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SUBJECTIVITY,	SPIRITUALITY,	AND	MODERN	ART.		
JAMES	JOHNSON	SWEENEY’S	VIEWS	ON	ABSTRACTION	

	

American	art	critic,	curator	and	museum	director	James	Johnson	Sweeney	(1900-1986)	developed	a	
particular	vision	on	modern	art	through	both	his	theorical	work	and	his	groundbreaking	exhibitions.	
From	his	first	curatorial	projects	in	the	mid-thirties	to	the	directorship	of	the	Guggenheim	Museum	in	
the	fifties,	his	ideas	contributed	greatly	to	shape	and	expand	a	specific	narration	of	modern	art.	At	a	
time	in	which	modern	art	was	just	beginning	to	be	noticed	in	the	United	States,	Sweeney	was	known	
for	his	special	interest	in	young,	innovative	artists,	those	who	he	named	the	“tastebreakers”:	artists	
who,	 according	 to	 Sweeney	 are	 “most	 often	 the	 vitally	 creative	 artist	 on	whom	 the	 tastemaker	of	
tomorrow	will	eventually	batten”1.	

	

Sweeney’s	expertise	on	young,	pioneer	artists,	especially	those	working	in	Europe,	led	him	to	curate	
the	first	exhibitions	of	many	European	artists	 in	the	United	States,	such	as	Ferdinand	Léger	(MoMA	
and	 the	 Renaissance	 Society	 of	 Chicago,	 1935)	;	 Joan	 Miró	 (MoMA,	 1941)	;	 Robert	 Delaunay	
(Guggenheim	Museum,	1955)	;	André	Derain	(Museum	of	Fine	Arts,	Houston,	1961)	;	Pierre	Soulages	
(Museum	of	 Fine	Arts,	Houston,	 1966)	 or	 Eduardo	Chillida	 (Museum	of	 Fine	Arts,	Houston,	 1966).	
Moreover,	 Sweeney	wrote	 the	 catalogues	of	 the	 first	 exhibitions	 in	 the	United	 States	 of	 Theo	 van	
Doesburg	(Art	of	This	Century,	1947)	and	Antoni	Tàpies	(Martha	Jackson	Gallery,	1961),	and	also	the	
first	monograph	of	 the	 Italian	 painter	Alberto	Burri	 in	 English	 (1955).	 	 As	 art	 historian	 and	MoMA	
curator,	William	Rubin	(1927-2006)	remembered:		“[…]	it	was	under	the	aegis	of	[…]	James	Johnson	
Sweeney	that	a	number	of	the	now	best-known	European	painters	were	introduced	to	the	New	York	
art	 world”	 2 .	 Parallelly,	 Sweeney’s	 promotion	 of	 young	 American	 “tastebreakers”	 was	 equally	
important.	For	 instance,	his	 support	and	 interpretation	of	 the	work	of	 Jackson	Pollock	 (1912-1956)	
and	other	New	York	School	artists	was	crucial	in	the	ascent	and	spread	of	abstract	expressionism.	As	
it	will	be	pointed	out	on	this	essay,	the	interpretation	of	the	Pollock’s	work	given	by	Sweeney	on	the	
catalogue	 of	 the	 first	 individual	 exhibition	 of	 the	 artist	 in	 Art	 of	 This	 Century	 in	 1944	 became	
dominant	 for	 the	 next	 couple	 of	 decades.	 As	 director	 of	 the	 Guggenheim	Museum	 from	 1952	 to	
1960,	Sweeney	organized	shows	that	contributed	to	the	official	recognition	of	the	abstract	language	
by	 then	emerging	at	both	sides	of	 the	Atlantic	with	exhibitions	such	as	Younger	European	Painters	
(1953)	 and	 Younger	 American	 Painters	 (1954).	 Moreover,	 Sweeney’s	 leading	 contribution	 to	
international	exhibitions	such	as	Venice	and	São	Paulo	Biennales,	his	presidency	of	the	AICA	(1957-
1963),	and	other	transatlantic	enterprises	(like	the	travelling	exhibition	Art	USA	Now,	which	brought	
American	 contemporary	 art	 to	 Europe	 in	 1964,	 for	 instance)	 facilitated	 the	 dissemination	 and	
popularization	of	American	Art	outside	 its	frontiers.	What	 is	more,	Sweeney’s	discourse	became	an	
important	part	of	 the	official	 narrative	 created	 in	 the	mid-thirties	 in	 the	United	States.	And	at	 the	
crossroads	of	Sweeney’s	vision	of	modern	art	a	controversial	idea	stood	:	abstraction.		

	

																																																													
1	“The	tastemaker	by	his	very	nature	closes	off	a	compartment	of	art	history	in	establishing	‘the	style	or	manner	favored	in	
any	age	or	country’	[...]	The	tastebreaker	is	most	often	the	vitally	creative	artist,	on	whom	the	tastemaker	of	tomorrow	will	
eventually	batten”.	James	Johnson	Sweeney,	Vision	and	Image.	New	York:	Simon	and	Schuster,	1967,	p.	97.	The	idea	of	the	
“tastebreaker”	 first	 appears	 in	 the	 article	 “Tastemakers	 and	 Tastebreakers”,	 The	 Georgia	 Review,	 Vol.	 14,	 N.	 1,	 Athens,	
Georgia,	Spring	1960.	
2	Willian	Rubin,	“Letter	from	New	York”,	Art	International,	Vol.	11,	N.	9/10,	Lugano,	1959,	p.	27.	
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Abstraction	and	New	Redirections	in	the	Plastic	Arts	

Sweeney’s	first	exhibition	took	place	in	1934,	at	The	Renaissance	Society	of	the	University	of	Chicago.	
It	was	dedicated	to	four	painters,	two	of	whom	had	been	born	in	France,	the	other	two	in	Spain,	all	
of	 them	 living	 in	 Paris	 at	 that	 time,	where	 Sweeney	 himself	 had	 become	 familiar	with	 their	work.	
Abstract	 Art	 by	 Four	 Painters	 of	 the	 Twentieth	 Century:	 Picasso,	 Gris,	 Braque,	 Léger	 was	 the	 title	
chosen	 by	 Sweeney	 for	 the	 show.	 Including	 the	 term	 “abstract	 art”	 in	 the	 title	was	 an	 interesting	
choice,	 since	 dissipated	 attention	 from	 cubism.	 Interestingly,	 Sweeney	 avoided	 using	 the	 term	
“cubism”	 even	 in	 the	 catalogue,	 when	 the	 exhibition	 focused	 precisely	 on	 the	 four	 painters	 that	
developed	this	style3.	

This	matter	is	particularly	interesting	when	we	consider	that	Sweeney’s	exhibition	in	Chicago	is	only	
two	years	prior	to	the	infamous	Cubism	and	Abstract	Art	exhibit	curated	by	Alfred	Barr	(1902-1981)	
at	the	Modern	Art	Museum	(1936).		Barr	presented	many	of	the	pieces	selected	by	Sweeney	for	the	
exhibition	 in	 Chicago,	 however,	 unlike	 Sweeney,	 the	 director	 of	 the	Museum	 of	Modern	 Art	 was	
definitely	 interested	 in	 elaborating	 distinctions	 to	 classify	 abstract	 art	 into	 different	 schools	 and	
artistic	 movements.	 He	 wrote	 about	 “pure-abstraction”	 and	 “near-abstraction”	 and	 distinguished	
between	a	more	rational	abstraction	 following	 the	work	of	Paul	Cézanne	 (1839-1906)	and	Georges	
Seurat	 (1859-1891)	 and,	 on	 the	other	hand,	 a	more	emotional	 trend	 initiated	by	 the	work	of	 Paul	
Gauguin	(1848-1909)	and	Vincent	van	Gogh	(1853-1890)4.	

While	 one	 reason	 for	 avoiding	 the	 term	 “cubism”	 responds	 to	 Sweeney’s	 general	 dislike	 of	
classifications	 in	art	schools	or	styles,	 it	 is	also	clear	that	Sweeney’s	main	goal	for	this	show	was	to	
emphasize	the	role	played	by	abstraction	in	the	development	of	painting	during	the	early	decades	of	
the	20th	 century5.	That	particular	question	was,	as	 the	French	painter	 Jean	Hélion	 (1904-1987)	had	
stated	 the	 year	before,	 “an	ardent	debate”	 at	 that	moment6,	mostly	due	 to	 the	 complexity	of	 the	
definition	of	abstraction,	since	the	term	was	not	understood	as	a	synonym	of	non-representational	
painting	(as	it	is	mostly	used	today).	Sweeney	understood	abstraction	in	the	same	way	most	artists	of	
his	time	were	using	 it,	as	to	signify	the	intellectual	procedure	by	which	the	artist	extracts	the	most	
valuable	 features	 of	 our	 visual	 experience,	 and	 quoted	 Paul	 Cézanne	 saying	 “I	 have	 not	 tried	 to	
reproduce	 nature,	 I	 have	 represented	 it”7.	 In	 Sweeney’s	 view,	 abstraction	 belonged	 to	 its	 own	
tradition,	and	it	set	opposite	to	Mediterranean	illusionism.	It	meant	a	“return	to	a	prelogical	state	of	
perception”8	and	a	more	intuitive	and	direct	contact	of	the	viewer	with	the	piece.	

																																																													
3	In	1932,	 the	collector	and	art	historian	Douglas	Cooper	 (1911-1984)	begins	 to	collect	 the	work	of	 those	cubists	 that	he	
calls	 “true”	 or	 “essential”,	 which	 are	 the	 same	 ones	 that	 Sweeney	 exhibits	 in	 in	 Abstract	 Art	 by	 Four	 Painters	 of	 the	
Twentieth	Century.	Cooper	will	continue	to	use	this	term	even	for	the	exhibition	organized	 in	1983	at	the	Tate	Gallery	of	
London,	Essential	Cubism	1907-1920:	Braque,	Picasso	and	Their	Friends.		
4	“Pure-abstraction	 are	 those	 in	 which	 the	 artist	 makes	 a	 composition	 of	 abstract	 elements	 such	 as	 geometrical	 or	
amorphous	 shapes.	Near-abstractions	are	 compositions	 in	which	 the	artist,	 starting	with	natural	 forms,	 transforms	 them	
into	 abstract	 or	 nearly	 abstract	 forms.	 He	 approaches	 an	 abstract	 goal	 but	 does	 not	 quite	 reach	 it”.	 Alfred	 H.	 Barr,	 Jr.	
Cubism	and	Abstract	Art.	New	York:	Museum	of	Modern	Art,	1936,	pp.	12-13.	
5	Even	though	as	part	of	the	activities	linked	to	the	exhibition	Sweeney	gave	a	lecture	with	the	title	of	“The	Other	Side	of	
Cubism”,	it	seems	like	the	spotlight	was	on	the	intellectual	notion	of	abstraction,	the	conceptual	idea	behind	the	process	by	
which	 these	 four	 artists	were	 creating	 their	works.	 Among	 the	 pieces	 selected	 for	 the	 exhibition,	 several	 paintings	 hold	
titles	that	refer	to	recognizable	things	depicted	on	the	canvas	such	as	Aviator	(Fernand	Léger,	1881-1955),	Seated	woman	
(Pablo	Picasso,	1881-1973),	and	Pipe	and	open	book	(Juan	Gris,	1887-1927).	
6	“Abstract	is	the	falsest	term-	nothing	is	more	living	than	this	battle”.	Jean	Hélion,	“The	Evolution	of	Abstract	Art	as	Shown	
in	the	Gallery	of	Living	Art”,	New	Catalogue	of	the	Gallery	of	Living	Art,	New	York,	October	1933.	
7	James	Johnson	Sweeney,	Plastic	Redirections,	1934,	p.	42.		
8	James	Johnson	Sweeney,	Plastic	Redirections,	1934,	p.	46.	
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However,	 the	 “ardent	 debate”	 mentioned	 by	 Hélion	 also	 included	 a	 political	 component,	 since	
abstract	 art	was,	 for	many	 art	 critics,	 directly	 connected	 to	 the	 opposition	 to	 totalitarian	 regimes.	
That	 is	 the	 reason	 why	 Alfred	 Barr	 dedicated	 this	 Cubism	 and	 Abstract	 Art	 exhibition	 to	 “those	
painters	 of	 squares	 and	 circles	 (and	 the	 architects	 influenced	 by	 them)	who	 have	 suffered	 at	 the	
hands	of	philistines	with	political	power”	9.	But	 rather	 than	politics,	 Sweeney	was	 interested	 in	 the	
abilities	 of	 abstract	 art	 to	 connect	 with	 human	 imagination	 and	 spirituality.	 A	 more	 abstract	 art	
meant	more	room	for	subjective	interpretations.	Along	those	lines,	he	would	have	probably	agreed	
with	German	physicist,	pioneer	of	quantum	mechanics	Werner	Heisenberg	(1901-1976).	Heisenberg	
was	interested	in	Modern	art	and	applied	scientific	methodologies	and	systems	of	thought	to	reflect	
on	 the	 art	 of	 his	 time.	 The	 German	 scientist	 found	 a	 common	 problem	 interpreting	 both	
contemporary	science	and	the	art	of	his	 time	and	consisted	on	emphasizing	 the	 importance	of	 the	
formal	 elements	 instead	 of	 our	 relation	 to	 these	 elements.	 As	 an	 example	 of	 his,	 Heisenberg	
explained	that	“When	we	speak	of	the	picture	of	nature	in	the	exact	sciences	of	our	age,	we	do	not	
mean	a	picture	of	nature	so	much	as	a	picture	of	our	relationships	with	nature”	10.	Similarly,	Sweeney	
asserted	in	1934	:	

The	 twentieth	 century	has	been	 characterized	by	 a	 gradual	 return	 to	origins,	 to	 a	 new	archaism	—	a	
prelogical	 mode	 of	 expression	—	 to	 art	 as	 something	 necessary	 and	 organic	:	 a	 vital	 element	 in	 the	
world	about	us,	not	merely	a	reflection	of	it11.	

There	 were	 other	 contemporary	 critics	 examining	 the	 problem	 of	 abstract	 art	 from	 the	 scientific	
point	 of	 view.	 For	 instance,	 art	 collector,	 writer,	 and	 medical	 doctor	 Albert	 Barnes	 (1872-1951),	
thought	that	:	

Reference	to	the	real	world	does	not	disappear	from	art	as	forms	cease	to	be	those	of	actually	exiting	
things,	any	more	than	objectivity	disappears	from	science	when	it	ceases	to	talk	in	terms	of	earth,	fire,	
air,	 and	 water,	 and	 substitutes	 for	 these	 things	 the	 less	 easily	 recognizable	 “hydrogen”,	 “oxygen”,	
“nitrogen”,	and	“carbon”	[...].	When	we	cannot	find	in	a	picture	representation	of	any	particular	object,	
what	 it	 represents	 may	 be	 the	 qualities	 which	 all	 particular	 objects	 share,	 such	 as	 color,	 extensity,	
solidity,	movement,	rhythm,	etc.	12.	

Sweeney	 also	 analyzed	 the	 process	 that	 had	made	 this	 swift	 possible.	 Once	 illusionism	 had	 been	
mastered,	 new	 demands	 had	 appeared,	 and	 European	 young	 artists	 felt	 the	 urge	 to	 turn	 their	
interest	towards	the	artistic	expressions	of	other	cultures.	They	found	a	particularly	fertile	field	in	the	
art	of	the	young	cultures.	African	and	Oceanic	art	pushed	and	extended	the	artistic	limits	of	the	work	
of	Western	artists.	This	phenomenon,	known	 in	 its	 time	as	“primitivism”,	 is	what	had	changed	 the	
direction	 of	 the	 Visual	 arts,	 which	 now	 advanced	 in	 a	 new,	 different	 path.	 By	 1934,	 the	
incommensurable	 debt	 abstract	 art	 had	 with	 that	 of	 younger	 cultures	 was	 already	 generally	
accepted.	However,	while	most	 scholars	 and	 critics	would	agree	on	 the	 formal	 influences	 (in	1936	
Alfred	Barr	stated	that	abstract	was	an	adjective	that	may	be	applied	to	works	of	art	“with	a	certain	
latitude”13),	Sweeney’s	fine	point	drew	attention	on	the	spiritual	component	of	the	art	of	the	young	
cultures	and	the	self-reflection	carried	out	by	modern	artists	on	this	regard.	Sweeney	stated	that	the	
artistic	 renewal	 originated	 by	 abstract	 art	 of	 the	 young	 cultures	 implied	 a	 revision	 of	 the	 spiritual	
values	of	art.		

																																																													
9	Alfred	Barr,	Cubism	and	Abstract	Art,	1936,	p.	18.	
10		Werner	Heisenberg,	The	Physicist´s	Conception	of	Nature.	New	York:	Harcourt,	Brace	and	World,	1958,	pp.	28-29.	There	
were	other	contemporary	critics	examining	the	problem	of	abstract	art	from	the	scientific	point	of	view.		
11	James	Johnson	Sweeney,	Plastic	Redirections,	1934,	p.	35	
12	Albert	Barnes	cited	in	John	Dewey,	Art	as	Experience.	New	York:	Penguin,	2005,	p.	97.	[1934]	
13	Alfred	Barr,	Cubism	and	Abstract	Art,	1936,	p.	12.	
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[…]	painting	 in	Paris	was	feeling	the	need	for	order	and	vitalized	form	with	a	growing	 intensity.	And	 it	
was	 these	 characteristics,	 not	 the	 quaintness	 and	 exotic	 appeal	 of	 primitive	 sculpture,	 that	 took	 and	
held	the	attention	of	the	younger	painters	during	the	first	decade	of	the	century14.	

It	 is	 in	 this	 assessment	 where	 Sweeney’s	 work	 acquired	 more	 relevance.	 In	 Sweeney’s	 view,	 if	
abstraction	was	not	the	fundamental	characteristic	of	Western	modern	art,	at	least	it	was	the	main	
reason	 for	 its	 hatching.	 This	 is	 an	 opinion	 later	 shared	 by	 some	 artists	 of	 the	 so-called	 New	 York	
School,	such	as	Barnett	Newman,	who	wrote	in	1946:	“It	is	becoming	more	and	more	apparent	that	
to	 understand	modern	 art,	 one	must	 have	 an	 appreciation	 of	 the	 primitive	 arts”15.	 Also,	 painters	
Adolf	Gottlieb	and	Mark	Rothko	declared	in	1943	on	a	radio	broadcast	:	

While	modern	art	 got	 its	 first	 impetus	 through	discovering	 the	 forms	of	primitive	art,	we	 feel	 that	 its	
true	 significance	 lies	 not	 merely	 in	 formal	 arrangement,	 but	 in	 the	 spiritual	 meaning	 underlying	 all	
archaic	works.	That	these	demonic	and	brutal	images	fascinate	us	today	is	not	because	they	are	exotic,	
nor	do	 they	make	us	nostalgic	 for	 a	past	which	 seems	enchanting	because	of	 its	 remoteness.	On	 the	
contrary,	 it	 is	the	immediacy	of	their	 images	that	draws	us	 irresistibly	to	the	fancies	and	superstitions,	
the	fables	of	savages	and	the	strange	beliefs	that	were	so	vividly	articulated	by	primitive	man16.	

Besides	 Sweeney,	 there	 were	 other	 voices	 connecting	 abstraction	 and	 spirituality,	 such	 as	 the	
German	painter	and	museum	director	Hilla	Rebay	(1890-1967).	Rebay	had	studied	art	in	Paris,	Berlin,	
Cologne,	 and	Munich,	 and	was	heavily	 influenced	by	 the	Austrian	artist,	 philosopher	and	educator	
Rudolf	 Steiner	 (1861-1925).	 Rebay	moved	 to	 the	 United	 States	 in	 1927	with	 the	 firm	 intention	 of	
promoting	what	she	called	“Non	Objective	Art”,	which	instead	of	being	derivative	from	nature,	had	
the	 creative	 mind	 of	 the	 artist	 as	 the	 only	 source	 of	 inspiration.	Hilla	 Rebay	 and	 her	 partner	 the	
painter	 Rudolf	 Bauer	 (1859-1953)	 used	 a	 German	 word	 to	 refer	 to	 a	 particular	 abstract	 art,	
gegenstandslos,	which	literally	means	“without	object”,	a	term	also	used	by	Russian	painter	and	art	
theorist	Wassily	 Kandinsky	 (1866-1944)	 in	 his	writings.	 For	 Rebay,	 this	 kind	 of	 art	met	 the	 highest	
aesthetic	and	spiritual	principles.	

However,	Sweeney’s	view	on	abstract	art	differed	 from	Rebay’s	 to	 the	point	 that	when	 in	1952	he	
was	appointed	director	of	Museum	of	Non	Objective	Art,	previously	directed	by	Rebay,	one	of	 the	
first	 things	he	did	was	 to	propose	a	name	change	 for	 the	 institution,	which	has	been	known	since	
then	 as	 the	 Solomon	 R.	 Guggenheim	 Museum.	 This	 renaming	 was	 justified	 with	 Sweeney’s	
vindication	of	many	works	that	were	present	in	the	Guggenheim	Collection	however	relegated	to	the	
basement	 and	 never	 publicly	 exposed	 due	 to	 their	 strong	 relation	 to	 the	 physical	 world.	 Still,	
Sweeney	made	a	point	in	exhibiting	pieces	such	as	Nude	(1917)	by	Amedeo	Modigliani	(1884-1920)	
and	Dining	 Room	 in	 the	 Garden	 by	 Pierre	 Bonnard	 (1867-1947);	which	 continue	 to	 be	 paramount	
icons	 of	 the	 collection	 nowadays.	 Unlike	 Rebay’s,	 Sweeney	 understanding	 in	 abstraction	 did	 not	
prevent	 him	 from	 standing	 by	 figurative	 artists	 as	 well,	 mostly	 because	 Sweeney’s	 concept	 of	
abstraction	is	much	wider	that	Rebay’s,	more	focused	on	being	non-figurative	art.	

Similarly,	both	museum	directors	connected	the	idea	of	abstraction	with	spirituality,	however,	there	
are	significant	differences	between	both	discourses.	While	Rebay	thought	that	NonObjective	Art	was	
new	 and	 innovative,	 Sweeney	 considered	 that	 one	 of	 the	 main	 achievements	 of	 contemporary	
abstract	 art	 was	 the	 recovery	 of	 certain	 artistic	 values	 of	 earlier	 periods	 in	 history.	 Sweeney’s	
narrative	could	easily	be	understood	as	atemporal.	In	that	regard,	he	coincided	with	art	collector	and	

																																																													
14	James	Johnson	Sweeney,	Plastic	Redirections,	1934,	p.	17.		
15 	Barnett	 Newman,	 “Northwest	 Coast	 Indian	 Painting”.	 New	 York:	 Betty	 Parsons	 Gallery.	 Exhibition	 catalogue,	 30	
September	-19	October	1946.		
16	Phone	interview	of	artists	Adolph	Gottlieb	and	Mark	Rothko	and	WNYC	on	October	13th,	1943.	Text	reproduced	in	Irving	
Sandler,	The	Triumph	of	American	Painting.	New	York:	Harper	&	Row,	1976,	pp.	63-64.	
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writer	 Albert	 Barnes	 who	 in	 his	 heterogeneous	 collection	 housed	 in	 Philadelphia	 also	 “set	 up	
dialogues	among	works	of	various	periods	and	diverse	 styles	 to	emphasize	 similarities	where	most	
museums	emphasize	the	distinctions”17.			

This	 atemporality	 was	 aligned	 with	 the	 art	 of	 many	 contemporary	 artists	 and	 facilitated	 fertile	
interpretations.	 For	 instance,	 Sweeney	 was	 among	 the	 first	 critics	 that	 stressed	 the	 influence	 of	
Iberian	reliefs	in	Picasso’s	(1881-1973)	paintings,	Romanesque	frescoes	in	the	art	of	Joan	Miró	(1893-
1983),	or	that	underlined	the	connection	between	Pierre	Soulages	(b.	1919)	and	medieval	art,	just	to	
name	a	few	examples.		

All	throughout	his	career,	 in	both	his	writing	as	well	as	in	many	of	his	exhibitions,	Sweeney	created	
visual	 dialogues	 between	 modern	 art	 and	 that	 of	 the	 ancient	 and	 medieval	 periods,	 establishing	
aesthetic	 connections	 between	 pieces	 of	 different	 geographical	 and	 historical	 origin.	 In	 1934,	 he	
placed	 a	 reproduction	 of	 an	 African	 sculpture	 in	 comparison	 with	 a	 contemporary	 sculpture	 by	
Picasso	in	his	book	Plastic	Redirections.	More	than	thirty	years	later,	he	organized	two	international	
exhibitions	 (one	 in	 1968	 and	 another	 one	 in	 1971)	 that	 materialized	 his	 atemporal	 vision	 of	 art	
history.	 These	 biennales	 named	 Rosc-Gaelic	 for“visual	 poetry”—	 intended	 to	 show	 Modern	 art	
together	with	 the	glorious	abstract	art	of	 the	Celtics	and	Vikings.	 Sweeney’s	goal	was	 to	create	an	
auspicious	atmosphere	 in	which	contemporary	 Irish	art	could	once	again	bloom.	 If	 remote	cultures	
like	the	African,	the	Japanese	or	the	Oceanic	had	stimulated	French	art	of	the	late	19th	century	to	the	
point	of	becoming	the	main	formal	inspiration	for	the	first	European	avant-garde,	he	postulated	that	
traditional	 Celtic	 art	 could	 cause	 a	 comparable	 effect	 in	 contemporary	 Ireland.	 Rosc	 must	 be	
understood	as	a	transcultural	project	in	which	Sweeney	showed	the	public	the	correlations	between	
formal	 languages	 emerged	 in	 different	 cultures,	 contributing	 to	 the	 legitimacy	 of	 both.	 Sweeney,	
together	with	Alfred	Barr	and	Albert	Barnes	who	developed	similar	practices	in	their	museums,	was	a	
precursor	of	the	common	practice	in	our	time	of	comparing	pieces	belonging	to	different	periods	in	
history	in	formal	terms.		

	

Abstraction	and	subjectivity	

Sweeney’s	views	on	abstraction	had	certainly	paved	 the	way	 for	 the	common	assumption	 that	 the	
key	 to	 the	 abstract	 art	 of	Willem	 de	 Kooning	 (1904-1997),	 Robert	Motherwell	 (1915-1991),	Mark	
Rothko	 (1903-1970),	 Jackson	 Pollock	 (1912-1956)	 and	 other	 painters	 of	 their	 generation	 was	
precisely	the	connection	between	their	art	and	the	 	expression	of	their	own	subjectivity.	Regarding	
the	 first	 solo	 exhibition	 of	 Jackson	 Pollock,	 for	 instance,	 Sweeney	 declared	 that	 the	 painter	 was	
creating	“from	inner	impulsion”18,	a	comment	that	would	have	been	seriously	questioned	a	couple	of	
decades	before	but	that	would	forever	accompany	the	interpretation	of	Pollock’s	painting	and	that	of	
many	 of	 his	 peers.	 That,	 and	 the	 fact	 that	 Sweeney	 compared	 Pollock’s	 talent	 with	 the	 forces	 of	
nature	“served	up”	–	as	art	historian	Serge	Guilbaut	would	write	years	later-	“all	the	ingredients	that	
history	was	to	make	famous”19.	

Pollock,	a	fundamental	“tastebreaker”	of	the	40’s,	was	first	seen	with	great	interest	in	the	inner	circle	
of	art	collector	and	gallery	owner	Peggy	Guggenheim	(1898-1979).	Sweeney,	art	critic	Howard	Putzel	
(1898-1945),	 and	 a	 few	 painters	:	 Hans	 Hofmann	 (1880-1966),	 Piet	 Mondrian	 (1872-1944),	 and	

																																																													
17	“Barnes	understood	that	the	ancient	Greeks,	Titian,	Rubens,	Renoir,	and	Matisse,	far	from	disconnected,	are	links	in	the	
chain”.	Lance	Esplund	 in	James	Panero,	“Outsmarting	Albert	Barnes”,	Philanthropy	Magazine,	Washington	D.	C.,	Summer	
2011.	
18	James	Johnson	Sweeney,	Jackson	Pollock.	New	York:	Art	of	This	Century,	1943.	
19	Serge	Guilbault,	How	New	York	Stole	the	Idea	of	Modern	Art.	Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1983,	p.	85.		
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Marcel	Duchamp	(1887-1968)	were	all	 involved	 in	Guggenheim’s	gallery	Art	of	This	Century,	which	
worked	as	an	entryway	for	both	American	emerging	artists	and	European	avant-garde	émigrés.	In	the	
catalogue	of	Pollock’s	first	solo	exhibition	in	Art	of	This	Century,	Sweeney	wrote	:	

	 Pollock’s	 talent	 is	 volcanic.	 It	 has	 fire.	 It	 is	 unpredictable.	 It	 is	 undisciplined.	 It	 spills	 itself	 out	 in	 a	
mineral	prodigality	not	yet	crystallized.	It	is	lavish,	explosive,	untidy.	[…].	What	we	need	is	more	young	
men	who	paint	from	inner	impulsion	without	an	ear	to	what	the	critic	or	spectator	may	feel	–painters	
who	risk	spoiling	a	canvas	to	say	something	in	their	own	way.	Pollock	is	one.	[…]	Among	young	painters,	
Jackson	Pollock	offers	unusual	promise	in	his	exuberance,	independence,	and	native	sensibility20.		

Sweeney	chose	to	introduce	Pollock	not	as	an	abstract	artist	or	a	new	expressionist	even,	but	rather	
as	a	new	romantic.	He	didn’t	make	any	reference	to	the	19th	century	movement,	because	he	carefully	
avoided	classifications	in	schools,	however	the	words	chosen	to	open	the	catalogue	belonged	to	the	
French	novelist	George	Sand	 (1804-1876).	Quoting	her,	 Sweeney	 stated	 that	Pollock’s	 “talent,	will,	
genius	 are	 natural	 phenomena	 like	 the	 lake,	 the	 volcano,	 the	 mountain,	 the	 wind,	 the	 star,	 the	
cloud”21.		

The	relationship	established	by	Sweeney	between	the	work	of	Pollock	and	nature	in	its	purest	form	
did	 not	 go	 unnoticed	 by	 American	 art	 historian	 Robert	 Rosenblum	 (1927-2006),	 who	 in	 1961	
published	an	article,	“The	Sublime	Abstract”,	which	somehow	continued	Sweeney’s	analogy	between	
the	Romantic	tradition	and	the	American	abstract	expressionists22.	Rosemblum	later	developed	this	
idea	 in	 his	 influential	 book	 Modern	 Painting	 and	 the	 Northern	 Romantic	 Tradition:	 Friedrich	 to	
Rothko	(1973),	a	paramount	study	on	the	New	York	School23.	

In	 conclusion,	 Sweeney	understood	abstraction	 as	 a	 process	 that	would	 allow	artists	 to	develop	 a	
kind	of	art	with	emotional	and	spiritual	content.	The	subjectivity	implicit	in	this	conception,	though,	
did	not	only	refer	to	the	somehow	tortured	and	obscure	themes	of	the	abstract	expressionism	but	
could	also	foster	another	kind	of	abstraction,	a	more	simple	and	pure	expression	that	would	connect	
us	with	the	most	innocent	part	of	ourselves.	Following	the	theory	of	the	homo	ludens	established	by	
Dutch	 philosopher	 Johan	 Huizinga	 (1872-1945)	 in	 1938,	 Sweeney	 defended	 the	 idea	 that	 “to	
understand	poetry	we	must	be	capable	of	donning	the	child’s	soul	like	a	magic	cloak	and	of	forsaking	
man’s	wisdom	for	the	child’s”24.	This	 is	what	motivated	him	to	work	with	artists	such	as	Joan	Miró,	
Alexander	 Calder	 (1898-1976),	 Paul	 Klee	 (1979-1940),	 Marcel	 Duchamp	 and	 Jean	 Tinguely	 (1925-
1991),	among	others.	

*	
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