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THREE MODERNISTS

DISCLAIMER: The following scenes, although based on actual events, are a work of fiction.

1963
Cedar Tavern, Greenwich Village
A Final Drink

In the spring of 1963 news that the Cedar Tavern was about to close 
spread through Greenwich Village. Among the regulars that were 
affected by this closure were a group of artists that would later be 
called the Abstract Expressionists. The likes of Barnett Newman, Ad 
Reinhardt, Willem de Kooning, and Jackson Pollock among others 
would often gather within the wood paneled walls of the Cedar Tav-
ern and proceed to drink too much and think too little. Days before 
the Tavern would serve its last stein of beer Reinhardt, Newman, and 
their friend Clement Greenberg decided to have one final drink. 

One of the owners, Sam Diliberto nodded his head to the group  
as they walked through the doors. As the three men sat down, New-
man finished ranting against the idea of making art as social or  
political activism. 

“Why do people think I care to make paintings that protest a war in 
Vietnam? If I want to protest a war in Vietnam I will join the War Resist-
ers League and do something about it,” said Newman. 

Greenberg, an anti-war Liberal, shifted in his seat uncomfortably and 
decided to diverge the conversation away from political opinions and 
towards his own reading of Newman’s work. 

“Listen Newman, your work – both of your work for that matter” 
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Greenberg said as he gestured towards Reinhardt “is about the can-
vas and the frame, colour and lines, composition and arrangement. 
True modernist’s – both of you. Look at these walls around us; they’re 
about to come down. The lines of the wood moldings say more about 
this room then any attempted depiction ever could.” 

1972
Pruitt Igoe Housing Scheme, St Louis
A Controlled Demolition  
and the end of Modernism

Designed by architect Minoru Yamasaki the Pruitt Igoe Housing 
Scheme was, for its time, one of the largest public housing initiatives 
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in the United States. In 1955, with high hopes and large investments, 
construction completed on Yamasaki’s modernist housing block. 
However, by the end of the 60’s Pruitt Igoe was nearly abandoned 
and was slipping into decay. On clear day in March, a crew was as-
sembled and a crowd gathered to fi nally bring the towers down.

As the foreman assured him that all the C4 had was packed, and that 
the public was at a safe distance, Demolitions expert John Hewitt 
began the countdown towards pressing the detonation button.

10,
 9,
  8,
   7,
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Among the crowd that had gathered to see the building fall was 
Charles Jencks. Jencks, an architectural theorist and critic, noticed 
he began to stir with excitement along with the rest of the crowd; he 
eagerly listened for the next number in the countdown.

6,
5,
4,
3,
2,
1,

As the explosions dotted across the façade of the building, and the 
roof started to cave in, Jencks considered the weight of the moment. 
12 years later, Jencks wrote that the moment the Pruitt Igoe Housing 
Scheme fell so did Modernism. 

1987
National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa
Acquisitions Meeting

“The widow is on board,” Brydon Smith, the assistant director of the 
National Gallery of Canada said to then director Shirley Thomson. 

After approaching Annalee Newman, The National Gallery of Cana-
da purchased Barnett Newman’s Voice of Fire painting for 1.8 Million 
dollars (CAD). The acquisition of Newman’s work, which was original-
ly commissioned for the 1967 Montreal Expo, was nothing short of a 
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controversy. Thinking that the art world had finally climbed over the 
wall beyond Modernist painting, the media became outraged with the 
tacit approval of Newman’s abstract work that some wouldn’t even 
acknowledge as a work of art. Although the ideological and political 
tenants of Modernism were long forgotten, it seemed that with this 
acquisition from a major institution, Modernist thought was injected 
back into the art world ether. 

The same year that Smith contacted Mrs. Newman, American artist 
Isaac Brest was born in Los Angeles California.

2016
Location: Roberta, Toronto
Subject: Opening Night

Isaac Brest walked through the front doors of 263 Adelaide Street 
West in Toronto. Brest intended to take the elevator to the third floor 
but it never came when he pressed the up arrow button. No matter, 
Brest started up the stairs of the century old building heading to-
wards an opening at Roberta - a small project space established by 
Manden Muphy. The exhibition opening was for a two-person show 
featuring the work of long-time friend and collaborator of Brest’s, Joe 
Graham-Felsen as well as Toronto born artist Zoe Barcza. 

Thomas Huhtala, a resident of the building approached Brest as he 
grabbed a beer. 

“This is kind of funny eh” said Huhtala. “What?” replied Brest. “Well 
this steel sculpture, it’s the exact same as the steel studs that are 
behind those walls. He could have waited a few months when this 
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building gets torn down and it would have looked the same.” Huhtala 
was referring to Graham-Felsen’s sculptures that appropriate steel 
studs – a common construction material used for framing walls. Brest 
had no idea that the building was scheduled to be demolished to 
make way for a condo. Brest didn’t know how to reply to this ques-
tion, he started to think about his own work which also appropriated 
construction materials, mostly using on sheetrock and drywall com-
pound. “I’m going to take a look at the show” said Brest in a desper-
ate attempt to avoid a conversation about what the work on display, 
or his work, means. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

The way that Greenberg described the lines of the Cedar Tavern walls 
as being more capable of capturing the space then any kind of picto-
rial depiction is at the intersection of these events in time. This com-

6/7

6/7
⧗

THREE MODERNISTS

PARKER KAY



parison is at the core of the Modernist condition – an obsession with 
the qualities that define a particular medium as opposed to the con-
tent or subject matter. On the surface, this would suggest that Mod-
ernism is defined by flatness, and for the most part it is; however, the 
flatness of the object opens up a world to the viewer. Barnett New-
man intended Voice of Fire to be viewed at a close distance, allowing 
its scale to transform the space around it and engage the viewer in a 
sensory experience. The simplicity of the forms used by the Abstract 
Expressionists and Color Field painters allow the works to become 
entry points to an experience rather then a definitive experience con-
tained within the frame. Similarly, the walls of the Pruitt Igoe had to 
come down before the neighborhood of DeSoto-Carr could move 
past the failed modernist ideology encased within the concrete tow-
ers. Contemporary artists like Brest, Graham-Felsen, and Barcza 
seem to be engaging with the Modernist preoccupation with struc-
ture and inherent qualities of the medium. Barcza for instance, makes 
paintings that depict claws ripping through the canvas, exposing 
the stretcher behind. By depicting the canvas and the stretcher with 
acrylic and flashe paint on top of the actual canvas and stretcher, 
Barcza seems to be making reference to the flat Modernist painting 
while being separated from the ideological sentiments of the Abstract 
Expressionists. Similarly, artists like Brest and Graham-Felsen, who 
engage directly with materials that have traditionally supported art-
works, use the resulting sculptural installations as an entry point to 
transforming the space into a total experience. It seems strange to 
call these contemporary works something like new modernism be-
cause Modernist art was intrinsically tied to the period of modernity; 
however, it is clear that the experiential quality of the works of New-
man, Reinhardt, Rothko, Motherwell, and others continues to be a 
signifier of the importance to consider not only an artwork’s content 
but also its relationship to structure and space – Acquisitions like the 
Voice of Fire by the National Gallery of Canada support this claim.
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