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Most Features of modenist art practice had their
origins in France i the nincteenth century and
achieved their paradigmatic form in the United Statcs
in the mid-twenticth century beforc being whittled
away by postmodernist critique since the 1960s The
accuracy of this plot as descriptive art history is
dubious, scripted as it was in an idcological project
by Clement Greenberg and other American formalist
cnitics. Yet the Franco-American bias of modernism
is so intrinsic to the tissuc of its discourse that even
revisionist and anti-Western critiques of modernism
are often obliged to train thewr sights on the powered
centers of modernism in Paris and New York. In
order to engage onc aspect of this bias, we might ask
how, in its latc phase, was modernism so persuasively
linked to American cultural identity? Perhaps specific
aspects of the myth or reality of American culture
provided fertile soil for the transplantation of
modernist phenomena to the United States.
Speculatively, we can suggest the 1deology of
Manifest Destiny on the North American continent, as
a precursor to the modernist disposttion of an
unceasing quest {or obscure truths presumed to lic in
the unknown future. And the continual need of the
modernist for sclf-differentiation from forbears
(Harold Bloom's "Anxicty of Inlluence") might be
insinuated in an American condition of differentiation
from the "Old World". Moreovcr, the subjugation of
African American and Native American peoples,
poses an intriguing parallel to the primitivist
colonization of the Other by modenists since
Gauguin. And finally, the Amcrican cmbrace of
capitalism implics a structural demand for the role
which the modernist artist has typically played in

capitalist society mediating an clitist chientele and the

kitsch culture of the mass media .

Linkages of this sort may have furthered the fortunes
of modernism in America, but this linc of speculation
offers no means of tracing the variable processes of
identity formation on the level of expericnce: What
battles wete waged forwaged for particular forms of
modernism in the United States? How do particular
works ot art reflect the tenston between nationalism
and modernism? As on strategy fot inserting thesc
predicaments of identity into the overarching debate
of modernist theory, I turn to a few instances on the
margins of American modernism where the
American flag was given center stage. Surely the
work of ait which piesents the American national
flag as its primary subject or image must be a
rewaiding site for the investigation of 1ssues of
national indentity and American modernism.

Childe Hassam had studicd in Paris in the [880s
and became known as one of America's finest
Impressionists 1n the 1890s. While his work of the
early decades of the twentieth century gradually
advanced toward a Post-Impressionist style, he was
not at all sympathetic to the more recent forms of
European modernism introduced to the United States
i the Armory Show of 1913 which he dismissed as
"insincere and on the fool-fringe."1) The chapter
devoted to Hassam in the annals of Famous Painters
of America in 1916 by Joseph McSpadden, opens
with the exclamation, "I am an American!" quoted
from the memoirs of ex-Presitent Ulysses S. Grant,
Hassam measures his artistic identity to this political
and military hero: "I would rather have that said of
me than anything elsc. And I believe I have more
right to say it than most people."2) MaSpadden

defends this nativist sclf-assessment on the grounds of
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the attists pedigree- his torebears could be traced
back "almost to Maytlower days" imcluding some
who had fought for Amerca o war as well as the
famous author Nathaniel Hawthoine--and his
preference tor pamtng Amencan scenery  Buried in
MeSpadden'’s msistence that Hassam was " one of the
most typically native of all our artists past or present”
lies a nattonalistie shame for the pronounced
Prenchness of Hassam's spatkling Impressionsst
style Butenty of the Umited states into World War |
proseded occasion lor exhiletating compenstion 11
Hassam's art was n debt to fiench pamting, now
French nattonal secunty was m debt o the United
States Stired by national pride. Hassam deployved his
Huent French metier to exult m the ground swell of
Ametican patiiotism  He produced a scries ol
pamtings depicting the flags of the Allies whic were
hung as mulitary spectacies i New York City m 1917
and 1918 The Amernican tlag s olcourse particularly
promiment. i some cases fymg above those of the
other Alhed natons "Fag Day "(Tigure 1) of 1917,
no other nationalists are represented. the fluttering
Ametrtcan tlags dissolve mto the atmosphere as
though patitotism had become a meteorological
condition Thrs work 15 similar to Monet's 1878
"Celebration of the 30th of June,"(Irgute 2) an
emottonal expresston ol French nationalism. Both
wotks make use of the Impresstonist Tacihity Lo
seintillatmg light eftects and energetie brushwoik to
radiate nationalistic enthusiasm The aesthetic may
be quite similar, but nattonal identiy has changed with
the tlags

The resolution of the brushstzokes on the pamting
surtace 1 semdetachment from lusory pictonal
space locates these works at an important stage m
what was later narrated by modernist art critics such
as Clement Greenberg as a teleological progression
from the nimeteenth-century Parts of Edouard Manet
to the twentieth-centuty New York of Jackson
Pollock Gieenberg would have had hittle regaid tor
Hassam's contiibution to American modernism
because the latter farled to advanced beyond his
French models, 1n the formalist reading of modern art,
the "histonical moment” to which his style belonged at
the end of World War 1 was foity years 1etardetaire

For this reason, Hassam's flag pamtings and ndeed

hus entire twentieth-century ocuvre are i casualty of
modernst history. simply 1gnored by most annals of
twentieth-century Amenean at which tend © "begin”
with Robett Henr and "The Fight' Nevertheless, the
mulitary references of Hassam's practice, which aie
evoked by his emulation of Ulysses Grant and his tlag
celebration of war, stgnal an aristic nattonalism that
he shared with many avant-gardists Not least of
these was Greenberg whose enticism 1 the carly
postwat years was driven by a strong desuie to
Americantze contemporary art and establish 1t as the
leading avant-garde of the Western world

Lhe new confidence m American cultural identity
which Hassam demonstiated at the conclusion of
World War T was widespread among Ins younget
contemporartes  One who embraced a conspicuous
American tdentity m a modernist form of painting
was Gerald Murphy. who also vented a nationalist
sentiment by pamtmg the Amencan tlag But unlike
the Impressiontst for whom "America represented
opportunity,” s Murphy completed all of his pictures
while living the hfe of an expatiiate m France and
panted them  fargely tor Fiench viewers. In facl, as
Wanda Corn pomted out, he "became more
pronouncedly and joyously Ametican when abroad
than he could ever have been at home "4 Muiphy
succeeded i giving theatrical expression to
amertcanisme, @ French fantasy of modern American
culture This wealthy expatiiate--the  model for his
ltiend F.Scott Fitzgerald's character Dick Diver
Tender s the Night--gave lavish patties at his home
on the Irench Riviera, the "Villa America”, featuring
themes of ameticanisme such as grdled waffles and
corn, dancing the Charleston, playing jass music and
American-style cocktails Murphy's oil and gold leat
painting on canvas "Villa Amenica” (Figure 3) served
as the  gate thiough which his guests entered his
partics Pamted as flatly as a sign board, this design of
stars and stripes was intended as a selt-portran of
Murphy's family m France; the stars were reduced
from the number of states to the number ol members
ot his fanuly and the diptych tormat ndicated their
brculturalism sy Thus the symbol of a nation 15
rcarranged to give expression to his personal
experience of national dentity. Murphy developed a

unique style based on the bricf training



draftsmanship he had received as a student in the
United States and his encounter with the avant-garde
in Paris. The aesthetic of "machine art” as 1t was
realized in the cool reduction of objects to lyrical
geomeltric forms in works by the Purist painters
Ozcnfant and Le Corbusier, suggests an close
piecedent for Murphy's painting. The few works he
painted were meticulously exccuted n a hard-edge
style depicting mechanical imagery or mass-produced
consumer products imported from America, such as
the Gillette safety razor (Figure 4). In the cyes of his
Europcan admirers. who included Picasso and Leger,
this mix served as a piquant expression of
characteristics which they associated with modern
American culture such as materialism, technological
prowess, mass culture, dircctness of cxpression and a
felicitous lack of refined European tradition. The
modernistAmericanidentity which  Murphy
constructed for his paintings in the 1920s catered to
the contemporary French imagination of America.
This is not to deny the authenticity of the identity
which the artist created for himself, but to
acknowledge that this identity contained within 1t the
mirror of the American otherness imagined by
Murphy's French friends.

Perhaps the most well-known paintings of the
American flag are those which Jasper Johns began
painting in 1954(Figure 5), thirty years after Gerald
Murphy. The leading modernist critics Greenberg and
Michael Fried did not regard Johns as a major
American figure and in some respects he can be seen
as an carly postmodern critic of Abstract
Expressionism, the paradigmatic movement of
modernism. In Johns's flag paintings, Jonathan Harris
sees a "mobilizing and mutating|{of] the conventions
characteristic of that ‘essentially’ American avant-
garde, the Abstract Expressionists."6) To restate this
in a morc literal way, Johns's brushy tmages of
American flags were ironic caricatures of the
American flags which were invisibly manifest in
Abstract Expressionist paintings. What I mean by the
oxymoronic "invisibly manifest” is that the
abstractions of Jackson Pollock(Figure 6) and others
were discursively situated in American society as
precious national banners although they bear no traces

of any flag imagery. Serge Guilbaut, Annette Cox and

other scholars have accomplished much in the aica of
cxposing the relationship between these abstractions
and their context m Cold War politics. Witnessing the
duninution and scattering of Europcan modernism
durmg the Sccond World War, American ciitics and
artists were inspired with the desire to raise the protile
of their art in measure with the new prominence of
American military and cconomic power. The
appearancce of undesirable European influence in
American pawnting was dubbed Cubist space” and was
expunged by such devices as the "all-over
composition." In Greenberg's writing, Pollock's
paintings werce differentiated from French
contemporaries and represented as intrinsically and
powerfully American. A gendered dualism contrasted
the virile and violent American artist to his effete and
war-wealy counterpart i France. The military
milieu, which we saw in Hassam's nationalism and
which lurks throughout modernism with the metaphor
of the "avant-garde,” returns here as American art
usurps the leadership of contemporary culture of
Western civilization in the vacuum left by the decline
of France.

Later nationalist critics such as John McCoubrey
furthered the process of naturalizing the
Americanness of these abstract paintings: "The unity
of our art lies deeper than style. It is not to be found
in what American artists say, or even in what they
intentionally paint, but rathcr in what springs from
the edge of their consciousness At the heart of every
painting is the assumption the artist has made about
its space..shapeless void, not an atmosphere or a
palpable ambiance, but an emptiness."7) In such
writing, th development of American painting is
totalized to an ahistorical metaphysic consummated in
the work of Pollock and other Abstract
Expressionists. This Romantic hermeneutic of
national identity plants a mystical involuntary
Americanness in the painting such a text gives the
bizarre impression that Pollock's abstaction more
closely resembles a work by a nincteenth-century
American realist such as Eakins than it docs a
contemporary French abstractionist such as Soulages.
Abstaction facilitates the expression of this kind of
identity precisely becausc it avoids the banality of

sigmfiers such as the colors or shapes of the flag;
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these are sublimated to a universalizing thetonie
mstiumental o hegemonie desues for American
leadership of Wewtern culture

This language of wdentity gamns ats strength from the
obscunty with which the thetoric ol Americanness 1s
shrouded and mystilied. Conversely, when signifiers
ol nationality tise (o crepuscular vistbihity 1 the stew
of Johns's brushwork m & pamting hike "White Flag "
tFrgure 75 the etiect s to neutialize the pohitical
acsthetie of Amencanness Or at feast this s what
much of the rhetorre accompanying Johns's work
imphes For example. Max Kovzlot! wrote ™ he 16
presenting o thing rather than portraying a symbol ”
83 The tmplication s that the national identty denoted
by the Amerrcan flag pretuted i such images 1s
extrancous to whatever s mportant about the work
We ate led to believe that Johns's obsessive paimting
of the American flag merely makes use of the Hag as
a comventent framework for an wonie ntellectual
mquiry mto the natwre of  modernist pamting and the
act of representation "Using the destgn of the
American Hag ook care of a great deal tor me
because [ didn'Chave to design it "oy The artist appears
to mvest his flag pamtings with zero rdeological
content "Instead of an arena of subjective human
retlexes and editorialized sentiment dommated with
allusions to man and his space, they conjured a plane
laden with neutralized objects or 1mages of
objects." 100 My respond 1s o ask why, then, wouldn't
the Fiench tricolor have served just as well”? The
Johnstan thitotie argues, "Any other flag, say ol a
stale or another country, would reflect an obvious
personal ot acsthetic preference "t Even Hassam
had  painted the Union Jack, the Brazihan tlag and
other alhied flags “The tact that Johns's American tlag
was the only one among those of the nations of the
world which could scem neutral 15 testmony to the
success of the Amerrcanmization of modernism
Underlying the appearance of the normahization of the
American tlag i the 1950y, of course, lay the
demonization of the Soviet hammer and cycle But let
us focus on the effects of the rhetorie which
accompanies Johns s American flags: were his
painted Hags really that disencumbered of the
deologieal connotations of the Ametican flag?

Betore beginning the flags. Johns produced

compartmentalized rehiels that were apparenty
dervative of Joseph Cornell's work, but "he soon
cmbarked upon a course of mvestigation uniquely his
own In 1954, he had a dicam m which he saw
himselt painting a large Amencan tag, soon after. he
hd has st one In that impersonal image he found
his selt-identity "12) Thus, an oneinie act of pamnting
the stars and stnipes induces  a dectsive breakaway
ftom a smothering ntluence and an carly epiphany ol
artistie identity  Personal artistic adentity devolves
trom nattonal identity The oncriie pledge of
alegrance 15 then situally reenacted as a tascinating
conundrum ol tepresentation, "the llag image
becomes something famihiar and unfamibiar at the
same. and theretore worthy of our notice. In the
1950« (the 1dea of pamting a flag) scemed to many
observers an absurdity the Amenican flag 1s many
things, but 1t 1s certamly not art: Yet Johns — presents
a carclully wotked, elegantly done pamting Such a
painting ts surely art-or 15 17 That becomes a problem
for the viewer."13) Thus, the discourse of a mystified
Amencan Hag 1s opened up m the context of abstract
pamting. a conlext previously mappropriate lor such
discourse Indeed, Johns's" enigmatic proxy" 4y of the
flag enables a reverential contemplation of the
American llag, displaced only by the a prion
assumption that the Hag wself 15 merely a vehiele tor
complex mutations of peteeption and representation.
" one sees. what appears to be a fossil of the{(lag)
whose [incaments are vaguely mmpressed or fost
through some accidental mprint Yet he does not
offer a palcontological vestige of the national symbol
s0 much as a 1evenie on surtace and lusion, the
relation of the parts to the whole "15)

Both Hassam and Murphy contested the French
influence which underlay then art, against what carly
twenticth-century American described as the lack of
anything worthwhile m American art other than that
which was bortowed from France 16) Hassam
apologized for his French style by foregrounding
American anecdote and subject matter while Muiphy
mediated his identification with his adopted home
the French avant-garde by persomiying French
cliches of American culture The yearning for a
modernist American art 1 the 1920s received a

setback duning the 1930s--a decade ol nauonalistic



anti-modernism n the United States--but was
reconstituted m a much more powerlul form in the
idcology and abstraction ol Abstract Expressionism in
the carly postwar ycars. Through the complex
interweaving of war, ambition and ideology, the
critical theory of modernism and the artists and
paintings which it promoted were constituted as and
Ametican cultural identity which transcended Fiench
influences and amalgamated a statement of
universality commensurate with hegemonistic aims of
America in the Cold War. The American coordinates
of this modernist universality werc exposed n Jasper
Johns paintings of the American tlag. But by then art
had become so thoroughly alienated from the
awarcncss of its ideological perspectives that this
cxposure was simply lost in system of
Wittgensteinian reflections on the nature of
representation.

Political critique would emerge 1 the late 1960s
with feminism, the civil rights movement and
opposition to the Vietnam War in works such as Faith
Ringgold's "Flag for the Moon: Die Nigger" of
1969(Figure 8). Ringgold demystities the evasive and
seductive 1ronies of the Johnsian national flag by
addersing the natinalist politics inherent in the flag
image from the perspective of African American
identity. All nationalistic culture poses a threat to
those who arc marginalized. The jarring countermove
of Faith Ringgold's flag painting stand among the
cvidence that the Americanization of modernism was

no exception.
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