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It is not necessary to think; the body knows what to do. 

begin with a set of around eight phrases that each describe a familiar  
activity: rocking a baby, pouring a cup of tea, blowing out birthday candles, 
answering a telephone, writing a letter. The phrases are short, simple,  
and direct. The gestures will come automatically. The partners sit facing  
one another with a table beside them, i.e. with the chairs turned so that  
the table is to the right of one person and the left of the other. 

one partner says a phrase out loud. 
The second partner thinks of a gesture to demonstrate the phrase.  
allow this to unfold. 

When finished with around eight phrases, repeat the exercise, this time  
with the partners switching roles; the second partner says a phrase and  
the first partner makes a gesture. 

When both partners have had a turn saying phrases and making gestures, 
try to remember all the gestures together. one person might be more of  
a leader. Not every gesture may be remembered, maybe only one or two. 
The partners move through the gestures, remembering them together  
and reflecting on what just took place.
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  I am an art historian with an interest  
in Abstract Expressionism, not an expert on aging or Alzheimer’s Disease, 
though I have, like too many of us, been there as someone I knew and cared 
for developed the symptoms of Alzheimer’s and died of it. I do not see why  
we should not try to talk about de Kooning’s work of the 1980s in the light  
of his being diagnosed finally as suffering from Alzheimer’s, as long as we bear  
in mind the risks involved in doing so. I hope we can avoid pathologizing 
these paintings, and in particular avoid a kind of surreptitious excitement  
at the possibility of mental dysfunction in art. There is an early poem of 
Thom Gunn’s, where he talks of the last decade of the 16th century: “Above  
all swayed the diseased and doubtful queen: Her state canopied by the 
glamor of pain.” I should hate the painting of de Kooning’s last ten years to 
be canopied by the glamor of pathology. There is a danger of that happen-
ing, I think. Maybe many of us would like to be shown that modern art at 
key moments was (literally) pathological, because that would allow us to 
forget that for much of the time it was metaphorically, or deliberately, so. 
De Kooning is a strong case of this deliberateness. He seems to have taken 
Rimbaud’s famous prescription for artistic truth under modern conditions 
– that it would have to issue from a systematic derangement of the senses 
– horribly literally for large parts of his life.

So the problem of de Kooning’s art in the 1980s needs to be put in 
perspective. We are dealing with an artist who, for a great part of the 1970s, 
and at other earlier periods, existed and painted on alcohol and tranquilizers, 
together or separately. The record seems clear on this. Certainly de Kooning 
painted when he was drunk a lot of the time – deliberately so, as I under-
stand it.

Let us look at a typical painting from the “alcohol and tran-
quilizer 70s,” and use it as a point of comparison for the work done later.  
The one I choose is “Untitled #3,” 1976. What is the difference between the 
deliberate, worked-up derangement of “Untitled #3” and the signs in the 
later painting – if we think there are such signs – of actual erosion of brain 
functioning? The line seems difficult to draw. And I have to say that I  
much prefer many of the paintings done under the shadow of the latter  
(the paintings of the 1980s) to those from the 1970s – and, come to that, to 
those from most of the 1960s. Jeremy Prynne, talking at a de Kooning sympo-
sium last year, used the phrase “busy proceduralism” to sum up the side  
of de Kooning’s art he did not warm to. The phrase seems adequate to 
“Untitled #3,” but not to the work of the last decade. The late work strikes 
me as often ironic and querulous and genuinely comic about the business  
of painting, in a way that nothing in de Kooning’s previous work could quite 
have led us to expect.

Dates are important. The diagnosis of Alzheimer’s was made  
in 1989. But that gets us only so far. Diagnosis is difficult and often comes  
late in the day. A new spareness and strangeness in de Kooning’s work  
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is certainly noticeable as early as 1983. In particular there is a final, strange 
freeing and foregrounding of line in the paintings – a dreadfully fluent and 
mellifluous drawing released on to the surface at last. A dreadfully well- 
behaved drawing – the kind that until then de Kooning had worked  
(wonderfully) to pretend his paintings did not contain or depend on.

I want to make two suggestions. First, that the problem posed by 
de Kooning’s late work is one that had haunted his painting from the start. 
It is, in my view, the main problem of de Kooning’s art (and perhaps of one 
strain of modernist art in general). What is the difference, these pictures ask, 
between charged spontaneity in painting and meaningless fluency? Modern 
painting (these pictures affirm) can only be born from a deep, bodily immer-
sion in process, in painting as practice; it is a matter of motor skills and sensory 
response, and therefore exceeds the terms of decision of rational conscious-
ness. But what is the difference between that kind of physical, trancelike 
enactment and sheer automatism? Between it and mechanical facility? 
Between it and painting as an assemblage of central-nervous habits or tics?

These had always been de Kooning’s questions as a painter,  
I believe, and sometimes they were put into words by his most sensitive and 
serious critics. Here, for example, is the critic Clement Greenberg writing in 
1948 about a show of de Kooning’s oils, the first one-person show de Kooning 
had (already quite far on in his career), featuring the now-celebrated series  
of black-and-white paintings done in the previous two years. Greenberg 
greets the show as an epoch-making event and, after praising it, says this: 

De Kooning, like Gorky, lacks a final incisiveness of 
composition, which may in his case, too, be the para-
doxical result of the very plenitude of his draftsman’s 
gift. Emotion that demands singular, original expres-
sion tends to be censored out by a very great facility,  
for facility has a stubbornness of its own and is loath 
to abandon easy satisfactions. The indeter minateness 
or ambiguity that characterizes some of de Kooning’s 
pictures is caused, I believe, by his effort to suppress 
his facility. There is a deliberate renunciation of will  
in so far as it makes itself felt as skill, and there is also 
a refusal to work with ideas that are too clear. But at 
the same time this demands a considerable exertion  
of the will in a different context and a heightening  
of consciousness so that the artist will know when  
he is being truly spontaneous and when he is working 
only mechanically. Of course, the same problem comes 
up for every painter, but I’ve never seen it exposed as 
clearly as in de Kooning’s case.

 

 I think this is fine criticism. It points to de Kooning’s strengths, 
and to the kind of problems associated with those strengths: the ferocious 
effort, the heightening of consciousness, that is necessary to distinguish  
in practice between true spontaneity and “working only mechanically.”

Here is my second suggestion. I think that the work of the 1980s 
has some of the characteristic features of a “late” style. That is, it has things 
in common with work done in old age by similarly gifted and self-conscious 
painters, especially painters reaching old age in the late 19th and 20th centu-
ries, in what I want to call “the age of retrospection.” Let me point out how 
special and novel is the modern obsession with artists’ careers – with each 
artist’s life and work seen as a linear development which we and the artist  
are supposed to keep in mind as he or she goes along. All this is the creation  
of a certain, modern world of art which emerged in Europe in the late 19th 
century. The very idea of a “retrospective” exhibition (especially one taking 
place in the artist’s own lifetime) is unknown until then. And these new insti-
tutions and ideological frameworks deeply affect the way painting is done, and 
the way artists understand their own productions. (I do not, for example, 
believe Titian “retrospected” his work.) One characteristic of “late” styles  
in the age of retrospection is that they often look back to the beginnings of the 
artist’s career and enter into dialogue with the style of the artist in his or 
her first maturity. I think that is true of de Kooning, and, lucky for us, the 
style of his first maturity is, in my opinion, his best – the style of the 1940s. 
(Often there is a way in which de Kooning’s works of the 1980s look straight-
forwardly like blown-up details extracted from paintings done forty years 
before. Take, for example, “Seated Woman” from 1940. Notice in particular 
the drawing of the woman’s splayed knees and spread-open lap. But  
even where the visual links are less flagrant than this, the feeling that  
the works of the last decade derive from de Kooning’s deep past seems to  
me undeniable.)

My sense is that de Kooning’s reengagement with his early work is 
serious and productive – not that it isn’t also often quirky and bewildering. 
The quirkiness matters. But if we allow ourselves to see the comedy and 
exaggeration as directed to the very bases on which the previous painting  
had rested, then I think the late paintings come to make a bit more sense. 
Certainly they come to seem more various in tactics and tone.

It is the variety I want to speak to. The following pairs of paint-
ings are meant as a starting point for discussion. [“Morning: The Springs,” 
1983, next to “Valentine,” 1947.]

I see the later work here as joyful recapitulation of the earlier 
(and others like it), transposing the language of the 40s into a new key – doing 
what was done before again, but in an unapologetically lyrical vein. (Once or 
twice in the late documentary footage, it emerges that de Kooning himself 
was alarmed by the extraordinary colors he found himself using. In practice 
he knew what to do with them.)
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[“Untitled #3,” 1986 next to “Woman,” 1949.] Sometimes, as here, 
there seems to me an agonistic, even antagonistic, relationship between  
the older de Kooning and the youthful work he is conjuring up. All his  
previous brilliant habits as a painter – above all the hesitant, stop-and-start, 
open-and-close “de Kooning-type” drawing that other painters so idolized 
– are stripped down to their mellifluous dry bones. As if finally he found his 
famous 50s treatment of the female body not grotesque enough. So here  
it is again, done with no holds barred. It is as if he had looked through the 
marvelous surface rhetoric of his 40s and early-50s paintings – the extraordi-
nary play with unfinish and erasure that had made his name as an artist – and 
seen that it was camouflage put on top of a great, unstoppable, pneumatic 
map of the body which the surface action had not ultimately altered, or 
even qualified. So why not reveal the map, finally? Why not have the map  
be the painting?

The last pair I show you is “Untitled,” 1984, next to 
“Excavation,” 1950. “Excavation” has always been thought to be a high- 
water mark of painterly vehemence and complexity in de Kooning’s career. 
Invoking it again in old age, even indirectly, meant taking on – taking the 
measure of – one’s whole claim to greatness. The comedy that results in this 
case seems to me truly poignant, truly Olympian and generous. It takes  
the fragile, silly, appealing thing out from under “Excavation’s” wild dig.  
It takes the sex out of “Excavation.” Of course viewers were always supposed 
to know, with one part of their minds, that this was what was being exca-
vated; but I do not think anyone could have guessed that de Kooning would 
wind up telling us so with a smile. Old age is unpredictable. Forty years of 
Sade and Rimbaud and Erwartung, and then suddenly it is The Marriage  
of Figaro!

Would that we all could end up being so funny – so charitable,  
but also so withering – towards the stories of our life.


