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ABSTRACT 
 

 Although working in two different mediums, Jackson Pollock, Martha Graham, 

and Merce Cunningham created works during the 1940s and 1950s that share several 

analogous formal characteristics, as well as a body-centered process that reminded 

viewers of both the corporeality of the artists and of themselves.  The following paper 

identifies and interprets the formal analogies evident in each the artists’ approach to 

asymmetry, repetition, gravity, and space.  I argue that the common aspects among the 

works of the three artists resulted from their participation in a shared modernist discourse 

circulating post-war America, especially in New York. This discourse provided the artists 

access to common sources of inspiration, such as the writings of Carl Jung, Native 

American imagery, and Asian cultures. Each of these elements characterizes the work of 

all three artists, along with similar ideas concerning the individual, national identity, and 

modern technology. 

 By elucidating shared goals and analogous formal qualities in the work of 

Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham, I hope to foster a new interdisciplinary 

understanding of their achievement. Motivated by the belief that parallels tend to exist 

among artists working contemporaneously in different media, I have chosen to examine 

one fascinating triad of modernist creators, whose exemplary achievements invite 

interdisciplinary analysis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The present study seeks to identify, contextualize, and relate the analogous 

conceptual aims and formal characteristics found among the works of Jackson Pollock 

(1912-1956), Martha Graham (1894-1991), and Merce Cunningham (1919-2009). 

Specifically, I focus on their similar use of asymmetry, repetition, and gravity, as well as 

their novel perception of space – both onstage and on a canvas. The three artists in 

question also shared source material and modern conceptions of national identity, 

individuality, and technology.  

While all three artists worked in America during the middle of the twentieth 

century, my interpretation is not based on any conversations or documented interactions 

among them, because no evidence of such direct contact exists. Merce Cunningham 

studied and worked with Martha Graham for almost five years, but there is little evidence 

that he consulted her when developing his own technique and often openly rejected many 

of the principles inherent to her process. Similarly, though Graham and Cunningham 

certainly would have been aware of Jackson Pollock’s works, I have yet to find a record 

or mention of specific interactions between the painter and either choreographer.  

Despite the lack of specific instances that demonstrate a close connection, 

considerable circumstantial evidence indicates significant mutuality of ideas among the 

artists in question. One indication of broad theoretical overlap appears in the fact that 

Pollock and Cunningham both attended a show of Native American artifacts at Betty 

Parsons’ gallery in 1946. Another site for theoretical exchange is Cunningham’s 

recollection of attending gatherings for modern artists at Peggy Guggenheim’s apartment 
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during the 1940s where he might have met Pollock. Also, Pollock was sporadically 

involved with The Club – a group of artists and musicians who gathered for discussions – 

in which Cunningham’s partner John Cage participated as well. In addition to these 

circumstantial relations, the works of all three artists display fascinating formal and 

conceptual parallels.  

 The purpose of my examination is not to suggest that all three artists employed 

the same means in crafting their creative projects. Such an explanation could very well 

prove futile and has often led to claims that certain shared concepts were simply “in the 

air” during pre- and post-war America.  Instead, I will employ close visual and cultural 

analysis in order to provide concrete evidence of creative discourse among the three 

projects and to elucidate two key points: (1) that certain shared Modernist concerns were 

adapted and reinterpreted across disciplines during the 1940s and 1950s and (2) that these 

adaptations are evidence of the particularly fluid and porous nature of modern American 

society in the immediate postwar context.1 Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham witnessed 

the birth of a society in which information was becoming increasingly accessible through 

improvements in photography, the extensive utilization of radio, and the invention of 

television. These technologies provided a means by which the artists could access a wide 

range of ideas. At the same time, these conditions allowed them to disseminate their 

works across a larger web of information than had previously been available. All three 

were deeply enmeshed in the increasingly communicative and globalized moment to 

which they contributed and from which they received information. Exemplifying that 

                                                

1 My understanding of this perception of what Michel Foucault terms “discourse” is 
informed by Paul Bové, “Discourse,” in Critical Terms for Literary Study, ed. Frank Lentricchia 
and Thomas McLaughlin (University of Chicago Press, 1995), 50–65. 
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moment of mediation, Graham and eventually Cunningham both created works for film 

and television, while Pollock’s process was memorialized in Hans Namuth’s widely 

circulated film and photographs, as well as a famous article in LIFE Magazine from 

1949. The readily available and rapidly improving processes by which all three could 

absorb information were particular to their moment in history and their implementation of 

them was a theme throughout their careers.  

The present thesis seeks to demonstrate the ways the works of Pollock, Graham, 

and Cunningham embodied the era’s media particularities and the various points of 

access to modern ideas about choreographing corporeality. Although I place the main 

focus of this study on works done in the 1940s and 1950s – since this is the period in 

which the artists overlapped – Cunningham and Graham both continued to work past 

Pollock’s death in 1956. Both choreographers continued to react to new developments in 

modern American society, with several of their later works displaying a sustained interest 

in the formal and conceptual aspects that they developed during the post-war period. 

While there is a wealth of scholarship that considers each of these artists 

individually, only a few scholars have examined them together within the same surveys 

of modern American art.  Even fewer scholars have offered extensive discussions of them 

and their works in specific formal and conceptual relationship to one another.  Jed Perl’s 

New Art City discusses both Pollock and Cunningham, though not in direct relation to 

one another and he makes only passing reference to Graham through her professional 

relationship with Cunningham.2  Dore Ashton’s The New York School focuses 

specifically on the visual art world of this era, but he makes brief mention of Graham’s 
                                                

2 Jed Perl, New Art City, 1st ed. (New York: Knopf, 2005). 
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interest in psychological modes of expression, as well as the support she and 

Cunningham received from the art community.3  These two works, among others, place 

Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham within the same cultural and social moment without 

specifically identifying their participation in the discourse outlined in the present study. 

Art historian Stephen Polcari and dance theorist Roger Copeland have offered 

more in-depth interdisciplinary studies.4 In his book Abstract Expressionism and the 

Modern Experience and his article “Martha Graham and Abstract Expressionism,” 

Polcari considers overlapping between Graham’s works and those of contemporary 

Abstract Expressionist painters. He mainly links Graham and Pollock through the two 

artists’ shared interest in primitivism (specifically Greek mythology), their embrace of 

Jungian theories, and their emphasis on the expressive qualities of their mediums. He also 

suggests a connection between the dynamism with which Graham executed her 

choreography and Pollock’s active painting process. While Polcari’s studies provide brief 

links between the two artists, he does so in a manner that addresses only Graham and 

Pollock’s source material, without much consideration of formal and theoretical parallels 

between the two. In his book, Merce Cunningham: the Modernizing of Modern Dance, 

Roger Copeland asserts that though brief connections have been made between Pollock 

and Cunningham in reviews and criticism, the two are less alike than many claim.  He 

                                                

3 Dore Ashton, The New York School: A Cultural Reckoning (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1992). 
 

4 Stephen Polcari, Abstract Expressionism and the Modern Experience (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991); Stephen Polcari, “Martha Graham and Abstract 
Expressionism,” Smithsonian Studies in American Art 4, no. 1 (January 1, 1990): 3–27; Roger 
Copeland, Merce Cunningham: The Modernizing of Modern Dance (New York: Routledge, 
2004). 
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bases this assertion on what he sees as the intensely emotional nature of Pollock’s works 

and the consistently detached qualities of Cunningham’s choreographies, despite the 

“over-all” nature of their compositions.5  While our opinions differ, Copeland’s eye for 

interdisciplinary approach is important to note. 

Although scholars like Polcari and Copeland have offered a few connections 

between the underlying concepts of these three artists, most scholarship examines them 

within the confines of specific fields. For example Ellen Graff’s article “When Your 

Heart Falls: the Drama of Descent in Martha Graham’s Technique and Theatre,” 

addresses the way Graham used gravity in her works and training.6  Claude Cernuschi 

and Andrezj Herczynski take a similar approach to Pollock’s work in their article “The 

Subversion of Gravity in Jackson Pollock’s Abstractions.”7  While both articles 

specifically focus on the two artists’ processes in relation to gravity, they do not connect 

the artists’ methods, despite the parallels, and neither mentions the use of gravity in 

Cunningham’s works. Similarly, Pollock scholarship is filled with discussions of what 

Clement Greenberg deemed an “all-over composition.”8  An analogous attempt to fill 

space with equally valued marks and movements played a central role in the 

                                                

5 Copeland, Merce Cunningham, 85–86. 
 
6 Ellen Graff, “When Your Heart Falls: The Drama of Descent in Martha Graham’s 

Technique and Theater,” Women & Performance: a Journal of Feminist Theory 14, no. 1 (2004): 
107. 

 
7 Claude Cernuschi and Andrzej Herczynski, “The Subversion of Gravity in Jackson 

Pollock’s Abstractions.,” Art Bulletin 90, no. 4 (December 2008): 616–639. 
 

8 Clement Greenberg and John O’Brian, The Collected Essays and Criticism: Arrogant 
Purpose, 1945-1949 (University of Chicago Press, 1988), 56. 
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choreographies of Merce Cunningham, as noted in the work of Mark Franko.9 Although 

this shared interest is briefly mentioned in David Anfam’s Abstract Expressionism,10 

David Vaughan’s essay in Art and Dance,11 and Copeland’s Merce Cunningham, there 

has yet to be any discussion of this shared aim in relation to the larger discourse in which 

the three artists participated. In general, it seems that when any connections have been 

made between the choreographers and Pollock, they tend to lack in-depth examinations 

of the shared qualities in the context of the broader discourse of post-war America.   

In order to develop my argument about the common aims of these three artists, the 

first chapter of my thesis combines descriptions and critical writings about each artist 

pertaining to the use of asymmetry, new understandings of space and depth, and the 

employment of gravity and repetition. In each instance, Pollock, Graham, and 

Cunningham utilized these formal practices in novel ways.  In doing so, they defined 

their work as different from past modes of art and dance, while actively shaping 

contemporary critical discourse about the nature of the visual and performing arts. One of 

the most apparent features shared by all three artists concerns their analogous use of what 

Greenberg called “all-over composition.” By equally emphasizing each individual part of 

the work, Pollock created paintings that he said, “[did] not have a center…but depend[ed] 

                                                

9 Mark Franko, Dancing Modernism/performing Politics (Indiana University Press, 
1995), 84. 

 
10 David Anfam, Abstract Expressionism, World of Art (London: Thames and Hudson, 

1990), 194. 
 
11 David Vaughan, “‘Then I Thought About Marcel’: Merce Cunningham’s Walkaround 

Time,” in Art and Dance (Boston: Institute of Contemporary Art, 1983), 84. 
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on the same amount of interest throughout,”12 producing the all-over effect. An example 

of this effect can be found in Pollock’s Lavender Mist (1950), which I discuss in detail in 

Chapter 1 [Figure 1]. In a manner analogous to the painted forms of Pollock, 

Cunningham chose to arrange his dancers in relationships that did not feature one dancer 

or group of dancers over another, even though each body on stage might be executing 

entirely different movements.13  Cunningham’s Galaxy (1956) provides one of many 

examples from his repertoire of an over-all perception of space. Graham’s works share 

similar instances of a dispersal of attention throughout the stage space, often through 

repeated choreography and use of vertical levels. The latter can be found in her 

Appalachian Spring (1958), which makes extensive use of the floor [Figure 2].   

All three artists also embraced and explored ideas of asymmetry. The asymmetry 

in the work of the choreographers and Pollock was created through a relation of bodies 

and marks to one another, as well as within the shapes and bodies themselves. In 

Pollock’s works, compositional asymmetries mostly arise through a contrast between 

areas filled with his marks and those parts of his canvases that are left open to the 

background or raw canvas beneath. As is demonstrated in Chapter 1, this is most evident 

in his One: Number 31, 1950 [Figure 3]. Similarly, many of the configurations 

Cunningham and Graham created were rarely balanced, as is the case in Cunningham’s 

Septet (1953) [Figures 4 and 5] and Graham’s Primitive Mysteries (1931). Pollock also 

                                                

12 Robert Goodnough, “Pollock Paints a Picture,” in Jackson Pollock: Interviews, Articles 
and Reviews, ed. Pepe Karmel (New York, NY: Museum of Modern Art  : Distributed by H.N. 
Abrams, 1999), 78. 

 
13 Franko, Dancing Modernism/performing Politics, 84. 
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repeated shapes throughout his works, many of which can be considered asymmetrical14 

and similar asymmetries appear in the bodies of Cunningham and Graham’s dancers. In 

Chapter 1 I explore asymmetrical shapes in Pollock’s Convergence (1952) [Figure 6], 

Graham’s Lamentation (1943) [Figure 8] and one of Cunningham’s signature moves 

[Figure 16]. 

All three artists also acknowledged and utilized gravity as a crucial part of their 

creative process. By placing his canvases on the floor instead of working from an easel, 

Pollock employed gravity as an active participant, as is demonstrated by Hans Namuth’s 

photographs and film and images of him painting from LIFE Magazine [Figures 9 and 

10]. Cunningham also used gravity to his own benefit through partnered and individual 

falls executed by rigid bodies, which were common movements in his works, appearing 

most saliently in early works like Trio (1953), Suite for Five (1956), [Figures 11 and 12] 

and Septet. The true enthusiast of gravity’s place in dance, however, was Graham. In 

nearly all of her works, weight and gravity functioned as a force that the body must 

constantly work with and against, remaining in constant play with it, as if it were another, 

unchoreographable body.  

All three embraced novel uses of repetition in order to highlight their individual 

views on art and art making. Pollock seems to have employed it as a means to assert the 

presence of the artist’s body through painted reminiscence of his own gestures, thus 

reinforcing his emphasis on the materiality of art. Similarly, repetition in Cunningham’s 

works highlights the differences between individual dancers as a way to remind viewers 

                                                

14 For an extensive discussion of Pollock’s shapes and asymmetries within his 
compositions see Matthew Rohn, Visual Dynamics in Jackson Pollock’s Abstractions, Studies in 
the Fine Arts no. 14 (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1987), 47–54. 
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that they were viewing dancers, not characters. Graham’s approach to repetition was less 

formal than that of Pollock and Cunningham insofar as it emphasizes and amplifies 

emotional gestures for expressive means. As I will demonstrate, all three artists deployed 

repetition to brake with traditional modes in various ways. Their innovative utilization of 

asymmetry, repetition, and gravity, in addition to their reconstruction of the place of 

space and depth in their respective mediums make for striking visual analogies among 

their works. 

In their implementation of these shared concerns, Pollock, Graham, and 

Cunningham provided their viewers with works that emphasized formal and emotional 

qualities over narrative ones. In doing so, they challenged their audiences to develop new 

ways of interpreting art and dance. In several of their works, the artists hoped viewers 

would craft a personal view of the work, instead of taking cues from the artist to lead 

them to a definite meaning. Pollock saw his marks and compositions not as illustrations 

of his emotions, but expressions of them.  His insistence that viewers “not bring a subject 

matter or preconceived idea of what they are to be looking for”15 suggests that though his 

paintings may be expressions of his specific emotions, he was not necessarily attempting 

to inspire a categorical emotion in his audiences. Instead, it seems he sought a viewing 

experience that emphasized active interpretation, rather than passive reading. Since 

Graham began with movement, her choreography functioned not as a literal 

representation of specific emotional experiences of the dancer, but rather as a physical 

                                                

15 Pepe Karmel, ed., “Interview with William Wright, The Springs, Long Island, New 
York, Late 1950, Broadcast on Radio Station WERI, Westerly, Rhode Island, 1951,” in Jackson 
Pollock: Interviews, Articles, and Reviews (New York: Museum of Modern Art  : Distributed by 
H.N. Abrams, 1999), 20. 
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manifestation of an emotional state.16  These states, as I discuss in Chapter 2 in relation to 

her Lamentation, were presented in order that they be absorbed and personalized by 

individuals in the audience. Cunningham pushed modes of personal audience perception 

even further by eventually eliminating emotion altogether. Cunningham’s partner and 

musical collaborator John Cage pointed to this quality in the choreographer’s works when 

he noted that something is always relayed to the audience from Cunningham’s dances 

and because they only can be directly approached through unadorned movement, the 

concepts gathered are meant to be a matter of personal interpretation.17  By allowing 

viewers to formulate personal responses, Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham embraced a 

modern emphasis on personal interpretation.  In Chapter 2, I relate this emphasis to the 

age’s increasing interest in the place of the individual within larger social structures, as 

well as each artist’s stress on the corporeality of the artists and dancers. This last interest, 

I will argue, subsequently calls attention to the physicality of the viewers as well. 

After addressing the formal commonalities among Pollock, Graham, and 

Cunningham and their relationship to a new viewing audience, the second chapter 

explores the conceptual analogies and interpretations found in the works of the 

choreographers and Pollock. To begin, I explore the shared sources each artist employed 

and adapted within their works. Specifically, each drew from Jungian psychology, as well 

as Native American and Asian cultures. Their use of such cultural references reflects 

well-established modernist interest in anthropology and the psychology of the individual. 

                                                

16 Dee Reynolds, “A Technique for Power: Reconfiguring Economies of Energy in 
Martha Graham’s Early Work,” Dance Research: The Journal of the Society for Dance Research 
20, no. 1 (July 1, 2002): 9. 

 
17 Copeland, Merce Cunningham, 37. 
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The latter was an especially significant concern for all three artists.  Graham and Pollock 

explored the concept of the individual in relation to the many through a Jungian lens. 

Their use of mythology in order to tap into the Jungian collective unconscious expresses 

both a desire for unity and an understanding of the individual’s importance within larger 

social structures.  Cunningham, in a somewhat different manner, embraced the 

individuality of each dancer’s body, as well as the inherent differences between dance, 

design, and sound, in order to highlight the variations among the many elements of 

dance. 

Although all three artists emphasized themselves and their viewers as individuals, 

they also had a complex relationship with the meaning of artistic identity in modern 

America. Pollock’s reputation as a brash cowboy persona and Graham’s implementation 

of American folk themes in many of her post-war works aligned them both with post-

World War II concepts of national identity, and critics and popular culture often cast 

them in such a role. Cunningham’s early works often featured similar national themes 

and sentiments, though his later works reflect the shifting view of America as an isolated 

nation toward a view of it as a small piece of a larger whole. I argue that Graham’s and 

Pollock’s interest in the Jungian collective unconscious foreshadowed this shift. In 

addition to constructing their American identity, Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham 

implemented technological and industrial developments specific to their era, creating 

various links between their work and modern technology.  

 In arguing for the analogous formal qualities among Pollock, Graham, and 

Cunningham, I use of a wide variety of sources, the most important among them being 

close viewing of individual works. In addition to viewing many of Pollock’s paintings 
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firsthand in East Coast museums, I consulted numerous documentaries and recorded 

performances by Graham and Cunningham.  Due to the ephemeral nature of dance and 

inaccessibility of several Pollock collections, however, some of my discussion relies on 

second hand accounts and photographic reproductions of the three artists’ works. In 

addition to the works themselves and reproductions, I also employed various secondary 

resources concerning each of the artists individually, as well as broader scholarship on 

modernism, urban studies, and Abstract Expressionism. Through these sources, I have 

been able to critically assess common themes within the scholarship for comparison.  I 

also have made use of various primary sources in order to enhance the interdisciplinary 

reach of my project. Such sources include newspaper articles, psychological and 

scientific journals, and financial and governmental reports. Using all of these sources, I 

have developed an object-centered argument with an interdisciplinary theoretical 

framework and a historical foundation. In particular, I was most strongly influenced by 

the scholarship of Stephen Polcari, and by Deborah Jowitt’s and David Vaughn’s study of 

Graham and Cunningham in relation to contemporary movements in the visual arts. 

Through my examination of the choreographies of Cunningham and Graham in 

relation to Pollock’s paintings I hope to foster an understanding of the neglected parallels 

between their respective projects. By studying the analogous traits of these artists, my 

project will challenge accepted constructions of the artists’ works as entirely different and 

distinct. My argument (as mentioned above and discussed in Chapter 2) for the corporeal 

qualities of Pollock’s work, for instance, rejects past suggestions that his work requires a 

disembodied viewer and artist, placing it in line with works like Caroline Jones’ Eyesight 

Alone and Amelia Jones’ Body Art/Performing the Subject, which re-examine the 
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development and dominance Greenberg’s “disembodied viewer” has held in scholarship 

on the painter.18 In a similar way, my alignment of Graham and Cunningham (with 

Pollock acting as a kind of fulcrum to their artistic see-saw) is a break with traditional 

canons of dance history and theory, which tend to understand Cunningham’s career as a 

complete rejection of Graham’s theories. While he did assert his work as conceptually 

different, the qualities I have highlighted challenge the notion that the two functioned as 

absolute opposites. In addition to providing a new understanding of the works of all three 

artists, I hope to reveal the ways different art forms can be investigated in relation to one 

another in order to gain a broader appreciation of an era and its associated artistic 

movements.  

                                                

18 Caroline A. Jones, Eyesight Alone: Clement Greenberg’s Modernism and the 
Bureaucratization of the Senses, 1st ed. (University Of Chicago Press, 2006); Amelia Jones, “The 
‘Pollockian Performative’,” in Body Art/performing the Subject (Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1998), 53–103. 
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CHAPTER 1 
EXCHANGING FORMALITIES: CROSS-DISCIPLINARY USES OF ASYMMETRY, 

ALL-OVERNESS, REPTITION, AND GRAVITY 
 

 In order to provide a concrete basis for my discussion of Pollock, Graham, and 

Cunningham within the larger understanding of modernism and America, it is prudent 

first to explore the formal qualities that emerged in their work during the 1940s and 

1950s. As has been mentioned, all three artists sought to develop and appeal to a new 

audience, and the most effective way to do so was to challenge the accepted formal 

aspects of each of their disciplines. Their embrace of new formal qualities that blatantly 

broke with past traditions functioned to create a new framework for artistic creation and 

to engage in a critical consideration of painting and dance.  

One of the most novel ways all three artists began to break with traditional 

qualities was through a new conception of space, be it on a canvas or on a stage. For 

these artists, the space became what art critic Harold Rosenberg in 1952 termed “an area 

in which to act.”19 He went on to say, “what was to go on the canvas was not a picture but 

an event.”20 In the work of Pollock and Graham, this “event” was a bodily manifestation 

of inner emotions – be they choreographed or dripped in paint - while for Cunningham it 

was simply the movement of the body. Regardless of medium or intent, the body is the 

vehicle through which the event originates. Pollock and Cunningham also experimented 

with spatial perceptions by blurring the boundaries between flatness and depth, resulting 

in works that present a greater perceptual challenge to the viewer than that of earlier 

                                                

19 Harold Rosenberg, “The American Action Painters,” in Theories of Modern Art: a 
Source Book by Artists and Critics, ed. Herschel B. Chipp (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1968), 569. 

 
20 Ibid. 
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forms of painting and dance. New uses of gravity and repetition also played different 

roles in the processes of Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham, as each developed different 

modes for dealing with and exploiting the expressive and physical possibilities that lay 

within a natural force and planned replications.  

All three also embraced asymmetry in various ways and, in doing so, broke with 

the balanced qualities of the work of their predecessors. Cunningham and Graham each 

employed asymmetrical shapes in their choreographies, both through composition and in 

the shapes their dancers made with their bodies. Frequently, the asymmetry found in 

these shapes was highlighted through costume. Similarly, Pollock embraced a sense of 

asymmetry through his unique views on composition and in the shapes he created 

throughout his paintings.  Pollock’s use of asymmetrical design is most evident in works 

just prior to and during his “drip period” (1945-1950).  In these works, the left sides of 

the paintings tend to appear heavier than the right.21  In Pollock’s One: Number 31, 1950, 

[Figure 3] heavy marks engulf the right side of the canvas, occasionally spilling off its 

periphery. The left side, in contrast, is comparatively barren, dribbled with only a few 

splatters of paint. Pollock achieved a similar effect in the top and bottom of the work by 

leaving an airy gap at the top and dribbling up to and over the bottom. The asymmetry in 

Pollock’s work was recently connected to principles he learned from Thomas Hart 

Benton who posited that diagonal lines should be distributed throughout the canvas in an 

asymmetrical pattern, presumably to increase the sense of motion within a work.22  Given 

the importance of Benton during Pollock’s early artistic formation, it is plausible to 
                                                

21 Ibid. 
 
22 Barbara Jaffee, “Jackson Pollock’s Industrial Expressionism,” Art Journal 63, no. 4 

(Winter 2004): 71. 
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assume that Pollock absorbed and reinterpreted his teacher’s various conceptions 

regarding asymmetrical composition. 

Asymmetries also often appear in the repeated shapes within Pollock’s works, like 

ones author Matthew L. Rohn has termed ‘poles’ [Figure 7]. When crafting these poles, 

Pollock tended to elongate the lines unevenly from their junction. In Pollock’s 

Convergence [Figure 6], Rohn identifies two large white poles, one to the left and one 

just slightly off center. In the pole on the left, the mark is top heavy, and the curves on 

either side of the center line are dissimilar and placed off-center from one another. The 

top horizontal line creates an additional unevenness, in that the right side is thicker than 

the left. Pollock’s off-center pole accentuates the asymmetry between left and right and 

top and bottom, with its top-heavy nature and disparate left and right lines.23  

Similar asymmetries appear in the spatial organization and dancers in 

Cunningham and Graham’s choreographies. Graham often employed asymmetry when 

ordering the small groups of women, or choruses, that appear throughout her oeuvre.  In 

her Primitive Mysteries, for instance, the chorus often shifted through the space in 

asymmetric shapes.24  Related bodily asymmetries appear throughout Graham’s 

choreographies. Asymmetrical shapes in the bodies of Graham’s dancers result mainly 

from what she called contractions, which were generated from the dancer’s core through 

an expelling of air [Figure 13]. 25 As a result, the body becomes lopsided; its vertebrae 

                                                

23 For an extensive discussion of Pollock’s poles and asymmetries within his 
compositions see Rohn, Visual Dynamics in Jackson Pollock’s Abstractions, 47–54. 

 
24 Tobi Tobias, “Old Gold,” New York Magazine, June 14, 1982, 64. 
 
25 Mark Ryder, “Mark Ryder,” in Martha Graham: The Evolution of Her Dance Theory 

and Training (Gainesville, Florida: University Press of Florida, n.d.), 58. 
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curved instead of neatly stacked atop one another. In addition to these contractions, 

Graham often twisted the body around its own spine and pelvis, creating a dynamic 

contrast between the left and right sides. In her Lamentation, for instance, Graham 

choreographed a piece that is executed from an almost entirely seated position [Figure 8]. 

As a result, the body must be moved around a central point. Despite the centrality 

inherent in such a position, the body rarely hovers over the mid-line, but instead rotates 

around it, creating drastic asymmetries. Similarly, the gestures Pollock used to create his 

works were asymmetrical. Namuth’s iconic images and film of Pollock lunging across his 

canvases show him extending his arm far from his center, only to snap it back again to his 

paint can for a refill, recalling the percussive, core-based movements that Graham 

employed in her dances [Figure 9].  

Graham so embraced this sense of seeming imbalance that she utilized it when 

training her dancers. While traditional training teaches dancers to perform movements 

and combinations on the left and right sides, Graham’s method frequently favors one side 

over the other. For instance, her ‘falls’ are taught and executed only on the left side of the 

body.26  This and other bodily contortions, as well as the training Graham employed were 

frequently highlighted through costumes, which often featured off-center lines, as in the 

costumes for Errand into the Maze (1947) and Night Journey (1957)  [Figures 14 and 

15]. As a result, the viewer can never accurately determine the true center of the dancers’ 

bodies, underscoring the asymmetric nature of their movements. 

Similar spatial and bodily asymmetries also appear in Cunningham’s works. In a 

portion of Merce Cunningham’s Septet he and three female dancers gradually move 
                                                

26 Ibid. 
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through a series of held tableaus [Figures 4 and 5]. Although there are brief moments of 

symmetry within the transitions between these living sculptures, the majority of them 

favor asymmetric shapes, which are created around Cunningham. By dressing himself in 

black and the women in white,27 he made it seem as though he should be the center, but 

then purposefully denied a sense of balance. In the first tableau [Figure 4], for instance, 

the three women around Cunningham are nearly evenly spaced and should construct an 

even triangle with him as its center, but the different positions of the women turn what 

should be a regular geometric form into an irregular shape. Cunningham also employed 

asymmetry in many of his later works for film, such as Torse (1978).28  The work was 

filmed from multiple vantage points and was to be projected on two side-by-side screens. 

As a result, the viewer was often presented with two different dances or, in some cases, 

one dance and one blank screen, eliminating the possibility of a balanced composition.29  

As in Graham’s works, Cunningham’s dances involved movements that emphasized 

asymmetries within a dancer’s body. One of Cunningham’s most recognizable maneuvers 

was an off-center jeté, in contrast to a more proportional one in which both legs extend 

evenly from the body [Figures 16 and 17]. These relational oddities occurring on either 

                                                

27 As was recently pointed out to me, Pollock also often experimented with black and 
white in his works. Perhaps in both instances, Cunningham and Pollock used colors of supposed 
balance (yin and yang) to highlight the purposeful imbalance in their works. 

 
28 This work is an example – as I mentioned in my introduction – of a Cunningham piece 

created after the peak of Graham’s and Pollock’s success, but still relevant to my discussion. I see 
Cunningham’s continued use of formal qualities like asymmetry as evidence of his participation 
and presence within the earlier cultural environment of the 1940s and 1950s to which he, 
Graham, and Pollock belonged. 

 
29 Roger Copeland, “Merce Cunningham and the Aesthetic of Collage,” TDR (1988-) 46, 

no. 1 (April 1, 2002): 16. 
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side of what should be a dancer’s visual center are evident in many of the poses and 

transitions Cunningham created.  

In addition to possessing a sense of asymmetry, many works by Pollock, 

Cunningham, and Graham also display an “all-over” approach to composition. In the 

work of each artist, examples of this all-over approach are indicative of their desire to 

break with traditional modes of spatial organization, which presented pictures on canvas 

or stage that could be easily navigated.  As will be discussed shortly, Greenberg was the 

major proponent of this “all-over” quality in art. The phrase, however, originated prior to 

his usage of it. In a 1937 bulletin for the Metropolitan Museum of Art, curator Rose Mary 

Fisk used the phrase to describe a selection of rugs and carpets on display in 1937 saying, 

“they are often borderless, all-over in design, and so subtly modulated in color and 

pattern that we are scarcely aware of occasional symmetry or of pronounced pattern.”30 

Greenberg would not mention the phrase or concept until 1948. This is not to suggest that 

he had intentionally taken the idea from the Met bulletin, nor am I proposing that Pollock 

would have directly drawn his compositional inspiration from these works (though it is 

possible that both men would have seen the show). Instead, the presence of the phrase 

prior to Greenberg’s promotion of the idea suggests that the art world was already aware 

of the possibilities of an object possessing an “over-all” nature. The significance of 

Greenberg’s and Pollock’s involvement with the concept concerns their ability to 

recognize, utilize, and promote it within the restrictive formalist guidelines of painting, as 

opposed to the decorative arts, which were inherently focused on design over 

                                                

30 Rose Mary Fisk, “The Exhibition of Rugs and Carpets,” The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art Bulletin 32, no. 11 (November 1, 1937): 248. 
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representational clarity. One of the most salient examples of Pollock’s all-over technique 

can be found in his Lavender Mist [Figure 1]. Although composed of individual drips, the 

painting’s first dizzying impression is that of wholeness. Distinct marks appear only 

when the viewer has shaken off the initial awe and begins to discern the details.31  

Pollock’s equal valuation of each mark in this and other works resulted a multi-focused, 

intricately woven webs in which streams and jolts of paint bounce, collide, mirror, and 

entwine one another, leaving the eye no comfortable place to land.32  

Scholars have occasionally compared Pollock’s all-over effect with 

Cunningham’s staging technique.33  For example, Robert Coe has described 

Cunningham’s dances as ones in which “the eye can follow no particular path through the 

dance, notes no dramatic buildups or crushing climaxes – just repetitions, replacements, 

and interruptions of patterns, exits and entrances, balancing of shapes and impulses.”34 

Cunningham achieved this effect by arranging his dancers in relationships that did not 

feature one dancer or group of dancers over another, even though each body on stage 

might be executing different movements.  In order to equalize the stage, he often 

employed the entirety of the space all at once – a process he likened to painting saying, “I 

used to be told that you see the center of the space as the most important…But in many 
                                                

31 William Rubin, “Jackson Pollock and the Modern Tradition,” in Jackson Pollock: 
Interviews, Articles and Reviews, by Pepe Karmel (New York, NY: Museum of Modern Art  : 
Distributed by H.N. Abrams, 1999), 130. 
 

32 Pepe Karmel, ed., “Jackson Pollock, Artforum, September 1965,” in Jackson Pollock: 
Interviews, Articles, and Reviews (New York: Museum of Modern Art  : Distributed by H.N. 
Abrams, 1999), 98. 

 
33 Vaughan, “‘Then I Thought About Marcel’: Merce Cunningham’s Walkaround Time,” 

84; Robert Coe, “The Merce Cunningham Dance Company: Movement in Time,” in Dance in 
America, 1st ed. (New York: Dutton, 1985), 160. 

 
34 Coe, “The Merce Cunningham Dance Company: Movement in Time,” 160. 
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modern paintings this was not the case and the sense of space was different. So I decided 

to open up the space to consider it equal and any place…just as important as any other.”35 

This staging was a break with traditional modes of dance that directed the viewer’s eye 

clearly through the space in a manner similar to that found in single-point perspective 

painting.36  

Traditional forms of dance led the viewer’s eye through the space by means of 

soloists and groups moving back and forth. In Cunningham’s works, however, dancers 

move simultaneously and with no apparent acknowledgement of one another. 

Cunningham’s approach to composition was a defining feature of his works throughout 

his life, but he first experimented with it in the 1950s with a collaborative theatre event in 

1952 at Black Mountain College and, more concretely, in a work from 1956 entitled 

Galaxy.37  He described the latter work in a program note saying: “I tried in the making 

of each solo to keep it separate space-wise…I made [the solo] on each dancer, for the 

particular dancer, and it was really a solo which didn’t relate to the others at all. So there 

were four separate things going on at the same time.”38 This technique also characterizes 

several sequences from a later work entitled Changing Steps for Film (1989) [Figure 18]. 

                                                

35 Merce Cunningham, The Dancer and the Dance (New York: M. Boyars  : Distributed 
by the Scribner Book Companies, 1985), 17–18. 

 
36 Copeland, “Merce Cunningham and the Aesthetic of Collage,” 21. 
 
37 The composer for this piece – Morton Feldman – also composed the score for Hans 

Namuth’s video of Jackson Pollock. Also, Pollock created a work in 1947 with the same title.  
Given their interest in motion and spatial relationships, it is not surprising that Cunningham and 
Pollock were interested in outer space. For more on Jackson Pollock’s “cosmic paintings,” see 
Kirsten A. Hoving, “Jackson Pollock’s ‘Galaxy’: Outer Space and Artist’s Space in Pollock’s 
Cosmic Paintings,” American Art 16, no. 1 (April 1, 2002): 82–93. 

 
38 David Vaughan, Merce Cunningham: Fifty Years, ed. Melissa Harris, 1st ed. (New 

York, N.Y.: Aperture, 1997), 88. 
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In one instance, Cunningham choreographed five dancers inside a building with doors 

that provide a view outside. While the five dancers execute their all-over choreography 

inside the building, another dancer (in red) eventually wanders into the frame outside the 

building and executes different choreography. As a result, the viewer’s focus repeatedly 

shifts from foreground to background, without privileging one over the other. 

Cunningham’s all-overness is enhanced in this particular work by rapid cuts between 

choreography executed in the performance space and rehearsal studios. In many 

instances, the scene switches just as the dance seems to be unifying into a recognizable, 

clear set of movements, causing the eye and mind to refocus and readjust with each cut.  

When compared with Pollock and Cunningham, Graham’s works may seem less 

frenetic and the attention more focused; however, though dancers are sometimes 

highlighted over others on stage, certain moments in Graham’s works disseminate the 

focus across the stage to multiple bodies engaged in different movements. In a portion of 

one of her later works, entitled Diversion of Angels (1948), four men enter the stage 

through a repeated series of steps, but because they enter successively, each engages in a 

different part of the dance phrase at different moments [Figure 19]. The resulting effect is 

best likened to a kind of kinesthetic (as opposed to musical) round in which the eye 

bounces from one dancer to the next with no concrete resting place.  Graham employed a 

similar dispersal of focus through her unique implementation of levels. She often 

choreographed dancers executing movements on the ground, while other dancers 

simultaneously performed movements from a vertical position, as in Appalachian Spring 

[Figure 2]. As a result of this choreography, the viewer must constantly shift focus across 

vertical levels to comprehend the whole picture. There is an important difference to note 
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here, however, between Graham’s use of space and that found in the works of Pollock 

and Cunningham. While Cunningham and Pollock crafted “all-overness” by using 

movements and lines wholly distinct from one another, Graham almost always designed 

her choreographies with clarity in mind. The eye may bounce from one dancer to the next 

despite overlapping phrasing or levels, but one can always grasp Graham’s presentation. 

The same cannot always be said of the rapid pace of Cunningham’s works, nor of 

Pollock’s self-proclaimed “damned busy painting.”39    

In the work of Pollock and Cunningham, this new sense of spatial evenness is 

related to their interest in experimenting with new conceptions of depth in painting, 

dance, and dance film. It is interesting to note that throughout the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘50s, 

there was also an increased interested in the field of ophthalmology concerning the eye’s 

movements and perception of depth in flat and stereoscopic illusions.40  This serves as 

another example of the many ways in which the formal and conceptual concerns of these 

artists connect to the larger discourse of this era. Cunningham’s Rune (1959) exemplifies 

an analogous exploration of depth and depth perception. In this work, Cunningham 

layered his dancers throughout the space so that “the eye simultaneously takes in events 

in the foreground, middle, and rear of the stage,”41 causing viewers to constantly shift 

                                                

39 Jackson Pollock, “Letter to the Editor,” in Jackson Pollock: Interviews, Articles and 
Reviews, ed. Pepe Karmel (New York, NY: Museum of Modern Art  : Distributed by H.N. 
Abrams, 1999), 71. 
 

40 Two instances of investigation into stereoscopic vision are Brant Clark, “An Eye-
Movement Study of Stereoscopic Vision,” The American Journal of Psychology 48, no. 1 
(January 1, 1936): 82–97; Harold Schlosberg, “Stereoscopic Depth from Single Pictures,” The 
American Journal of Psychology 54, no. 4 (October 1, 1941): 601–605. 

 
41 Vaughan, Merce Cunningham, 118. 
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their focus to various depths.  Cunningham continued to employ similar methods in his 

works for film, such as The Coast Zone (1983), in which he and his director Charles Atlas 

explored ideas of depth. They emphasized spatial depths by placing dancers 

simultaneously in the extreme fore and background, highlighting the distance between the 

two [Figures 20 and 21]. In several instances, the camera also pulls viewers through the 

space amongst the dancers, as if we are taking part in the choreography. 42 In this sense, 

Cunningham takes the illusionism of earlier forms of painting to its extreme by engaging 

the viewer’s physical senses though a two-dimensional medium. Contrastingly, viewers 

who witnessed Cunningham’s live performances were often only able to view the works 

from a distant stationary perspective, thus denying any physical entrance into the pieces. 

Pollock employed ideas of flatness and depth in an analogous manner as a way to 

emphasize the materiality of the canvas. Greenberg viewed Pollock’s works as ones that 

have a “tension [that is] inherent in the constructed, recreated flatness of the surface.”43  

For Greenberg and for most viewers, Pollock’s flatness was paradoxical in that it 

possessed a two-dimensionality that mimicked the canvas, while still maintaining a 

complex, optical three-dimensionality that could be accessed, as Greenberg put it, “only 

with the eye.”44  Viewers of a Pollock painting cannot imagine physically walking into 

the work, as they could with previous, illusionistic paintings (though, as is discussed 

later, this does not necessarily sublimate the viewer or artist’s body), but instead they are 

                                                

42 My understanding of Cunningham’s use of depth and its manifestations in The Coast 
Zone are informed by and discussed in Copeland, “Merce Cunningham and the Aesthetic of 
Collage.” 

 
43 Jones, Eyesight Alone, 284. 
 
44 Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” Clement Greenberg, 1978, 

http://www.sharecom.ca/greenberg/modernism.html. 
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given the chance to peruse its depths through opticality. As a result, Pollock’s works, 

especially his drip paintings, create a tension between literal (via layered paint) and 

illusionistic (via the eye) depth. In addition to layering his paint, Pollock also engaged 

ideas of flatness through collage. His Untitled (Cut-Out) and Untitled (Cut-Out Figure) 

from 1948-50 provide two examples [Figures 22 and 23]. In Untitled (Cut-Out), Pollock 

created a work in his drip-style, but then cut out a figure from the work, leaving that 

section open to the canvas below. He then painted Untitled (Cut-Out Figure) and pasted 

the figure from the first painting on top of it, creating a collage-like distortion between 

the ground of the canvas and the pasted figure.45  In these two works, Pollock explored 

ideas of depth through literal flatness and three-dimensionality. 

 Many of the characteristics found in works by Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham 

discussed so far relate directly to one external force to which every material object on this 

planet is subject: the force of gravity.46  While forms of painting and dance prior to 

Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham sought to deny gravity and work in spite of its force, 

these three artists acknowledged and utilized it as a crucial part of their creative 

process.47 Their embrace of this natural force, in contrast to its traditional denial, is 

                                                

45 Christine Ratcliff, “Jackson Pollock’s American Sublime,” Art in America 87, no. 5 
(May 31, 1999): 107–8. 

 
46 It should be noted that a cursory connection was made between Pollock and Graham’s 

use of gravity by choreographer Bill T. Jones in an interview: Jones, Bill T. “Conversations with 
Anne”, June 6, 2009. http://www.tcg.org/pdfs/events/conference/transcript_bogart.pdf. And in 
Roger Copland’s Merce Cunningham: the Modernizing of Modern Dance, Copeland off-handedly 
refers to Graham and Pollock as “gravity-ridden” (pg 56).   

 
47 As noted in Hoving, “Jackson Pollock’s ‘Galaxy’,” 88, newspapers and magazines 

from the 1940s and 1950 were filled with images and discussions of outer space, providing an 
intriguing connection to the three artists' exploration of gravity and broader modern discourse.  
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another means by which each artist sought to re-evaluate both the process and the 

boundaries of art and dance.   

By placing his canvases on the floor instead of working from an easel, Pollock 

employed gravity as an active participant. He expressed his desire to paint on the floor 

saying he needed “the resistance of a hard surface” and that a floor-based technique 

allowed him to “walk around [the painting], work from all four sides and literally be in 

the painting.”48  Many of the effects he achieved through his falling paint could not have 

been created on a vertical surface and were a result of his understanding of how gravity 

changed the images that landed on his canvases. Several of his lines, like those in 

Number 20 (1949), give the impression that he began by slowly pouring paint and then 

slashing his implement across the canvas, creating lines that begin thicker than they end 

[Figure 24]. In actuality, however, this effect was probably manufactured by changing the 

height from which he released his paint through an engagement of his own bodily 

levels.49  Pollock often contrasted these dynamic lines with heavy, thick pools of paint. In 

his Number 28, 1950, Pollock poured streams of black paint, creating ominous blots in 

the lower half of the canvas [Figure 25]. The texture and weightiness of these pools 

would have been drastically different, if not impossible, had he been working upon a 

horizontal easel.  

Cunningham also used gravity to his own benefit through falls executed by rigid 

bodies. These falls most often appear as movements that are essentially artistically 

                                                

48 Jackson Pollock, “My Painting,” in Jackson Pollock: Interviews, Articles, and Reviews, 
ed. Pepe Karmel (New York: Museum of Modern Art  : Distributed by H.N. Abrams, 1999), 17. 

 
49 Cernuschi and Herczynski, “The Subversion of Gravity in Jackson Pollock’s 

Abstractions.” 623. 
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rendered “trust falls” where the sense of gravitational force is relentless and 

acknowledged, if not embraced. Cunningham used variations of these movements 

throughout his career and they appear as early as 1953 in Trio [Figure 11]. In a scene 

from this work one dancer not only bends backwards over her partner’s arms, as was 

common in many dance forms, but another also seems to somehow both to defy and 

acknowledge gravity by balancing her leg across her partner’s lap. In Septet, Cunningham 

included similar partnered movements, often making his dancers appear as if they are 

held upright by linking arms with a more stationary dancer [Figure 4]. One of his most 

common tropes was to have a female dancer rigidly hold a standing position, only to be 

leaned in various directions by her partner. An early instance of this can be found in his 

Suit for Five [Figure 12].  

Although Cunningham implemented gravity in his choreography, Graham was 

truly the first to incorporate it as a crucial part of dance practice.50  Gravity gave Graham 

the opportunity to send her dancers cascading to the floor, while also allowing her to 

explore a new, largely unexamined realm of the stage.51  Her dancers sat, squatted, and 

spread themselves across the stage, often creating shapes that she described as “figureless 

sprawl[s]…blot[s] on the ground,”52 not unlike the pools of paint Pollock poured. 

Through their investigation of the ground, Graham and her dancers relished an embrace 

and discovery of the force that kept them there. When viewing her and Cunningham’s 

                                                

50 Cunningham readily acknowledged his admiration for Graham’s use of its force saying, 
“The weight with which she herself moved – remarkably clear in the falls she invented – was 
absorbing to watch. It let me with a vivid sense of the power of human movement.” Cunningham, 
The Dancer and the Dance, 139. 

 
51 Graff, “When Your Heart Falls,” 108. 
 
52 Ibid., 114. 
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dancers’ surrenders to the stage, one cannot help but think of Pollock’s paints trickling to 

his canvases. Each artist found a unique way to interact with the “hard surface” Pollock 

sought. 

 The artists’ employment of gravity was often emphasized by their unique uses of 

repetition. While repetition was by no means a novel concept in painting or dance, 

Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham each adapted the device as a means of reinforcing 

their artistic goals and breaking with the classical traditions of their respective mediums. 

Their novel uses of repetition in each art form challenged the traditional place the aspect 

held in past traditions. Repetition also provided a way for each artist’s to highlight their 

underlying emphasis on the corporeality of themselves and their viewers. 

For Pollock, repetition of sinews and slashes served his artistic intent in that the 

gestural nature of his repeated lines forces the viewer to consider the materiality of and 

process behind his works. This use of the technique was a break with forms prior to 

Pollock – such as with Precisionism – which sought to cloak the physical realities of 

paintings and artists behind mechanized representations of the world. Images of Pollock’s 

half-mechanical, half-ritualistic motions were confirmed and, fittingly, emblazoned onto 

the minds of his viewers through Hans Namuth’s film. Even without knowledge of the 

video, however, when viewing a work like Autumn Rhythm (Number 30) (1950), it is 

difficult to describe or even comprehend it without a consideration for the repetitive and 

rhythmic bodily motions – much like those I will describe in the works of Cunningham 

and Graham – Pollock employed in their creation [Figure 26]. In this work, the triad of 

white semi-circles that cascade on a diagonal through the lower half of the painting calls 

to mind what must have been Pollock’s sweeping, nearly calligraphic motion, imploring 
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the viewer to acknowledge not only the marks’ materiality, but also their creation through 

a material body as well. His use of repetition in works like Autumn Rhythm is twofold, 

however, in that it calls to mind Pollock’s physical repetition, but also requires an ocular 

repetition in his viewers as they follow the length of each gesture.53  In addition to the 

gestural reiterations found in his paintings, Pollock also emphasized repetition through 

printmaking, which employs a repetitive bodily process (through the use of the printing 

press) to create repeated images.  

 Cunningham’s use of repetition functions in a way similar to that found in 

Pollock’s works, in that he employed it as an additional means of exploring and 

emphasizing the materiality of the human body. Like all movements in Cunningham’s 

works, repeated gestures are not included as a reference to anything other than movement 

itself. Moreover, the intrinsic differences among the individual dancers allowed 

Cunningham to explore what different movements looked like when executed by 

different dancers.54 This was a break from traditional balletic modes, where movements 

were highly standardized throughout individual groups, who would frequently execute 

choreography in stunning synchronicity. One image from Cunningham’s Suite for Five 

provides a noteworthy contrast, in that it captures two men, who appear to be drastically 

different in stature, executing a star-shaped jump [Figure 27]. Neither performs it in 

exactly the same manner, and the differences between their bodies are highlighted instead 

of sublimated to classical uniformity.  

                                                

53 Jones speaks of a “saccadic scanning,” which she feels is required for viewing 
Pollock’s works and links it and his process to what Greenberg perceived as a process deeply 
indebted to the industrial repetition inherent in the modern era. Jones, Eyesight Alone, 233. 

 
54 Cunningham, The Dancer and the Dance, 65. 
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 Graham’s use of repetition also indicated a break with traditional balletic forms.  

In ballet, repetition is most frequently employed as a means of unifying a group, but it is 

also employed in order to draw attention to a dancer’s virtuosity and skill. For example, a 

common trope in ballet is the fouetté rond de jambe en tournant, in which a dancer 

executes an impressive series of turns in place. Graham, in contrast, often used repetition 

as a means of expressing a specific emotional moment in the choreography. Again, 

Graham’s rejection of traditional mechanical movements in favor of more personalized 

ones shows a clear split from classical traditions, as was true of Pollock’s and 

Cunningham’s use of repetition. She placed great importance on precision in these 

repetitions, saying that the “movement-expression relationship was choreographed…it 

could be repeated without any loss of effect, and once the right movement was found, it 

must be repeated exactly.”55 While this seems to echo the precision of balletic modes, the 

emotional intent differentiates it from the standardized bravado of traditional ballet. 

Graham also employed repetition as a way to emphasize her personals beliefs and 

technique about dance. For instance, contractions were often performed in repeated 

succession, highlighting both their emotional connotation and Graham’s technical 

innovation.  The three artists’ unique and pioneering uses of repetition serve as another 

bridge among their works. 

 Through their unique uses of repetition and gravity, as well as their radical views 

on space and asymmetry, Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham left indelible marks on the 

aesthetics of their disciplines. Their analogous use of these formal qualities visually links 

their works, while the innovative nature of these formal qualities unites them under a 

                                                

55 Reynolds, “A Technique for Power,” 10. 
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shared rejection of past traditions. The three artist’s implementation of these critical 

practices is proof that they were working within a shared modern discourse, while 

actively participating in its formation. The next chapter will explore Pollock, Graham, 

and Cunningham’s views and influence on the development of the modern audience, as 

well as the artists’ participation in their contemporary dialogue, in order to contextualize 

their discursive projects within their modernized world.



19 

CHAPTER 2 
EMBODYING MODERNISM: VIEWERSHIP, SOURCES, AND A MODERN 

AMERICAN IDENTITY 
 

By employing new uses and understandings of the traditional formal qualities of 

their art forms, Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham challenged modern America’s way of 

viewing art and dance. In their attempts to impact their respective mediums, these artists 

employed similar source material, while engaging in broad ideas of American identity 

and utilizing modern technologies. All of their techniques and conceptual explorations 

were rooted in innovative understandings of the body’s place within dance and painting. 

Through new uses of the body, each artist sought specific and novel qualities and 

reactions in their viewers. The reactions these artists sought were connected to their 

shared rejection of clearly defined narrative structures. By creating works that supported 

this rejection, Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham helped to shape their contemporary 

society’s understanding of the modern audience.  

When encountering his works, Pollock thought his viewers “should not look for, 

but look passively,” 56 thus challenging earlier standards for viewing art in which the 

viewer was compelled to find the meaning and narrative of the work. He attempted to 

achieve this viewership by eliminating narrative in favor of references to his process, 

materials, and gestures. While his contemporary critics sought to disembody the viewer 

(Greenberg) or viewed the artist’s body as something to be transcended (Rosenberg),57 

recent scholars have argued that Pollock’s works cannot be viewed without an 

                                                

56 Pollock, “My Painting,” 20. 
 
57 Jones, “The ‘Pollockian Performative’”; Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind E. Krauss, 

Formless: A User’s Guide, First. (Zone Books, 1997). 
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acknowledgement of his body and movements,58 and this consideration, subsequently, 

serves as a reminder to viewers of their own bodies. Although the dimensionality of his 

works tends to be accessed mainly through vision, their tactile and gestural qualities 

eliminate the possibility of a completely disembodied viewing experience. To his 

viewers, therefore, Pollock presented works that could be experienced emotionally, 

formally, visually, and tactilely, and their ambiguous content left the individual viewer to 

decide what – if anything – those experiences meant. In an analogous manner, during the 

middle of the twentieth century, the field of ophthalmology was exploring various ideas 

of the discrepancies among the eyes of different individuals and how this can impact a 

viewer’s experience of art,59 suggesting a shared discourse and recognition of the highly 

personalized nature of viewing experiences. Pollock’s Eyes in Heat (1946) seems to echo 

this exploration of sight, in that it abstractly depicts what seems like hundreds of eyes 

returning the viewer’s gaze from beneath layers of painted foliage [Figure 28].  

Like Pollock, Cunningham never embedded narrowly specific thematic meaning 

into his works, but instead created choreography with an emphasis on open-ended 

movement so that each individual audience member could have a personal, unmediated 

response – whether emotional, analytic, or kinesthetic. This is not to say, however, that 

he thought his works or the body to be un-emotive. As he phrased it, “I don’t think what I 

do is nonexpressive. It’s just that I don’t try to inflict it on anyone.”60  Instead, he chose 

to begin and end with movement, instead of overlaying particular emotional content onto 
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it.  His movement, then, highlighted the corporeality of the dancer’s bodies over 

traditional dance elements of technical virtuosity, narrative, or character.   

Graham also began with movement, but instead of concentrating solely on it, she 

filled it with expressive content. In doing so, she sought to trigger her viewers 

emotionally by presenting them with emotive bodies that needed to receive compassion.61 

While she often employed narrative content in her works, the story was always secondary 

to the emotions of the characters.62 Although deeply expressive, her works still require an 

active, analytical audience who is aware of the body as both an emotive tool and a 

physical reality. Her emphasis on gravity and her use of choreography that exaggerated 

the natural movements of the body (like her contractions) are some of the ways she 

sought to remind her audiences of the corporeality of her dancers.  To keep her audiences 

visually and intellectually engaged in the works, she often choreographed “incomplete” 

movements, like half stamps and parts of circles, in hopes that the audience would 

continue the movement in their mind.63  

 In addition to the novel views on audience perception held by Pollock, Graham, 

and Cunningham, the three also drew from similar sources for their artistic theories and 

content. Specifically, Pollock and Graham drew from Jungian psychology, while all three 

artists looked to Native American and Asian sources when creating their works. Their 
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interest in these sources seems to have sprung from various – though often overlapping - 

access points. As a child, Pollock often visited the Los Angeles County Museum, where 

he viewed the Native American objects on display and may have witnessed Native 

American rituals.64  Throughout the 1930s, he and his brother amassed twelve volumes of 

reports from the Bureau of American Ethnology, which were filled with color 

reproductions of Native American objects.65 Also, during his time in New York he 

frequented exhibitions of Native American art, such as “Indian Art of the United States” 

at the Museum of Modern Art in 1941,66 and “Northwest Coast Indian Painting” 

organized for Betty Parsons’ gallery in 1946.67  The 1941 show at MoMA featured art 

objects, as well as a presentation of Navajo sand painting.  The latter practice was done 

on the floor and has frequently been connected to Pollock’s floor-based technique and the 

use of sand in some works.68  The existence of the publications and exhibitions of Native 

American art attests to a widespread cultural interest in such material. Pollock, Graham, 

and Cunningham’s employment of various aspects of Native American culture is one 

example of their active participation in this modern dialogue. 

Although Pollock claimed that references to Native American art in his work were 

probably more subconscious than intentional, critics and scholars often cite his use of 
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tribal totems, masks, and symbols as connected to his access to Native American 

objects.69  This is especially evident in Birth (1941), which features mask-like forms and 

resembles a traditional totem pole [Figure 29].70 His use of sand in works like The Magic 

Mirror (1941)71 and his floor-based painting process, as mentioned, are both often 

attributed to his interest in Navajo sand paintings.72  When asked about his unique 

painting method, however, Pollock cited Asian art, saying, “I paint on the floor and this 

isn’t unusual – the Orientals did that,”73 suggesting that he was drawing from, or was at 

least aware of, the artistic practices of multiple cultures.  

 Similarly, Graham borrowed several aspects of Native American and Asian 

cultures in her choreography. In 1931, Graham visited Flagstaff, Arizona, where she had 

the opportunity to observe various ancient rites performed by a sect of Hispanic Indians 

known as the Penitents. That same year she choreographed Primitive Mysteries, which 

was her interpretation of a Penitent ceremony.74  Several of her works also display 

various aspects of eastern dance forms as well, such as Javanese flexed feet and 
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Cambodian knee walks.75 These movements are implemented throughout works, such as 

Night Journey and Appalachian Spring [Figure 30 and 31]. Additionally, the first image 

seen in the short film about Graham, entitled A Dancer’s World (1957), is a shelf 

displaying three statuettes, depicting what appears to be two images of the Hindu god 

Vishnu, suggesting Graham’s awareness of East Indian cultures [Figure 32].   

Vishnu also appears in Cunningham’s The Seasons (1947), as he stated in his 

notes for this work. These notes, however, also include a catalogue from the same 

exhibition of Northwest Coast Indian painting at Betty Parsons’ gallery that Pollock 

attended,76 which implies that Cunningham also drew from both Native American and 

eastern sources, often within the same piece. His Sixteen Dances for Soloist and 

Company of Three  (1951) provides another instance of Cunningham’s use of East Indian 

and Native American cultures. The dances in the work are based on East Indian 

emotional archetypes, but Cunningham’s costume for one of the solos bares resemblances 

to the ceremonial masks and costumes of Native Americans from the Pacific Northwest 

[Figure 33].77 The most influential foreign reference for Cunningham, however, was the 

Chinese I Ching and elements of the philosophy also appear in Sixteen Dances. In this 

and other works, Cunningham employed chance, which plays an important role in the I 

Ching, in various ways.  He described the piece as follows:  
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The structure for the piece was to have each of the dances involved with a 
specific emotion followed by an interlude. Although the order was to 
alternate light and dark, it didn’t seem to matter whether Sorrow or Fear 
came first, so I tossed a coin. And also in the interlude after Fear, number 
14, I used charts of separate movements for material for each of the four 
dancers, and let chance operations decide the continuity….Following fear 
was a quartet with a small gamut of movements, which was different for 
each dancer, and this was choreographed by chance means. That is, the 
individual sequences, and the length of time, and the directions in space of 
each were discovered by tossing coins.78 

 
Cunningham’s implementation of chance procedures in dance was revolutionary in that it 

eliminates emphasis traditional modes of dance placed on a narrative structure. 

  Cunningham continued to employ I Ching based choreography throughout his 

career.  For example when choreographing Torse (1975), Cunningham created the piece 

with sixty-four phrases because, as he said, “that’s the number of hexagrams [lines] in the 

I Ching.”79 In addition to applying I Ching procedures to determine the number and order 

of phrases, Cunningham also divided the space into sixty-four squares so that the practice 

could also be applied when placing the dancers in the space.80  

In addition to their adaptations of Native American and Asian cultures, many of 

the concepts running through the work of all three artists (even if only briefly), as well as 

the cultural life of modern America, were derived from the psychological theories of Carl 

Jung. Contemporary theatrical circles were also interested in psychologically rooted 

acting and character development through the famous method developed by Konstantin 
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Stanislavski,81 providing another example of the ways in which the three artists were 

engaged in a larger cultural discourse.  Specifically, for Pollock and Graham, Jung’s 

concepts regarding the unconscious fueled their ideas on the making and function of art, 

no doubt as a result of the Jungian based psychoanalytical treatment they received.82  

Both artists felt that through an intense examination of themselves they could discover a 

collective unconscious or “buried” truths.83  Pollock felt that the interior self was the only 

subject matter needed to create art,84 and while many of his critics and supporters would 

emphasize formal qualities exclusively,85 he saw painting as a way to access the 

unconscious. This is evidenced by his embrace of the Jungian and Surrealist concept of 

“automatic” writing, drawing, and word association as a means to tap into the 

unconscious – both personal and collective. By allowing themselves to move their hand 

and drawing implement freely across their canvases without thought to form or figure, 

artists who embraced this theory felt they were allowing their unconscious thoughts and 
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imagery to manifest through drawing. Around 1941, Pollock joined fellow artists Roberto 

Matta, William Baziotes, and Germor Kamrowsky in “group sessions where free 

association and the pouring of paint were explored.” 86  Pollock’s physical act of drawing 

and painting as a means to reveal inner truths echoed Graham’s views on dance, in that 

she saw the body as a physical means for displaying the psyche.87  

Graham, like Pollock, also embraced the Jungian notion of a collective 

unconscious,88 which posits myths as points of access to universal archetypes and 

symbols that represent shared meanings. As such, Graham employed ancient forms and 

plots (as well as the previously mentioned Native American sources) in order to provide 

her dancers and viewers access to the psyche. In Night Journey, for instance, she 

explored the myth of Oedipus through the lens of his mother and wife, Jocasta.  

Similarly, Errand into the Maze borrows from the narrative of Ariadne and the Minotaur, 

while Cave of the Heart features Medea as its central character. In each instance, Graham 

tended to abandon formal linear narratives, in favor of group and solo choreography that 

emphasized psychological exploration. By employing these recognizable myths and 

emotional states, Graham was able to focus on larger ahistorical and universal 

psychological situations.  

 Although the majority of Merce Cunningham’s works display a rejection of these 

Jungian themes, examples from the beginning of his career show that he employed 

similar atavistic content. For example, in his Orestes (1948) Cunningham focused on the 
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Greek character Orestes in the psychological process of deciding to kill his mother, rather 

than depicting the actual dramatic act.89  His Sixteen Dances, as mentioned, features a 

similar representation of emotional, rather than narrative, states.  The piece was divided 

into sections, each of which was meant to represent “a specific emotional archetype” 

taken from the nine permanent emotions found in Indian art.90  Each emotion was 

depicted through a solo that was choreographed to be a shape of the general emotion, as 

opposed to a representation of the dancer’s personal image of that emotion,91 thus 

aligning the work with Jungian concepts of a collective unconscious.  

 While ideas of the collective unconscious appear in Graham’s and Cunningham’s 

works primarily through subject matter, Pollock employed the Jungian concept largely 

through symbols found in his more figurative works. He used these symbols most 

frequently as a way to address Jung’s concept of the unification of opposites, which 

involves the balancing of the conscious and unconscious, as well as other dualities such 

as sun and moon, and male and female.92  This balance was often depicted through 

specific symbols, such as the “disk-crescent,” which was considered to represent “the 

masculine and the feminine aspects of the psyche.”93 These shapes are repeated in several 

of Pollock’s works, especially his early figurative drawings (completed while undergoing 

Jungian analysis). Pollock frequently attempted to make these shapes part of larger 
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figures like faces, animals, and flowers, aligning these images with Jungian concepts of 

unification [Figure 34].94 His interest balancing the masculine and feminine parts of the 

psyche remained for him throughout the 1940s, as evidenced by his belief that he was 

“male and female. [His] psyche contain[ed] elements of both.”95  This opinion resounds 

most clearly in Male and Female (1942), which depicts two abstracted figures that 

feature male and female anatomies, in keeping with the dualities of Jungian unification.96 

 Authors often posit Pollock’s embrace of the feminine and masculine as one way 

the artist “stripped humanity to essences”97 and suggest that it was part of a larger trend 

in modernism,98 which also may explain Graham’s frequent use of the male/female 

dichotomy. In many of her early works, Graham rejected the decorative aspects of ballet 

and the sexualized features of popular dance, all of which were typically associated with 

the female expression. As a result, Graham distanced herself not only from those forms, 

but also from their gendered connotations. By embracing powerful, stark, and angular 

movements, Graham layered connotative masculinity onto the female bodies of herself 

and her dancers.  The choice was not made in order that she and her dancers were to be 
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perceived as men, rather, the movements made it possible to see them as women 

possessing masculine abilities.99 Thus, her work can be seen as a literal representation of 

the unconscious dualities that, according to Jungian thought, exist in all humanity.  

While Graham and Pollock shared an interest in universal truths, their work and 

that of Cunningham also demonstrate an exploration of the place of specific individuals 

within larger social and global structures. This kind of attention to the individual seems to 

reflect prevalent views from the 1930s and 1940s concerning the individual in relation to 

the many. Much of the psychological and social literature during the 1930s and early 

1940s explored ideas of social groups as entities where “group purpose triumphs over 

individual purpose ‘at the expense of the individual.’”100 This sense of unity among many 

is often attributed to Marxist tendencies that dominated intellectual thought of the 1930s, 

as well as the unity required within countries during the war and interwar periods.101  

This emphasis on unity, however, seems to have subsided post-War World II, and 

attention was reverted to the needs and dignity of the individual.102  This is not to suggest 

that the individual was considered to be in complete isolation from the many, but, 

instead, the predominant idea seems to have been that, as art critic Thomas Hess 
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proposed, “the individual contribution has value in its uniqueness.”103 This dialectic is 

present in different ways throughout the work of Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham. 

 For Pollock and Graham, their idea of “the many” was related to concepts of 

Jungian universalism. By expressing and depicting their personal emotions through 

means suited to their individual talents, they believed they were tapping into both their 

own emotional reservoirs and the universal unconscious. When viewing their works, the 

process was then reversed as viewers were presented with an expression related to the 

universal unconsciousness, which was then reabsorbed into the viewer’s mind through 

connections to their personal understanding of that emotion. For example, Graham’s 

Lamentation was meant, as noted in her program notes, to express “not the sorrow of a 

specific person, time, or place, but the personification of grief itself.”104 This is not unlike 

Cunningham’s use of the nine permanent Indian emotions in Sixteen Dances.  By 

allowing her viewers to personalize a generalized representation of grief, Graham posited 

both the dancer and the viewers as specific individuals who make up a larger, universal 

whole. Her concept of the individual’s place within a smaller community is similar in that 

she often isolated her characters from one another, only to have them reunite, as noted by 

dance critic Marcia Siegel of Appalachian Spring, “by means of their common 

ceremonies, myths, and aspirations,”105 all of which embody her interest in Jungian 

concepts concerning the universal qualities of myth and ritual.  
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Pollock was never so blatant about his specific expressive content, but in the 

Namuth video of 1950, he stated, “I want to express my feelings rather than illustrate 

them.”106  This statement suggests that his works are a result of this expression – which 

he would have understood through his Jungian background as part of a larger pattern – 

and that, because they were expressions and not illustrations, they could be interpreted 

personally by individual viewers. In a more conceptual way, the contrast in his works 

between distinct individual parts and concrete unity – the effects of his all-over technique 

– seem to reflect a desire to respect the individualism of smaller units and their 

contribution to a larger concept. The place of the individual within a larger structure can 

also be connected to the Abstract Expressionist movement. Although scholars and critics 

made attempts to unify the artists under a specific movement, each artist, especially 

Pollock, insisted that they be seen as uniquely individual, though they may have shared 

similar formal and conceptual goals.  This concept was illustrated in a 1951 photo from 

LIFE Magazine, which depicts fifteen of the Abstract Expressionists, or so-called 

“Irascibles,” (with Pollock at the center), as specific individuals who seem to be linked 

only by the fact that they share the same space within a frame.107 There are no exchanged 

glances, no arms around shoulders – this is a group of artists who seem linked more by 

external forces than by voluntary solidarity [Figure 35].  

While Pollock and Graham explored ideas of individuals and their emotions in 

relation to universal concepts, Cunningham was interested in how individual bodies and 
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performance components form discursive relationships to one another. Instead of 

reunifying the individual or expression into “the universal,” he emphasized the 

differences between bodies, body parts, music, scenery, and choreography in order to 

mimic the disunities, which may or may not coalesce harmoniously, in modern living. 

This approach is best reflected in his theories regarding the place of music and scenery. 

Traditional forms of dance work in complete conjunction with specific music, and 

scenery is often designed to suit the narrative or mood of a piece. Cunningham, in 

contrast, separated the three elements of dance – choreography, music, and scenery – by 

allowing the composer and set designers to create works without having any knowledge 

of the choreography and without Cunningham having knowledge of their work. This 

isolation of elements results in work where the dancers, music, and set are not designed 

to intentionally reflect or affect one another. Despite instances of seeming cohesion, such 

moments were not any more significant than a similar act of simultaneity on the street. 

The isolated design elements echoed the dancers’ isolations within their bodies,108 their 

un-emotive connections to other dancers on stage,109 and the previously discussed 

emphasis on each dancer’s bodies as inherently different.  Hess’ statement (quoted 

earlier) that “the individual contribution has value in its uniqueness” mirrored 

Cunningham’s stress on the inherent differences in the various elements of dance, thereby 

linking him to the broader discourse on individuality to which Pollock and Graham 

contributed. 
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 All three artists and their critics also showed an interest in exploring ideas of 

national identity. Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham were all born, raised, and trained in 

America. In Pollock’s and Graham’s cases, scholars and critics often regarded their work 

as possessing an iconic nationalism. Additionally, Graham and Cunningham both 

employed American themes in many of their works.  All three also were interested in 

America’s landscape – particularly its vastness –and they each had specific notions of 

what constituted modern American art and dance. By crafting themselves in relation to 

constructs of American identity, each artist helped to define what American art and dance 

could be. 

Through the media and art criticism, especially that of Rosenberg and Greenberg, 

as well as the photographs and films of Hans Namuth, the public Pollock was constructed 

as definitively American. Namuth’s series depicted Pollock casually dressed in blue jeans 

and a tee shirt, a cigarette often dangling from his mouth – the embodiment of what art 

historian Michael Leja has described as the “Modern Man.”110 With his paint cans and 

brushes standing in for a cowboy’s rifle, Namuth’s Pollock represented the modern 

artistic counterpoint to the men who tamed the nation’s wild frontier.111 In his 1952 

essay, “The American Action Painters,” Rosenberg repeatedly referred to the painters 

(including Pollock) as specifically American in their individualism and opposition to 

European modes.112  Nearly ten years later, he identified what he termed Pollock’s “half-
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man-half alligator vaudeville” as an intentional act on Pollock’s part – perhaps as a way 

to distinguish himself from the ultra-intellectual European past.113  Similarly, Greenberg 

frequently used Pollock as an example of what it meant to be an American painter. His 

conception of this persona, however, resisted the cowboy stereotype and embraced a 

rational, progressive, and (overtly) masculine artist – and he found these qualities in 

Pollock’s formalism and machine-like bodily process.114  The broad, monumental 

qualities of his work were also frequently associated with the expansiveness of the 

western landscape where Pollock was raised.  His own words apparently substantiated 

such claims: “My concern is with the rhythms of nature…the way the ocean moves…the 

Ocean’s what the expanse of the West was for me.”115 This statement confirms the 

influence Pollock felt the western landscape of his childhood had on his works. As this 

statement suggests, though much of his swagger and “Americanness” may have been 

intentionally layered on to his works after the fact– either to suit his own beliefs and 

persona or to bolster his critics’ purposes – he seems to have seen his identity as more 

than a marketing tool, but as a crucial part of himself and his work. This sentiment is 

evidenced in several instances and statements, including his insistence that an American, 

Morton Feldman, compose the score for the Namuth film, instead of the suggested 

Indonesian gamelan music.116  
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In much the same way that Pollock was considered to be definitively American, 

Martha Graham viewed her work in similar terms. She saw American dance forms based 

in Russian ballet techniques as “an impression imitative of a culture foreign to us rather 

than an expression creatively from us.”117 Her innovations and rejection of ballet and 

European modes of dance produced a new form of dance rooted both in the universal and 

in the traditions of her country. She implored choreographers to “know the land – its 

exciting strange contrasts of barrenness and fertility – its great sweep of distances – its 

monstrous architecture – and the divine machinery of its invention.”118 This statement 

echoes Pollock’s own views on his native country and its impact on his artistic 

perceptions. However either of these artists felt they were interpreting these statements, it 

is clear that both Pollock and Graham felt the need to work from and embody their 

country within their works. 

More concretely, Graham also made frequent use of American subject matter and 

history for her narrative pieces. As previously discussed, Pollock, Graham, and 

Cunningham all tapped into Native American sources to craft their works. Graham, 

however, wove an additional thread into her dances by including references to the 

nation’s post-colonial past.  For instance her American Provincials (1934) and 

Appalachian Spring  (1944) both addressed ideas of religion and the country’s history 

during the pioneer era. The latter work is often thought to be a reactionary reflection of 

World War II America in that it presents a nostalgic and prideful national past in the face 
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of a chaotic present.119 A previous work, American Document (1938), presents a similar 

picture of the nation’s past by pairing dance with text from historical and literary 

American works such as the Declaration of Independence, the Gettysburg Address, and 

poems by Walt Whitman.120  While patriotic themes are most prevalent in Graham’s 

works during the immediate pre- to post-war era, their presence in her oeuvre attests to 

her interest in and dedication to developing works that could be readily identified as 

American.  

Several of Cunningham’s early works feature similar nationalistic themes. For 

instance, Lou Harrison, who composed the music for Open Road (1947), described the 

work as “an evocation of the working landscape of the American West,” suggesting that 

Cunningham shared Pollock’s fondness for Western panoramas.  This affection is fitting, 

as he too grew up amid the region’s expansive views (he was born in Washington State).  

Similarly, in his first application for a Guggenheim fellowship, Cunningham described a 

concept for a dance “involving elements of pantomime and american folk forms [sic], 

folk here implying not only western and new England [sic] dance forms, but also the jazz 

idiom.”121 This concept presumably describes a conception for a work from 1955 entitled 

Springweather and People, which features movements reminiscent of traditional 

American folk dance.122  

                                                

119 Julia L Foulkes, Modern Bodies: Dance and American Modernism from Martha 
Graham to Alvin Ailey, Cultural Studies of the United States (Chapel Hill  ; London: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2002), 155. 

 
120 Coe, “The Martha Graham Dance Company: An Inner Landscape,” 143. 
 
121 Vaughan, Merce Cunningham, 84. 
 
122 Ibid., 85. 
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When questioned whether or not he saw the quality of movement in his works as 

typically American, however, Cunningham stipulated that what made it most homegrown 

was its inability to conform due to the lack of a binding dance tradition in the country. As 

a result, he felt that he and his predecessors (surely he included Graham in this) had 

greater freedom to explore what American dance could be, since there was no real 

perception of what it should be. This is not to say that he saw his choreography or his 

concepts as strictly American, nor do his American themes suggest he saw his work as 

ones that could be best appreciated by Americans – this would contradict his devotion to 

audience interpretation. Instead, it seems he aligned his works with a growing openness 

in America toward cultural difference. As Cunningham’s style progressed, his later works 

began to reflect this shifting nature and global awareness inherent in the country’s 

identity. His insistence on personal interpretation places him within the growing 

discourse about America’s place in a globalized world. This discourse seeped into 

various aspects of the country’s society and thought, including government, economics, 

and sociology and the number of reports and articles that mention globalization as a 

concept increased significantly after 1960.123 While the awareness of globalization was 

on the rise following the careers of Pollock and Graham, I see their earlier interest in 

universal Jungian themes and openness to audience interpretation as the predecessors to 

                                                

 
123 Two of what seem to be the earliest examples of this discussion are Paul Meadows, 

“Culture Theory and Industrial Analysis,” The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political 
and Social Science 274, no. 1 (March 1, 1951): 9–16; Foreign Commerce Study (U.S. Trade and 
Common Market), Senate Hearing - Published (Washington, D.C.: United States Senate, May 9, 
1960), http://web.lexis-
nexis.com.libproxy.temple.edu/congcomp/document?_m=06f9fa554f5879efa8d8d60e72698bec&
wchp=dGLzVzt-zSkSA&_md5=5172a803470920835003717d3aabe686.  
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this global way of thinking.124 Although they certainly thought of themselves and their art 

as representing something American, they also seemed to have understood that their 

works could also stand as embodiments of universal aspects of humanity – American or 

not.  

 The concept of globalization was and is often thought to be the result of 

increasing industrialization in America and Europe throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. 

This increased presence of technology, media, and the international dissemination of 

ideas in the lives of 20th-century Americans began to play a large role in their individual 

constructions of the world. In his 1930 survey of art in the country, entitled Revolt in the 

Arts, American scholar Oliver Sayler spoke of his era as “The Machine Age,” saying it 

“discovers thinking man in this country almost wholly engrossed in science, pure and 

social, and tolerant but indifferent toward an impassive religion and futile philosophy.”125 

Sayler’s argument represents just one of many voices who considered the place of 

industry and technology in American life. Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham were no 

exceptions. Their works are both engaged in and reflective of the industrial wonders that 

surrounded them and, as a result, they presented their audiences with works that could be 

interpreted as artistic counterpoints to scientific advancements. By utilizing these 

developments, each artist actively redefined the place that technology and industry could 

have in art and dance.  

                                                

124 It is important to note, as is discussed in my conclusion, that Cunningham and Graham 
both implemented tours in Europe and Asia, and that Pollock’s works traveled to these countries 
as well. 

 
125 Oliver Martin Sayler, Revolt in the Arts; a Survey of the Creation, Distribution and 

Appreciation of Art in America (New York: Brentano’s, 1930), 67–8. 
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 Pollock defined his age – at least in some part - in terms of its technological 

advances like “the atom bomb, the airplane, the radio,” saying that these modern 

inventions created a world in which the artist must find “new ways and new means of 

making their statements.”126  By invoking these specific developments he signaled his 

relation to them within the modern world, as well as an emphasis on power and what 

scholar David Anfam describes as “instantaneity and speeding wonders.”127  All of these 

qualities seem resonant in the boldness and speed with which Pollock created his works. 

Pollock’s physical manner of applying paint is also frequently linked with the 

mechanization and emphasis on efficiency in labor throughout the 20th century. In her 

book Eyesight Alone, Caroline Jones argues that Pollock’s drip painting could have been 

and still can be understood as discursively participating in the larger dialogue of the 

rationalization of work (and pouring painting) in the late 19th and 20th centuries.128  

Pollock’s use of paints typically employed for industrial purposes – such as aluminum, 

enamel and Duco – also provide a link between his works and the pervasive industrialism 

of Pollock’s era. While he undoubtedly preferred these paints for their viscosity,129 their 

presence throughout his works is evidence that Pollock must have seen painting and 

                                                

126 Karmel, “Interview with William Wright, The Springs, Long Island, New York, Late 
1950, Broadcast on Radio Station WERI, Westerly, Rhode Island, 1951,” 20. 
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modern industry as compatible contemporaries in their shared views on work and 

production.130  

 Graham’s interest in industrial modern America seems most connected to her 

ideas about the movement and shapes of an urban environment. Her emphasis on 

syncopated rhythms and quick tempos are often associated with the fast pace of life in 

modern cities,131 which she described as “nervous, sharp, and zigzag,”132 prompting 

images of the meandering maze of angular buildings newly scraping their way across 

Manhattan’s skyline. She embraced these edifices of modern industry in her training by 

invoking the image of skyscrapers as an analogy for the human body.133 This evocation 

of urban images is evident in the angular shapes assumed by her dancers, particularly in 

works like Night Journey [Figure 13]. Her use of analogies and tempos associated with 

the city – which shares a mutual development with increasing industrialization – clearly 

belies her absorption of and participation in modern conceptions of industry and urban 

development. Graham not only took conceptual and formal inspiration from modern 

technologies, but she also employed them as a means for self-promotion. Starting in the 

1950s, Graham adapted and created several works for film, which were then broadcast on 

television. By utilizing film and television, Graham enmeshed herself in a modern 

                                                

130 Caroline Jones speaks extensively to this point in Chapter Five of her Eyesight Alone. 
 
131 Deborah Jowitt, “Martha Graham and the Changing Landscape of Modernism,” in Art 

and Dance (Boston: Institute of Contemporary Art, 1982), 73. 
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technology, thereby expanding her audience and widening the creative possibilities 

within her field. 

 Cunningham also employed evocations of modern industry when describing his 

works. In a program note for Summerspace (1958), for instance, Cunningham described 

the movement in the piece as like “automobiles…relentlessly throbbing along turnpikes 

and under and over cloverleaves,”134 echoing Graham’s similar description of bodies to 

modern marvels.135  When considering Cunningham’s works, scholars often cite the rapid 

pace and multi-focused attention in his works as linked to the age’s tendency bounce 

quickly from one television or radio program to another.136 He seems to have developed 

the concept out of his understanding of the relationship dance and these forms of 

entertainment held with time. His Root of Unfocus (1944), for instance, was structured 

around units of time, instead of sections of music. He related this sense of time to a radio 

show in that both were “divided into time units,” and he point to this as “the beginning of 

the idea that music and dance could be disassociated, and from this point on the 

dissociation in [his] work just got wider and wider.”137 His description of Root of an 

Unfocus is, rather fittingly, evidence of his early interest in a dispersal of focus (be it 

between music and dance or among dancing bodies) and the relationship it held with a 

modern technology. Cunningham continued to show an interest in modern technology 

                                                

134 Vaughan, Merce Cunningham, 109. 
 
135 Cunningham also related Summerspace to several natural phenomena and Robert 

Rauschenberg’s costume and set design for the work made it seem as though the dancers are 
subsumed in an Impressionist landscape. I find the images of this dance and the work’s evocation 
of a summer day strikingly similar to Pollock’s Eyes in Heat (1946). 

 
136 Coe, “The Merce Cunningham Dance Company: Movement in Time,” 174. 
 
137 Vaughan, Merce Cunningham, 30. 
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throughout his career through experimentation with film and computers, but this early 

work is an instance in which he employed technologies that were readily available to the 

cultural moment he shared with Pollock and Graham.  

 Through their employment of new technology, involvement with constructions of 

“Americanness” and emphasis on the individual, Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham 

created works that have provided visual manifestations of their generations. In doing so, 

they challenged their audiences to reconsider conceptions of the body and mind, and their 

relationship to cultural constructions and modern developments. The resulting works are 

ones in which viewers are forced to challenge existing conventions in the arts and both 

confront and acknowledge the corporeal and intangible aspects of themselves and the 

artists.
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CONCLUSION 

 By challenging accepted formal and conceptual notions within their respective 

fields Jackson Pollock, Martha Graham, and Merce Cunningham effectively helped 

create and cater to a new, modern viewer. Through their embrace of asymmetry, they 

subverted the balanced compositions and choreographies of their predecessors, in effect 

defying accepted aesthetic notions and creating new ones. Similarly, in their novel uses 

and exploration of space and depth, these three artists – especially Pollock and 

Cunningham – called into question the place of flatness and dimensionality in their 

disciplines. Their all-over compositions and instances of dispersed interest forced viewers 

to develop and examine a new way of seeing that involved a flexing of their mental and 

ocular capacities. Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham also sought to remind viewers of 

the materiality of paint and bodies through unique implementations of gravity. Through 

his drip technique, Pollock employed and embraced the viscous and gravity-bound 

qualities of paint, while Graham and Cunningham employed fluid and rigid falls, as well 

as movements executed from the ground, in order to emphasize the body’s slavish 

dependency on the Earth’s gravitational pull. The corporeality and materiality of the 

choreographers’ dancers and Pollock’s paints were further emphasized through original 

uses of repetition, and all three artists employed repetition in specific ways as a means to 

emphasize key components of their technique and process.  

 Through utilizations of new formal techniques and unique implementations of 

their bodies, Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham created works of art that call attention to 

their own bodies and the bodies of their viewers. Pollock’s paintings are visible records 

of his intensely physical process, making it difficult to separate the picture from the man. 
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The results are works that emphasize notions of sense, opticality, and expression, instead 

of serving as traditional illustrations of meaning and narrative. Cunningham and 

Graham’s works operate similarly, in that they both highlighted the non-narrative 

qualities of their works over traditional dance structures. Although Graham’s work often 

contains narrative elements, prominence is given to the emotions within her dancers and 

their gestural manifestations. Cunningham pushed this de-emphasis of narrative further 

by eliminating it all together in favor of an exploration of the physical possibilities of the 

body. 

 Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham created many of their works using similar 

source material that places them as active participants and shapers of the broad modernist 

discourse of their era. At various points, each artist – in keeping with cultural trends of 

post-war America – adapted ideas from their understanding of Jungian psychology, as 

well as Native American and Asian cultures. These cultures and theories appear in 

various instances through Pollock’s figural imagery and ground-based process, 

Cunningham’s use of chance in relation to the I Ching, and his and Graham’s adaptation 

of Hindu and Native American dance forms and rituals. In addition to their interest in 

various cultures and theories, the works of Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham also 

demonstrate their interest in both the place of the individual within the local communities 

and the individual’s place within larger universal or global populations. Pollock explored 

individualism through his all-over technique and he and Graham shared an interest in 

personal expression in relation to the collective unconscious. Cunningham, in a related 

manner, sought to highlight the individual aspects of each dancer’s body and body parts, 

as well as the distinct qualities of dance elements (i.e. music, choreography, and design.) 
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 In addition to their shared sources and various interpretations of the individual, all 

three artists’ works can be connected to and helped shape prevailing concepts of 

American identity. While Pollock and Graham were interpreted and self-defined as 

possessing specifically American qualities, Cunningham’s works represent both 

nationalistic and globalized concerns, the latter of which I posit were preceded by the 

universalism latent in the work of Pollock and Graham. Along with their unique 

relationships to and shaping of American and global culture, throughout their processes 

all three artists also embraced modern technologies and inventions. Through industrial 

paints and evocations of modern architectural marvels and technologies, Pollock, 

Graham, and Cunningham sought to draw from and reflect the changing modes of living 

found in their world. 

 The majority of the formal and conceptual concerns running throughout the work 

of Pollock, Cunningham, and Graham, as has been discussed, were prevalent in modern 

thought and discursive areas of study. These connections make clear the various 

interdisciplinary possibilities available to performance and art historians, while 

elucidating the more general concerns of the era.  In my study, I have offered an 

understanding of the ways in which these concerns were made manifest in various 

disciplines, but this interdisciplinary investigation has only fueled my curiosity regarding 

additional branches of inquiry.  These areas are ones that, it seems, could constitute 

independent chapters or surveys. The following pages outline the approaches that could 

be taken in order to expand the present study with the intent of expressing the 

possibilities available within this topic and within interdisciplinary studies as a whole.  



47 

Given the increasingly globalized culture in which these artists worked, it would 

be useful to better understand how they were and are perceived abroad. Cunningham’s 

company, for instance, toured Europe and was emphatically received in London before he 

was championed in any other country – including America.  The present study does not 

explore specific discussions of the receptions of Pollock and Graham in European 

countries, though Peggy Guggenheim’s collection – which included works by Pollock – 

was featured at the Venice Biennial in 1948 and she hosted a subsequent solo show of his 

works in Venice in 1950.138 Dealers and museums continued to show his work abroad 

during his lifetime in cities like Paris, Düsseldorf, Stockholm, Helsinki, Barcelona, 

Frankfurt, London, The Hague, New Delhi, and Caracas.139  His works continue to show 

in these and other cities today and many remain in foreign museums like the Folkwang 

Museum in Germany, the Kunstmuseum Bassel in Switzerland, the Museo Nacional de 

Bellas Arts in Argentina, the Tate Gallery in London and the Tel Aviv Museum of Art in 

Israel. Similarly, Graham toured in Europe and Asia throughout her career and her 

company still travels to these countries today. Given the international presence of all 

three artists, a thorough discussion of their past and present reception in foreign countries 

could offer insight into global perceptions of their work. 

The globalized and national reactions to Pollock, Graham, and Cunningham, as 

this study outlines, led to constructions of each of their public personas; Pollock as a wild 

man, Graham as an expressive conduit, and Cunningham as their rational counterpoint. 

                                                

138 “Peggy Guggenheim,” Museum, Peggy Guggenheim Collection, n.d., 
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139 Friedman, Jackson Pollock; Energy Made Visible, 210. 
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An examination of how and why these constructions were formed could reveal a great 

deal about the critics, artists, and society that created them. Caroline Jones, for example, 

argues that Greenberg crafted his version of Pollock in order to suit his own critical 

agenda. Similarly, Graham has been taken up in feminist discourse as a kind of Über-

woman, focused on the female voice and the strength of the female body.140 Scholars 

frequently employ Cunningham’s work as a way to express a kind of linear development 

of dance away from the overly emotional qualities of Graham and her predecessors like 

Isadora Duncan.141 Taking these and other constructions in mind, a survey of cross-

disciplinary and multi-century constructions of artists and performers might provide 

insight into ideas of celebrity and genius that are particularly pertinent to our era’s 

fascination with famous personalities.  

Within this examination of the constructions of these three artists, it would be 

important to consider the role that gender played in each of their public personas. 

Graham, as mentioned is often discussed in terms of her relationship to reconstructions of 

ideas of feminine identity. Pollock, as I indicated earlier, was similarly cast in a 

stereotypically masculine role, despite his interest in a unification of opposites. It has 

been argued, for example, that Tennessee Williams may have based what is arguably 

America’s most macho theatrical character – Stanley Kowalski – on Pollock142 (whom he 

knew well) and Robert Motherwell compared Pollock to Marlon Brando’s portrayal of 

                                                

140 For an extensive examination of this see Richmond, “Gender and the Forms of 
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the violent character.143  These overly masculine descriptions of Pollock are often placed 

within questions of his sexuality,144 however it seems more interesting to examine why he 

was placed in such a persona and how it reflected the currents of post-War America. The 

same examination is true of Graham. While she and her choreography make obvious 

efforts to assert feminine strength, an exploration of the social factors leading to her 

construction of herself and popular constructions of her in this manner would serve to 

enhance an understanding of modern America.  

Cunningham is less often placed in discussions of gender, perhaps because so 

much of his work appears content-less. An additional aspect preventing specific gendered 

discussions of Cunningham could be his disinterest in openly defining himself as fitting 

any stereotype – be it masculine, feminine, heterosexual or homosexual.  Some scholars, 

like Jonathan Katz, suggest Cunningham’s and his peers’ (including his partner John 

Cage, Jasper Johns, Robert Rauschenberg and Cy Twombly) resistance to a self-

definition is a result of the country’s homophobic tendencies.145 Cunningham’s 

contemporary critics’ squeamishness towards issues of sexuality could be one 

explanation for the general lack of gender-related discussions of him and his work. This 

trend seems to be shifting, however, as scholars begin examining Cunningham and his 

contemporary male artists’ lack of defined public persona, as mentioned in the cited work 

by Katz and a recent collection of essays entitled Dancing Desires: Choreographing 
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Sexualities On and Off the Stage. An exploration of these discussions in relation to older 

ones could provide an intriguing study of shifting views on gender and sexuality. 

As my thesis and these related avenues of exploration demonstrate, it is possible 

and incredibly informative to draw formal and conceptual analogies among many fields.  

These analogies often uncover new qualities and theoretical understandings of artists and 

their work. In exploring these multiple pockets of culture in relation to one another, it is 

my hope that scholars will embrace a broader art history, as I have done, thereby 

continually expanding and reinventing our discipline. While specialization in specific 

fields is crucial to scholarship and scholarly development, it must not be conducted in 

isolation from related areas of study. Without understanding the full context of a work of 

art, its historical and artistic significance cannot be grasped to its greatest potential and 

our comprehensions of it will undoubtedly become stale and stagnant. By considering 

works and artists in specific and thoughtful relation to their historical context, we will 

challenge personal and field specific understandings of them and, in doing so, ensure 

their continued relevance. 
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FIGURES 
 

Figure 1. Jackson Pollock - Lavender Mist, 1950, 7’ 3” x 10’ 
 

 
Figure 2. Martha Graham – Appalachian Spring, film version 1958 
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Figure 3. Jackson Pollock – One: Number 31, 1950, 8’10” x 17’ 5” 

 
 

 
Figures 4 and 5. Merce Cunningham – Septet, 1953 

 

 
Figure 6. Jackson Pollock – Convergence, 1952, 7’ 10” x 13’ 
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Figure 7. Poles in Convergence, taken from Rohn’s Visual Dynamics in Jackson 

Pollock’s Abstractions 
 

 
Figure 8. Martha Graham – Lamentation, 1943 
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Figure 9. Hans Namuth photograph of Jackson Pollock, 1951 

 

 
Figure 10. Jackson Pollock in LIFE Magazine, 1949 
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Figure 11. Merce Cunningham – Trio, originally choreographed 1953 

 

 
Figure 12. Merce Cunningham – Suite for Five, originally choreographed 1956 

 

 
Figure 13. Martha Graham – contraction from Night Journey film, 1957 
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Figure 14. Martha Graham – costume for Errand into the Maze, originally performed 

1947 
Figure 15. Martha Graham – headpiece from Night Journey, as seen in the film A 

Dancer’s World, 1957 
 

 

 
Figures 16 and 17. Cunningham and traditional jetés 
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Figure 18. Merce Cunningham – Changing Steps for Film, 1989 

 

 
Figure 19. Martha Graham – Diversion of Angels, originally choreographed 1948 

 

 
Figures 20 and 21. Merce Cunningham – The Coast Zone, 1983 
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Figure 22. Jackson Pollock – Untitled (Cut-Out) 2’ 6 ½ ” x 1’ 11 ½ ” 
Figure 23. Jackson Pollock – Untitled (Cut-Out Figure) 2’ 7” x 1’ 10” 

 

 
Figure 24. Jackson Pollock – Number 20, 1949, 2’ 4” x 1’ 8” 
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Figure 25. Jackson Pollock – Number 28, 1950, 7’ 2” x 8’ 9” 

 

 
Figure 26. Jackson Pollock – Autumn Rhythm (Number 30), 1950, 8’ 9” x 17’ 3” 

 

 
Figure 27. Merce Cunningham – Suite for Five, originally performed 1956 
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Figure 28. Jackson Pollock – Eyes in Heat, 1946, 4’ 6” x 3’ 7” 

 

 
Figure 29. Jackson Pollock – Birth, 1941, 3’ 9” x 1’ 9” 
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Figure 30. an example of flexed feet from Night Journey  

Figure 31. an example of knee walks from Appalachian Spring 
 

 
Figure 32. statues from A Dancer’s World 
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Figure 33. Merce as “Odious Warrior,” from Sixteen Dances 

 

       
Figure 34. Jackson Pollock – Untitled Drawings, 1939-40 
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Figure 35. The Irascibles from LIFE Magazine, 1951 
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