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can demonstrate constructively, believing that the plastic embodiment of a free idea-a |
universal truth of spiritual power — can do more, say more and be more vividly potent,
because it puts no pressure on anything.

A constructive work is an embodiment of freedom itself and is unconsciousljj
perceived even by those who are consciously against it. The desire to live is the
strongest universal emotion, it springs from the depths of our unconscious sensibility]

and the desire to give life is our most potent, constructive, conscious expression (|
this intuition.

12 American Abstract Artists: Editorial Statement 1938

The American Abstract Artists group was founded in 1936, and published Yearbooks
in 1938, 1939 and 1946. The group's principal indebtedness was to European abstract!
art, as it was then being buttressed by the formation of Paris-based organizations sucN
as Abstraction-Creation and Cercle et Carre (founded in 1930). It was strongly opposed to
the various schools of realistic art then claiming attention in America, arguing instead
for art's essential distinction from life and for its universality. The AAA Yearbooks
were published in facsimile in the Arno Series of Contemporary Art, no. 23, Arno Press,
New York, 1969.

m
By the fact of their active existence and production, the American Abstract Artists
express the authenticity and autonomy of the modern movement in the United States, I
The word abstract is incorporated in our title as a provisional gesture, so that we can be
identified as a particular group in our effort to clarify growing and actively significant I
concepts of art.

Abstract, like so many other words, is too often used as an idiosyncratic suggestion!
rather than as a concept which defines particular values. To understand abstract art is,I
in reality, no more a problem than understanding any and all art. And this depends
upon the ability of the individual to perceive essentials, to perceive that which is called
universally significant, and to evaluate the unity and relationship that is contained in
any work.

As the first and only comprehensive organization of its type in the United States, we
are faced with the familiar problem of a largely unsympathetic and biased criticism,!
criticism which merely negates, condemns, or ridicules. There is, however, a more
encouraging response to our exhibitions and lectures, a response that could be espe-
cially experienced only by the form and action of a representative and authentic
organization. Individuals working and studying against the odds of isolation can nod
be articulate and related to others working in similar directions.

The membership of this group is homogeneous to the extent of its recognition of
mutual problems and limitations, and in its willingness to cooperate in the presentation
and solution of these problems. We are, as in any group, heterogeneous and diverse in
our concepts.

To place artistic, or any cultural effort on the level of a competition is to negate tn
method and meaning of knowledge. American Abstract Artists dedicates itself to the
problems of the artist and the student, presented in the terms of method and activity thai
define the artist; and limits itself accordingly for the purpose of clarification. As to the
question of which aspects of life affect the artist in his effort, this is demonstrated by the
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character and efficacy of his activity and production; for this we present the individual
artist.

No educated intelligence can draw the so-called 'line of national culture' as an
ambition and objective, without discerning its ambiguity. Beside being impossible,
such a misconception is a negation of the very essence of cultural effort; the general
heightening and application of knowledge. To make this negation may be politically
eipedient hut it serves only to preserve and sway ignorance. While knowledge belongs
to no nationality, particular nations do exist, and each nation has, and is, a peculiar and
limited cultural development.

Considering the tempo of present political history and the importance of the various
fields of knowledge in relationship to it, we can do nothing better than emphasize that
the contemporary must respect the interpenetration and concatenation of all culture.
True culture is recognizable when established from the standpoint of scientific thought
and effort. For us it is established through the freedom to develop facilities and to
maintain their proportional distribution, as civilized achievements, toward the enliven-
nent of existence - an unequivocal application toward the physical and psychic benefit
of all humanity.

For these reasons, American Abstract Artists was formed in November of 1936. It
has now attained a national scope and is more active in 1938.

The Editors

13 Ibram Lassaw (1913-2004) 'On Inventing Our Own Art'

Die author was a member of the American Abstract Artists group. In this short statement he
reproduces in highly condensed form the central credos of inter-war abstract art: its status
as its own reality rather than the secondary depiction of an external reality, its power to
express emotion directly, and the need to behave as though re-inventing art from first
principles. Originally published in the American Abstract Artists' Yearbook, 1938, reprinted
tyArno Press, 1969.

The contemporary artist who works in the various plastic media is becoming aware
of the unlimited and hitherto undreamed of possibilities in art. In order to penetrate
this vast new world we must abandon most of the traditional experiences. The
significant art expression of the various cultures in the history of man is greatly
appreciated by the artist and interested layman; nevertheless the present day artist
must, in a sense, work as though the art of the past has never existed; as though we
•vented art.
Bie crystallized concepts of the terms 'sculpture' and 'painting' are dissolving. It has

always been considered a function of these plastic arts to describe appearances of
people, houses, historical and religious events and subjects, and almost all scenes
occurring in the life of man. Up till now narration has also been considered a necessary
«d integral part of art expression.

Intil the invention of printing on a mass scale, and the development of photography,
piking and sculpture were the only means of conveying ideas (outside of speech) to the
millions of people who were completely illiterate. Now photography and the cinema have
been brought to such a high state of perfection that painting cannot hope to compete with


