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ABSTRACT

ABSTRACTION UNFRAMED:
ABSTRACT MURALS IN NEW YORK, 1935-1960

Emily S. Warner
Michael Leja

In the decades around World War II, a number of abstract painters sought to “unframe”
their abstractions and expand them into wall-filling murals. This dissertation analyzes
moments from the history of unframed abstraction during modernism’s rise and
popularity in the United States, from ca. 1935 to ca. 1960, in and around New York.
Scholars have generally treated such murals as large-scale paintings rather than murals;
moreover, they have located American abstraction’s growing scale firmly in the postwar
years. This dissertation revises these views by examining the rich history of abstract wall
painting across the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, and situating the murals within the
architectural, social, and institutional contexts of their sites. Installed on the walls of
public houses, hospitals, private homes, and office buildings, these murals raised urgent
questions about art’s place in daily life, abstraction’s relationship to decoration, and
collaboration between architects and painters. Using archival sources and period
literature, it reconstructs the spatial and visual logic of the murals, many of which are
now lost or altered. It also draws on a growing interest in reception and consumption
within studies of modern American art.

Arranged roughly chronologically, each chapter examines murals located in a
different site type: the public institutions of the New Deal state, the pavilions of the 1939
World’s Fair, the 1940s home, and postwar commercial and civic buildings. The project
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situates the geometric abstractions of the American Abstract Artists within an ethos of
community and social life, inculcated by the New Deal Art programs; compares painted
and kinetic murals at the 1939 Fair to contemporary graphic design and exhibition
display; explores Jackson Pollock’s murals within the decorative values of the upper-
middle-class home; and shows how both the American Abstract Artists and the Abstract
Expressionists benefitted from a boom in postwar building, which enabled the realization
of ambitious murals for educational, religious, and corporate spaces. Together, the
chapters offer a history of how abstraction functioned in the built environment at a time

of tremendous change in American social and cultural life.
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INTRODUCTION

“Abstract design [...] may yet seem frequently more sociable, more at peace with itself
and its environment, when filling a wall than when bounded by a frame.”—E.A. Jewell,
1938

“There was a reviewer awhile back who wrote that my pictures didn’t have any beginning
or any end. He didn’t mean it as a compliment, but it was.” —Jackson Pollock, 19507

What would it mean to free abstraction from the confines of the easel painting? For many
painters in the decades around World War II, this question was an exciting one, and it
moved them towards an art form in which they had little to no training: the mural. From
the mid-1930s onwards, American painters working in diverse styles—from the
geometric designs of the American Abstract Artists to the machine aesthetic of the
World’s Fair to the gestural styles of Abstract Expressionism—turned toward muralism
as a means of unframing their abstractions. This unframing was, in part, a formal one:
extending abstraction along hallways or enlarging it to cover walls gave painters such as
Albert Swinden, Stuart Davis, and Jackson Pollock new ways of configuring scale,
surface, and space; it allowed them to make paintings without “beginning or end,” and to
relate them to the spaces of modern architecture. But the unframing was also a social one:
in monumental wall paintings for public houses, kinetic devices for World’s Fairs, and
cladding for domestic interiors, abstract painters glimpsed the prospect for a more

concrete and profound connection between art and its audience.

"E.A. Jewell, “Commentary on Murals: Exhibition at the Federal Art Gallery Presents WPA New York
Region Survey,” New York Times, May 29, 1938, 117.

2 Berton Roueche, “Unframed Space,” New Yorker, August 5, 1950, 16.
1



This dissertation examines moments from the history of abstract muralism during
modernism’s rise and popularity in the United States, from ca. 1935 to ca. 1960. Looking
at abstract murals by Swinden, Ilya Bolotowsky, Davis, Pollock, Lee Krasner, and others,
it recovers the range of meanings with which artists and viewers invested abstraction at
large scale and in architectural locations. Unframed and installed on walls, abstraction
offered a backdrop to community, a therapeutic balm, a form of spectacular
entertainment, a decorative accent to the modern home, an inexpensive nod to
monumentality, and a promotion of corporate or institutional brand. The viewers of these
murals, moreover, were not only art enthusiasts; they were also tenants, workers, patients,
pedestrians, inhabitants of modern homes, and dwellers in a changing urban fabric. They
encountered abstract murals in their living and working spaces not with the focused
attention of a museum visitor, but with the intimate, casual, and even distracted attention
of regular acquaintance. The artists were ambivalent about such functions. While they
worried about their art’s invisibility—its tendency, when unframed and expanded, to
disappear into the spatial fabric—they also welcomed what seemed like a new level of
perceptual and psychological intimacy with viewers. Their murals became the very walls
of the modern world—reinserted (they hoped) into a vital position within the viewer’s
experience and within daily life more broadly.

The artworks in this study sit at the intersection of two different trajectories,
abstraction and muralism, both of which have been used to write influential accounts of
American art. American abstract painting, from the nature abstraction of the Stieglitz
Circle to the American Abstract Artists group to Abstract Expressionism, has been a

touchpoint for narratives about cosmopolitanism, nativism, and the United States’
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complex relationship to European traditions. For its part, muralism has served to
foreground questions of audience and publics in American art, from the democratic (if
paternalistic) aims of beaux-arts muralism to the revolutionary history painting of the
Mexican muralists to the taxpayer-funded mural projects of the New Deal. These two
histories rarely meet. When they do, they are often posed as opposites, two divergent
paths within American art, one leading to a serious if elitist engagement with form, and
the other to a populist but outdated engagement with social life.

Yet the abstract painters who turned to muralism in the decades around World
War II were concerned with elements of both of these paths. They considered
representational art a backwards step, away from formal (and, in an expanded sense,
political) innovation. But they also saw muralism as an unprecedented opportunity to
reach a wider public and enter more substantively into their viewers’ lives. In abstract
murals, these goals converged. The expanded scale and architectural integration of mural
art enabled new formal experimentation, geared to the embodied, mobile viewer. The
quotidian and institutional settings of abstract murals—Iliving rooms, hospitals, office
lobbies—pulled abstraction away from its ivory tower and inserted it into the flows and
currents of daily life. We can only understand the abstract murals of the midcentury
decades if we look at both histories, the development of environmental abstraction, on the
one hand, and the rising importance of muralism as a public art, on the other. Here, and in
the chapters that follow, I draw on both histories to elaborate the particular role that
abstract murals played for American viewers at midcentury.

The dissertation focuses on abstract murals experienced in and around New Y ork

City, for reasons both practical and methodological. Practically, this imposes some limits
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on what would otherwise be a sprawling study. New York also provides an unusually rich
vein of abstract wall painting from the 1930s and early 1940s, through the Mural
Division of the New York City Federal Art Project, which actively encouraged
abstraction. Methodologically, siting the study in New York makes a particular
historiographic intervention. Large-scale abstraction in the United States has mostly been
associated with painters of the New York School, such as Pollock, Robert Motherwell,
and Mark Rothko. Looking at their paintings in the postwar years, viewers and critics
glimpsed an environmental abstraction that overflowed the bounds of the canvas itself.
Typical is Clement Greenberg, wondering if the new dimensions of Pollock’s canvases
pointed “a way beyond the easel, beyond the mobile, framed picture, to the mural,” or
Katharine Kuh, observing, about Rothko, “One tends to enter into his canvases—not

merely look af them.”

Both Pollock and Rothko would go on to make murals, some of
which I discuss in the ensuing chapters. Yet unframed abstraction is not the province of
Abstract Expressionism alone. From at least the 1930s onward, American artists and
viewers glimpsed—Ilike Greenberg and Kuh—a latent extensibility and spatiality in
abstraction; and, like Pollock and Rothko, artists turned to muralism as the means of
instantiating those characteristics in architectural space. This dissertation aims to tell a
richer and more complete history of abstract muralism in the United States by putting
canonical postwar artists, such as Pollock, alongside little-known artists of the 1930s and

1940s, such as Swinden. Furthermore, it prioritizes murals themselves, and not just the

large canvases that became the mainstay of exhibitions from “Large-Scale Modern

3 Clement Greenberg, “Review of Exhibitions of Jean Dubuffet and Jackson Pollock™ [1947], in Clement
Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, ed. John O’Brian (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1986),
vol. 2, 124-5; Katharine Kuh, “Mark Rothko,” 4rt Institute of Chicago Quarterly 48.4 (Nov. 15, 1954): 68.
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Painting” (Museum of Modern Art, 1947) to “Paintings for Unlimited Space” (Betty
Parsons Gallery, 1958-59). It is one thing to contemplate unframed abstraction, and
another to use muralism to put such ideas into practice. This study examines moments
where the desire for an environmental, unframed abstraction found realization in mural
form.

Located at the interface between art, architecture, and the inhabited spaces of
living and dwelling, the abstract mural constitutes an ideal (and overlooked) site for
studying modernism’s public life at midcentury. In analyzing several moments from the
history of abstract muralism, the dissertation offers a new way of writing about
abstraction, one that prioritizes architectural space and audience over artistic style or
movement. Throughout, I attend not just to murals’ artists, but also to the architects,
designers, patrons, and viewers that served as their essential co-creators. As Kristina
Wilson has argued, studies of modernism have been slow to adopt a reception focus,
emphasizing instead production and artistic intention.” This dissertation offers a viewer’s
history of abstraction, in the broadest sense: alongside formal concerns, it considers
reception, spatial layout, building function, and institutional context—all factors that
determine how abstract murals were experienced by their viewers at specific moments. In
keeping with this emphasis on embodied viewership, the dissertation is organized not by
artist but by site type. Each chapter is devoted to examining how abstract murals
functioned in a given type of space or institution: first, in the public institutions of the

New Deal state; second, in the consumerist techno-utopia of the New York World’s Fair

* Kristina Wilson, The Modern Eye: Stieglitz, MoMA, and the Art of the Exhibition, 1925-1934 (New
Haven: Yale University, 2009).



of 1939-40; third, in the 1940s home; and, fourth, in the public spaces of postwar office
buildings and civic structures. Together, the chapters offer a history of how abstraction
functioned in the built environment at a time of tremendous change in American social
and cultural life.

In Chapter 1, “Murals for the Community: Abstraction and Public Space in the
1930s,” I examine how a particular mode of geometric abstraction—and its desire for
extension across broader architectural spaces—intersected with New Deal rhetoric about
art for the people. Over the course of the early and mid-1930s, painters in the American
Abstract Artists group (including Bolotowsky, Balcomb Greene, and Swinden) developed
a form of abstract painting indebted to European predecessors like Piet Mondrian. The
Mural Division of the Federal Art Project gave these painters their first opportunity to
realize large-scale, architecturally sited versions of their abstractions. Simultaneously, it
offered them (and their viewers) a new vocabulary for understanding abstraction’s public
role, one influenced by a period philosophy of “art as experience” and by the
unprecedented expansion of the administrative state into new spheres like culture and
employment. In murals for the Williamsburg Housing Projects and the Chronic Diseases
Hospital, we see abstraction sutured into the architectural fabric and figured as the
necessary and enriching background for the daily lives of workers and the chronically
ill—polities with new institutional definition within the New Deal cultural economy.

If the murals in Chapter 1 were meant to endure, shaping the lives of those
dwelling among them, the public abstractions discussed in Chapter 2 were made for more
ephemeral and spectacular spaces, in and on the pavilions of the New York World’s Fair

of 1939—-40. Abstraction in mural making was reinforced by its use throughout the fair—
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in modern graphics, industrial design, and in other areas touched by the cult of the
machine. Stuart Davis, members of the American Abstract Artists, and the lesser-known
figures Henry Billings and Eric Mose all executed murals in various abstract styles, often
with the explicit hope of attracting a broader and more popular audience than fine art was
capable of doing. The resulting murals faced two related, but not identical, tensions: that
between art and design, and that between art and entertainment. The Fair offers a
concrete case study in modernism’s romance with popular culture, at a moment when the
nature and reach of consumerism in American society was being transformed and
extended.

Both abstraction and the mural have a long history within private domestic
settings, the subject of Chapter 3. The chapter begins with the domestic murals of several
artists and architects from ca. 1940—Fernand Léger, Paul Nelson, George L. K. Morris,
and Suzy Frelinghuysen—before turning to three mural projects by Pollock that span the
decade of the 1940s. Although much has been made of Pollock’s debt to Mexican
muralism and his teacher Benton, comparatively little has been written about his murals’
imbrication with the domestic—a striking fact, given that they were all involved, through
patronage, visual syntax, or both, with the private home. Pollock’s diverse mural projects,
for an apartment vestibule, a suburban dining room, and an unbuilt museum pavilion,
adopted unframed abstraction as the fitting background for midcentury domestic life. His
two final mural projects, moreover, offer a vision of that life explicitly geared to the
sophisticated leisure activities of the upper-middle class.

The final chapter returns to the public spaces of the city, examining the popularity

of abstraction in ornamenting the entryways of civic and corporate buildings in the 1950s.
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Longstanding interest in murals on the part of architects and abstract painters
(documented across the first three chapters) intersected, during this decade, with a
postwar building boom to produce an unprecedented number of abstract mural
commissions. Abstract Expressionists Hans Hofmann, Lee Krasner, and Adolph Gottlieb
created works in mosaic and stained glass for building lobbies and facades; at the same
time, geometric abstraction reminiscent of the murals of the FAP returned in works by
Josef Albers and Fritz Glarner. Like the FAP murals two decades earlier, these postwar
murals were discussed in terms of civic space and the public sphere. Their production and
reception, however, were deeply inflected by the commercial gallery—which exhibited
mural mock-ups and courted new institutional patrons—and the corporation’s turn toward

art collecting.

The Abstract Environment in Modern Art

The abstract murals of the midcentury decades were informed by two, distinct histories:
environmental abstraction and muralism. The abstract environment plays a central role
within histories of modern art and architecture. Around the turn of the century, diverse
milieux in Paris, Vienna, and elsewhere emphasized the expansion of painting’s formal
elements into space. For the French avant-garde, this involved an elevation of décoration:
“Away with easel pictures!” painter Jan Verkade exclaimed in his memoir of the Nabis
circle of the 1890s. “The work of the painter begins where that of the architect is finished.

Hence let us have walls, that we may paint them over....There are no paintings, but only



decorations.” Paul Gauguin’s expansive fields of color and Synthetist approach to form
(along with his creation of carvings and decorative objects) led to his status as, in the
estimation of Maurice Denis, the “decisive example of Expression through Décor.” Or,
in the more polemical words of Albert Aurier, Gauguin is “a decorator of genius: walls!
walls! give him walls!”’ In Vienna, Gustav Klimt’s paintings found walls through
collaboration with architect Josef Hoffmann, for whom he made several murals. As Jenny
Anger has argued, a marriage of two different conceptions—the French emphasis on flat
fields of color, and a predominantly German emphasis on linear ornament—would define
the category of the decorative for abstract painters of the prewar and interwar years.®
Klimt’s example highlights the central role of architecture in shaping the idea of
the abstract environment in Europe. Klimt’s murals owe much to Hoffmann’s guiding
interest in the interior as an integrated whole, in which art, architecture, and decoration
create a spatial unity. This idea had gained popularity several decades earlier, notably in
the English Arts and Crafts movement, and by the decades around the turn of the century
it would constitute a major concern of Art Nouveau, Wiener Werkstétte, and Deutsche
Werkbund architects. Hermann Muthesius, who popularized the English Arts and Crafts

movement with his 1905 Das Englische Haus, characterized the integrated interior as “a

3 Jan Verkade quoted in Nicholas Watkins, “The Genesis of a Decorative Aesthetic,” in Gloria Groom, ed.,
Beyond the Easel: Decorative Painting by Bonnard, Vuillard, Denis, and Roussel, 1890-1930, 1-28
(Chicago and New Haven: Art Institute of Chicago and Yale University, 2001), 1.

% Maurice Denis, “The Influence of Paul Gauguin” [1903], in Theories of Modern Art: A Source Book by
Artists and Critics, ed. Herschel B. Chipp, 100-07 (Berkeley: University of California, 1984).

7 Albert Aurier, quoted in Jane Beckett, “The Abstract Interior,” in Towards a New Art: Essays on the
Background to Abstract Art 1910-20, 90-124 (London: Tate Gallery, 1980), 95.

8 Jenny Anger, Paul Klee and the Decorative in Modern Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2004), 33.
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whole, the essence of which lies in fact, in its totality, in its quality as space.” Like their
English predecessors, Muthesius and others imputed a moral dimension to the
collaborative work necessary for such “total” spaces: collaboration among architects,
artists, and designers, they thought, signaled the return of a more integrated and cohesive
social order.

The abstract environment received its most explicit articulation in two artistic
movements of the interwar years: the Bauhaus in Germany (1919-1933) and the de Stijl
group in the Netherlands (1917-1932). Although Bauhaus artists produced significant
abstract murals,' the most influential contribution of the school lay in its broader
philosophy. Through its workshops devoted to sculpture, weaving, typography, and other
arts, the Bauhaus sought to “bring together all creative effort into one whole, to reunify
all the disciplines of practical art.” Furthermore, it subsumed these under the broader
goal of architecture, or the “complete building:” “The ultimate, if distant, aim of the
Bauhaus,” Walter Gropius explained in the school’s program, “is the unified work of

art—the great structure.”"’

Such total environments were the aim of de Stijl artists, as
well, although they put less emphasis on industry and production than the Bauhaus, and

gave color (often in unmodulated rectangles and squares) the main role in enlivening

architectural surface. As Nancy Troy has argued, collaboration between architect and

? Hermann Muthesius, quoted in Beckett, “The Abstract Interior,” 91.

19 0n these murals, see Sabine Thiimmler, “Die Werkstatt fiir Wandmalerei” in Bauhaus, ed. Jeannine
Fiedler and Peter Feierabend, 452-61 (Cologne: Kénemann, 1999); Peter Chametzky, “From Werkbund to
Entartung: Willi Baumeister’s ‘Wall Pictures’ in The Built Surface, ed. Karen Koehler, vol. 2, 159-85
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2002); and Christine Mehring, “Vasily Kandinsky Designs for Wall Paintings.
1922, in Bauhaus, 1919-1933: Workshops for Modernity, ed. Barry Bergdoll and Leah Dickerman, 122-29
(New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2005).

""Walter Gropius, “Programme of the Staatliches Bauhaus in Weimar,” in Programs and Manifestoes on
20th-Century Architecture, ed. Conrad Ulrich, 49-53 (Cambridge: MIT, 1970), 50.
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painter was at the heart of de Stijl, where it possessed a “moral integrity” akin to its status
under the Arts and Crafts and Art Nouveau movements of the nineteenth century.'

Certain of these European movements exerted direct influence on artists and
architects working in the United States. This is especially true of de Stijl; as discussed in
Chapters 1 and 2, the work of Theo van Doesburg and Mondrian was important for
several members of the American Abstract Artists group as they developed an expansive,
geometric approach to abstraction. For its part, the architectural inheritance of the
integrated interior, and the central role of the arts within it, would shape American
abstract muralism through European architects who worked in the United States, as well
as through figures trained in or committed to European modernist ideas. Swiss-American
architect William Lescaze, for example, advocated the inclusion of modern art in
buildings throughout his career, and played an important role in abstract murals by the
American Abstract Artists of the 1930s and by the Abstract Expressionists in the 1950s.
The discourse of the New Monumentality, which arose in the wartime and immediate
postwar years, would also move across the Atlantic as an influential way of incorporating
abstraction into the built environment, now on the larger scale of city planning and
urbanism.

As this brief sketch makes clear, the history of the abstract environment in
European modernism betrays a diversity of approaches, in both architecture and painting.
Few scholars have attempted to knit together these approaches into one history, and even
fewer to connect that history explicitly to the rise of abstract painting. One exception is

Jane Beckett’s essay on the “Abstract Interior” (1980), which considers many of the

"2 Nancy J. Troy, The De Stijl Environment (Cambridge: MIT, 1983), 4.
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movements described above, along with cabaret interiors, decorations by Wassily
Kandinsky and Gabriele Miinter, the Omega Workshops in London, the studio
environments of Die Briicke artists, and the Maison Cubiste in Paris.'®> We could also add
here El Lissitzky’s three-dimensional Prouns (which the artist referred to as the “transfer

station between painting and architecture”'*

), Kurt Schwitters’s Merzbau, and avant-
garde exhibition practices across Europe. In excavating certain episodes in the American
history of the abstract environment, this dissertation is committed to preserving a similar
diversity of styles and approaches, from the constructivist aims of the American Abstract
Artists to the machine experimentation of Henry Billings to the emotional tenor of
gestural painting.

Linking these diverse approaches was a core belief in abstraction’s natural, even
inherent, suitability to the large scale, and its ability, once unframed and expanded in
space, to profoundly shape viewers’ individual and social lives. The pursuit of these ideas
entangled artists, architects, and viewers in three recurring problems, which are worth
reviewing here: collaboration, the integrated space, and decoration. American muralists
and viewers frequently invoked collaboration as the necessary condition for producing

integrated spaces in which architecture and painting functioned together. Yet actual

collaboration between architects and painters was rare in the United States—and

13 Beckett, “The Abstract Interior.” If few scholars have treated these various abstract environments
together, many scholars have written excellent accounts of specific modern movements, works, or periods
in which the question of spatial totality or ensemble guides the argument. See, for example, Troy, De Stij!
Environment; Nancy J. Troy, Modernism and the Decorative Arts in France: Art Nouveau to Le Corbusier
(New Haven: Yale University, 1991); Wilson, The Modern Eye; Richard Meyer, “Big, Middle-Class
Modernism,” October 131 (2010): 69—115; and Megan Luke, Kurt Schwitters: Space, Image, Exile
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 2014).

gl Lissitzky and Hans Arp, eds., Die Kunstismen (Baden: Lars Miiller, 1990), xi.
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exceedingly rare for those abstract painters at the heart of this study.'” The central
problem lay in how and when mural commissions were advertised, sought, and awarded;
in the New Deal programs, in commissions by individuals, and in the work sponsored by
corporations, the duties of architect and painter were split in ways that discouraged joint
work. Nevertheless, the integrated interior and the collaborative work necessary to
produce it remained consistent tropes in period criticism, invoked as the gold standard for
successful abstract murals.

Decoration was an even more complex issue within large-scale abstraction. In
Europe, the decorative had both positive associations, as indicated in the French avant-
garde’s embrace of the term, and negative ones: critics of Henri Matisse, for example,
derided his expanses of color and arabesques as tapestry and wallpaper designs. As a
range of scholars have argued, the negative aspects of the decorative were closely tied to
marginal figures in society: women, foreigners, and the lower classes emerged as the
decorative’s feminine, exotic, and mass cultural dimensions.'® In the 1930s United States,
the decorative did not spark the same anxieties, at least not among painters expanding
their abstractions to mural scale. Terms like “house painter”'” were largely used
positively to describe the clean, modernist forms of the American Abstract Artists and
others. In the 1940s, by contrast, the decorative’s negative associations with the feminine

and the mass cultural came to the fore. The slippage of abstract art into mere decoration

'S Collaboration has a complex history in the European context, as well; Nancy Troy has charted its rise and
eventual fall within the de Stijl movement, as artists and architects competed for authority. See Troy, De
Stijl Environment.

'S See Jacques Soulillou, Le Décoratif (Paris, 1991); Alastair Wright, Matisse and the Subject of
Modernism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton, 2004); and Anger, Paul Klee.

'7 «Architectural Painting,” Time, June 6, 1938, 39.
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was a central worry of Greenberg, Pollock, and others in the Abstract Expressionist
group, and large-scale murals accelerated this perceived degeneration.

One of the central insights of this project is that scale can function in unexpected
and contradictory ways. While large dimensions can invoke monumentality and grandeur,
they can also create spaces of remarkable subtlety and closeness. Abstract murals—non-
referential, repetitive, and non-hierarchical in arrangement—are particularly capable of
switching between such registers: unfurling along a hallway, covering a freestanding wall
to its outer edges, or filling in the blank plane between paired windows, a mural might
utterly dominate its space or quietly inhabit it; or it might, in certain cases, do both at
once. The artists in this study used two main approaches in scaling up their abstractions.
In the first, the mural is conceived as a surround: unframed abstraction that encircles its
viewers, whether literally (installed on curving supports), perceptually (achieving
dimensions that dwarf viewers and fill their peripheral vision), or in concert with the
architectural space more broadly (acting as one abstract surface among many). In the
second type, the mural is conceived as a signboard or monument, usually flat and
rectangular, whose main task is communication. Unframed from the small dimensions
and aesthetic context of the easel painting, the signboard mural broadcasts symbols or
meanings to the viewing public. Where the appeal of the abstract surround lies primarily
in its intimacy—its ability to inform the subject on a quotidian and psychological level—
the signboard mural operates more overtly as a form of public address.

The distinction between these two types is by no means absolute. Several murals
incorporate aspects of both: Stuart Davis’s gargantuan, black and white World’s Fair

mural (1939) arranges abstracted symbols for viewers to read in the manner of a
14



chalkboard, but it does this as part of a multimedia environment of ambient sounds and
colors. Similarly, Hofmann’s mosaic for a public-school facade (1958) acts as an eye-
catching banner from across the street and as a more ambient, unfurling surface for
pedestrians walking alongside it. Nevertheless, the distinction is a useful one for
understanding different conceptions of how large-scale abstraction should relate to its
architectural shell and its audience. Chapters 1 and 3 deal primarily with murals
conceived as abstract surrounds, 