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 Everything in the painting contributes to a feeling of unending dis-
placement and discomfort. The young woman dressed in black, upon whom 
our attention inevitably falls, is standing to one side in a room, a short dis-
tance from the closed door, where the bulky slanted desk takes up most of 
the space. Her head dips slightly downward, as if she might be looking at the 
doorknob. Since we can see only her back, we cannot say for certain what she 
is doing, which is why she remains unfathomable within the array of lines 
and edges that grasp her. Look at how she is poised between the doorknob 
on the right and the doorframe’s edge on the left, everything holding her in 
place without ever touching her. And yet, she will never reach the door or 
leave the room. An everlasting moment of impenetrable stillness envelops 
the painting. She is both displaced and stuck in time, while chaos and pan-
demonium wait outside the door. 
 Where will this young woman go? In Alberto Giacometti’s case, she is 
a nude figure standing on a low platform, cut off from the earth. What is our 
future, individually and collectively, and how will we get there? Aren’t these 
questions of destination and destiny what Giacometti is asking in his small 
bronze Figurine (1949), made just a few years after the end of World War II 
and the liberation of Paris? Even though the war has ended, and France has 
been liberated, Giacometti is not celebrating. It seems to me that he is not 
dwelling on the past, but contemplating the future. 
 One person who thought deeply about the connection of one’s rela-
tionship to the past and future was Jean-Paul Sartre, who wrote Being  
and Nothingness (1943). Sartre and Giacometti met each other in 1941 and 
became friends. Around the time Giacometti was working on Figurine, Sartre 
published “The Search for the Absolute” in the catalogue Alberto Giacometti 
(New York: Pierre Matisse, 1948), his first of two essays on Giacometti:

[ . . . ]  It seemed to him that objects dulled and dead, no longer touched the earth, he 
inhabited a floating universe, he knew in his flesh, and to the point of martyrdom, 
that there is neither high nor low in space, nor real contact between things; but, at 
the same time, he knew that the sculptor’s task is to carve in this infinite archipelago 
the full form of the only being who can touch other beings.²

In 1943, the same year that Sartre published Being and Nothingness, he wrote a 
one-act play, No Exit, which became his most famous work. It is from this play 
that the exhibition gets its name. Living in German-occupied Paris, Sartre 
deliberately limited the play to one act so that theatergoers would not be kept 
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What we seldom talk about in art is the desperation informing much of it, 
not because the artists are good at disguising it, but because we seem to not 
want to see what is in front of our eyes. Even in works that might initially 
strike the viewer as beautifully ordered, one need only look a little longer to 
see how hard the artist has worked to present his or her anxiety as a moment 
of sublime calm. Take for example Vilhelm Hammershøi, who is celebrated 
for his subdued interiors. 
 In 1907, in a rare interview, Hammershøi had this to say about his 
paintings: 

What makes me choose a motif is as much the lines in it, what I would call the 
architectural stance of the picture. And then the light, of course. It is naturally 
also very important, but the lines are almost what I am most taken by. Color is 
of secondary importance, I suppose; I am not indifferent to how it looks in color. 
I work very hard to make it harmonious. But when I choose a motif I mainly 
look at lines.¹ 

With the pitch of the floor in his painting, The Room (1893), slightly higher on 
the painting’s right side, the interior’s shallow, carved-out space seems to  
list to the left, like the stateroom of a ship at sea. The young woman in  
black, however, is erect, anchoring everything down. The lines that the artist 
speaks about—the “architectural stance”—consist of verticals, diagonals, and 
horizontals: they are the edges of the closed, grayish-white door and door-
frame (rectangles within rectangles within rectangles); the grayish-white 
wainscoting that reaches from the painting’s lower right to the bottom of  
the door; the angled wooden desk sitting mutely more or less in the painting’s 
center; and above the desk, the dark, thin strand of picture wire trailing  
down from the top edge to hold the wood-framed picture in place, like a 
plumb bob.
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to his older brother Charles in 1930, and the second from a statement  
(ca. 1947–48) he made for the little magazine Possibilities, after he began using 
sticks to guide paint onto canvases he placed on the floor. 
 In his letter to his brother, Pollock writes: 

The more I think I am thinking, the darker things become. 

Here is the first part of his statement for Possibilities:

When I am in my painting, I’m not aware of what I’m doing. It is only after a  
sort of “get acquainted” period that I see what I have been about. I have no fears 
about making changes, destroying the image, etc., because the painting has a life of 
its own.

Pollock wanted to stop thinking while he was making art. He felt stuck inside 
his consciousness while he was a young man. Is it any wonder that the figures 
in these drawings come across as tormented? In these works we find the crux 
of one of the crises in art: What is one’s relationship to the past? How does 
one move forward? One force propelling Pollock toward his poured paintings 
was his desperation for freedom, a desire to get beyond everything he knew. 
It is a desire doomed from the start. 
 In Elizabeth Bishop’s short story, “In Prison” (1938), the narrator 
announces near the end: “Freedom is knowledge of necessity.” The twelve 
artists in this exhibition—eleven of whom made their work in the decades 
following World War II and the Holocaust—share something with the nar-
rator’s declaration in Bishop’s story. Since we can neither live outside of time 
or history, nor make them stop, how can we shape our passage through them 
towards chaos? How do we face our mortality? 
 Mark Rothko painted Untitled (1969) in the year before his death by 
suicide. What strikes me about this gloomy, nocturnal work is its vulnerability. 
It is as if the light has been extinguished, but some remnant of its existence 
persists, however faint. Rothko wanted to make work that was naked. This 
is how he understood that unprotected condition: 

I’m not interested in the relationship of color or form or anything else. I’m interested 
only in expressing basic human emotions: tragedy, ecstasy, doom . . . .

past the military curfew. So we have a play written under a time constraint 
and the threat of censorship, in which three characters are brought to a room 
by a valet. In this locked room with its Second Empire furniture, including 
three couches and a fireplace, the characters (Joseph Garcin, Inez Serrano, 
and Estelle Rigault) harangue and torment each other. 
 Will they—like Hammershøi’s young woman in black—be stuck in this 
room for eternity, unable to gain their autonomy? Sartre believed that 
through the awareness of what you were not, you could achieve a state of 
independence and freedom; you became a blank canvas upon which to create 
yourself. The point was to free yourself from the view of others, not let others 
determine who you are. Only then can you create yourself and take respon-
sibility for your life. The problem for the characters in the play was that they 
could not free themselves of their past. The end of the war might have 
brought Sartre and others freedom but it did not make them free, especially 
of the past. To achieve that you had to recognize that desperation and neces-
sity were inseparable. 
 Harold Rosenberg certainly thought about the bond between desper-
ation and necessity when he wrote his influential essay, “The American action 
painters” (1952), where he famously stated: 

At a certain moment the canvas began to appear to one American painter after 
another as an arena to act—rather than as a space in which to reproduce, re-design, 
analyze or “express” an object, actual or imagined. What was to go on the canvas 
was not a picture but an event.³

In contrast to Clement Greenberg, who emphasized the formal aspects of a 
work (shape, color, and support), Rosenberg argued that a painting was  
a record of an artist’s fraught encounter with the canvas. While Greenberg’s 
view—with its emphasis on objectivity and detachment—prevailed, it  
seems to me that there is far more truth to Rosenberg’s view than we have 
previously acknowledged, and that many artists made work out of despera-
tion, rather than as a celebration of pure form. 
 Made before his breakthrough of poured paintings in 1947, the drawings 
(ca. 1944–45) by Jackson Pollock included in this exhibition reveal an artist 
who has already achieved something all his own, while taking on the  
well-known images and vocabulary of Pablo Picasso and Joan Miró. To 
understand something about that breakthrough and the work that preceded 
it, I want to cite two statements by Pollock, the first from a letter he wrote 
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line and object led him to paint with fire. For Klein, painting in monochrome 
and with fire (a destructive force) became ways to cut himself off from his 
past and the fact that both his parents were successful artists. This is a 
biographical statement in which he wrote about himself in the third person 
or, one could say, from a displaced point of view: 

Born into a milieu of artists and painters, Yves Klein was attracted to art and in 
particular to painting from the time of his childhood. With no feeling of rebellion 
vis-à-vis this milieu in which he lived, it is fair to say all the same that a certain 
irritation emerged in the course of his adolescence with regard to the very laws of 
composition of art and painting that he heard constantly discussed around him— 
a barely disguised lack of breadth, true freedom, and perspective.

For Klein, the monochrome—or what might be considered a culmination 
without an exit—was a piece of infinity, a place of “true freedom.” 
 In Yayoi Kusama’s work, which includes paintings, sculptures, and 
installations, the artist often begins with a single polka dot, repeating them 
until they become a vibrant, hallucinatory field. 

A polka-dot has the form of the sun, which is a symbol of the energy of the whole 
world and our living life, and also the form of the moon, which is calm. Round, 
soft, colorful, senseless and unknowing. Polka-dots can’t stay alone; like the commu-
nicative life of people, two or three polka-dots become movement . . . . Polka-dots are 
a way to infinity.7

For Kusama, the way to infinity is by repeating a polka dot, as if she is count-
ing out Pi to the end, which, of course, she can never reach. The act of 
repeating the polka dot shares something with Martin’s and Schoonhoven’s 
lines and Andre’s one fingered typing. It is hard not to sense their intense 
need to exert control over time passing. 
 Sonja Sekula (1918–63) is probably the least known artist in this exhi-
bition. She was born in Lucerne, Switzerland, and moved with her family to 
America in 1936. After studying literature and philosophy at Sarah Lawrence 
for two years, she dropped out and began attending the Art Student’s League. 
In 1943, she rented André Breton’s studio on 56th Street, and in 1947 she 
contributed to the important Surrealist magazine VVV. Betty Parsons 
included her in a group show alongside Theodoros Stamos, Jackson Pollock, 
and Barnett Newman. 

If history and time passing, rather than eternity, are what we are stuck inside 
of, what must we do to address that state of consciousness? Agnes Martin 
famously said that she painted with her “back to the world.” What do you 
do after you turned away from the world? In Morning Star (1962) Martin  
has drawn four stacks of horizontal lines in ink on paper. Everything has 
been pared down to her concentrated encounter with the bare surface—
there is no erasing and no turning back. This is similar to the method of 
drawing used by Jan Schoonhoven. Both Martin and Schoonhoven are 
marking time as well as shaping their passage through it. The constraints 
of repetition are simple and demanding. The order they have achieved  
is precarious. 
 In his poems, Carl Andre tapped out his compositional typography with 
one finger on standard-sized sheets of paper (“I was always a one-fingered 
typist but I’m surprised how much typing I did at that time with one finger.”)5 
Like the drawings of Martin and Schoonhoven, there is no erasing (or use of  
Wite-Out) and no going back, but there is a lot of repetition. 
 According to Andre:

[Words] have palpable tactile qualities that we feel when we speak them, when we 
write them, or when we hear them, and that is the real subject of my poetry.6

But this tactile way of marking time is, of course, not the only way to recog-
nize its unalterable passing. On the other end of the spectrum lies infinity 
and, for some artists, the concomitant feeling that one is on the brink of 
losing one’s boundaries and identity and dissipating into the ether. Two 
artists who faced infinity and the prospect of the loss of self were Yves Klein 
and Yayoi Kusama. Each responded in a unique way. 
 Yves Klein embraced infinity out of necessity. As a teenager, lying on 
the beach at Nice, he declared that the sky was the perfect representation of 
the infinite, and that it was his. In fact, he 

[ . . . ]  began to feel hatred for birds which flew back and forth across my blue  
sky, cloudless sky, because they tried to bore holes in my greatest and most  
beautiful work.

Later, in order to capture this experience, he worked with a chemist to 
develop a deep ultramarine, which he called International Klein Blue (IKB). 
His interest in immateriality coupled with his desire to free painting from 
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 Heisterkamp might have been influenced by two events that happened 
in 1964. The first event happened when a student punched Beuys in the nose 
while he was doing a performance at the Technical College Aachen. Soon a 
photograph of Beuys, his nose bloodied and his arm raised, like a victorious 
boxer, gained notoriety. The second event happened in Miami, Florida, when 
a young boxer named Cassius Clay beat Liston, who was considered ferocious 
and unbeatable, on a technical knockout in the seventh round. By changing 
his name to that of an American gangster, Heisterkamp does three things: 
he distances himself from his German past, even though he was an infant 
during World War II; he identifies with a known American criminal; and he 
underscores the view of his teacher as a bloodied but victorious boxer. 
 Palermo painted Wooster Street (1975) in acrylic on two thin sheets of 
aluminum, which are abutted together. While working on the painting, he 
seems to have changed his mind about how much of the left-hand panel 
should be white and how much of it should be green. Apparently as a way 
out of his dilemma, he extended an adjoining layer of white so that it carefully 
overlaps part of the medium-dark green filling almost two-thirds of the left 
panel. In fact, the aqua-green on the painting’s right side is very different 
from the green on its left. By painting on aluminum, Palermo separated 
himself from the tradition of oil on canvas, a convention that many artists 
associated with Minimalism still heeded. From changing his name to working 
on aluminum sheets, one senses Palermo’s need to get away from the past. 
 In an interview that I did with Helmut Federle in 2009, he said:

I think one of the big problems is that art is always trying to invent something. It’s 
this idea that the artist needs to be an inventor, or do something new. This is abso-
lutely wrong, you know? It’s really the search for the metaphysical eternity.10 

Federle is a spiritual artist who has never opted for the comforts offered by 
signature style or by nostalgic evocations of transcendence. In his commit-
ment to searching, I am reminded of something the great Buddhist poet 
Basho wrote: 

The moon and sun are eternal travelers. Even the years wander on. 
A lifetime adrift in a boat or in old age leading a tired horse into the years,  
every day is a journey, and the journey itself is home.

 Although Sekula’s work has not been included in any recent surveys of 
the Abstract Expressionists, she is clearly a significant figure in this loosely 
associated group of artists. She showed regularly with Betty Parsons 
between 1948 and 1957, years which some consider the heyday of Abstract 
Expressionism, and was favorably reviewed in her lifetime by Lawrence 
Alloway, Thomas B. Hess, and Dore Ashton. After she moved back to Europe 
in 1950 and committed suicide in Zürich, Switzerland, in 1963, she was 
largely forgotten.
 Two other reasons why Sekula might have been overlooked are spelled 
out in her journal entries:

1951: Don’t forget that I, am a, woman, a belly, a, sword, a, nipple, a sex, a, dream, 
cross, and, a Sunday, and, a, mirror.8

Sekula’s sense of a multiple and divided self, which is reflected in her work, 
is seen from another angle in 1957. Shortly after she made The Voyage (1956), 
included in this exhibition, she wrote a long journal entry that began with 
this sentence:

1957: I do not feel part of any country or race.9

Sekula’s feeling of displacement, which is hinted at in Hammershøi’s The Room, 
is devastating. 
 Divided into differently colored sections, each filled with delicate but 
firm line drawings, Sekula’s ink-and-watercolor, The Voyage, features a sailing 
ship contained within its own section. The ship—which could be seen as a 
surrogate for the artist—is at sea, cut off from its past and future. In her 
calligraphic abstractions, one sees affinities with the work of other artists 
associated with Abstract Expressionism: Mark Tobey, Charles Seliger, 
Norman Lewis, and Lee Krasner. 
 Blinky Palermo is the name used by Peter Heisterkamp, who, along with 
his twin brother, Michael, was adopted as an infant. Born in Leipzig, Germany, 
in 1943, his name on his birth certificate was Peter Schwarze. In 1964, while 
he was a student of Joseph Beuys, he adopted the name Blinky Palermo. What 
inspired the artist to adapt his moniker from Frank “Blinky” Palermo, who 
was a known member of the American Mafia, as well as the promoter of the 
heavyweight boxer Sonny Liston? 
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Federle’s paintings and drawings are records of that journey. They show the 
different roads he has taken, the different possibilities he has explored. 
Throughout his career, he has used lines, geometrical forms, contrasts of dark 
and light, signs, ideograms, letters, geometry, and mathematics (such as the 
Fibonacci sequence). At the same time, he has referred to his palette of blacks, 
sludge greens, and acid yellows as “suicide colors.”
 The title of Federle’s painting is Blume des Todes III (Rotes Kreuz) 
(1983/1989), which can be translated as Flower of Death III (Red Cross). With a 
horizontal black top and bottom bar, the vertical black form on the painting’s 
left side seems to be pressed on by the painting’s top and bottom edges. 
Meanwhile, the red cross, which extends in from the painting’s left edge, 
bisecting the vertical black form, spans most of the painting, stopping just 
short of the painting’s right edge. The red cross (or is it the flower of death) 
seems to have toppled over, with its transverse beam framed vertically within 
a black oval. Perhaps the flower of death, the painting’s title, refers to the 
vertical oval (or shield-like form) containing a red cross. In placing part of 
the cross in the black oval, Federle changes the white ground of St. George, 
a crusader from the late Middle Ages, to black. The crusader’s red cross has 
become the flower of death, suggesting the past is always with us. While there 
is nothing overtly political about Federle’s painting, its compression of pes-
simism and hope is hard to overlook. 
 Hammershøi said that he chose his motifs because of their “architec-
tural stance.” The lines and forms in The Room push the woman to one side 
of the painting as well as hold her in place. There is also an architectural 
stance to be discerned in many other works in this exhibition, with feelings 
of displacement and isolation motivating the placement of the lines and 
forms. By asserting that various forms of reductive and purist abstraction 
sought liberation in objectivity, many observers skimmed over the deep 
feelings of despair that many “objective” artists worked hard to cloak in their 
work. It is wrong to not see the subjectivity underlying various acts of repe-
tition, in drawing a line again and again. 
 By bringing together the work of artists as disparate as Hammershøi 
and Federle, Pollock and Martin, this exhibition offers a different sense of 
our recent history. History, as we seem to need to repeatedly learn, is neither 
predictable nor settled. Turbulence of one kind or another is unavoidable. 
The artists in this exhibition knew that in their bones. 


