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Fantastic I:ieiamorphoses, Other Worlds": We Shall Be Changed
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All things are always changing,
But nothing dies. The spirit comes and goes, ,
’Q(’VV‘ ol e

- Is housed wherever it wills, shifts residence

From beasts to men, from men to beasts, but always Bia
It keeps on living. As the pliant wax ( e N :

 Is stamped with new designs, and is no longer 5 -\

What once it was, but changes form, and still : e ks /
Is pliant wax, so do I teach that spirit Golaws

-~ [s evermore the same, though passing akvays

To ever-changing bodies.
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FIG. 72

Hopewell culture, Fort Ancient earthworks,
Warren County, Ohio. Photograph published
in Richard C. Morgan, Fort Ancient {Columbus:
The Ohio State Archaeological and Historical
Society, 1946). Barnett Newman owned a copy
of this book.

Newman had written that, when experiencing the mounds, “multiple
feelings vanish like the outside landscape.”290 The only feeling remain-
ing is of a self within a place. “The feeling is that you're here and out
there is chaos,” said Newman; everything outside the place has, for a
time, left your world.20!

A decade later, returning from his stint at the Emma Lake work-
shop in 1959, Newman wrote to tell his friend and collector Alan Power
about the summer in Canada. His letter exists in at least four drafts,
begun on the prairie of Saskatchewan, finished on the Upper West Side
of Manhattan. Seeing the prairic was a big event for Newman, much
like the mounds had been. “I dreamed all my life to visit it,” he wrote in
his second draft. In that version of his account, he referred to being able
to see “both horizons,” meaning that the openness extended equally ahead
and behind him. In the third draft, the sense of openness increases;
Newman described being “surrounded by four horizons, a circle of 360
degrees [the prairie, extending equally in all directions], and a dome of
180 degrees [the sky above]—but on land—not at sea—the difference is
tremendous.” In the fourth draft, the description is essentially the same,
but he added, with a sense of disappointment, that he was unable to visit
the tundra since it was a good thousand miles farther north. Whatever
quality the prairie had, on the tundra it would be still more pronounced.

Ironically, with all this attention to the land, Newman invoked “geogra-

RICHARD SHIFF

pg. 114a

phy” in a very different way, just as he admitted (in this private corre-
spondence) to having “taught” something at Emma Lake: “I have taught
[the Canadians) that geography means nothing, Place means every-
thing, but place is created—and it is created by men with vision, with
courage, and with the desire for freedom. 202 Sculptor Robert Murray,
participating in the workshop, testified that “[Barney] helped us get over
our provincial paranoia.”203 While each of Newman'’s paintings created
“place” as each evolved inside his New York studio, he also seems to have
believed that the tundra somehow already possessed this quality of
“place.” A person arriving at the tundra would know he was “there.” So
the relevant issue may have been how to make a painting like the tundra.

Indeed, when Newman was interviewed in 1962, he linked the tun-
dra to his sense of the total space of his paintings:

Itis by my declaration [of space] that my paintings become full. [My
paintings] are never divided; nor are they confined or constricted.... Since
childhood I have always been aware of Space as a space-dome. I remem-
ber years ago shocking my friends by saying [ would prefer going to
Churchill, Canada, to walk the tundra than 80 to Paris. For me space
is where I can feel all four horizons, not just the horizon in front of me
and in back of me because then the experience of space exists only as
volume.204
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FIG. 73

Barnett Newman, Voice of Fire, 1967,
Acrylic on canvas, 214 x 96 inches (543.6 x
243.8 cm). National Gallery of Canada,
Ottawa. Purchased 1989

Stretching an analogy from landscape to architecture to painting,
Newman seems to associate volume with containment or confinement,
an imposed organization and limitation of space. When only two of the
four cardinal directions are open to the distant horizon, volume results,
which can be experienced as a corridor or tunnel that would direct one’s
movement, rather like a perspective box in a traditional painting. (New-
man would encounter the tunnel effect, “a sense of confinement,” when
driving through a mountainous region of Brazil three years hence.)205
The attraction of the tundra, like the prairie, was its openness to “all
four horizons,” since no external points of orientation, such as distant
mountains, were visible there. The tundra was an extreme version of
the mounds or the prairie. Newman’s related metaphor of the dome—
a dome without structure, so to speak—would have seemed familiar to
his contemporaries. He enjoyed taking the clichés of current interest
and twisting them: during the 1950s and 1960s structural, architectural
domes were widely publicized and many were being built.206

Brazil is not Canada, but Newman added to his account of the
space or place of the tundra by relating that same “sense of place” to his
varied experience of the South American terrain. Interviewed in con-
nection with the Washington showing of the Sao Paulo exhibition, he
described his paintings as creating a “space dome,’ the kind of feeling
that one feels when one sees all four horizons. Then you know that
you're there . .. [that] you are involved as an actual physical thing in
space.” This is perhaps the most important point. The kinds of land-
scape experience that interested Newman result in the individual’s
awareness of being corporeally present in a particular space, so that the
“place” is as much a product of oneself as of the condition one con-
fronts. “It’s something about you're there alone,” Newman told his inter-
viewer.2”7 And even more revealing, he told another interviewer: “You're
not looking at anything [there’s not much to see]. But you yourself
become very visible.”2%% He elaborated by recounting his travels:

In Brazil, we [Newman, Annalee Newman, and Elizabeth Baker] were
driving through the mountains of Belo Horizonte, . . . everyone felt
crushed. When we got to Rio, you stand on the beach, why does one feel
exhilarated? . . . It’s not that I'm bigger than that ocean. It’s that somehow
I'm in that space. I'm really involved in space. It’s true space. Whereas
in the other, I'm involved in relation to something else in space.209

To reiterate: with no relation, no direction, you are alone, you are
visible—to yourself. This is being aware.

Relations were the essence of the “formal” art Newman opposed.
Aware of the relations, you would not be aware of yourself, Yet a “tundra”

pg.114b
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PROMETHEUS BOUND
1952

Synthetic resin on canvas
13258 x 5078 inches (337 x 129.5 cm)
Museum Folkwang Essen, Germany

pg. 114c

Prometheus Bound is the only true black-and-
white (as opposed to black-and-raw-canvas)
painting that Newman completed in the
1950s. The title refers to the Titan in Greek
mythology who defied Zeus by stealing fire
from the gods and giving it to man, enabling
humans to rise above abject savagery. Zeus
punished Prometheus for his audacity by
chaining him to a rock where an eagle devoured
his liver each day, only to have it grow back
each night.

Like Day Before One and Ulysses (pls. 51, 52),
Prometheus Bound is an overwhelmingly vertical
painting. A huge column of black bears down
with crushing weight on a single band of white,
miraculously not extinguishing its light. New-
man took great care to create a field of black
that, while monochromatic, is highly activated
by brushwork. The thin black paint was
scrubbed into the canvas in vigorous strokes
in all directions. The band along the bottom
of the canvas remained untouched, awaiting
the application of white. Since the white paint
was applied before the black was dry, the pig-
ments mixed slightly along their border, with
sparks of white reaching into the black and
flecks of black seeping into the white.
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