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Introduction

In Howard Kanovitz’s The New Yorkers II (1965, Figure 0.1), Morton Feldman sits in the painter’s Second Avenue studio. He is shown on the far left in profile, eyes downcast, a cigarette in his hand. Others in the painting seem similarly distracted. Larry Rivers, back and to Feldman’s left, also gazes downward. Sam Hunter, in front of Rivers, stares at the back wall of the studio. Next to the window, Kanovitz himself prepares to take a drag while looking past Alex Katz, who stands in the foreground with his back to us. An unidentified man in the foreground also gazes down. Positioned between Kanovitz and Katz, B. H. Friedman looks to the far left, past Feldman. Our focus is drawn to the center of the canvas, where poet and critic Frank O’Hara, with louche countenance and limp wrist, exudes camp glamour.
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Figure 0.1 
Howard Kanovitz, The New Yorkers II (1966). © 2020 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.

Along with being a signature photorealist work of the 1960s, The New Yorkers II is a curious social text. It portrays a group of close friends, all extensively involved in the midcentury avant-garde and each other’s work. Frank O’Hara wrote poems and essays about Feldman and Rivers.1
 His great long poem “Second Avenue” was written in Kanovitz’s studio that the painting depicts. Friedman edited Feldman’s collected writings.2
 Kanovitz’s photo portrait of Feldman appeared on the cover for the composer’s 1968 LP, The Early Years (itself a reissue of a record from 1959 with liner notes by O’Hara).3
 Katz and Feldman served together on the faculty of Mercedes Matter’s Studio School.4
 Rivers and Kanovitz played jazz together in the Village and Feldman arranged tunes for them.5
 Hunter wrote the foundational Modern American Painting and Sculpture, which positioned the New York avant-garde within the broader arc of modernism and which Feldman taught in his classes at the University of Buffalo.6
 Yet, despite all this intimacy, these men can’t seem to face one another. O’Hara is radiant, of course, but no one can fix eyes on him. If this is an example of what Lytle Shaw would call coterie art, what do these deferrals of vision say about this community of friends? Connection and communication are denied. Feldman and company are estranged from, or at least indifferent to, one another. Shaw has noted that “the term friends would often seem to designate an almost accidental social formation, stripped of intentionality and form.”7
 It indubitably does here. The men appear to have run into one another in the studio and have nothing to talk about. But, as my account of this group’s ties indicates, they were deeply intertwined. With cutting irony, Kanovitz’s New Yorkers II dramatizes a fundamental, even agonistic tension within this world—a state of affairs to which Morton Feldman was hardly immune.

Unlike those depicted in The New Yorkers II, I don’t know Morton Feldman. And after more than twenty years of listening and fifteen of research and writing, I’m not convinced I even can know him. This is the case even though I feel very close to his music. My recognition of this absent presence keeps certain questions in my mind as I write: What would he make of my work? Would he receive these words as gestures of friendship? What would he make of my interpretations, my imputations of agency, my attempts at recapturing his inner life, my invasive pilfering through his letters, diaries, and composition notebooks? Are these things friends do? The work of history does not necessarily depend on the bonds of friendship. Prying open archives, I’ve seen traces not meant for my eyes. My interpretations of Feldman’s friendships presume to speak for the dead on which I had no claim in life. Along with Michel de Certeau, I ask, “What about the bizarre relation I am keeping with current society and, through the intermediately of my technical activities, with death?”8


“Friends, there are no friends.”9
 In this writing, my travels to archives, my puzzling over Feldman’s—I want to say “Morty’s”—barely decipherable handwriting, I am no friend. My actions, while intimately bound up with Feldman’s life, have impure motives. They contribute to my name as a scholar (whatever that might be), they made a case for my tenure, and they give me an audience. My gestures, made in the spirit if not the name of friendship, appeal across the chasm of death. O friend, I am no friend. But within this entanglement of intimacy, distance, and loss, an impertinent question sticks in my mind: What kind of friend was Feldman? It is a query he would probably prefer I didn’t ask, but I
will argue that it matters immensely for our understanding of his music. For all its austerity, fragility, and abstraction, Feldman’s music is bound up with human relationships. One only need at glance at the titles of his works—For Franz Kline, For Frank O’Hara, For John Cage, For Christian Wolff, For Philip Guston, For Bunita Marcus, For Samuel Beckett, For Stefan Wolpe. A litany of dedications, and a partial necrology.

In what follows, I explore expressions of friendship and mourning across Feldman’s authorship. Along with bringing fresh insight into his music and aesthetics, I hope to draw friendship forward as a matter of concern for music studies. I also advance the claim that music is a special mode through which friendship is performed—as dedicatory act and means of group formation. Musical friendship is constituted through acts of performance, listening, and artistic response—acts that cut across Feldman’s history. A heady collaborative sensibility animated his artistic community, that bohemian demimonde of painters, dancers, poets, and musicians we call “The New York School.” As I argue in Chapter 1, friendship’s intimacies fed the aesthetic-creative value of spontaneity at midcentury. Spontaneity was hardly medium-specific and was valued in music and painting as much as in poetry and dance. Working with and against mid-twentieth-century aesthetic discourses—particularly Clement Greenberg’s formalism—I advance the claim across these chapters that the most important medium within the New York School was friendship. To be more explicit: friendship—as a way of life and a practice of art—was the condition of possibility for the New York School.


Morton Feldman: Friendship and Mourning is an attempt to generalize certain claims in my previous book, Saving Abstraction.10
 There, I focused on Feldman’s friendship with Mark Rothko and their patrons, John and Dominique de Menil. Together, these actors worked together to establish the Rothko Chapel, with Feldman giving it a musical identity with his piece Rothko Chapel. This handful of relationships was inflected by economic and spiritual forces that trouble the egalitarianism we usually associate with friendship. Opening up these agonistic tensions allowed me to tell a story about the entanglement of experimental music, abstract art, Catholic modernism, and petroleum-fueled patronage in Houston, Texas. As I argue in this book, Feldman’s friends, collaborators, patrons, and nemeses have further insights to offer us. While Saving Abstraction focused primarily on cross-domain engagements between music and painting in a ritualized space, the chapters that comprise this book track Feldman’s friendships and collaborations across a range of disciplines, including visual art, film, dance, poetry, and, naturally, music. Uniting my investigations into the bounty of aesthetic artifacts I explore is an aesthetics of affection, reciprocity, and friendship.

In taking up friendship as an analytic, I insist on its multivalent capacities. I am in sympathy with Anne Dewey and Libbie Rifkin, who define friendships as “intimate relationships—erotic or platonic, same sex and different, dyadic and nondyadic—often but not necessarily ones of affection or mutual support.”11
 Friendships are pluralistic, mutable, and powerful for the way they cut across and reshape extant kinship structures. My theorization of friendship has been deeply impacted by religious studies scholar Brenna Moore, whose work on the French Catholic Revival bore directly on Saving Abstraction. She, like Dewey and Rifkin, sees friendship a wide-open concept. She writes, “If we take seriously friendship as a category of analysis, it must understood as expansively and capaciously as possible,” including such things as “imagined intimacy,” “memories of love,” “posthumous presence,” and “betrayal.” “All of this enables a capacious, multivalent [use] of the term friendship and an essential way to fully understand the formation of the . . . subject.”12
 The friendships discussed herein take all of these forms, though I focus especially on posthumous presence (Frank O’Hara, Philip Guston) and betrayal (John Cage, Charlotte Moorman, Guston).

With her emphasis on negative affects like betrayal, Moore is explicit in her belief that friendships are hardly idealized or utopian social relationships:


As I have come to see it, friendship is no safe haven from other kinds of power, no magic circle protected haven from race, gender, and class, but intimacy and friendship have their own specific . . . power within these broader societal forces in ways that can never be fully disentangled. If we take seriously interpersonal relationships, we cannot neglect an analysis of power and politics; but it keeps our studies of structure tethered to people’s experiences, and offers a crucial matrix for analyzing that intermediary realm between the individual and society. . . . Just as friendship as a category of analysis cannot exclude other kinds of disciplinary powers, neither can it occlude hatred, betrayal, and inevitable ruptures in bonds, the disappointments that can overwhelm them.13


I’ve suggested that these fraught dimensions of friendship subtend Kanovitz’s New Yorkers II and throughout this book I emphasize the precariousness of Feldman’s social ties. Moreover, I argue that Feldman’s music is especially well-disposed to an analytic grounded in friendship. As the ephemeral performance of community, music—no less than friendship itself—is subject to myriad disciplinary powers. Disciplinary, yes, but also liberating and invigorating energies. One of friendships’ affordances that recurs throughout this book is permission. Friendships within the New York School allowed these artists and musicians to do their work, to take aesthetic risks, and to make art a way of life. A letter from Feldman to David Tudor in the early 1950s gives us a sense of what this felt like:

When M.C. [Richards] came over to June’s the other evening, I realized for the fiftieth time this year how much I have taken your friendship and desperately (yes desperately) needed devotion to my work. Hardly a day passes when I don’t think of you in either some connection with my work which you helped me make pe
rmissible for me to do, or the humanness of just our lonely selves. Needless to say, I am just saturated with sentimentality as I write this short note.

The work goes on and the months ahead have exactly the same blackness as the kind of music I would like to write—a music like violently boiling water in some monstrous kettle. But I can’t seem to get the water hot enough or the kettle large enough to do it. The last INTERSECTION, which I wrote for you, is just an unrealized hint of what is to come.

This past year! I know you know some of my troubles: THE LOUDEST SECRET LIFE IN THE WORLD—all that along with my continual nagging about a bronchial condition which is, at last, waning.14


Feldman’s vulnerability is bracing. The sheer intensity of his and Tudor’s friendship is charged with desperation, devotion, and—as noted earlier—permission. Tudor’s commitment as a musical friend is what makes Feldman’s work possible at all in the situation of privation they find their “lonely selves” in. Feldman calls back to Intersection 3, a piano solo for Tudor written in graph notation. It prophesied what Feldman hoped would come artistically thanks to the pianist’s permission: violent, boiling sounds. Permission was something Feldman needed from his friends, including Cage—who gave him “early permissions to have confidence in [his] instincts”—and from Guston, who provided similar sustenance.15


Mutual support was not limited to encouragement, but encouragement was required for music to come into being. As I discuss in Chapter 1 and the Intermission, Feldman’s graph music required the collaboration and goodwill of musicians. These necessary others (as I call them) provided essential contributions to the graph works’ realizations.16
 Notated on graph paper and without indications of specific pitch beyond broad ranges, Feldman’s Intersections and Projections required deep creative engagement on the part of their performers. The musicians complete the work either spontaneously, in the moment of performance, or with careful co-compositional collaboration. For musicians like David Tudor—as well as for Charlotte Moorman after him—co-compositional work consisted of transforming Feldman’s graphs into fully notated and repeatable scores.17
 In his study of Tudor’s realization of Feldman’s Intersections, John Holzaepfel has beautifully captured their inherently social character.18
 He shows how the aesthetic sensibility of Intersection 3—its violent, boiling virtuosity—resulted from the deployment of Tudor’s masterful technique in dialog with Feldman’s subtle control of sonic texture and density. Open, indeterminate compositions like Intermission 3 exemplify something fundamental about music: that it is always already a performance of plurality. As a pluralist practice, it is dependent upon communal effort. Such effort—emphasized in, but by no means limited to, avant-garde work—depends as much upon “sentimentality” as it does performing ability. It is the work of the chapters that follow to track these sentimental performances across Feldman’s interdisciplinary collaborations.

My sense of music as a potent window onto friendship (and vice versa) grew out of a long engagement with the thought of Hannah Arendt. While she might at first blush seem an unusual interlocutor for Feldman, she was herself on the periphery of the New York School.19
 Arendt counted the critic Harold Rosenberg as a close friend and worked closely with Christian Wolff’s parents at Pantheon Books.20
 Wolff considered her a friend. Arendt also lectured at the Eighth Street Artists Club, where she likely would have encountered Feldman, O’Hara, Guston, and Cage. Beyond these personal ties, her investigations into political action, natality, and plurality have stark aesthetic implications. She noted the important work that cultural goods—including artworks—do to help others build a common world. She writes that the world


is related . . . to the human artifact, the fabrication of human hands, as well as to affairs which go on among those who inhabit the man-made world together. To live together in the world means essentially that a world of things is between those who have it in common as a table is located between those who sit around it.21


In my account of Kanovitz’s The New Yorkers II, I noted how a slew of creative artifacts linked the group of men portrayed—including the painting itself. Intersection 3 functions similarly: it brought Feldman and Tudor together into a mutually creative relationship that resulted in a public, world-making performance. Works of art come to fill the space between others—bringing them into relation while also respecting their uniqueness. Or as O’Hara put it, in rath
er Arendtian fashion, “The poem is at last between two persons instead of two pages.”22


My engagement with Arendt’s thought on aesthetics has been greatly aided by philosopher Cecilia Sjöholm, who has gone further than most in disclosing the political theorist’s relevancy for artistic analysis. Building on Arendt, Sjöholm argues that “through its sensible qualities, [art] makes public space a product of aesthesis, implying an invisible web of forms of being that help produce our perception. When the public sphere is minimized and exploited, art escapes more and more into intimate details. At the same time, these details are made public.”23
 Sjöholm insightfully draws out the tensions between public and private meaning in artworks—tensions to which Arendt is sensitive and that I myself have had to attend to in documenting the importance of friendship to Feldman’s music.

If anything, Feldman relished intimate details and preferred performances between friends. He was explicit about the tension he felt between friendship and publicity, speaking in Toronto in 1982:


So I really want you as my confidante, I want you all as my friends, but I don’t want you as my audience. Because the problem is, is that, if music is to be an art form, it has to exist at least six weeks. Give us six weeks without an audience, and maybe something else could happen. So that’s what I’m plea-ing for. Accept my goodwill. And my good nature. And feel that maybe the role of the composer and the audience has to, will, must, and possibly could, change.24


I explore in Chapter 1 how the tension between publicity and privacy plays out in Feldman’s music in the 1950s, but it’s clear that it was regularly on his mind: he often expressed an overwhelming nostalgia for his group of friends—those “lonely selves” who, without the intrusion of the world, could make art that mattered. Feldman’s efforts resonate with Jon Nixon’s powerful reading of Arendt. He finds in her life’s work an ongoing “hermeneutics of friendship”—that is, persistent reciprocity and negotiation between oneself and the world, a practice deepened and made meaningful by one’s relation to others.25


Along with insights from Arendtian aesthetics, I build on work from within literary studies that has thematized friendship in New York School modernism. Andrew Epstein notes a veritable “obsession with friendship” in postwar American poetry and convincingly argues that “aesthetic and cultural forms cannot be fully understood through the study of individual authors in isolation or solely as manifestations of external sociopolitical conditions, but rather should be seen as a product of densely interwoven cultural, intertextual, interpersonal spaces.”26
 He deftly shows how the friendship of Frank O’Hara, John Ashbery, and Amiri Baraka provide one such space for the investigation of a mutually resonant but contested poetics.

Frank O’Hara also serves as a protagonist in Lytle Shaw’s groundbreaking work on the “poetics of coterie.” Where Epstein keeps his trenchant insights focused on poetry, Shaw shows how O’Hara’s writing provides significant insight across disciplines (specifically literature and visual art) as well as how texts and artistic artifacts provide ways of reading kinship structures such as coterie and friendship. Shaw’s analysis of coterie homes in on O’Hara’s use of proper names in his poetry. These names—of friends, lovers, and so on—mediate between audiences, family structures, and literary history.27
 In one sense—a sense that Feldman himself privileges—coterie can be used to describe an avant-garde prior to its dissemination, when its art and music are known only to a select few. As discussed earlier, Feldman’s eventual success and wide dissemination did not sit easily with him, and he nostalgically insisted on numerous occasions that he would rather be in Cage’s loft or settled in at Guston’s studio than in a concert hall.

Feldman expressed this desire throughout his writings and, like O’Hara, made frequent reference to specific friends. As he reflected in “Give My Regards to Eighth Street,” “The fifties have to do with names, names, names. That’s why they’re worth writing about.”28
 Feldman emphasized proper names in his essays and in the titles of his compositions; doing so, he shares a rhetorical strategy with O’Hara, for whom names are


recalcitrant matter—designating identities from which we . . . are held at a careful distance. To universalize them is not adequate; instead, they are strategic remainders that block our easy identification. The effect of these names depends upon a version of the contextual loss—at the double levels of the speaker and the reader. . . . Though O’Hara is continually supplying context, he seems to be interested in what happens when it breaks down, when we encounter markers of identity that we cannot recuperate.29


Feldman’s logic is similar. The emphasis across his authorship with “names, names, names” estranges us from his intimate community while at the same time highlighting what Shaw calls “contextual loss.” This loss is dramatized and most pronounced as something Feldman experiences himself—hence his interest in transforming anonymous audience members into friends. He mourns coterie as his lost context, especially in his elegies for O’Hara and Guston, which I address in Chapters 3 and 4, respectively. Shaw’s insight into O’Hara’s poetics—that he is interested in what happens when context breaks down—finds a compelling analogy in Feldman’s later, long works in which various musical contexts are supplied, ingratiated to us, and then unceremoniously withd
rawn. While this is not the same as O’Hara’s textual play, the fact that these profound moments of loss are often experienced in Feldman’s elegiac works (including Three Voices and For Philip Guston) suggests affective resonances between their aesthetics. I explore these resonances in depth in Chapter 3.

Shaw is critical of a historicism that treats coterie “as a determinate ‘context’ that allows one to ground textual valences in specific historical conditions” because it tends “to hypostasize context.”30
 Despite this, I remain committed to a historicist, archival approach, largely because empirical work brings to light conflicting intentions that, instead of hypostatizing context, result in their proliferation. My dilemma as a historian of Feldman’s world has been how to respect the brute fact of contextual loss while productively speculating on what is recoverable.

I’ve been fortunate that there are recent models for this sort of inquiry within musicology. Ellen Harris’s recent biography of George Frideric Handel argues for the revelatory power approaching a musician’s life through their friends. Through her narration of Handel’s friendship networks, Harris shows the composer’s struggle to negotiate public and private personae—struggles not dissimilar to Feldman’s own resistance to his increasing popularity in the late twentieth century.31
 Her historiographical approach—a triangulation of Handel’s life and works through his intimate relations—serves as a model for my own. Edward Klorman, for his part, has shown friendship’s potential use in our work as music analysts. Taking as his archive W. A. Mozart’s chamber music, Klorman finds a sociability cutting across the music, impacting not only its scenes of performance but also its form. While out of courtesy to my interdisciplinary audience I have largely avoided technical musical discussion, Klorman’s work shows us how friendship affects musical expression down to the smallest compositional detail.32
 Paul Berry, in turn, working from Johannes Brahms’s circle of friends, looks beyond the oeuvre of a single musician and argues that patterns of allusion, nostalgia, and grief are shared across authorships.33
 Such intertextual interpenetration between the music of Brahms and others—including Clara Wieck Schumann and Joseph Joachim—shows how music can provide the basis for friendship. It sustains memory and revivifies our feelings for one another.

Berry’s insights are particularly salient to the work that I undertake in the chapters that follow. But where he excavates resonances between musical works, I trace rhetorics of allusion and intertextuality across artforms—including music, dance, poetry, painting, sculpture, and film. Such inter-art translations are always approximate to some extent, but their reception reveals much about how New York School modernism gained a sense of social and emotional—if not aesthetic—coherence. In this book, I am particularly interested in what philosopher Adriana Cavarero calls narrative reciprocity as a form of intertextuality.34
 Building on Arendt’s concern for “the web of human relationships and enacted stories,” Cavarero describes friendship as a relationship woven from the mutual exchange of life stories.35
 These exchanges enliven the scene of our narrative selves: “The scene consists in the intersection of autobiographical narrations, which make sure of the result of the reciprocal biographical activity. Put simply, I tell you my story in order to make you tell it to me. At work, therefore, is a mechanism of reciprocity.”36
 For Cavarero, friends are distinguished from acquaintances by virtue of the former’s ability to tell the story of the other: “friendship is a specific horizon where this narratability can be meaningfully translated in the act of a reciprocal narration.”37
 Cavarero’s idea of narratability focuses largely on quotidian acts of female friendship, but she does recognize the role that artworks play in reciprocal narration—her prime example being Gertrude Stein’s The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. In the Intermission, I connect Cavarero’s reading of Stein to Moorman’s realization of Feldman’s graph music.

As I noted with regard to Kanovitz’s New Yorkers II, the friends of the New York School told stories about each other. Feldman took the role of narrator seriously, as did O’Hara and Guston. Indeed, we might think of Guston’s need late in life to tell stories through a return to figuration as a confirmation of this powerful impulse to offer narratives to his friends. I’ve already mentioned O’Hara’s sleeve notes for Feldman’s 1959 LP; he also wrote about Guston’s painting. In offering narratives of both of his friends, O’Hara made their abstractions intelligible for audiences.38
 With Bill Berkson, he composed “St. Bridget’s Hymn to Philip Guston,” a sterling example of a poem being “between people” rather than pages.39
 Feldman, too, wrote on Guston and eulogized O’Hara following his tragic death on Fire Island in 1966. Guston, in a series of late works from 1977 to 1979, told stories about Feldman that attempted to keep the memory of a friendship alive after it had frayed. These acts of reciprocal narration are complicated by their status as public documents that purport to say something meaningful to both the artist and their audiences. Throughout Feldman’s life, the public performance of private relationships returns as problem—one he bristled against even as he actively participated in it.

Several times in his life, Feldman found himself in a situation where narrative reciprocity became impossible. O’Hara’
s death was once such instance; his periodic disagreements with Cage another (Chapter 1); the collapse of his friendship with Guston another still. These events evince another aspect of friendship that I track through Feldman’s friendship in the New York School: that of its shared estrangement. Tom Roach, building on the late work of Michel Foucault, has eloquently elaborated on this dimension of friendship. In sharing our estrangement with others, we recognize that that death is always already present. Being-toward-death positions friendships between production and negation. With Feldman’s friendships, we see how negation can flare up as death (in the case of O’Hara) or as destructive aesthetic disagreement (with Guston). Feldman was at pains to recognize and develop the aspect of his and his friends’ art that was like death. He recognized it in O’Hara’s poetry, which conveyed affects of sudden death. Guston too, felt tremendous sympathy with Feldman’s equation of creation and death (see Chapter 4). Feldman himself wanted his music—like Socratic philosophy—to be preparation for death.40


Near the end of his life, Feldman was asked by a stranger, “Do you compose only for friends or for yourself?” He responded,


Friends? Most of my friends are now dead. If you had asked me that question thirty-five years ago I would have said: “Yes, I think I do.” And there used to be a lot of them. You see here the last of a certain species. I am one of the last of the kind of character that you saw in New York thirty years ago. I am at the end of the line.

In the chapters that follow, I take Feldman at his word and show just how entangled with friendship his music and writing are. Chapter 1, “Spontaneity, Intimacy, and Friendship in the 1950s,” takes a synoptic view of the 1950s, showing the power of Feldman’s friendships to engender the creative spontaneity that was the hallmark of New York School modernism. Guston, Cage, and O’Hara figure prominently, and I track their role in narrating Feldman’s work for his nascent public. Chapter 2, “‘Élan vital . . . and how to fake it,’” documents Feldman’s collaborations with dancer and choreographer Merle Marsicano and his soundtracks for films featuring his friends Jackson Pollock and Seymour Lipton. I show how these inter-art events drew upon vitalism as vernacular metaphysics that, like spontaneity, was a shared value among the New York School. This chapter reevaluates scholars’ claims on Cage’s estrangement from Abstract Expressionism, suggesting that vitalism provided more common ground than has been previously recognized. A brief Intermission, “The Necessary Other,” focuses on Charlotte Moorman’s performance of Feldman’s graph score Projection 1 and Earle Brown’s Synergy, and in doing so, examines the reception the New York School’s music in the 1960s. Moorman, through her alternately rigorous and irreverent performance practice, shows the ambiguous inheritance of the revolution of the 1950s.

With Chapters 3 (“The Elegiac Science”) and 4 (“‘We broke up because of style’”), my focus turns to mourning and shared estrangement. Chapter 3 looks in greater detail at the historical record of Feldman and O’Hara’s friendship. I look for traces of O’Hara in Feldman’s work following the poet’s death and find the composer mourning him in his music throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s. I close the chapter with an extended discussion of Feldman’s Three Voices and the role of composer-vocalist Joan La Barbara in its realization. Chapter 4 narrates the arc of Feldman and Guston’s relationship and emphasizes the importance of dedication, mutual support, and reciprocal narration to it. I show how, following the demise of their friendship, each undertook projects that moved between mourning and melancholia—the latter experienced most prominently in Feldman’s For Philip Guston. The conclusion turns to Hannah Arendt’s work to reflect further on Feldman and Guston and the importance of silence to the maintenance of friendship. Taken as a whole, these chapters work with and through Arendt’s and Feldman’s styles of thought; they attempt to describe a shared sensibility, which, as Susan Sontag noted long ago, is particularly difficult.41
 More ruminative and speculative than Saving Abstraction, these studies of Feldman and his world are an attempt to capture something of what it felt like to be among his coterie at a moment when “nobody understood art.”42
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Spontaneity, Intimacy, and Friendship in the 1950s

For J. Michelle Molina 

The problem of music, of course, is that it is, by its very nature, a public art . . . Yet somehow there is something demeaning in the fact that there is no other dimension for music than this public one.1


Morton Feldman, “The Anxiety of Art”

Morton Feldman became a full-time composer at the age of forty. He had worked in the family business—a children’s coat factory near LaGuardia Airport in New York City—since his early twenties and been disparaged by Pierre Boulez as a dilettante because of it.2
 In the spring of 1966, Feldman wrote to John Cage that the business “went kaput, and now I’m blessed with total insecurity.”3
 His insecurity was hardly total. Through a chance meeting that year following a performance of Merce Cunningham’s Summerspace—accompanied by his graph piece Ixion—Feldman established a long-lasting patronage relationship with Dominique de Menil.4
 Feted by a Guggenheim Fellowship as well, Feldman lectured in the UK, where his music was recorded and broadcast on BBC Radio. He also extended his avant-garde network within the United States, strengthening ties with musicians in California. Feldman at last seemed to be receiving public recognition. Yet all was not well. In a lecture given in early 1967 at Mercedes Matter’s New York Studio School, Feldman cast a backward glance over his dissolving artistic community:

When one begins to work—until that unlucky time when it is no longer involved with just a few friends, admirers, complainers—there is no separation between what you do and what you are. I don’t mean that you hope that what you are doing is real or right. That is not the question. You work. The work leads to a concept of music that draws attention. You soon find yourself in the world. Maybe not for the right reason—but you find yourself in the world.

Yet there was that other “world”—of conversation—of anonymity—of seeing the paintings in the intimacy of the studio and not in a museum—of playing a new work on the piano in your home and not in the concert hall—of the hours spent walking, eating and talking with John Cage and not wondering if I should fly to Paris from London in order to spend a few hours with him in arrogant crowds of people. Nothing lasts.5


Even with his burgeoning success, Feldman longed for the past. Publicity yielded estrangement. In Feldman’s retrospection, home and the studio, not the concert hall, proffered security. There he felt the unity of who he was and what he did—whether sitting at his piano, watching Philip Guston paint, or having lunch with Mark Rothko. Intimacy arose from his experience of art and music within the private sphere.

It is ironic then that such intimate spaces were offered up for public consumption and became part of the general meaning of New York School modernism as the product of lonely men working in private. Hans Namuth’s photographs of Jackson Pollock are the most famous example circulating in the mass media. As Caroline A. Jones has argued, artist films—like Namuth’s of Pollock and Willem de Kooning, both soundtracked by Feldman—idealized the solipsistic creative vibrancy of studio spaces.6
 Even Feldman’s home on the Lower East Side was offered up for prurient delectation in the middlebrow pages of Harper’s Baazar in a 1952. The “Bozza Mansion,” as Feldman and Cage christened it in honor of their landlord, was promoted as a far-out artists’ colony: “Fresh, seemingly capricious winds in music, sculpture and painting come from an ancient ramshackle structure . . . at 326 Monroe Street in New York, in the shadow of the Williamsburg Bridge. There, in a neighborhood of grime and garlic, four friends—experimental, even stratospheric artists—have established three uncluttered studios with a spectacular view of the East River.”7
 Accompanied by a photo of Cage at his piano and another of Feldman, Cage, and two other friends—Richard Lippold and Ray Johnson—sitting in Lippold’s “de luxe hearse,” the Harper’s vignette grounds their off-center artistic practices in domestic creativity replete with the fresh air of American innovation. The “anonymous world” Feldman idealized was agonistically private and public, its primal scenes of creative spontaneity commodified in popular media.

Using Feldman’s friendships within the New York School—with Guston, Cage, and Frank O’Hara—I explore tensions arising between intimate artistic production and its subsequent public circulation. In what follows, I elucidate intimacy’s relationship to another affect of midcentury modernism—spontaneity. Whether achieved though “chance music,” à la Feldman and Cage, or as “action painting,” in Harold Rosenberg’s formulation, spontaneity was, as Daniel Belgrad has argued, a cultural phenomenon at midcentury.8
 I take Belgrad’s insights as axiomatic, but am more keen to track the gradations of meaning that shade spontaneity as it circulates from the private space of the artist’s studio and musician’s home into the public sphere. Risks accompany this movement, and spontaneity’s heretofore unrecognized connection to intimacy is particularly audible in the music of New York School modernism. As a collective action produced by communities of varying degrees of familiarity, music dramatizes the ephemerality of spontaneity more than painting or poetry—the other arts I explore along with Feldman’s compositions.

Following a brief theorization of intimacy and spontaneity in New York School modernism, I track their appearance through three interrelated events: Cage’s promotion of Feldman’s graph music at the Eighth Street Artists Club, the premiere of Feldman’s orchestral graph piece Marginal Intersection, and the release of Feldman’s first LP record, with liner notes by O’Hara. Each event raises questions about the proper place for the production of spontaneity. Is it within the confines of a close-knit group of friends? Can it survive wider circulation and, in the case of Feldman’s LP, commodification? The question is ultimately a political one that highlights a fundamental tension between spontaneity’s troubled relationship to both coterie and collective politics. For Feldman, spontaneity was lost the very moment it became a popular ideal. Feldman instead argues for a music of intimate autonomy resistant to the political demands of spontaneity. This palpable feeling of foreclosure becomes the lodestone for Feldman’s post-1960 body of work, in which the improvisatory aspects of his music—especially the performer’s role in determining pitch content—were curtailed.

Theorizing Spontaneity and Intimacy in New York School Modernism

But how were spontaneity and intimacy conceptualized in New York School modernism more broadly? If spontaneity was a desirable affective result of New York School praxis, how and where was it sustained? Despite the studio’s mythologized status as a solipsistic zone of creation, it was hardly that. Guston, for instance, recalled his need for Feldman’s friendship to continue his work: “Would Van Gogh have painted if he’d been all alone, if he had nobody to support him? And I answered that he couldn’t have done. He had to have Theo, his brother. . . . So I had Morty. . . . I need Feldman to tell me I’m not insane.”9
 He continued with an anecdote that elaborated on the chiasmatic relationship of friendship and creative action:


I remember one time when I was beside myself—I’d destroyed a painting I don’t know how many times. He lived at that time near me, a block away. And I was practically in tears and I called him. He said, “I’ll be right over.” And he came over and he looked at the painting. He didn’t say anything. It was a painting I had destroyed a lot of. I’d been going on it for weeks, and in desperation I’d done some things, very spontaneous things, almost automatic, like you do when you destroy a painting. And so I told him all my troubles, and we went out and ate and saw a movie on Forty-second Street. And then he went home, and I went back to the studio and painted all night and did it.10


Of Guston’s painting, Dore Ashton commented: “spontaneity occurs in brief flourishes, the winging strokes that he sometimes places in the atmosphere to set it vibrating. Or it is read in the assurance of a single, broad sweep of the brush, overriding the strokes beneath it. In other words, spontaneity is used artfully as another element that can express multiplicity in experience.”11
 In Guston’s reminiscence, spontaneous, “almost automatic” strokes no longer set things vibrating, and his overriding, destructive gestures no longer energized his creative practice. Only an encounter with his trusted friend restored him to a condition where action and spontaneity could again foster creativity.

Guston was not the only New York School modernist to note intimacy’s role in sustaining spontaneity. Take, for instance, two manifestos: Meyer Schapiro’s “The Liberating Quality of Avant-Garde Art” and Paul Goodman’s “Advance-Guard Writing.” Schapiro noted that


The consciousness of the personal and spontaneous in the painting and sculpture stimulates the artist to invent devices of handling, processing, surfacing, which confer to the utmost degree the aspect of the freely made. Hence the great importance of the mark, the stroke, the brush, the drip, the quality of the substance of the paint itself, and the surface of the canvas as a texture and field of operation.12


The recognition of this spontaneous character depended upon communal reception grounded in intimacy: “The painting symbolizes an individual who realizes freedom and deep engagement of the self with his work.
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