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INTRODUCTION 

 Post-war culture in Europe and the United States led to a crisis in meaning in 

contemporary art. This consciousness resulted in the exploration of new directions in modern art, 

initiated by cubism and a growing interest in abstraction. This was especially evident in 

American artists’ desire for a purely American art distinct from regionalism and other populist 

forms. The influx of émigrés fleeing the war in Europe, particularly those involved with 

surrealism, led to a surge in these artists’ exploration of automatism alongside a growing interest 

in Jungian psychology and pre-Columbian art forms. These explorations were related to a sense 

of urgency to find universal meaning in light of the horrors of World War II and related 

development of atomic weapons. While scholarly attention has largely focused on New York and 

the development of abstract expressionists’ signature styles, artists in Mexico and California 

shared these same inspirations and interests. In particular, works of art by Dynaton group 

members Wolfgang Paalen, Gordon Onslow Ford, and Lee Mullican are methodologically and 

thematically similar to paintings by New York School members Adolph Gottlieb and Mark 

Rothko. Based on the West Coast, the School of the Pacific, to which the Dynaton artists 

belonged, has been viewed as an alternative to the New York School of abstract expressionism 

and its interest in taking art into “galactic” realms.1 Both Onslow Ford and Paalen were in 

Mexico for several years as a result of the war. While there, Paalen founded and edited the 

journal Dyn, to which Onslow Ford contributed. The term is a shortened version of the term 

“Dynaton,” coined from the Greek tó dynatón, connoting “the possible.”2 Paalen defined it as a 

                                                
1 Michael Auping, "Worlds Gone, and to Come: Lee Mullican's Cosmic Theater," in Cosmic Theater: The 
Art of Lee Mullican (Zurich, Switzerland: Scheidegger & Spiess, 2019), 12. 
2 Stephanie Barron, “Introduction,” California: 5 Footnotes to Modern Art History (Los Angeles: Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, 1977), 37. 
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limitless continuum in which all forms of reality were conceivable.3 The journal promoted a 

unifying abstract art inspired by pre-Columbian art forms. Paalen and Onslow Ford subsequently 

came across Mullican’s work in San Francisco, to which they felt a kinship. They formed as a 

group and adopted Paalen’s term as their name; the Dynaton exhibition debuted at the San 

Francisco Museum of Art in 1951. It included their work, representative of the beginnings of 

their mature styles, as well as items from their personal collections of pre-Columbian, Northwest 

Coast Indian, and Pacific Island art in a room they referred to as an “Ancestor Room.”4 While 

they subsequently disbanded after this exhibit, they continued to correspond.  

 Abstract expressionism is primarily viewed as individual responses to shared concerns in 

a medium-specific manner. Gottlieb and Rothko worked through surrealism and myth before 

arriving at their mature abstract paintings. The import of myth, particularly Greco-Roman myth, 

is clear in Rothko’s terming of himself and his contemporaries as “Mythmakers.”5 The two 

artists were included in one of the first exhibits dedicated to the new avant-garde in 1949 at the 

Kootz gallery, entitled “The Intrasubjectives,” a parallel to the Dynaton group’s exhibit just two 

years later.6 Like Paalen and Onslow Ford, Gottlieb and Rothko wrote art theory. They are 

perhaps most famous for a letter they co-wrote, along with input from Barnett Newman, to the 

editor of the New York Times in 1943: “It is a widely accepted notion among painters that it does 

not matter what one paints as long as it is well painted. This is the essence of academicism. 

                                                
3 Wolfgang Paalen, “Theory of the Dynaton,” in Dynaton (San Francisco, San Francisco Museum of Art, 
1951), 22. 
4 Sylvia Fink, “The Dynaton: Three Artists with Similar Ideas—Lee Mullican, Gordon Onslow Ford, 
Wolfgang Paalen,” in California: 5 Footnotes to Modern Art History, ed. Stephanie Barron (Los Angeles: 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1977), 37. 
5 Irving Sandler, Abstract Expressionism and the American Experience: A Reevaluation (Manchester; 
New York, Vermont; New York: Hard Press Editions, Lenox and School of Visual Arts in association 
with Hudson Hills Press, 2009), 78. 
6 Ibid., 20. 
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There is no such thing as good painting about nothing. We assert that the subject is crucial and 

only that subject matter is valid which is tragic and timeless. That is why we profess spiritual 

kinship with primitive and archaic art.7” This statement directly aligns their concerns with those 

of Paalen, Onslow Ford, and Mullican and was a key step in the development of their cosmic 

abstraction.  

I would like to here state that their usage of primitive, or cultural artifacts made by non-

western Indigenous peoples (a term I use to reflect their own language at the time) is 

problematic. In many ways, these artists were mistaken about some of their interpretations of  

Indigenous arts. While I am interested in these artists’ concerns with the primitive as heretofore 

unacknowledged shared influences that led to the five artists’ mature works, which I interpret as 

cosmic landscapes, I do not excuse the colonialist aspects of their usage, nor suggest that their 

works with Indigenous inspirations reflect a reality about Indigenous art and culture. They were 

inspired by the art forms and believed they were correcting an oversight by bringing them to 

greater attention. Their interest in these works was also greatly informed by Jungian psychology, 

which will be discussed in chapter one.8 

The “Primitivism” in 20th Century Art exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art in 1984, 

which I cite here and included primitivist works by both Gottlieb and Rothko, has since been 

heavily criticized for denying appropriative aspects of the movement as well as its complete lack 

of anthropological considerations surrounding the function and value of nonwestern objects 

juxtaposed with modern works of art.9 Thomas McEvilley points out that William Rubin and 

                                                
7 Mark Rothko and Adolph Gottlieb, "A Letter from Mark Rothko and Adolph Gottlieb to the Art Editor 
of the New York Times," The New York Times, June 7, 1943. 
8 I would also like to state that Lucita Hurtado, an acclaimed artist practicing today who was married to 
both Paalen and Mullican, likely influenced their works as well. 
9 Thomas McEvilley, "Doctor Lawyer Indian Chief," Artforum, November 1984. 
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Kirk Varnedoe, organizers and curators of the exhibition, estheticized primitive religious objects 

through their preoccupation with the primitivist and not the primitive, overall leading him to 

view the exhibition as childishly inappropriate.10 As Terri Thornton, the curator of education at 

the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth and member of my committee wisely pointed out in 

conversation, artists, perhaps especially modernists, have occasionally misinterpreted works of 

art from other cultures and conditions for their own purposes. However, when intentions are 

genuine, they have done so with productive results. The artists interpreted to the best of their 

ability, and, ultimately, this step in their careers led them to their acclaimed mature styles, and I 

would be remiss to dismiss it. 

As will become evident in this thesis, Onslow Ford was a prolific writer on his own as 

well as on Paalen’s and Mullican’s works, and I have included various quotations by him that 

support my argument. Paintings by all artists evocative of their shared interests feature the seeds 

of cosmological interests that would come to fruition in their mature works. Though it is not 

possible to establish a direct line of influence between the artists’ works and similarities, one 

cannot dismiss Paalen’s and Onslow Ford’s presence in New York at various times as well as 

their writings, disseminated in Dyn.11   

While scholarship dedicated to Paalen’s influence on the New York School is extant, this 

thesis’s contribution to the field lies in its argument for shared concerns and inspirations that led 

to these five artists’ creation of cosmic landscapes. I define the term cosmic landscape as a 

representation that depicts another realm beyond earth that in some way connotes galactic or 

interplanetary space. In the Dynaton artists’ case, discussed in chapter two, they evoke the 

cosmos as a space one could imagine inhabiting through their depiction of celestial bodies, orbs, 

                                                
10 Ibid. 
11 Martica Sawin, Surrealism in Exile and the New York School (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995), 285. 
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rays, parabolas, and alien presences. As discussed in chapter three, Gottlieb’s and Rothko’s 

landscapes are united by the use of a horizon line. Gottlieb’s landscapes feature a horizon line 

with the presence of a defined, disparate top and lower portion that portrays the cosmos through 

orbs and bursts. Rothko’s paintings, the most abstract of all, suggest heavenly space through the 

sensation of hovering bodies divided by a horizon line that suggests a doorway to another world. 

My analysis investigates the difference between the two geographic groups, namely that the 

Dynaton group members’ works have an allusive content that is lacking in the more abstract 

cosmic landscapes by Gottlieb and Rothko. This distinction relates to the ways the artists 

represented space. Cosmic landscapes by the Dynaton members evoke a real place, though 

imagined, as they are more illusionistic than those by abstract expressionists, who emphasized 

the rectangular structure of the canvas. While cosmic concerns have been traced to each artist, no 

scholarship has yet grouped all five together and used landscape terminology or examined the 

importance of then-unconventional spirituality in light of the anxiety of the postwar period. 
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CHAPTER 1: SHARED INFLUENCES 

 Despite geographic distance, paintings by each of these artists reflect inspiration from 

surrealism, Jungian psychology, a growing interest in Indigenous art of the Americas, physics, 

and the atomic age. All five of the artists practiced surrealist automatism, which played a 

significant role in their works. Scientific developments in physics and space travel likewise 

influenced all artists in various degrees. In her essay for an exhibition of Mullican’s work 

entitled Lee Mullican: Paintings 1952-1968, curator Tamar Nahmias described the work of the 

Dynaton artists as an “appropriation of Native American imagery in a ‘meditative reflection on 

nature and man’s place’” that was often juxtaposed to New York School artists, though they, too, 

were interested in formal aspects of Indigenous art, an important crossover in all artists’ oeuvres. 

 

Surrealism and Jungian Psychology 

Paalen and Onslow Ford belonged to André Breton’s surrealist circle in Europe before 

the war. Automatism was a central facet of the movement; in his 1924 “First Surrealist 

Manifesto,” Breton defined surrealism as “pure psychic automatism by whose means it is 

intended to express verbally, or in writing, or in any other manner, the actual functioning of 

thought in the absence of all control by reason and outside of all aesthetic or moral 

preoccupations.”12 Inspired by Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung’s notion of the collective unconscious 

is similarly concerned with structures of the mind.  

                                                
12 André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan, 1969), 26. 
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While Paalen renounced surrealism in the first issue of Dyn in his aptly named essay 

“Farewell to Surrealism,”13 all three Dynaton artists opened their work to the influence of the 

unconscious through the use of automatism.14 Paalen created a technique he termed fumage in 

which he would light a candle near a wet canvas and allow the smoke or soot to create new 

marks in the paint.15 Onslow Ford created coulage, wherein he would spill paint on the canvas 

and allow it to flow with little control.16 Mullican employed automatism with his rhythmic, 

signature mark-making with the edge of a printer’s knife during his attempts to repress deliberate 

thought.17  

Many other European and American artists started experimenting with surrealism at this 

time. Roberto Matta, a Chilean painter who was also in Breton’s Parisian circle and subsequently 

came to New York, imparted theories about automatism to a group of soon-to-be abstract 

expressionists who frequently met at Matta’s studio in New York. Beyond this exposure, the 

arrival of European surrealists before and during World War II, such as Max Ernst, Yves 

Tanguy, Andre Masson, and Breton himself was crucial in exposing American painters to 

expressive possibilities beyond what they viewed as provincial American art.18 An important link 

between the two groups can be found in Onslow Ford’s lectures about surrealism in New York 

                                                
13 Lourdes Andrade, “Dyn, A Lonely Adventure in an ‘Exotic’ Country: Wolfgang Paalen, Editor in 
Mexico,” in Wolfgang Paalen’s DYN: The Complete Reprint, ed. Christian Kloyber (New York: Wien, 
2000), 3. 
14 Dawn Ades, introduction to Farwell to Surrealism: The DYN Circle in Mexico, (Los Angeles, Getty 
Research Institute, 2012), 5. 
15 Gordon Onslow Ford, "Paalen the Messenger," in Hommage to Wolfgang Paalen the Pioneer (Mexico 
City, Museo de Arte Moderno, 1969), 36. 
16 Peter Selz, "Spontaneous Apparitions: The Work of Gordon Onslow Ford," in Gordon Onslow Ford: 
Centennial Celebration (San Francisco: Weinstein Gallery, 2013), 6. 
17 Michael Duncan, "Mullican's Magnetic Fields," Art in America 94, (September 2006): 120. 
18 Diane Waldman, "Part I," in Adolph Gottlieb, 1903-1974 (New York; Washington; London: Frederick 
A. Pragers, 1968), 9. 
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for the New School of Social Research that had a profound impact on the artists of the New York 

School.19  

Jungian psychology, beyond its theory of the collective unconscious, played a strong role 

in these artists’ interests through related notions concerning myth.20 This offshoot of surrealism 

was in direct opposition to the Freudian orientation of European surrealists.21 Paalen and Onslow 

Ford’s distancing from the more orthodox surrealism was directly related to their interest in 

Jung’s notion of the collective unconscious and spontaneity’s ability to access it.22 Surrealist 

automatism is related to Jungian psychology in that it was believed to enable practitioners to 

access universal symbols present in both myth and primitive art. Rothko and Gottlieb, along with 

some of their contemporaries, turned to Greco-Roman myths as a source of what Rothko termed 

“eternal symbols” and what Gottlieb termed “immediacy.”23 Their interest in these ancient myths 

led to their exploration of other sources of the archaic and timeless, which led them to 

appropriate formal and cultural aspects they believed were true in relation to Indigenous art of 

the Americas.  

 

Primitivism and Indigenous Art of the Americas 

A legacy of modern art lies in the recognition of Native American and pre-Columbian 

works as objects of artistic value in their own right.24 Many figures in the art world collected 

                                                
19 Kenneth Baker, "Notating the Music of Space / Onslow Ford's symbols plumb mind's recesses," 
Gordon Onslow Ford Collection and Archive, last modified October 28, 2000, accessed June 27, 2019. 
20 W. Jackson Rushing, Native American Art and the New York Avant-Garde: A History of Cultural 
Primitivism (Austin: University of Texas, 1995), xi. 
21 Irving Sandler, The Triumph of American Painting: A History of Abstract Expressionism (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1995), 62. 
22 Selz, “Spontaneous Apparitions,” 8. 
23 Sandler, The Triumph, 62. 
24 Rushing, Native American, xi. 
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Native American and pre-Columbian art objects, which they believed were evidence of the 

collective unconscious and represented a link amongst man and womankind despite vast time 

and space. Before settling in Mexico, Paalen traveled to the Northwest Coast of America along 

with some friends, including photographer Eva Sulzer, in 1939 and acquired many objects that 

he researched and wrote about in Dyn. The journal, published in Mexico from 1943-44, featured 

contributions from many figures in the art world as well as anthropologists, and consisted of 

essays and criticism alongside reproductions of modern and “primitive” art from the Americas 

and Europe in addition to poetry.25 There were six issues total with one double issue dedicated 

exclusively to Amerindian art. This issue included articles and essays on current anthropology 

and archaeology by Paalen, including one devoted to what he termed “Totem Art,” as well as 

contributions by Miguel Covarrubias, a Mexican artist and ethnologist, and Alfonso Caso, a 

Mexican archaeologist. Reproductions in the journal of some of Sulzer’s photographs from the 

trip are representative of the artist’s interests and evidence of his dedication to viewing them in 

sitù (Figs 1 & 2).26 To the best of his ability, Paalen also emphasized cultural unity and 

specificity of the tribes referenced.27  

Mullican recounted coming across Dyn while stationed in Hawaii during the war and 

feeling a strong connection to its content.28 It is known that Jackson Pollock read Dyn, personally 

owning every issue, and, as an important figure in the New York School, likely shared his 

                                                
25 Christian Kloyber, ed., Wolfgang Paalen's DYN: The Complete Reprint (Wien; New York, Austria: 
Springer, 2000), 2. 
26 Amy Winter, Wolfgang Paalen: Artist and Theorist of the Avant-Garde (Westport, CT: Praeger, 
2003), xxvi. This inclusion of anthropological scholars is a marked difference from the much-criticized 
MoMA exhibition Primitivism in 20th Century Art. See “Doctor Indian Chief” by Thomas McEvilley, 
included in bibliography. 
27 Winter, Wolfgang Paalen, 159. 
28 Barron, “Introduction,” 36. 
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interest in it with others.29 In the preface to the first issue, Paalen condemned colonialism and 

called for modern art’s incorporation of Amerindian forms and concepts; this notion of a timeless 

art featuring Amerindian content would have a great impact on early abstract expressionism.30 In 

an essay in Dyn, “Regionalism in Painting,” Edward Renouf, a friend of Paalen, described the 

modern primitive sensibility as universal in that he believed everyone would find similar 

meaning.31 Gottlieb aligned the interest in the primitive with spiritual concerns, similarly 

pointing to universal meaning: “While modern art got its first impetus through discovering the 

forms of primitive art, we feel that its true significance lies not merely in formal arrangement, 

but in the spiritual meaning underlying all archaic works.”32 His use of “archaic” epitomizes the 

all-encompassing way American modernists viewed the primitive as evocative of a general 

spirituality at the base of human experience that ignored cultural specificity, in contrast with 

Paalen’s attempt to maintain the distinction between different tribes in Dyn.33 The overall 

introduction of Pacific Northwest Coast art in the journal, art that influenced and fascinated 

Barnett Newman in particular, facilitated early abstract expressionists’ interest in Indigenous art 

forms in general.34 Fritz Bultman, a painter of the New York School, stated: “It was Wolfgang 

Paalen who started [interest in totem art] more than by [John] Graham or anyone else, including 

                                                
29 Sawin, Surrealism in Exile, 267. 
30 Winter, Wolfgang Paalen, 59-60. 
31 Edward Renouf, “Regionalism in Painting,” in Wolfgang Paalen’s DYN: The Complete Reprint, ed. 
Christian Kloyber (New York; Austria, Springer, 2000), 22. 
32 Kirk Varnedoe, "Abstract Expressionism," in "Primitivism" in 20th Century Art, ed. William Rubin 
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1984), II: 616. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Winter, Wolfgang Paalen, 160. 
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Max Ernst.”35 Paalen is clearly owed a debt with regard to his importance and influence on 

abstract expressionism.36 

American artists’ interest in these objects and art forms was increasingly viewed in stark 

contrast to European surrealism’s concern with polished technique and the superficial European 

stylistic appropriation of African and Oceanic works.37 Emphasis on Indigenous art of the 

Americas was related to the search for a unique American art revelatory of the timeless 

vocabulary the artists were seeking to tap into. Newman organized various exhibitions of Pacific 

Northwest Coast art, and, like Paalen, Newman believed it was an important precursor for the 

abstract art that he and his colleagues were creating.38 The Indian Art of the United States 

exhibition at MoMA in 1941 as well as the Native object collections at the Museum of the 

American Indian, Brooklyn Museum, American Museum of Natural History, and Heye 

Foundation were all important for furthering exposure to these forms and providing ethnographic 

information about the objects presented. 

 

Physics and the Atomic Age 

 Paalen and Onslow Ford were very interested in quantum physics to the degree that it 

played a role in both artists’ cosmic landscapes. Paalen in particular studied texts on wave 

mechanics in the 1930; these studies directly influenced his cosmic abstractions, resulting in the 

sensation of dynamic movement through the repetition of parabolas.39 He included his views of 

                                                
35 Neufert, “Shock, Fear, and Apparition as Topoi,” in Wolfgang Paalen: The Austrian Surrealist in Paris 
and Mexico (London: Koenig, 2019), 28. 
36 See Amy Winter, Wolfgang Paalen: Artist and Theorist of the Avant-Garde (Westport, CT: Praeger, 
2003) concerning Paalen’s influence on the New York School. 
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the potential impact modern science could have on art in Dyn, and used cosmic language 

specifically: “Just as the causal principal remains valid for the macrocosm and to be able to 

imagine these microcosmic discoveries, physics is obliged to find macrocosmic analogies, art 

only exists in so far as it can express cosmic sensations in terms of human emotions.”40 In the 

same essay, he expressed further alignment with abstract expressionism’s goal: “we are 

concerned with articulating with non-anthropomorphic elements a human message.”41 Paalen 

attempted to do this through referring to physical processes through the movement of waves, 

while the abstract expressionists did so through formalism.42 

Onslow Ford avidly studied Pyotr Demianovich Ouspensky’s notion of the fourth 

dimension and Einstein’s space-time-continuum.43 Drawing on Freud, Jung, and these 

developments in physics, Onslow Ford’s lifelong goal was to depict what he termed the “inner 

worlds,” ultimately desiring to create a visual language that would make visible parallels 

between the unconscious and the cosmic.44 After news of the atomic bomb, Onslow Ford 

described his dilemma to Paalen in a letter, saying he was interested in continuing in his 

Tarascan Indian-inspired direction while also interested in the possibilities of the atomic age.45 I 

argue his interest in the fourth dimension, which referred to space-time, led to his desire to create 

cosmic landscapes, as if one was looking out of the window of a spaceship. Paalen and Onslow 

Ford exposed Mullican to these scientific developments, and art historian and curator Michael 
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Auping believes recent advances in scientific perceptions of the cosmos might have played a role 

in Mullican’s paintings.46  

Due to the sense of desperation upon America’s entrance into World War II, Rothko and 

Gottlieb desired to create images that conveyed the tragic environment they experienced every 

day.47 As the war progressed, this sensibility was exacerbated by the Cold War and development 

of nuclear weaponry; they ultimately felt the only way to convey the anxiety and tragedy of the 

time was through abstraction, leaving behind the referential aspects of their surrealist and 

primitivist works.48 Art historian Harold Rosenberg believes that in certain cases, Gottlieb’s 

paintings convey the energy of outer space related to modern physics.49 In essay “The Abstract 

Sublime,” Robert Rosenblum argues Rothko’s paintings, related to the anxieties of the atomic 

age, utilized “a Romantic sublime vocabulary of boundless energy and limitless spaces,”50 which 

corresponds to the Dynaton group’s cosmic landscapes, albeit in a much more abstract manner. 

 

Manifestations of these Influences in Works by the Artists 

Early works by Paalen are overtly surrealist. In relation to his collection, his wife said 

that objects meant only for the gods came into Paalen’s hands, and in some cases, his collection 

also inspired his paintings.51 Cycladic Head (Fig. 3) and Deux têtes II (Fig. 4) are clearly 

inspired by ancient Cycladic figures (see Fig. 5 for an example in Onslow Ford’s collection). 

                                                
46 Auping, “Worlds Gone,” 17. 
47 Sandler, Abstract Expressionism, 22. Also see Serge Guilbaut, How New York Stole the Idea of Modern 
Art (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2008). 
48 Ibid., 27. 
49  Harold Rosenberg, "Gottlieb," Adolph Gottlieb: Paintings 1959-1971 (London: Marlborough Fine Art, 
1971), 7. 
50 Robert Rosenblum, "The Abstract Sublime," in Reading Abstract Expressionism: Context and Critique, 
by Ellen G. Landau (New Haven; London: Yale University, 2005), 244. 
51 Onslow Ford, “The Dynaton,” 8. 
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These already abstracted figures were easily subjected to further abstraction. Cycladic Head is a 

straightforward abstraction that more exactly duplicates the head in a stylized manner with one 

half black rather than entirely white. Deux têtes II, painted the same year, takes liberty with 

color. The head on the left is a duplication of the form in Cycladic Head, changed only by the 

use of green and brown rather than white and black on the halves. The heads in the painting are 

united by the pale green and yellow form that encloses part of both. The artist had a female 

Cycladic figure in the living room of his home in Mexico that likely inspired these paintings.52  

Two paintings entitled Paysage totémique de mon enfance, (Figs. 6 & 7), oil and fumage 

on canvas (one of which was included in Dyn [Fig. 6]), are arguably landscapes of the artist’s 

mind as if inspired by suppressed memories of his childhood or dreams. Both paintings represent 

gestural forms in a vague, fantastical alien landscape. Paalen entitled three separate accounts of 

Northwest Coast mythological art “Le Paysage Totemique” in Dyn. He also wrote a cryptic essay 

entitled “Paysage Totemique/Autobiographical Passage,” included in a catalogue accompanying 

an exhibition of his work in which he mentions his childhood in relation to the paintings as well 

as a totem pole from the Haida Indian tribe that came into his possession.53 The artist ultimately 

planned to write a book entitled Paysage Totemique with articles from Dyn as chapters,54 

emphasizing the importance of this motif that recurred in both his artistic oeuvre and 

ethnographic writings. These paintings do not feature formal allusions to Indigenous sculptures; 

their influence lies in the history behind them. In relation to this series, art historian Andreas 

Neufert interprets their influence conceptually:  

Paalen was mainly interested in the psychological state, the ecstatic vision that 
ushered in the apparition of the spirit-like ancestral totem. Using his own pictorial 
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devices, he sought to recreate the merging of aesthetic act and figural apparition, 
which in the ecstatic rite of totemic cultures lay at the heart of the ancestral cult. 
Set within the pictorial rhythms, the apparition becomes an ambiguous optical 
illusion.…55  
 

This sensibility is clear in both paintings. The shapes do not represent actual totem poles, but 

Paalen’s conceptual interpretation.   

Combat des Princes Saturnien II (Fig. 8) depicts a battle between two personnages in an 

unclear location. Paalen’s personnages were a surrealist trope depicting dreamlike, not quite 

human figures.56 It is difficult to separate the two figures in this painting, but heads, hands, and 

arms are clear. Brighter and more varied than in the earlier works, Paalen’s palette will be taken 

even farther in later paintings. This surrealist work foreshadows the artist’s cosmic landscapes in 

that it seems to be taking place on another planet, again with alien forms. Les Premieres 

Spatiales (Fig. 9) also evokes pre-Columbian cosmology. The work is a triptych that features 

eyes and Paalen’s signature parabolas, evocative of waves. Paalen identified these spiral, 

tornado-like forms with the symbols of the Aztec god of the wind.57 The parabola became 

Paalen’s signature cosmological symbol, as will be evident in works included in chapter two. 

Onslow Ford’s earliest works are also explicitly surrealist. Without Bounds (1939, Fig. 

10) is a clear example of his surrealist automatic technique coulage. Through the discomfiting 

white grid, which can be viewed alternately as receding or extending into space rather than lying 

flat on the picture plane, the artist intended to represent developments in scientific notions of 

time and space.58 The vibrant color has psychedelic undertones. Interestingly, the white lines 

connecting the spills of paint converge at an asterisk in the upper portion of the painting.  
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Another surrealist work evocative of surrealist interests is La maison que j’habite (1939, 

Fig. 11), painted after spending the summer with a number of European surrealists at a chateau at 

Chemilieu.59 The title is a direct quotation from a book by Breton about a glass house that would 

look like salt crystals from a distance.60 The painting features a glowing structure faceted like a 

crystal at the very center. The foreground and background, seemingly reaching far back into the 

distance, are united by the presence of the green creature emitting black bubbles.61 The forms in 

the canvas can alternately be viewed as microscopic or cosmic.62 Extending from the circular 

form in the center of the painting, rays evoke the sun and cosmic distance, while the creature’s 

bubbles call to mind insects and small organisms.  

Created before Onslow Ford’s break with surrealism in New York before his move to 

Mexico, Propaganda for Love (1940, Fig. 12) features surrealist biomorphic figures laid over 

with polygons and solid or dotted lines.63 The oval emitting these dotted lines can be likened to 

the sun. This work can thus be viewed arguably be viewed as an early cosmic landscape 

populated with alien forms. The green form on the far left suggests mountains alongside perhaps 

sea plants or abstract biomorphic forms, with a telescope or other technological device on top. 

The center features the same green creature in La maison que j’habite, below a purple creature 

again spewing black bubbles that unite the two parts of the painting. The grid from Without 

Bounds reappears on the far right, again overlaid by fantastical forms. Various tan geometric 

forms repeat throughout. This painting is one of the most surreal in Onslow Ford’s oeuvre. 
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Onslow Ford moved to Mexico in the mid-1940s to join Paalen as well as other friends 

from Europe. He and his wife moved to a remote village in which neighboring Tarascan Indians 

would have a great effect on his painting, while he also continued to explore the fourth 

dimension and the unconscious. He read Art as Experience (1934) by philosopher John Dewey 

shortly before his time in Mexico. Dewey’s theory that the universe and its contents could be 

drawn on to create works of art capable of reflecting human experience, as well as his inclusion 

of images of African sculptures, Indian pottery, and Mexican folk art alongside avant-garde art, 

greatly affected Onslow Ford’s work at this time.64  

In particular, his palette was affected by his observations of the Tarascan Indians’ use of 

form and color in textiles, houses, and works of art, while his conception of their spirituality 

echoed in his paintings’ content.65 As the artist wrote: “The way of life of the Tarascans, their 

stone and clay sculptures, their facility for direct expression in form, their heightened sense of 

color, were an initiation for me into the power of the earth that ran through them.”66 His painting 

Luminous Land (1943, Fig. 13) is evocative of the flatness of their work through the shallow 

depiction of space. Suggestive of the cosmic are the layered dots and shimmering auras the artist 

intended to represent the spirits of personnages as well as presence of planets, flares, and stars.67 

The impact of surrealist biomorphic forms is evident here as well through the presence of the 

green, brown, blue, and tan shapes that cover the entire surface of the painting. Its crowded 

nature recalls Propaganda for Love, particularly through the biomorphic forms, but the palette 

here is more restrained. 
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Painted a year later, Pragmabats Tarascing (1944, Fig. 14) overtly refers to his interest in 

the Tarascan Indians, while expressive of more cosmic dimensions. According to art historian 

Tere Arcq the work features an abstracted male and female figure; the upper half of the male 

figure is yellow while that of the female is black, which she interprets as a reference to sun and 

moon as well as day and night.68 Supporting this interpretation is the presence of abstracted 

heads and arms as well as the gold in the figure on the left and gray in the figure on the right. 

Women are traditionally associated more with the moon and men with the sun. Furthermore, 

portraits of couples traditionally feature the man on the left and the woman on the right side. She 

also believes the abstract form in the upper center symbolizes Venus, a messenger figure who 

would complete the Tarascan cosmic trinity, which Onslow Ford was interested in at this time.69  

Lee Mullican moved to San Francisco after the war and came into contact with Paalen 

and Onslow Ford in 1950. While the group coalesced after the pair’s break with surrealism, 

vestiges of surrealism, especially the theories surrounding automatism, remained and had a great 

influence on Mullican. Mullican often said he was practicing automatism when he painted, and 

Onslow Ford confirmed this notion. Like Onslow Ford later, Mullican viewed it as a meditative 

process: “We [the Dynaton painters] were involved with a kind of meditation, and for me this 

had a great deal to do with the study of nature, and the study of pattern. We were dealing with art 

as a way of meditation.”70 One can imagine the artist getting into a sort of trance as he created 

his signature rays line by line. Onslow Ford said of Mullican’s method “…awareness of these 
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paintings takes place so fast that words are left behind; his weightless strokes just happened 

naturally, one leading to the next, and his arcs swung deep and far,”71 supporting this notion. 

Mullican credited Dyn with precipitating his interests in primitive, folk, pre-Columbian, 

Northwest Coast, and southwestern Native American art and the newfound belief all shared that 

it presaged modern art.72 Unlike Paalen and Onslow Ford, he had grown up exposed to American 

Indian art and culture in Oklahoma, and immediately drew on it in his art in an abstract fashion. 

Presence (1955, Fig. 15) typifies objects Paalen termed “Tactile Ecstatics,” variations of which 

were included in the group’s 1951 exhibition. It was intended to relate to ceremonial Indian 

artifacts, though erroneously so. Mullican arrived at his cosmic landscapes almost 

instantaneously in ways that merged Native American inspiration with his cosmic vision; greater 

aspects of this influence will be discussed in the following chapter. 

In 1947, Newman organized The Ideographic Picture exhibition in New York City that 

included works by artists such as Hans Hofmann, Rothko, Clyfford Still, Theodore Stamos, 

Newman himself, and others, billed as the “modern American counterpart to the primitive 

impulse” in a way Newman believed related to Northwest Coast Indian art. Gottlieb and Rothko 

in particular linked their paintings from this time to a widespread interest in myth. They agreed 

on the importance and significance of mythology as it was related to psychoanalytic theories and 

universal themes derived from the collective unconscious.73 In the statement from 1943 cited in 

the introduction, the artists said that while their titles might recall antique myths, the intention 

was to express psychological ideas in an eternal format, speaking to the experience of primitive 
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man as well as the modern experience.74 Art historian Michael Leja has discussed this modernist 

preoccupation with the primitive extensively in his book Reframing Abstract Expressionism. 

Referred to as the “Modern Man” discourse, Leja points out that texts by Gottlieb, Rothko, and 

Newman on the primitive paralleled those in popular literature. According to Leja, “Gottlieb, 

Newman, and Rothko envisioned primitive art as messages in a spiritual discourse between 

natural man and his personifications of cosmic power; they felt it expressed, in a universal 

language, essential truths about human experience.”75 They emphasized a generic rather than 

culturally specific primitivism, based on a belief of continuity between primitive art and the 

modern. The resulting art was presumed to be immediately accessible to modern viewers through 

its universality.76  

This sensibility came fully and uniquely into play in Gottlieb’s self-termed Pictographs. 

Viewed as evidence of deep-rooted ancient conditions of the psyche, the artist believed glyphs 

represented a repository of the universal meaning he sought.77 Gottlieb’s early paintings included 

cabinets or compartments with talisman-like objects such as seashells. These ultimately 

developed into a grid in which he intuitively added certain primordial, universally symbolic 

shapes like eyes, birds, masks, and eggs without predetermination, informed by Jung and the 

randomness of automatism.78 Gottlieb viewed this method as a way to communicate the 

unconscious on canvas, working directly on the canvas with few edits after the fact.79 

Masquerade (Fig. 16), a painting from 1945, exemplifies the series. The nonrelational cubist 
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composition features compartmentalized grids in a palette of browns, tans, and a few warmer red 

and orange tones. The palette in this case was supposed to call to mind weathered bark or wood, 

related to the tribal masks and sculptures the artist began to collect in 1935.80 Each rectangular 

unit of the grid includes masks or simplified shapes, such as the spiral and fish form, as well as 

abstracted faces with eyes and noses. 

Gottlieb’s Nostalgia for Atlantis (1944, Fig. 17) has a blue palette and features the 

addition of surrealist biomorphic shapes adapted from surrealist artists Hans Arp, Joan Miró, and 

André Masson alongside the faces, eyes, and spirals.81 The title is a clear reference to the artist’s 

overall interest in mythology. The grids’ compartments are more regular. In the mid-1950s, these 

paintings evolved into the artist’s Labyrinths, a bridge to the artist’s cosmic vision. These works 

also had an edge-to-edge composition with symbols that now included the addition of stars.82 

Gottlieb always stressed the spiritual aspects of these paintings.83 He later moved away from 

both of these series, as he felt allover painting was being developed extensively by others, in 

order to take his work in a different direction. This decision enabled him to further develop his 

cosmic vision in a landscape format.84 

Summarizing the early stages of the artist’s paintings, the preface of the catalogue of 

Rothko’s one-man show in 1945 at the Betty Parsons gallery describes his work as straddling 

abstraction and surrealism with incorporations of myth in an automatic fashion.85 Rothko began 

to practice automatism, and, as in Gottlieb’s Pictographs, his works began to feature fragments 
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of birds, heads, hands, and eyes as well as primitive microscopic organisms, as if depicting the 

beginning of time and birth of the universe.86 It is likely the artist drew on his knowledge of 

natural science, which he had studied as an undergraduate at Yale, in these works.87 These 

interests in myth, ritual, prehistory, and biology are evident in titles of works at this time, ranging 

from Sacrifice of Iphigenia (1942) to Birth of Cephalopods (1944).88 His paintings merged 

natural phenomena, myth, and subconscious imagery.89  

Rothko incorporated metamorphosis, a talent ascribed to the ancient gods, in his works 

by fusing masks and figures as well as symbols and signs, returning to ancient images 

representing the cosmos.90 An example lies in his work Omen of the Eagle (Fig. 18) of which the 

artist said the following: “The theme here is derived from the Agamemnon Trilogy of Aeschylus. 

The picture deals not with the particular anecdote, but rather with the Spirit of Myth, which is 

generic to all myths of all times. It involves a pantheism in which man, bird, beast and tree—the 

known as well as the knowable—merge into a single tragic idea.”91 Pantheism is basic to Greek 

mythology. The work is divided into registers, with masks in a golden tone at the top, followed 

by what appear to be ears and perhaps abstracted feathers, a register with biomorphic shapes and 

further abstracted forms, and finally, twisted feet. The palette is brilliant with a few subdued 

beige tones. While, as the catalogue stated, his work was harder to classify at this time, he began 

to create works that more closely approached abstraction. 
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Rothko later turned from myth-based subjects to prehistory and the beginning of time. 

Slow Swirl at the Edge of the Sea (1944, Fig. 19) represents an important stylistic step for the 

artist. Unlike Omen of the Eagle with its registers and bulky forms, semitransparent figures hover 

in a horizontally segmented field while suggesting prehistoric forms and mythic content.92 It 

depicts a male and female; the figure on the left, thought to be the male, has legs and feet in three 

different colors and positions simultaneously, calling to mind gyrating and spiraling ritual dance 

movements performed by shamans and whirling dervishes.93 The figure on the right, interpreted 

as the female, also has spirals on her stomach, uniting the two figures.94 The swirls could 

connote the ebb and flow of the sea as well as the spiraling cycle of life, or even the evolution of 

the universe itself through the suggestion of the rotation and orbit of planets in the cosmos and 

the churning waters of the earth.95 The use of water could also be referring to Jung’s notion that 

water was a common symbol in the collective unconscious.96  

The artist formally broke with surrealism in 1947 and began to develop his mature style. 

In another show at the Betty Parsons gallery in 1948, the artist included mythic representational 

works alongside entirely abstract works. Known as Multiforms, these works were an important 

bridge to the cosmos for the artist, and will be discussed at length in chapter three.97  

While Native American and pre-Columbian symbols were appropriated by Adolph 

Gottlieb and Mark Rothko, Paalen and Onslow Ford were deeply knowledgeable to the best of 

their ability and appreciative of the cultural and aesthetic value of these objects. Mullican stated 

he never deliberately duplicated Native American art but did view it as an overt influence on his 
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painting: “I never consciously copied Indian motifs or designs. It was a matter of extracting from 

nature what I saw and felt about the Southwest, just as the Indians must have. I create a new 

landscape of my own, instead of painting obvious reality.”98 Art historian Annette Leddy 

summarizes the impact of Indigenous art of the Americas well: “The hunting, hoarding, 

photographing, sketching, painting, and theorizing that these ancient treasures elicited, as well as 

the artists’ collective eagerness to inhabit a pre-Columbian consciousness—however projective 

such a concept may have been—are part and parcel of their prescient art.”99  

Paalen, Onslow Ford, Mullican, Gottlieb, and Rothko came from a Jungian and 

mythological perspective, and valued their perception of the objects’ spiritual import. Surrealism, 

the Jungian collective unconscious, physics and the atomic age, and Indigenous art of the 

Americas in works by all the artists presage their mature cosmic landscapes. 
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CHAPTER TWO: COSMIC LANDSCAPES BY DYNATON MEMBERS WOLFGANG 

PAALEN, GORDON ONSLOW FORD, AND LEE MULLICAN 

 The 1951 Dynaton exhibition referenced in chapter one was rife with cosmic references 

and, in some works, the suggestion of otherworldly figures.100 The installation was intentionally 

darkened to suggest a cosmic séance.101 The growing interest in outer space and prospects of 

extraterrestrial life certainly played a role in this sensibility. Mullican himself said: “The 

Dynaton gave us a first-chance for space-walking. The three of us raced into space and 

discovered new planets.”102 Though not as widely commented on as their abstract expressionist 

counterparts’ mature and uniquely recognizable styles, all three artists’ works are immediately 

identifiable. Paalen’s works evoke the cosmos through pulsating parabolas and dynamic 

movement; Onslow Ford’s through his signature line-circle-dot symbol as well as asterisks; and 

Mullican’s in his characteristic striations of rays and celestial bursts.  

 

Cosmic Landscapes by Wolfgang Paalen 

 Parabolas are Paalen’s signature cosmic symbol. The symbol the artist created for Dyn 

was three parabolas meeting in a circular form, as seen, for instance, in the center of Fig. 24. 

While it could refer to many things, it is believed to primarily represent a face that is 

simultaneously a planet as well as the movement and rotation of atomic particles.103 This idea is 

supported by Paalen’s interest in physics. Parabolas are open-ended shapes and are thus a 

pertinent cosmic symbol suggesting the infinite. Paalen himself described parabolas with this 
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terminology: “A picture may say, I am that short stretch where the parabola comes out of the 

infinite, turns and returns to the infinite.”104 Paalen desired to merge pre-Columbian art with 

depictions of waves and other processes invisible to the naked eye.105 His cosmic landscapes can 

thus be viewed as abstractions featuring the dynamic energy present in fields of deep space.  

Paalen’s first proto-cosmic landscape is arguably Pandynamic Figure (1940, Fig. 20), 

featured in the first issue of Dyn. In the painting, connecting parabolas stack on top of one 

another in tornado-like shapes, resulting in a sense of cosmic movement. The vibrations’ blue 

and golden hues suggest water and light. Eyes, particularly the blue form in the upper left, relate 

to what the artist believed was present in Northwest Indian drawings and carvings.106 Curator 

Colin Browne argues that this and two similar paintings attributed to Paalen are influenced by a 

pre-Columbian stone figure Paalen obtained in Bella Coola as a result of Paalen’s subsequent 

experience of its “vibratory field,” then depicted through “spirals of energy”107 (see Small stone 

figure found in the bay of Bella Bella, BC from the artist’s collection [Fig. 21], also reproduced 

in Dyn no. 1). 

 Space Unbound (1941, Fig. 22) is a similar cosmic landscape, again suggestive of 

movement through parabolas stacked on top of one another, this time with the addition of 

pulsating orbs rather than eyes. In an essay for an exhibit in Mexico City in 1967 entitled An 

Homage to Wolfgang Paalen: The Pioneer, Onslow Ford described his experience seeing the 

painting in Paalen’s studio: “(I remember how delighted Paalen was when I remarked to him 

soon after this painting was finished that he had found a world without a background). It 
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suggests a sea of space or a vision of primordial matter. From now on he could grow on his own 

terms as a universal man.”108 This notion overtly suggests outer space, implying that these 

cosmic landscapes were an endeavor to create art that was universally accessible. While these 

works are proto-cosmic landscapes, they mark the beginning of Paalen’s more mature works in 

the category. 

Later works suggest outer space as well as the alien presences hinted at in the earlier 

surrealist personnages. A bridge between the proto-cosmic landscapes and more mature ones 

appears in The Messenger (Fig. 23) from 1941. The stacked parabolas and colors are similar to 

the previous works’ sense of dynamism and movement. Onslow Ford likens the suggested figure 

to the birth of a new kind of man in space, perhaps the “universal man” of Space Unbound.109 

There is more movement in this painting than in the previous two through the larger parabolas at 

the top and mid-left of the painting, while the tornado coils repeat throughout. 

A later work directly speaking to the sense of presence is Messengers from Three Poles 

(1949, Fig. 24). It is at this date that what I term Paalen’s mature cosmic landscapes begin. The 

colors have become much bolder than the previous silvery purple hues. This work also features 

taches, dashes of color that Paalen used in many of his works. Three hurtling parabolic forms 

meet at a central orb, while three abstracted anthropomorphic figures feature heads at the top of 

the painting that develop into black otherworldly shapes suggestive of shoulders and limbs. 

While all in one plane, they hover in space with the hurtling shapes merging at the central figure. 

Onslow Ford states these beings came from the heavens.110  
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The Cosmogons (Fig. 25) from 1944-45 similarly features hurtling parabolas 

congregating at a central orb as well as taches. The sense of dynamic energy and movement 

keeps the eye moving over the painting. Onslow Ford’s analysis of this work directly 

corresponds to the notion of a cosmic landscape: “The substance of the beings and the stuff of 

space is indicated [by] brush marks of different colors and sizes…small circular marks…are 

planets….A central sun and moon serve all beings.”111 In a study for the painting (Fig. 26), 

curator Colin Browne believes a face can be read in the parabola in the upper left, with a stone 

figure that can change shapes below, likening this shape to the mother of the cosmos.112 Gustav 

Regler, a writer and journalist, wrote a book on the artist in 1945 and described this series in 

cosmic terms: “In the Cosmogons series the interactivity of the spectator and the universe is 

rhythmically expressed…. The planetary sense becomes a true cosmic consciousness. There is no 

longer the life and death of a being, any individual landscape…but rather the eternal coming and 

passing.”113 These works are not representations of observed nature, but rather speak to the 

cosmos and eternal human mystery, suggesting vestiges of spirituality. It is as if an unknown part 

of the universe is portrayed with alien forms hurtling through space. In sum, Paalen’s cosmic 

landscapes are replete with a sense of dynamic cosmic energy portrayed through his signature 

parabolas, bright color, and the sensation of otherworldly beings with a spiritual component.  

 

Cosmic Landscapes by Gordon Onslow Ford 

 Onslow Ford’s lifelong mission was to depict what he termed “inner-worlds,” described 

thusly: “The painter’s place is to be at the growing edge of consciousness, his task is to discover 
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aspects of the inner-worlds that he has never seen before. The adventure starts with the 

anthropomorphic and moves toward the cosmic.”114 Onslow Ford relied on a few means in order 

to accomplish this task, one of which was spontaneity, related to his explorations in automatism 

and meditation.115 When in San Francisco, he studied Chinese and Japanese calligraphy with 

Hodo Tabase and Zen Buddhism with Sabroa Hasegawa and Alan Watts, important influences 

on his cosmic landscapes and use of line. 

Key to his cosmic landscapes is what he termed the line-circle-dot epiphany. One day 

while walking in the northern California redwoods, he came to believe that these three elements 

were the root of all art. Thereafter he came to represent these three elements through 

configurations on the canvas. Arguably, this symbol represented the cosmos to the artist, and he 

turned to it again and again in his cosmic landscapes. Fariba Bogzaran, a close friend of the artist 

and an art historian who has written on him extensively, compared the line-circle-dot paintings 

with cubism in that Onslow Ford’s paintings intended to make invisible aspects of the cosmos 

visible simultaneously, just as cubism sought to make all aspects of an object visible on one 

plane.116  

Onslow Ford often threw paint on the canvas to form the line-circle-dot symbol. 

According to art historian Peter Selz, Onslow Ford’s spontaneous gestures “help us to visualize 

not only the energy of the artist, but in a more universal way, it transmits a sense of the energy of 

the soul as well as the cosmos.”117 This sensation of the artist’s energy made visible is 

reminiscent of Jackson Pollock and other abstract expressionists described as action painters, 
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representing another important affinity between the groups and these five artists in particular. 

Nocean (1951, Fig. 27), painted the same year of his epiphany, is an early example of what 

would later develop into his cosmic landscapes. The lines have been likened to cosmic rays while 

the circles have been compared to subatomic particles and orbs.118 Black and white lines form 

the background, while repeating circles and dots are superimposed and overlap. The palette, 

while predominantly black and white, is broken up by a few touches of yellow and blue.  

While his landscapes are rooted in the line-circle-dot symbol, he ultimately added others, 

such as spirals to denote infinity and “Radial Beings,” which were pointed stars, in subsequent 

works.119 He also created what he termed “Live-Line-Beings,” likely developed out of surrealist 

personnages. His calligraphic studies were important in informing the way he painted these 

beings. The outlines and swirls in the paintings seem calligraphic through his use of line. The 

artist believed that how words were written was just as important as how things were drawn.120 

Art historian Martica Sawin describes this influence and how calligraphy relates to the cosmos: 

“The calligraphic configurations he describes as ‘live line beings’ take into account the spirit, 

suggest guiding forces amid the universal randomness, and also give the viewer points of 

identification in the cosmic reaches of the paintings.”121 Onslow Ford created these beings 

through a fusion of the line-circle-dot and gave them a “charged energy” through a specific color 

aura.122 Voyagers in Space (1971, Fig. 28) illustrates this sensibility. This painting includes the 

interconnected circles evident in Nocean as well as his signature radial beings, Live-Line Beings, 
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and planetary orbs. One senses the active creation behind the painting through the haphazard 

character of some of the shapes.  

His last cosmic landscapes tended to rely on black and white with a few touches of color, 

based on his belief that “The Great Spaces of the Mind first appear in black and white.”123 This 

choice was also likely affected by his interest in Asian philosophy and art forms.124 It was in the 

latter half of his life that his real journey into cosmic consciousness began.125 He viewed painting 

as active meditation, and when asked to identify his religion at this point in his life, responded: 

“I’m a painter.”126 Viewers have reported having meditative and spiritual experiences before his 

paintings.127 This sensibility, as well as the suggestion that the field goes on infinitely, is a key 

similarity to Rothko that will be discussed in chapter three. Divine the Void (1989, Fig. 29) is 

typical of what I term the artist’s mature cosmic landscapes. Onslow Ford utilized a brand of 

paint entitled Parle’s paint, a patented medium that made it possible for the artist to use black and 

white without blending into gray, resulting in a dense surface evocative of the cosmos rendered 

entirely in black and white. The spirals, asterisks, orbs, and dots from earlier paintings continue 

here. The almost eerily deep black orbs, much larger in these later works, have been likened to 

black holes, which the artist viewed as extreme poles of the universe evocative of the Buddhist 

void.128 A few shades of blue are the only touch of color. Similar is All One’s Company (Fig. 30) 

from 1993, also featuring black holes, spirals, asterisks, and beings derived from the line-circle-

dot symbol. Live Light (1999, Fig. 31) is one of his last paintings. Vertical unlike his 
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predominantly horizontal works, it features his usual lexicon of imagery brightened up with 

touches of color as he wished to surround the Live-Line-Beings with auras once again.129 This 

painting typifies the last of the artist’s works.  

 

Cosmic Landscapes by Lee Mullican 

Lee Mullican’s striations, created by his application of paint to the canvas with the edge 

of a printer’s knife, call to mind cosmic waves, rays, and ultimately, in some works, celestial 

bursts. Many paintings feature the sun, an important element of his work related to his life on the 

West Coast. Crucial to this sensibility is his use of radiant golden color, particularly yellows and 

oranges that are suggestive of sunbeams. His striations, were influenced by his military 

experience creating aerial maps during the war.130 Their layered nature resulted in a three-

dimensional effect through the heavily applied paint standing out from the canvas.  

Onslow Ford viewed Mullican’s paintings as depictions of magnetic fields; they are thus 

aligned with Onslow Ford’s and Paalen’s interest in physics.131 Unlike Paalen and Onslow Ford, 

however, Mullican’s mature cosmic landscapes appeared as early as their 1951 Dynaton exhibit. 

Art critic Hilarie M. Sheets described his works from the 1950s as an explosion “of celestial 

beauty.”132 Galactic imagery, connoted through spirals with a sense of cosmic motion, is present 

in Quartette of Spider Sounds (Fig. 32), a work on paper from 1950 included in the 1951 

exhibition. The artist was familiar with what he believed were Native American creation stories, 

and many of his works can be viewed as his own personal vison of creation myths. 133 Works 
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such as these also relate to the commonly accepted Big Bang theory and embody a sense of the 

smallness of human time compared to cosmic time, conflating his interest in spiritual creation 

beliefs with scientific ones.134 This sensibility likely accounts for explosions present in many of 

his paintings. Oblique of Agawam (1950, Fig. 33) the central part of a triptych included in the 

Dynaton exhibition, exemplifies the sense of a portrayal of the beginning of the universe. The 

golden palette here references the sun, and the striations can be interpreted as rays of light 

exploding outward from a central point.135 This sensibility is similarly present in the aptly titled 

Space (Fig. 34), which features multiple orbs, further suggestive of cosmic space and present as 

symbols in works by Paalen and Onslow Ford.  

Ninnekah Calendar (1951, Fig. 35) named after a town in Oklahoma, also features 

planetary imagery and the presence of multiple suns. The similarly named The Ninnekah (Fig. 

36) also features explosive energy in shades of gold, orange, red, and black. The circular form at 

the bottom can perhaps be interpreted as another planet. Through the dense, repetitive use of line 

and circles, these paintings are stylistically similar to Onslow Ford’s dense surfaces. 

Peyote Candle (1951, Fig. 37) features a dense golden field with an exploding form; the 

artist himself said this work in particular “has to do with cosmic space, with the creation of new 

planets,” as well as natural desert substances used by Native Americans in their goal to reach a 

transcendent state.136 

 While these paintings characterize the bulk of the artist’s oeuvre, he created stylistically 

different cosmic landscapes as well. Mullican enjoyed placing the perspective of his works at the 

junction between earth and another realm in order to “merge” the two, as in Above and Below 
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(Fig. 38),137 which relates to Rothko’s signature stacked rectangles, to be discussed in chapter 

three. In his catalogue for Cosmic Theater, curator Michael Auping describes this work as a 

cosmic Japanese garden in which the universe and foliage are combined into a “molecular ooze 

exploding with light.”138  

Like Onslow Ford, Mullican’s spirituality included elements of Zen Buddhism as a result 

of the influence of Alan Watts.139 He was also influenced by Chinese and Japanese scrolls he 

viewed firsthand while traveling in the army, which affected the sense of an infinite unfolding 

landscape in his works.140 Mullican’s interest in Eastern philosophies also influenced a series of 

untitled minimal works of gray striations on a white background.141 In Untitled (1958, Fig. 39) 

the abundance of white directly relates to Buddhist asceticism.142 While not evocative of celestial 

bodies per se, these works relate to the evocation of the Buddhist void, which brings on 

enlightenment, merging the earthly realm with what lies beyond.  

Like Paalen and Onslow Ford, Mullican depicted otherworldly presences, notable in his 

Guardians series from the 1970s. He alternately referred to these beings as phantoms, actors, 

mirages, specters, and guardians.143 Related to Jung’s theory of archetypes,144 the cosmic figures 

have been interpreted as primal beings from his subconscious.145 Poet Jascha Kessler describes 

them thusly: “These are not the chronic demons of childhood fears nor vulgar supernaturalism, 

but projections of us all, of the All, the archetypes of the dark unconscious that lie behind the 
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screen of materiality. ”146 These figures are alternately foreboding and serene presences, 

particularly in that Mullican’s canvases in this series are around six feet tall, encouraging the 

viewer to identify with the being through human scale. Kachina Guardian (1978, Fig. 40) 

exemplifies these spectral Beings. Mullican believed “Kachina” referred to the spirit of changing 

identities in Native American mythology.147 While his works are disparate stylistically, what 

unites all of them is Mullican’s self-professed interest in space in general: “I thought space, both 

the inner space of the psyche and the cosmos, were the ultimate dimensions for art, and you 

could say they are both the same. Many ancient peoples knew that. Modern art just needed to 

catch up.”148 His interest in expressing inner space is linguistically analogous to Onslow Ford’s 

inner worlds. His desire to depict the cosmos with intonations of spirituality underlies his oeuvre.  

Cosmic landscapes by the group are united by an emphasis on illusionistic space: one can 

imagine seeing outer space through a spaceship window as in Onslow Ford’s works, and the 

notion of a bursting sun, as in paintings by Mullican, in the way one can see the sun from earth. 

What differentiates Mullican’s and Paalen’s from Onslow Ford’s is that, while they are still 

illusionistic, they depict cosmic movement invisible to the naked eye: one cannot see rays of the 

sun traveling in real time as in Mullican’s Space (Fig. 31) and one cannot see movement in outer 

space due to its grand scale, as represented in Paalen’s Messengers from Three Poles (Fig. 22) or 

The Cosmogons (Fig. 23). Paintings by all three artists, however, are more traditionally 

illusionistic than the landscapes by the abstract expressionists, to be discussed at length in 

chapter three. 
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CHAPTER 3: COSMIC LANDSCAPES BY ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISTS ADOLPH 

GOTTLIEB AND MARK ROTHKO 

While Rothko in particular has been identified with cosmic explorations, he and Gottlieb 

began painting what I argue are cosmic landscapes in the 1950s. For both, the sense of a 

landscape lies in the presence of a horizon line. Orbs and stars evoke the cosmic in Gottlieb’s 

works. Rothko’s “Multiforms” also feature what can be interpreted as orbs, while his classic 

stacked rectangles that came to fruition in the 1950s suggest the junction of realms through the 

horizon line, as well as a limitless expanse going beyond this world. A key differentiation from 

the Dynaton artists’ landscapes is both artists’ emphasis on the canvas itself. Gottlieb’s works at 

this time began to rely on unmixed color, often an unprimed canvas and a lack of illusionism. 

While Rothko mixed colors for all his paintings, the rectangular shape directly echoes that of the 

canvas. 

In their famous 1943 statement cited in the introduction in which they affirmed the 

importance of content, Gottlieb and Rothko said painting should be “an adventure into an 

unknown world.”149 Critic Harold Rosenberg echoed their goal of going into new worlds, 

directly suggesting the cosmos: “No matter how abstract and ‘reduced’ they become, they carry 

reverberations of a beyond-art realm, be it the world of the primitive-archaic or of the outer 

space of modern physics….”150 Rosenberg identified their earlier concerns—the primal emotions 

aroused by myth and pre-Columbian art—present in their non-figurative abstractions, going 

beyond anecdotal primitivism.  
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A key aspect of my argument that works are cosmic landscapes, rather than evocations of 

cosmic interest, is their relation to the Burkean concept of the sublime and its presence in the 

landscape painting tradition.151 Newman, Gottlieb’s and Rothko’s contemporary, wrote an essay 

entitled “The Sublime is Now” in which he argued that American abstraction, free from 

European precedent, was able to speak to absolute emotion and the sublime in a way that was 

separate from what he viewed as a European obsession with beauty.152 Critic Robert Rosenblum 

wrote extensively on this very tendency in the work of Gottlieb and Rothko, which he termed 

“The Abstract Sublime.”153 In 1759 Edmund Burke had partially defined the sublime as the 

result of aspects such as vastness, infinity, and fear of death.154  In nineteenth-century American 

landscape painters’ iterations, such as those of Thomas Cole and Frederic Edwin Church of the 

Hudson River School, the Burkean sublime is evoked by the awesome power of nature and sense 

of the smallness of humanity in facing it. Both elements were viewed as inextricably related to 

proof of the divine.155 Church’s Niagara Falls (1857, Fig. 41) exemplifies this tendency in 

landscape paintings of the time in a realistic manner. The vast, infinite sky features stormy 

clouds, while the perspective of the viewer is placed as if he or she is precariously close to the 

power of the thundering waterfall, an iconic North American landmark. Painting a century later, 

Gottlieb’s and Rothko’s cosmic landscapes form a parallel with these nineteenth-century 

landscapes and their flirtation with death through their mutual interest in expressing essential 
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truths in the dismal postwar atmosphere. They both evoke the sublime abstractly through 

expressing the sense of infinity as well as a confrontation with death in a non-illusionistic 

manner. Gottlieb speaks to death through his nuclear Bursts, while Rothko does in his desire to 

express tragedy, a universal human emotion. 

 

Cosmic Landscapes by Adolph Gottlieb 

Gottlieb’s cosmic landscapes manifest in both his Imaginary Landscapes and Bursts 

series. The artist began painting his Imaginary Landscapes in 1951, the same year as the Dynaton 

exhibition. They are typified by a horizon line: two or three geometric circles occupy the top 

register, while the lower portion is either flat and solid or writhing and texturally dense. Orbs 

float in the space above, indicating the effects of physical principles such as gravity, suspension, 

and motion, a direct correlation with Paalen’s and Onslow Ford’s interests in modern physics.156 

These works grew out of the Unstill Lifes and Pictographs that featured floating shapes.157 

Previously heralded for his use of color, the Imaginary Landscapes rely on flat unmixed colors in 

addition to black, a key aspect of his emphasis on the structure of painting and prevention of one 

imagining themselves in the space three-dimensionally as in the Dynaton members’ landscapes. 

The flat orbs lie on the bare canvas. Gottlieb also began to use astronomical titles, such as 

Eclipse (1952), Four Red Clouds (1956), Red Sky (1956), and Sea and Tide (1952). While these 

works have thus been primarily associated with a division between land or sea and sky,158 the 

presence of multiple bodies suggests otherwise. Consider Trinity (Fig. 42) from 1962: a total of 
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four orbs float above writhing black lines, evocative of heavenly bodies.159 In 1961, art historian 

H. H. Arnason similarly saw cosmic associations one could bring to Gottlieb’s works, including 

outer space and chaos versus order.160 Groundscape (1956, Fig. 43) and Dialogue #1 (1960, Fig. 

44) similarly feature multiple floating orbs over textured lines; Groundscape is a useful example 

in revealing the process Gottlieb went through before arriving at the more mature Dialogue #1 

and Trinity. An example of a landscape lacking the writhing bottom portion is Looming #2 (Fig. 

45) from 1969. Three orbs lie in a turquoise field over a flat gray portion. While arguably 

cosmic, the works that feature the writhing lines are more evocative of cosmic energy. Sanford 

Hirsch, director of the Adolph Gottlieb Foundation, views the paintings with the calligraphic 

portion as “an area of static but intense stresses poised above a chaotic, writhing, ever-changing 

cosmos—potential implosion above potential explosion.”161 This sense of cosmic energy relates 

to Paalen’s, Onslow Ford’s, and Mullican’s evocations of cosmic motion, discussed in chapter 

two. 

Gottlieb took his cosmic expressions one step further in his Bursts series, which feature 

one disc in the upper half over an unrestrained shape. The viewer is now presented with an 

entirely cosmic environment.162 The relational scale of the Bursts paintings approximately relates 

to the body of the viewer in that the upper image would conform to the viewer’s head and the 

lower to the body.163 This is a fascinating correlation with Rothko’s mature works.164 The 
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circular shape in these works is often likened to a sun or other planetary orb. In Black Blue Red 

(1956, Fig. 46) a loose painterly circle floats above a mass of black lines. The titles no longer 

refer to anything recognizable beyond the color. At about the same time, Rothko also chose titles 

that do not correlate to anything in reality. Notably, in 1956, Gottlieb inflected his process as an 

exploration into the unknown:  

the unknown is not necessarily something like a search for God—the unknown 
might be developing some kind of a tool in order to look at the other side of the 
moon. This has also elements of the unknown and which is what the scientists are 
looking for. The idea of God as an unknown is a transcendental idea. It’s more 
than what is unknown, for it contains elements of faith.165  
 

As this quote suggests, the artist’s spiritual and metaphysical interests are an important subject of 

his life and thought that informs the works discussed here. The lower portions of the early Bursts 

correspond to those in the Imaginary Landscapes. Interestingly, the works were ultimately 

tightened up and the lower portion’s form in these later works resembles an asterisk.  

Soft blue, soft black (1960, Fig. 47) exemplifies this development. A blue orb hovers over 

a black shape that suggests either an explosion or a star. Reminiscent of Mullican’s Guardians, 

alternately viewed as frightening or serene, Gottlieb’s Bursts have shifting connotations: in 

Perceptions of the Spirit in Twentieth Century Art, the accompanying volume for an exhibition 

of the same name, John and Jane Dillenberger describe these works as cosmic: “…the bursts 

[suggest] cosmic dimensions. They move from ominous notes, such as the Evil Omen (1946) or 

Black Enigma (1946), to such a painting as Expanding (1962), whose cosmic glory sustains 

rather than frightens us.”166 The ominous aspect may reflect Gottlieb’s concern over the atomic  
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images of renewal, as if the sun destroyed over Hiroshima could lead to a cosmic rebirth.167 

These works are thus sublime in the evocation of a sense of awe in the face of outer space, as 

well as the fear of nuclear destruction. This anxiety results in the threat of death, a key aspect of 

the sublime. The horizon line is a key aspect of my reading of them as landscapes with actual 

galactic elements represented abstractly. 

 

Cosmic Landscapes by Mark Rothko 

Rothko began to paint his Multiforms in 1946 as part of his desire to eliminate 

recognizable subjects from his work. He moved past mythical subject matter and surrealist form, 

replacing figures and the semblance of a narrative with color and shape.168 Similar to Gottlieb’s 

titles referring to color, he titled his works with numbers in order to eliminate any possibility of 

association.169 Curator Michael Auping characterizes this step in Rothko’s art as an extreme 

exploration of the nature of space in painting.170 While the Dynaton members painted actual 

otherworldly presences in some of their works, here a sense of otherworldly presence lies in 

Rothko’s luminous color. While color was the main expressive means for the artist, he 

maintained he was not a colorist as he disliked colorists’ association with decoration.171 In his 

Multiforms, Rothko painted thin layers of colors that seem to have a life of their own.172 He 

accomplished this through his feathered and layered brushwork, resulting in a sense of pulsating 

movement and atmospheric breathing. Untitled (1948, Fig. 48) typifies these images through the 
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hovering shapes with undefined edges in an indefinite space. In his biography of Rothko, James 

E. B. Breslin likens Untitled to a depiction of the universe:  

Their fuzzy edges make it look as though these areas are expanding outward, as if 
they were living organisms. Shapes secured to the edges—the thin gray strip on 
the right, the red/orange patch at mid-left—suggest that the painting depicts a 
universe that continues beyond its edges; but these forms, along with others 
attached to the sides, top, and bottom, push inward, working toward 
containment.173  
 

Breslin also compares the work’s balance of forms to magnetic fields, an interesting overlap with 

the Dynaton members’ interest in physics.174 The idea of a presence within these works is further 

suggested in Rothko’s description of these works as “live unity.”175 The shapes are also 

suggestive of clouds or planets floating in cosmic space, held in place by gravity. Like works by 

Mullican and Gottlieb, they can be read as ominous or serene, particularly when one keeps in 

mind the size, which ranges from a little over three feet in both length and width to almost six 

feet high and three or four feet wide. Another example, also from 1948, features a black orb that 

recalls Onslow Ford’s use of the same (see Fig. 29) and its allusion to black holes. Christopher 

Rothko, Rothko’s son, described these works as his father’s desire to reveal an “inner world,”176 

phrasing that directly corresponds to Onslow Ford’s language. Overall, they reveal a step in 

Rothko’s search for a transcendent work that reveals a sense of universal knowledge available 

for identification by all.177 It is in his signature style that Rothko would accomplish this feat. 

Rothko began painting his stacked rectangles in 1949. In various colors, these works are 

united by their vertical orientation with two or three horizontal rectangles hovering on the 
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canvas. As in his Multiforms, the content is the color and simple shapes, where the constriction 

of the canvas’s edges seems to belie the infinite field suggested.178 As in Gottlieb’s Bursts, they 

are scaled to human size in that the size of them conforms to human height, and Rothko had very 

specific instructions for installation. He instructed that the lights be dark and the paintings hung 

low in order to cause the viewers to feel enveloped, and that the largest pictures to be hung 

first.179 Sandler describes this sense of contact as with an otherworldly “presence” in these 

paintings.180 

 While the Multiforms allude to the cosmos, here Rothko has created works with 

intonations of the spiritual alongside evocation of the cosmos, as if he is concerned with the 

mystery of the afterlife: in both cases realms beyond this one. Rothko described his art as 

religious several times; this notion is supported by the intense experiences had by viewers.181 

Breslin describes the stacked rectangles as providing a view of the cosmos: “[These works] seem 

to locate a viewer at a ‘doorway’ between the physical and transcendent worlds….In [these] 

paintings Rothko [constructed] a space which…will provide a public stage on which the human 

and the transcendent can be rejoined.”182 This notion of not only a cosmological vision but a 

spiritual one is also voiced by critic Hubert Crehan, who in 1954 compared painting’s light to a 

heavenly realm: “Rothko’s work is charged with what we mean by matters of the spirit…the 

Biblical image of the heavens opening up and revealing a celestial light…its brilliance so intense 
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that the light itself became the content of the vision, within which were delivered annunciations 

of things closest to the human spirit.”183 While at times criticized for being pretentious because 

of his works’ lack of traditional content in that they did not depict a “subject,” this sensibility 

was a result of the paintings’ nonrepresentational content.184 Rothko purposely chose abstraction 

to create transcendent works that spoke to the human condition overall. Untitled (Violet, Black, 

Orange, Yellow on White and Red) (Fig. 49) is an early example from 1949, the year Rothko 

arrived at this format. It can be viewed as a bridge between the Multiforms and classic stacked 

rectangles as there are four vertical bars and forms on the sides as well, thus aligning the two 

phases. The yellow and white are traditionally symbolic of light and purity. In this case, the 

black form represents the “doorway” cited by Breslin. 

No. 14 (1960, Fig. 50) is a later work with two rectangles, one a deep orange and the 

other a dark navy. Of this painting, critic Thomas Crow explicitly describes the presence of 

cosmological elements when standing Rothko’s preferred distance from the work:  

One experiences perhaps the most startling reward of this intimate viewing 
distance: spilling down the deep-blue cloud at the bottom is a constellation of 
tiny, spattered spots of the orange pigment above….the discovery of these 
celestial sparks lends not only another kind of illusory depth to the field behind 
them but also a further meaning to the orange cloud above, now taken to be an 
entity composed of some infinite density of these minuscule elements.185  
 

These paintings are characterized by luminous colored rectangles speaking to infinite glowing 

voids. The notion of a spiritual transformative experience prompted by these paintings directly 

corresponds to the viewers conception of Onslow Ford’s works as a manifestation of visions they 

have experienced in meditation; people intuitively slow down in front of a Rothko.186 Viewers’ 
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experiences have been described as physical, emotional, spiritual, intellectual, transcendental, 

tragic, mystical, violent, and serene.187  

Rothko’s palette began to get darker and darker in his paintings as a result of his desire to 

express human emotion at its most deep and primal.188 These darker paintings have been likened 

to lunar landscapes as a result of their dark color.189 White Band No. 27 (Fig. 51, 1954) arguably 

typifies these works. While in No. 14 the viewer stands about eye-level with the horizon line, 

here there are two horizon lines. A navy rectangle hovers above a thinner lighter one. Both 

rectangles have darker outlines. Below this is the darkest rectangle of all, a dark gray with black 

edges. All are superimposed over a brilliant blue background with beautifully modulated color. It 

is as if the painting depicts space, with the moon in the central part orbited by two planets, 

represented by the rectangles, thus corresponding to the notion of a lunar landscape.  

Rothko took his stacked compositions to their greatest expression in the Rothko Chapel. 

The artist was commissioned to paint a series of works for a chapel in Houston, Texas, by 

prominent art collectors John and Dominique de Menil in 1964. It was to be an actual chapel in 

which people would congregate to worship at the University of St. Thomas. The chapel paintings 

also represented an opportunity for the artist to fulfill his goal of creating a monument that 

represented a step in the Western religious art tradition (Fig. 52).190 The chapel opened as a 

nondenominational space in 1971 and remains so today; the experience within has been likened 

to what one would experience in a synagogue, mosque, or Christian church in that the fourteen 

paintings correlate to the stages of the Passion of Christ.191 The notion of an all-encompassing 
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spirituality correlates precisely with Rothko’s overall goal in his mature works: to express 

universal themes and concerns ultimately related to  the unknown afterlife, an essential mystery 

all religions, spiritualities, and philosophies are concerned with.192  

All of the Rothko chapel paintings are deep purple or maroon with black tones (Fig. 53). 

There are paintings hanging alone and some in a triptych format, but all were intended to be 

considered individually.193 The Dillenbergers describe these paintings as attaining “…cosmic 

levels where the human psyche is stretched beyond itself…” and as evocative of “…ominous 

psychic forces, symbolic of his own self-imposed death.”194 In an overtly spiritual setting, they 

do confront the viewer with the cosmos and the mystery of what happens after death. Art 

historian Dore Ashton spoke with the artist about these works, who said that he wanted to paint 

both the finite and infinite, causing her to muse that he was able to represent his view of the 

cosmos and wholeness.195 Supporting this view are Rothko’s own remarks on these works. When 

asked his goal for the completed commission, he responded it was “to paint both the finite and 

the infinite.”196  

 In 1968, shortly after completing this commission and before the artist’s death by 

suicide, he began to create works in acrylic. He shifted his vertical format to a horizontal one. 

They consist of darker planes with a white border, and have been compared to Romantic 

landscapes in which nature was alluded to in order to express spiritual concerns.197 Black on 

Grey (Fig. 54), results in a sense of cosmic transcendence directly related to his concerns in his 
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paintings for the Rothko Chapel.198 Of all the artists, Rothko was the one to take the spiritual the 

farthest in his iconic cosmic works. In the recent surge of interest in a broad spirituality not 

limited to a specific religion, often termed as spiritual but not religious, his paintings’ timeless 

quality is without question.  

The sublime nature of the stacked paintings leads the viewer to a confrontation with 

death, particularly the later darker ones and the Chapel paintings. Art historian Irving Sandler’s 

interpretation of these works supports this reading: “The passivity and impersonality of Rothko’s 

brush and reductive design are, on the one hand, ironic, as is all self-effacement. On the other 

hand, they suggest a desire on his part that the viewer vacate the active self. This can lead to 

cosmic identification, but that has a tragic dimension, for it evokes the ultimate loss of self—

death.”199 Auping mentions the paintings’ relation to death through the artist’s suicide just a few 

years later. Auping also relates the sublime nature of these paintings to nineteenth-century 

American landscape painting, as discussed above: “While [Rothko’s paintings] employed the 

vast and monumental character of landscape to channel aspects of traditional Christian content, 

Rothko used abstract space to achieve a similarly exalted feeling, creating a new theater of the 

sublime, in which space, as the essential context for all things, absorbs human consciousness in 

its immensity.”200 Rothko’s allusions to death, unlike Gottlieb, portend what lies beyond. It is 

almost as if the horizon line is a void that absorbs the viewer into another realm, through the 

sublimity of the cosmos.  
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CONCLUSION 

 This thesis analyzes the creation of cosmic landscapes by Wolfgang Paalen, Gordon 

Onslow Ford, Lee Mullican, Adolph Gottlieb, and Mark Rothko. Situated in the uncertain 

postwar American environment, all five of them strove to create works that spoke to universal 

themes. Interrelated explorations into the collective unconscious, surrealism, physics, and pre-

Columbian art forms and cultures were crucial steps leading to their mature cosmic works. The 

Dynaton artists’ works are marked by a specific cosmic environment through a sense of place in 

space, achieved through the presence of orbs, parabolas, stars, suns, and alien presences. 

Paalen’s paintings are landscapes of cosmic movement as a result of his interest in physics, 

Onslow Ford’s depict a minute area of an endless outer space, and Lee Mullican’s depict 

landscapes with a special interest in origin theories and illustrations of the sun that similarly is a 

snapshot of an unimaginable environment, not visible to the naked eye. 

Works by Adolph Gottlieb and Mark Rothko are less evocative of a specific place or 

location, yet suggest the celestial. Gottlieb’s cosmic landscapes are more closely related than 

Rothko’s to his Californian-based counterparts through the presence of orbs and asterisks, yet do 

so in a more abstracted manner than theirs through the emphasis on the raw canvas; one cannot 

imagine inhabiting Gottlieb’s depicted space through their lack of dimensionality and modeling. 

Created by feathery, layered brushwork, Rothko’s Multiforms are other-worldly through their 

pulsation and lack of believable space. His classic rectangles take this sensibility farther through 

confronting the viewer with the ultimate mysteries, alternately expressing ecstasy or tragedy, in 

the doorway to the beyond. While some might counter the identification of a landscape through 

the lack of depiction of real space, I argue that these works by Gottlieb and Rothko fall under the 

American tradition of sublime paintings in an abstract manner. All artists ultimately desired to 



 49 

depict the cosmos a time full of uncertainty that bridged religious and cultural difference in order 

to be timeless. 
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FIGURES 
 

 

Figure 1. Eva Sulzer, from photographic diary of journey through the islands of British Columbia 
with Wolfgang Paalen, May to August 1939. House with Kwakiutl totem pole in ‘Mimkwamlis 
(Village Island). 
Reproduced in Wolfgang Paalen: The Austrian Surrealist in Paris and Mexico (London: Koenig, 
2019). 
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Figure 2. Wolfgang Paalen in front of a shaman’s grave in the village of Yan on the Queen 
Charlotte Islands, British Columbia, 1939; photo; Eva Sulzer; reproduced with Wolfgang 
Paalen’s essay “Totem Art,” Dyn, no.4/5, 1943, p.20. 
Reproduced in Wolfgang Paalen: The Austrian Surrealist in Paris and Mexico (London: Koenig, 
2019). 
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Figure 3. Wolfgang Paalen, Cycladic Head, 1935, oil on canvas. Private Collection. Reproduced 
in Homage to Wolfgang Paalen, on the occasion of an exhibition of his paintings at the Museo de 
Arte Moderno, México, 1967 (Mexico City: Museo de Arte Moderno, 1967). 
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Figure 4. Wolfgang Paalen, Deux têtes II, 1935, oil and tempera on canvas. Gordon Onslow Ford 
Collection, Lucid Art Foundation, San Francisco, California. 
Reproduced in Wolfgang Paalen: The Austrian Surrealist in Paris and Mexico (London: Koenig, 
2019). 
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Figure 5. Face (Cycladic Head), 1935, white marble on base. Gordon Onslow Ford Collection, 
Lucid Art Foundation.  
Reproduced in Wolfgang Paalen: The Austrian Surrealist in Paris and Mexico (London: Koenig, 
2019). 
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Figure 6.  Wolfgang Paalen, Paysage totémique de mon enfance, 1937, oil and fumage on 
canvas. Private Collection. Reproduced in Amy Winter, Wolfgang Paalen: Artist and Theorist of 
the Avant-Garde (Westport: Praeger, 2013). 
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Figure 7. Wolfgang Paalen, Paysage totémique de mon enfance, 1937, oil and fumage on canvas. 
Collection of Harold and Gertrud Parker, Tiburon, California.  
Reproduced in Amy Winter, Wolfgang Paalen: Artist and Theorist of the Avant-Garde 
(Westport: Praeger, 2013). 
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Figure 8. Wolfgang Paalen, Combat des Princes Saturnien II, 1938, oil and fumage on canvas. 
Collection of Mark Kelman, New York, New York. Reproduced in Amy Winter, Wolfgang 
Paalen: Artist and Theorist of the Avant-Garde (Westport: Praeger, 2013). 
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Figure 9. Wolfgang Paalen, Les Premieres Spatiales, 1941-5, oil on canvas. Fundación 
Wolfgang y Isabel Paalen, A.C. (México). Reproduced in Amy Winter, Wolfgang Paalen: Artist 
and Theorist of the Avant-Garde (Westport: Praeger, 2013). 
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Figure 10. Gordon Onslow Ford, Without Bounds, 1939, ripolin enamel on canvas (coulage). 
Lucid Art Foundation, Inverness, California. Reproduced in Fariba Bogzaran et. al., Gordon 
Onslow Ford: A Man on a Green Island, (San Francisco: Lucid Art Foundation, 2019). 
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Figure 11. Gordon Onslow Ford, La maison que j’habite, 1939, oil on canvas. Private Collection. 
Reproduced in Fariba Bogzaran et. al, Gordon Onslow Ford: A Man on a Green Island, (San 
Francisco: Lucid Art Foundation, 2019). 
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Figure 12. Gordon Onslow Ford, Propaganda for Love, 1940, oil on canvas. Lucid Art 
Foundation, Inverness, California. Reproduced in Fariba Bogzaran et. al, Gordon Onslow Ford: 
A Man on a Green Island, (San Francisco: Lucid Art Foundation, 2019). 
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Figure 13. Gordon Onslow Ford, Luminous Land, 1943, oil on canvas. Lucid Art Foundation, 
Inverness, California. Reproduced in Fariba Bogzaran et. al, Gordon Onslow Ford: A Man on a 
Green Island, (San Francisco:  Lucid Art Foundation, 2019). 
 



 63 

 
Figure 14. Gordon Onslow Ford, Pragmabats Tarascing, 1944, oil on canvas. Lucid Art 
Foundation, Inverness, California. Reproduced in Fariba Bogzaran et. al, Gordon Onslow Ford: 
A Man on a Green Island, (San Francisco:  Lucid Art Foundation, 2019). 
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Figure 15. Lee Mullican, Presence, 1955, painted wood. Museum of Modern Art, New York, 
New York. Reproduced in Carol S. Eliel, An Abundant Harvest of Sun (Los Angeles: Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, 2006). 
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Figure 16. Adolph Gottlieb, Masquerade, 1945, oil and egg tempera on canvas. Private 
Collection. Reproduced in Lawrence Alloway and Mary Davis MacNaughton, Adolph Gottlieb: 
A Retrospective (New York: Arts Publisher, 1981). 
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Figure 17. Adolph Gottlieb, Nostalgia for Atlantis, 1944, oil on canvas. Private Collection. 
Reproduced in Lawrence Alloway and Mary Davis MacNaughton, Adolph Gottlieb: A 
Retrospective (New York: Arts Publisher, 1981). 
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Figure 18. Mark Rothko, The Omen of the Eagle, 1942, oil and graphite on canvas. National 
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. Reproduced in James Breslin, Mark Rothko (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago, 1993). 
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Figure 19. Mark Rothko, Slow Swirl at the Edge of the Sea, 1944, oil on canvas. Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, New York. Reproduced in Anna C. Chave, Mark Rothko: Subjects in 
Abstraction (New Haven: Yale University, 1989). 
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Figure 20. Wolfgang Paalen, Pandynamic Figure, 1940, oil on canvas. Getty Research Institute, 
Los Angeles, California. Reproduced in Annette Leddy et al, Farewell to Surrealism: The Dyn 
Circle in Mexico, (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2012). 
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Figure 21. Small stone figure found in the bay of Bella Bella, BC. Photo: Manuel Alvarez Bravo. 
Reproduced in Colin Browne, I had an interesting French artist to see me this summer: Emily 
Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia (Vancouver: Vancouver Art Gallery, 2016). 
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Figure 22. Wolfgang Paalen, Space Unbound, 1941, oil on canvas. Collection of Gordon Onslow 
Ford, Lucid Art Foundation, Inverness, California. Reproduced in Homage to Wolfgang Paalen, 
on the occasion of an exhibition of his paintings at the Museo de Arte Moderno, México, 1967 
(Mexico City: Museo de Arte Moderno, 1967). 
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Figure 23. Wolfgang Paalen, The Messenger, 1941, oil on canvas. The Tate Modern, London, 
England. Reproduced in Homage to Wolfgang Paalen, on the occasion of an exhibition of his 
paintings at the Museo de Arte Moderno, México, 1967 (Mexico City: Museo de Arte Moderno, 
1967). 
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Figure 24. Wolfgang Paalen, Messengers from Three Poles, 1949, oil on canvas. Collection of 
Gordon Onslow Ford, Lucid Art Foundation, San Francisco, California. Reproduced in 
Reproduced in Amy Winter, Wolfgang Paalen: Artist and Theorist of the Avant-Garde 
(Westport: Praeger, 2013). 
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Figure 25. Wolfgang Paalen, The Cosmogons, 1944-45, oil on canvas. Collection of Mr. and 
Mrs. Robert Anthoine, New York, New York. Reproduced in Amy Winter, Wolfgang Paalen: 
Artist and Theorist of the Avant-Garde (Westport: Praeger, 2013). 
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Figure 26. Wolfgang Paalens, Les cosmogones (stage) [The Cosmogons] (study), 1943, oil on 
canvas. Private Collection. Reproduced in Colin Browne, I had an interesting French artist to 
see me this summer: Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia (Vancouver: 
Vancouver Art Gallery, 2016). 
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Figure 27. Gordon Onslow Ford, Nocean 1951, casein on paper. Collection of Mr. and Mrs. 
Robert Anthoine, New York, New York. Reproduced in Gordon Onslow Ford, Creation (Basel: 
Galerie Schreiner, 1978). 
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Figure 28. Gordon Onslow Ford, Voyagers in Space, 1971, acrylic on canvas. Crocker Art 
Museum, Sacramento, California. Reproduced in Crocker Art Museum.  
https://www.crockerart.org/collections/american-art-after-1945/artworks/voyagers-in-space-1971 
 



 78 

 
Figure 29. Gordon Onslow Ford, Divine the Void, 1989, oil on canvas. Lucid Art Foundation, 
Inverness, California. Reproduced in Fariba Bogzaran et. al, Gordon Onslow Ford: A Man on a 
Green Island, (San Francisco: Lucid Art Foundation, 2019). 
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Figure 30. Gordon Onslow Ford, All One’s Company, 1993, acrylic on canvas. Lucid Art 
Foundation, Inverness, California. Reproduced in Fariba Bogzaran et. al, Gordon Onslow Ford: 
A Man on a Green Island, (San Francisco: Lucid Art Foundation, 2019). 
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Figure 31. Gordon Onslow Ford, Live Light, 1999, acrylic on paper on canvas. Lucid Art 
Foundation, Inverness, California. Reproduced in Fariba Bogzaran et. al, Gordon Onslow Ford: 
A Man on a Green Island, (San Francisco:  Lucid Art Foundation, 2019). 
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Figure 32. Lee Mullican, Quartette of Spider Sounds, 1950, charcoal and ink on wove paper. 
Laguna Art Museum, Laguna Beach, California. Reproduced in Carol S. Eliel, An Abundant 
Harvest of Sun (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2006). 
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Figure 33. Lee Mullican, Oblique of Agawam, 1950, oil on canvas. The Buck Collection at the 
UCI Institute and Museum for California Art, Irvine, California. Reproduced in Carol S. Eliel, 
An Abundant Harvest of Sun (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2006). 
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Figure 34. Lee Mullican, Space, 1951, oil on canvas. Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los 
Angeles, California. Reproduced in Carol S. Eliel, An Abundant Harvest of Sun (Los Angeles: 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2006). 
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Figure 35. Lee Mullican, Ninnekah Calendar, 1950, oil on canvas. The Hammer Museum, Los 
Angeles, California. Reproduced in Carol S. Eliel, An Abundant Harvest of Sun (Los Angeles: 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2006). 
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Figure 36. Lee Mullican, The Ninnekah, 1951, oil on linen. Nora Eccles Harrison Museum of 
Art, Logan, Utah. Reproduced in Carol S. Eliel, An Abundant Harvest of Sun (Los Angeles: Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, 2006). 
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Figure 37. Lee Mullican, Peyote Candle, 1951, oil on canvas, 50 x 35,”. The Huntington, San 
Marino, California. Reproduced in Carol S. Eliel, An Abundant Harvest of Sun (Los Angeles: 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2006). 
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Figure 38. Lee Mullican, Above and Below, 1966, oil on canvas. Estate of Lee Mullican and 
James Cohan Gallery, New York, New York. Reproduced in Carol S. Eliel, An Abundant 
Harvest of Sun (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2006). 
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Figure 39. Lee Mullican, Untitled, 1958, oil on Masonite. Collection of William Resnick and 
Douglas Cordell, Los Angeles, California. Reproduced in Carol S. Eliel, An Abundant Harvest of 
Sun (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2006). 
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Figure 40. Lee Mullican, Kachina Guardian, 1978, oil on canvas. The Estate of Lee Mullican 
and James Cohan Gallery, New York, New York. Reproduced in Michael Auping, Cosmic 
Theater: The Art of Lee Mullican, (Zurich: Scheidegger & Spiess, 2019). 
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Figure 41. Frederic Edwin Church, Niagara Falls, 1857, oil on canvas. Corcoran Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C.  
https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.166436.html 
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Figure 42. Adolph Gottlieb, Trinity, 1962, oil on canvas. Crystal Bridges Museum of American 
Art, Bentonville, Arkansas. Reproduced in Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art Collections 
https://collection.crystalbridges.org/objects/1587/trinity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 92 

 
Figure 43. Adolph Gottlieb, Groundscape, 1956, oil on canvas. Adolph and Esther Gottlieb 
Foundation, New York, New York. Reproduced in Adolph Gottlieb, 1956 (Glen Falls, New 
York: Hyde Collection, 1956). 
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Figure 44. Adolph Gottlieb, Dialogue #1, 1960, oil on canvas. Albright-Knox Art Gallery, 
Buffalo, New York. Reproduced in Lawrence Alloway and Mary Davis MacNaughton, Adolph 
Gottlieb: A Retrospective (New York: Arts Publisher, 1981). 
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Figure 45. Adolph Gottlieb, Looming #2, 1969, acrylic on canvas. Adolph and Esther Gottlieb 
Foundation, New York, New York. Reproduced in Lawrence Alloway and Mary Davis 
MacNaughton, Adolph Gottlieb: A Retrospective (New York: Arts Publisher, 1981). 
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Figure 46. Adolph Gottlieb, Black Blue Red, 1956, oil and enamel on linen. Private Collection. 
Reproduced in Lawrence Alloway and Mary Davis MacNaughton, Adolph Gottlieb: A 
Retrospective (New York: Arts Publisher, 1981). 
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Figure 47. Adolph Gottlieb, Soft blue, soft black, 1960, oil on canvas. Private Collection. 
Reproduced in Adolph Gottlieb: Paintings, 1959-1971, (London: Marlborough Fine Art, 1971). 
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Figure 48. Mark Rothko, Untitled (1948), 1948, oil on canvas. Estate of Mark Rothko. 
Reproduced in James E. B. Breslin, Mark Rothko (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1993). 
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Figure 49. Mark Rothko, Untitled (Violet, Black, Orange, Yellow on White and Red), 1949, oil 
on canvas. Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, New York. Reproduced in Glenn 
Phillips, Thomas Crow et al, Seeing Rothko (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2005). 
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Figure 50. Mark Rothko, No. 14, 1960, oil on canvas. San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 
San Francisco, California. Reproduced in Glenn Phillips, Thomas Crow et al, Seeing Rothko 
(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2005). 
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Figure 51. Mark Rothko, White Band No. 27, 1954, oil on canvas. Private Collection. 
Reproduced in Michael Auping, Declaring Space (Fort Worth: Modern Art Museum of Fort 
Worth in Association with Prestel, 2007). 
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Figure 52. Mark Rothko, Installation view; east wall; east black-figure triptych flanked by 
northeast and southeast angle-wall paintings, 1991. Rothko Chapel, Houston. Reproduced in 
Sheldon Nodelman, The Rothko Chapel Paintings (Austin: University of Texas, 1997). 
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Figure 53. Mark Rothko, Untitled [south entrance-wall painting], 1965. Rothko, Chapel, 
Houston. Reproduced in Sheldon Nodelman, The Rothko Chapel Paintings (Austin: University 
of Texas, 1997). 
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Figure 54. Mark Rothko, Black on Grey, 1970, acrylic on canvas. Private Collection. 
Reproduced in Mark Rothko, 1903-1970 (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1978). 
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ABSTRACT 
 

Both the Dynaton group in California and the New York School, though on opposite 

sides of the country, were movements rooted in common interests and ideas, ranging from 

Bretonian surrealism and the related notion of automatism; accessing the Jungian collective 

unconscious; interest in pre-Columbian and Native American art and culture; and spirituality. 

The post-WWII sensibility was also a crucial influence on their works. This thesis will analyze 

these similarities in their works as well as their writings and interviews in support of my 

argument that members of these groups ultimately created cosmic landscapes in their mature 

styles. Wolfgang Paalen, Gordon Onslow Ford, and Lee Mullican of the “Dynaton” movement 

evoke the cosmos in their paintings in different ways: Paalen’s through taches, or dashes of 

color, Onslow Ford’s through his “Line-Circle-Dot” theory alongside asterisks and spirals, and 

Mullican’s through his magnetic fields of sun rays applied with the edge of a palette knife. While 

more content-based, these cosmic landscapes share a sensibility with what critic Robert 

Rosenblum referred to as the “Abstract Sublime” in works by both Adolph Gottlieb and Mark 

Rothko. Gottlieb and Rothko were closely associated throughout their careers, both writing and 

exhibiting together. Gottlieb’s cosmic sensibility lies in his “Bursts” and “Imaginary 

Landscapes,” in which at least one orb lies above a Telluric tangle of lines, while Rothko’s 

realization of his signature stacked rectangles, preceded by his “Multiforms,” speak to the sense 

of a void between transcendent worlds. All of these artists ultimately progressed to creating these 

cosmic landscapes in order to create a universally accessible, timeless art in disparate fashions 

through similar means, despite geographic distance. They also drew on a certain lexicon of 

symbols in order to evoke the cosmos, such as rays, asterisks, orbs, parabolas, or interplanetary 

space.   
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