and only in the keyboard part. Soon thereafter, it disappears
completely, to resurface periodically throughout the work; its next appearance is on page 5 (see
below), where it constitutes the texture almost polyphonically, in non-congruent rhythms in
simultaneous time signatures and at several different pitch levels among the three parts.

For Philip Guston, excerpt from p. 5 of score.
By this time, we have, not blurriness, but a kind of replication of forms. This condition
reminds me most vividly of Guston’s evocation of time in his painting: not only his reminder that
time is the sole available vehicle for continuous creation, but, further, his definition of painting
itself as, perhaps, “a kind of mirror reflecting a family of forms…. The mirror mirrors change,
then, or rather the promise of change.”30
As a short and undoubtedly inadequate coda to all that has preceded, it would be worth
reflecting on the fact that just as Feldman spent his compositional career attempting to situate his
music “between categories” in many different senses, so did he spend most of his mature artistic
life, by his own testimony, situated between two very strong personalities: John Cage on one
side, Philip Guston on the other. As noted earlier, Cage had opened many doors for Feldman, as
he had for countless others, simply by proposing that music could be an art form instead of
exclusively a form of itself, a self-referential activity and nothing more. For that he earned
Feldman’s undying gratitude; at the same time, Feldman also thought that Cage, in asserting that
“everything is music,” had effectively given up art in order to adopt a social point of view toward
it. Guston, by complete contrast, was “the arch-crank,” of whom Feldman observed, “Very little
pleased him. Very little satisfied him. Very little was art.” At times, Feldman must have felt
exasperated by Guston’s relentless good taste, even as he recognized that his own painstakingly
discriminating ears often caused him analogous problems.31
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Yet there is no particularly good reason to think that Feldman, in occupying this position
between Cage and Guston, was merely passively “influenced” by them. For in a certain sense, he
had put himself there, just as he had maneuvered his music into that space between categories.
For decades, we have been accustomed to hearing of the New York composers’ Avant-Garde of
the 1950s as “John Cage and…,” with Feldman, Earle Brown, and Christian Wolff in supporting
roles – but this is only part of the story. While Cage did introduce Feldman to the world of
abstract expressionism and tutored him in his interaction with it, Feldman, for his part, may have
been more of an influence on Cage as a composer than the other way around.32 As for Guston, it
should be clear enough, from the evidence presented here, that he played a uniquely significant
role in the formation of Feldman’s strikingly original approach to musical composition. But there
is more to their relationship than that. One of Guston’s more perceptive critics, Dore Ashton,
does more than hint that Feldman made a mark on Guston’s development, with the composer’s
“addiction to the ‘absolute’” in the “grand modern tradition of quintessentiality” and the way his
employment of aleatory struck Guston with its “attenuated forms” and “flirtation with the
void.”33 Guston, then, is “Feldman’s painter” not only in the sense that Feldman was drawn to
him, not only in that he once painted Feldman’s portrait. If Guston was in turn influenced by
Feldman, were Rothko, Kline, or others similarly affected? Perhaps there are other stories of
mutual influence, to date unacknowledged and undocumented, still waiting to be told.
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33

Feldman, in fact, makes just this claim in his interview with Griffiths (“Morton Feldman,” 758).
Ashton, A Critical Study of Philip Guston, 94, 160.

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

Give my Regards to Eighth Street
by Morton Feldman, 1968
“But to tell it all just as it happened because of course a great deal had happened not only to me
and to everybody else I knew but to everything else. Once more Paris is not as it was.”
– Gertrude Stein
NOT LONG AGO I saw the Elgin Marbles. I didn’t faint, as they say Shelley did, but I
certainly had to sit down. Nothing knocks us out like this anonymity—this beauty without a
biography. The artist himself loves the idea. What artist hasn’t longed to get away from the
human effort he puts into his work? What artist doesn’t have the illusion that the Greeks did their
work without human effort? Even the “timelessness” of Giacometti seems to us more a reference
to a buried civilization than to a buried colleague. Nietzsche with his Greeks, John Cage with his
Zen—always this need for an idealized, depersonalized art.
Sainte-Beuve, for example, was so carried away by a passion for Classicism that he never
said a good word about Balzac, Stendhal, Baudelaire or Flaubert. The critic’s ideal has always
been the process without the artist. If it wasn’t Classicism, it was Expressionism or Cubism—
whatever it is, the artist gets in his way. More and more today there is this feeling of “By all
means, let’s have art, but no names, please.”
But the fifties in New York have to do with names, names, names. That’s why they’re
worth writing about.
When I met John Cage in 1950, I was twenty-four years old. He was living then on the
top floor of an old building on the East River Drive and Grand Street. Two large rooms, with a
sweeping expanse of the river encircling three sides of the apartment. Spectacular. And hardly a
piece of furniture in it.
Richard Lippold had a studio next door. Sonia Sekula, an unusually gifted painter (she
reminded me of Elisabeth Bergner), lived on the floor below. Soon after John and I met, an
apartment became vacant on the second floor, and I too moved into “Bosa’s Mansion,” as it was
called in honor of our landlord. It was great fun, a sort of pre-hippie community. But instead of
drugs, we had art.
There was sometimes more activity in the hallways than our studios, what with John
running into my place with a new idea for a piece, or me rushing into his. Visitors too were
shifted from floor to floor. I met Henry Cowell in this way. Cowell came to visit John, and John
brought him down to meet me. He sat down at my piano, played a few of his pieces, and talked
for hours. What a delightful and kind man he was.
One day there was a knock at my door. It was John. “I’m going over to see a young
painter called Robert Rauschenberg. He’s marvelous, and his work is marvelous. You must meet
him.” Five minutes later we were both in John’s Model A Ford on the way to Rauschenberg’s
studio on Fulton Street. Rauschenberg was working on a series of black paintings. There was one
big canvas I couldn’t stop looking at.
“Why don’t you buy it?” Rauschenberg said.
“What do you want for it?”
“Whatever you’ve got in your pocket.”
I had sixteen dollars and some change, which he gleefully accepted. We immediately put
the painting on top of the Model A, went back to “Bosa’s Mansion” and hung it on the wall. That
was how I acquired my first painting.
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One day it was arranged that John, Lippold, and I, were to be jointly interviewed for a
magazine article. I suggested that we get together with the editor at my place for lunch, and said I
would make cheese blintzes. John thought it was a wonderful idea, and said he would bring the
salad. I told him salad was unnecessary. Lippold then offered to make soup. I finally persuaded
him that soup was also unnecessary. Neither of them understood my lunch plans, but finally gave
in. As a concession to John, I served the blintzes in his Japanese wooden bowls. Everybody
enjoyed them, though I don’t think Lippold was ever convinced about the soup. After the lunch,
the three of us were photographed together in a hearse belonging to Lippold.
John and I occasionally took a lift uptown in this hearse, which Lippold used to transport
his sculptures. Cars on the East River Drive always kept at a respectful distance. Once I rode in
the back part and amused myself by smiling out the window at passing motorists.
John and I spent a lot of time playing cards. One afternoon my friend Daniel Stern came
over with a pair of dice. John came down immediately, and we told him how the game was
played. John made his first throw standing up and just dropping the dice to the floor. We
explained the procedure was to bend your knees as far down as possible, then throw the dice.
This he did. He also started to shake them (we hadn’t told him to do that), and before letting
them go he cried out, to our amazement, “Baby needs a new pair of shoes.”
It was Daniel Stern who also introduced us to the world of science-fiction writers. He
knew the editor of a science-fiction magazine called Galaxy, and took us over to meet him one
evening. This editor, because of a phobia about going outdoors, ran the magazine from his
apartment. A huge telescope in the middle of the living room brought him closer to whatever was
happening in the Stuyvesant Town street below, and a poker game went on almost every night.
For about two years John and I went to this house every week. There were always several
card games going. The editor’s wife gave the players change from a bus driver’s change-maker,
which she wore strapped around her waist and worked with lightning speed. There was a lot of
talk about science fiction, also about Dianetics, a currently popular technique that was said to
bring back memories of the womb. As I recall, John and I, with our crazy ideas about music,
fitted in very well.
One could in those days sit around for hours, talking wild ideas that sounded very like the
theorizing you find in Russian novels. John, of course, was involved with Zen, but in spite of the
terseness of Zen, it seemed to fill up the evenings just as well. What was surprising was that John
actually invented unprecedented ways to write a music that contained these Zen ideas. One
would think I would have gotten more involved with the ideas, since I was so deeply interested
in the music they produced. It didn’t work that way. The more interested I got in Cage’s music,
the more detached I became from his ideas. I think this happened to Cage too. As his music
developed through the years, he talked less and less about Zen. At most he would give it a sort of
warm pat on the shoulder, like some old friend he was leaving in a comfortable hotel bar in
Tokyo while he himself began his trek across the Gobi Desert.
John, who lived on practically no money, gave marvelously sumptuous parties. Once I
was introduced to a man who looked like a Viennese matinee idol. It was Max Ernst. I had
recently read in some book about the bizarre Surrealist behavior of Ernst. I watched him uneasily
all night, waiting for something to happen, but his behavior remained impeccable.
Another of these parties introduced my music to many of John’s friends. The people who
came—painters, writers, sculptors—were all new to me. On another evening, David Tudor
played some now-forgotten piano pieces of mine for Virgil Thomson and George Antheil. This
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was my first introduction to the musical world. Until then I had known only a few composers my
own age.
The faces of these people. The faces of gifted people. Max Ernst, Philip Guston, David
Hare. Virgil Thomson. De Kooning. Marvelous faces. Unforgettable faces.
Two of John’s most influential lectures were first given at the Artist’s Club, located then
on Eighth Street. The first lecture was called “Nothing,” the second, “Something”—or perhaps it
was the other way around. Boulez, on his first visit to America, also spoke at the Club. He was
totally unknown here; and it was John who arranged this talk. He also took Boulez around to
many of the studios. John was so proud of the New York Painters.
Then, of course, there was the Cedar Bar, where I became friends with painters my own
age. Mimi and Paul Brach, Joan Mitchell, Mike Goldberg, Howard Kanovitz. I think it was at the
Cedar that I first met the poet Frank O’Hara—but O’Hara deserves a volume to himself.
One evening, when I was still a newly arrived immigrant at the Cedar Bar, Elaine and
Willem de Kooning casually took my arm as they passed, and said, “Come on over to Clem
Greenberg’s.” There were just a few people when we got there. After a while I found myself
listening to Greenberg, who was talking about Cezanne. De Kooning showed signs of impatience
and seemed to be trying to control his anger. He finally broke out with “One more word about
Cezanne, and I’ll punch you in the nose!” Greenberg, very startled, had been saying only very
intelligent and perceptive things. It was hard from him to understand that what de Kooning
resented was his having ideas on the matter at all. “You have no right to talk about Cezanne,” de
Kooning snapped. “Only I have the right to talk about Cezanne.”
Walking into Greenberg’s, I remember the feeling of not knowing just who anybody was.
But as I left that night, I knew who de Kooning was. I didn’t feel he was arrogant. I didn’t feel he
was rude. For me, coming from a background where the emotional life was a buried discourse,
this kind of vulnerability was like my introduction not only to the art world, but to reality itself.
It took me out of my romantic dream of what it was to be an artist, into the reality of it. It also
showed me, through Greenberg, that the real philistines are those that most “understand” you.
Until the fifties, the overall trend of American painting was chiefly preoccupied with
capturing a certain ethnic, regional flavor, the art itself being a conceptual shortcut to this. Even
an artist like Dove seems to come to art somewhat like a gentleman farmer. He has genius, but it
is still a sort of landed-gentry genius.
The Whitney Museum in Greenwich Village was the stronghold of this Wasp Bohemia.
The beautiful building, taken over now by the New York Studio School, still stands on Eighth
Street. I lectured there recently, and while wandering through the upper floors looked in on what
used to be Mrs. Whitney’s studio. This room was like a page out of a Henry James novel.
In contrast to all this charming Americana, one remembers the power, the impact of those
first Abstract Expressionist shows at the Betty Parsons, Egan and Kootz Galleries. In this
context, an artist like Bradley Tomlin, who had gone over to the Abstract Expressionists, stood
out almost like a traitor to his class.
I continually think of Tomlin. I think of him at that table in the Cedar. Aristocratic, aloof,
most often alone—still, he came. Occasionally, too, Motherwell, bringing in what Willa Cather
somewhere called the “world shine”—a young Hamilton adjusting his lace cuff at Valley Forge.
As I have written elsewhere, there were two diametrically opposed points of view I had to
cope with in those days—one represented by John Cage, the other by Philip Guston. Cage’s idea,
summed up years later in the words “Everything is music,” had led him more and more toward a
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social point of view, less and less toward an artistic one. Like Mayakovsky, who gave up his art
for society, Cage gave up art to bring it together with society.
Then there was Guston. He was the arch-crank. Very little pleased him. Very little
satisfied him. Very little was art. Always aware in his own work of the rhetorical nature of the
complication, Guston reduces, reduces, building his own Tower of Babel and then destroying it.
Personally, I have never understood the term “Action Painting” as a description of the
work of the fifties. The closest I can come to its meaning is that the painter tries for a less predeterminate structure. This does not mean, however, that there was an indeterminate intention. If
indeed there is an emphasis on action, it is the attempt to capture a certain spontaneity always
inherent in drawing, and now applied to larger forces. Guston’s drawings, for instance have the
look of paintings, while his paintings have the feel of drawings. To varying degrees, one can say
the same of much of the work done in the fifties.
My quarrel with the term Action Painting is that it gave rise to the erroneous idea that the
painter, now being “free,” could do “anything he liked.” But it is not at all true that the more one
is free, the more things one has to choose from. Actually, it is the academician who has the
alternatives. Freedom is best understood by someone like Rothko, who was free to do only one
thing—to make a Rothko—and did so over and over again.
It is not freedom of choice that is the meaning of the fifties, but the freedom of people to
be themselves. This type of freedom creates a problem for us, because we are not free to imitate
it. In every other era, the messianic aspect of art has always been sought for in some organizing
principle, since this principle is, and always has been, what saves us in art. What is hard to
understand about the fifties is that these men did not want to be saved in art. That is why, in
terms of influence (and who thinks in any other terms?), they have not made what is something
called an “artistic contribution.” What they did was to make the whole notion of artistic
contribution a lesser thing in art.
Ryder once said about one of his paintings that it had everything—everything but what he
wanted. What Ryder wanted was the fifties. Ryder was aware that it is not the “unifying
principle” and the “artistic achievement” that make the experience behind a work of art. To me it
has never seemed in accident that he walked the same pavement on University Place. In
temperament, in the emotional tradition of his work, he was the first Abstract Expressionist.
Nietzsche teaches us that only the first five steps of an action can be planned. Beyond
that, on any long-range basis, one must invent a dialectic in order to survive. Until the fifties, the
artist believed that he could not, must not, improvise as the bull charged—that he must adhere to
the formal ritual, the unwasted motion, the accumulated knowledge that reinforces the courage of
the matador, and that allows the spectator the ecstasy of feeling that he too, by knowing all that
must be known to survive in the bullring, has himself defied the gods, has himself defied death.
To survive without this dialectic is what the fifties left us. Before that, American painting
had concerned itself with efficient solutions. The Abstract Expressionists were making bigger
demands on their gifts and their energies.
Their movement took the world by storm. Nobody now denies it. On the other hand, what
are we to do with it? There is no “tradition.” All we are left with is a question of character. What
training have we ever had to understand what is ultimately nothing more than a question of
character? What we are trained for is analysis. The entire dialectic of art criticism has come
about through the analysis of bad painting.
Take Franz Kline. There is no “plastic experience.” We don’t stand back and behold the
“painting.” There is no “painting” in the ordinary sense, just as there is no “painting,” for that

30
matter, in Piero della Francesca or Rembrandt. There is nothing but the integrity of the creative
act. Any detail of the work is sufficient to establish this. The fact that these details accumulate
and make what is known as a work of art, proves nothing. What else should an artist do with his
time?
Now, almost twenty years later, as I see what happens to work, I ask myself more and
more why everybody knows so much about art. Thousands of people—teachers, students,
collectors, critics—everybody knows everything. To me is seems as though the artist is fighting a
heavy sea in a rowboat, while alongside him a pleasure liner takes all these people to the same
place. Every graduate student today knows exactly what degree of “Angst” belongs in a de
Kooning, can point out disapprovingly just where he has let up, relaxed. Everybody knows that
one Bette Davis movie where she went out of style. It’s another bullring, with everybody
knowing the rules of the game.
What was great about the fifties is that for one brief moment—maybe say, six weeks—
nobody understood art. That’s why it all happened. Because for a short while, these people were
left alone. Six weeks is all it takes to get started. But there’s no place now where you can hide
out for six weeks in this town.
Well, that’s what it was like to be an artist. In New York, Paris, or anywhere else.
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About the Artist…
PHILIP GUSTON was born Philip Goldstein, in Montreal, Canada, in 1913. He was the
youngest of seven children born to Jewish parents who had come to America after fleeing
Russian oppression. Although America offered shelter from persecution, the family found life
difficult in their new country. Guston's father had been a saloon keeper, but he struggled to find
work; in 1919, the family moved to Los Angeles with hopes of better fortunes, but only
encountered more hardship and was also met with the racism that surrounded the growth of the
Klu Klux Klan in that period. Four years later, his father committed suicide by hanging and
Guston discovered the body, an experience which profoundly marked him. As he moved into
adolescence, Philip retreated in the fantasy world of comics, and started to become interested in
drawing, which led his mother to enroll him in a correspondence course at the Cleveland School
of Cartooning, thus beginning his training as an artist.
In 1927, Guston attended Manual Arts High School in Los Angeles, where he met
Jackson Pollock, and studied Cubism alongside the mystical philosophies of Krishnamurti and
Ouspensky. After he and Pollock were expelled for distributing a leaflet mocking the English
department, Guston was awarded a scholarship in 1930 to study at Otis Art Institute; in 1931, he
had his first solo exhibition. Between his curtailed academic studies, and relocating to New
York, he took odd jobs and traveled through Mexico to study anti-war murals. This inspired the
painting of his own figurative murals, modeled after his favorite Renaissance masters and
Mexican muralists, using thin layers of oil paint or fresco techniques. It was this enthusiasm that
led to his enrollment in the Works Progress Administration's Federal Arts Project, and in the
following years he painted murals throughout the U.S.; in 1939, he completed a commission to
paint an exterior wall of the WPA Building at the New York World's Fair.
During the winter of 1935, Pollock urged Guston to move to New York permanently, and
introduced his friend to many of the New York School painters. Guston continued to paint
murals until 1942, but in the early 1940s, began a return to easel painting and evolved a more
personal style influenced by elements of abstraction, realism, and references to myth. Over time,
the surfaces of his canvases became increasingly textured and he began developing his signature
color palette, in which tones vary widely but hues are restricted. A major breakthrough came in
1950 with the completion of his first abstract works. Among them was Red Painting, in which
the sharp separation between figure and ground vanishes, forms come in and out of focus and
brushstrokes leave a palpable trace. A variety of unlikely influences were united in evolving this
style: Chinese calligraphy, Mondrian's 'plus-minus' paintings of the 1910s, and Buddhism.
Guston's interest in the latter was encouraged in part by his friendship with John Cage and
Morton Feldman.
By the mid 1960s, Guston was becoming uneasy with the meditative isolation that
abstract painting encouraged, and political turmoil in the U.S. encouraged his return to
figuration. Then, in 1970, at the Marlborough Gallery in New York, he first exhibited pictures in
the late style for which he is famous. These images are populated by enigmatic hooded figures,
reminiscent of members of the Klu Klux Klan; they are not meant to directly reference racism,
but rather to take a stand against war, injustice, and the hypocrisy Guston witnessed in American
politics. During the years before his death, in 1980, Guston continued to hone this imagery,
creating increasingly enigmatic compositions reminiscent of still lives and sparse landscapes,
with clusters of figures, heavy boots and tools, and cycloptic heads.

32

Select Works by Philip Guston
"The desire for direct expression finally became so strong that even the interval to reach back to
the palette beside me became too long; so, one day I put up a large canvas and placed the palette
in front of me. Then I forced myself to paint the entire work without stepping back to look at it."
– Philip Guston

Gladiators (1940), Oil and pencil on canvas.
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Study for "Tormentors" (1947), Ink on paper.

Ischia (1949), Ink on paper.

34

Red Painting (1950), Oil on canvas.

Loft I (1950), Ink on paper.
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Untitled (1951), Ink on transparentized paper.

Drawing (1953), Ink on paper.
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Painting (1954), Oil on canvas.

37

The Clock (1956-57), Oil on canvas.

Oasis (1957), Oil on canvas.
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Head -- Double View (1958), Ink on paper.

Last Piece (1958), Gouache on board.
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Pleasures (1961), Ink on paper.

North (1961-62), Oil on canvas.
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Untitled (1963), Lithograph.

Untitled (1963), Lithograph.
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Untitled (1963), Ink on paper.

Untitled (1963), Synthetic polymer paint on paper.
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Inhabiter (1965), Oil on canvas.

The Stone (1965), Ink on paper.
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Untitled (1966), Lithograph.

Nice (1966), Lithograph.

44

Open Washes (1966), Lithograph.

Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.
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Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.

Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.

46

Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.

Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.
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Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.

Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.
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Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.

Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.
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Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.

Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.
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Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.

Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.
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Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.

Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.
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Preparatory drawing for In Memory of My Feelings (1967), Ink on acetate.
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In-text plate (folio 66 recto) from In Memory of My Feelings (1967),
Author Frank O’Hara, One from an illustrated book with 46 lithographs.
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In-text plate (folio 68 recto) from In Memory of My Feelings (1967),
Author Frank O’Hara, One from an illustrated book with 46 lithographs.
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In-text plate (folio 70 recto) from In Memory of My Feelings (1967),
Author Frank O’Hara, One from an illustrated book with 46 lithographs.
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In-text plate (folios 71 verso and 72 recto) from In Memory of My Feelings (1967),
Author Frank O’Hara, One from an illustrated book with 46 lithographs.
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In-text plate (folio 73 recto) from In Memory of My Feelings (1967),
Author Frank O’Hara, One from an illustrated book with 46 lithographs.
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Plate (folio 76 recto) from In Memory of My Feelings (1967),
Author Frank O’Hara, One from an illustrated book with 46 lithographs.
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Haven (1967), Ink on paper.

Book (1968), Charcoal on paper.

60

City (1968), Synthetic polymer paint on board.

Fix (1968), Charcoal on paper.

61

Head (1968), Synthetic polymer paint on panel.
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Hooded Klan figures first appeared in Guston’s works after one of his Los Angeles murals was
vandalized by the Ku Klux Klan in 1933. Of these figures, Guston said, “They are self-portraits.
I perceive myself as being behind the hood….The idea of evil fascinated me…I almost tried to
imagine that I was living with the Klan. What would it be like to be evil?”

Untitled (1968), Charcoal on paper.
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Untitled (1968), Charcoal on paper.

Wrapped (1969), Charcoal on paper.

64

City Limits (1969), Oil on canvas.

Untitled (1969), Synthetic polymer paint on composition board.

65

Discussion I (1969), Charcoal on paper.

Edge of Town (1969), Oil on canvas.

66

The Studio (1969), Oil on canvas.

The Street from Ten Lithographs by Ten Artists (1970, published 1971),
One from a portfolio of ten lithographs.
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Untitled (1970), Charcoal on paper.

Daydreams (1970), Oil on linen.

68

Bad Habits (1970), Oil on canvas.

Untitled (Rome, 1971) (1971), Oil on paper.

69

Untitled (1971), Oil on paper.

Untitled (Tree) (1971), Oil on paper.

70

Untitled (1971), Oil on paper.

Untitled (Waiting) (1972), Oil on paper.

71

Painter in Bed (1973), Oil on canvas.

Four Heads (1974), Ink on paper.

72

Lamp and Chair (1974), Ink on paper.

In the Studio (1975), Oil on canvas.

73

Deluge II (1975), Oil on canvas.

Web (1975), Oil on canvas.

74

Cherries (1976), Oil on canvas.

Green Rug (1976), Oil on canvas.

75

Source (1976), Oil on canvas.

Ancient Wall (1976), Oil on linen.

76

Head (1977), Oil on canvas.

To J.S. (1977), Oil on canvas.

77

Inscapes: Words and Images (1977), Color serigraph on paper.

78

Couple in Bed (1977), Oil on canvas.

Red Box (1977), Oil on canvas.

79

As It Goes (1978), Oil on canvas.

The Line (1978), Oil on canvas.

80
“Painting is an illusion, a piece of magic, so what you see is not what you see."
– Philip Guston

Tomb (1978), Oil on canvas.

Box and Shadow (1978), Oil on canvas.
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Aggressor (1978), Oil on canvas.

Painter’s Forms II (1978), Oil on canvas.

82

East Coker-Tse (1979), Oil on canvas.

Moon (1979), Oil on canvas.

83

Talking (1979), Oil on canvas.

Gulf (1979, printed 1981, published 1983), Lithograph.

84

Painter (1979, printed 1981, published 1983), Lithograph.

Coat (1980), Lithograph.
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Room (1980), Lithograph.

Untitled (1980), Ink on paper.
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Untitled (1980), Acrylic and ink on paper.

Untitled (1980), Acrylic and ink on paper.
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Untitled (1980), Acrylic and ink on board.

Untitled (1980), Acrylic and ink on board.
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Untitled (1980), Acrylic and ink on paper.

Untitled (1980), Acrylic and ink on board.
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Untitled (1980), Acrylic and ink on board.

Untitled (1980), Acrylic and paper mounted on board.
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Untitled (1980), Acrylic and ink on board.

Untitled (1980), Acrylic and ink on board.
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Agean (1980), Lithograph.

Curtain (1980, published 1981), Lithograph.
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Door (1980, published 1981), Lithograph.

East Side (1980), Lithograph.
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Sea (1980), Lithograph.

Shoes (1980, published 1981), Lithograph.
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Studio Corner (1980, published 1981), Lithograph.

Summer (1980), Lithograph.
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Wheel (1980), Ink on paper.

Untitled (1980), Pencil on paper.
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Remains from Eight Lithographs to Benefit the Foundation for Contemporary Performance Arts,
Inc. (1981), One from a portfolio of eight lithographs.
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