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PAINTS A PICTURE 

Te common question people ask when confron ted with an 
abstract or non-objective painting is, " What is that supposed 
to be?"' Th e que stion is, o[ course. not a bad one; it is difficult 
because [undamental. In reali st art there is no problem 0£ the 
subject, but in abstract art the subject rule s, and the question 
of the subject is radi cal. Ja ck Tworkov believes that '"one 
man's subject becomes another man's art theory "; consider, for 
instance, Cezanne' • subjec t , his pe1i1e sensa1ion which turns 
into the Cubists· theory, or the Impr essionists' light which be­
came Seurat 's the ory as well as the theory o( certain non-ob­
jective painter s. To quote Tworko, dil'ectly: " I{ I knew what I 
wanted to paint, I surely would love 10 paint that. " 

To elaborate, he does paint what he wants to paint, but he 
is not conscious of th e desire in ad vance. He believes that, 
although oreation belongs 10 the painter, a "true" subject is 
peculiar not to the individual but to his tim e. Thi s era has 
not produced a ··true" subject, as the Middle Ages had 
Christianity, and rhe Renaissan ce produced Humani sm. Or is 

Tworkov al work lleftJ. with his color in a cup, in hjs Fourth Av~nuc stu djo (be low]. Studies on the wall arc: for House o/ the Sun (p. 33). on the fUel in foreground. In the far room, also on easel, is one of lour other vel'Sions (see opposite pnge). 

Porter, Fairfield. "Tworkov 
Paints a Picture." Art News, 
May 1953. 



the subject of our time a revolt, a romanticism caused by and 

in reaction to that contempt for individuality which seems to 

be the result of the standardized society that exists everywhere? 
But Tworkov is less interested in revolt than in his connected­

ness with others. Painting is linked with what came belorc. 

and there is the fact of precedent. I( one were comple tely free 

one would not have to paint. T he ideas one has in revolt ere 

shared by others in revolt. If a link is broken it is lo find 

oneself as strongly link ed to another chain. Th e esse nce of 
co mmuni cation lies in how one is link ed with another. 

U the physiological function o{ dreaming is to permit th e 
sleeper to go on sleeping, so the function of palnting for 

Twork ov is one that permits him lo go on painting and l iving, 

and doing something different. When the painting is done, it 

may be as forgotten as a dream that did not awaken the sleeper. 

For insta11ce, at the end of the painting, when usked what 
co lor s were used in a certain place , he could not remember . 

The subject here first appeared in a drawing made at Black 

Mountain lest summer. He did not choose the subject but he 
came to know it. ln mode it derived from a series of paintings 

he made a year before on Lite theme of the Odyssey , wher e he. 
partly in0uene~ by Fut11-rism, showed figure s in definitely 

ambiguous space-from more than one point of view at once. 
As the figures began to develop. the S(!bject tended to become 

erotic. Thi s is the internal origin of the subject and also Lhe 
origin of the turbulen ·ce of I.be form. There then begins a pull 

between thi s or.igin on the one hand and aestheti c considerations 
on the other, which set a direction toward non-objectivit~ . 

Tworkov hus no technique of procedure in any narrow sense . 

The painting is not a pn_rtial or momentary record of the arti st's 
experi ence. It represent s not "emotion r.;-collected in tranquil ­
lity" but emotion recollected in the act of painting. Thou gh 

there are periods when the painting proceeds without a thought , 

mostly it is eorrecl to say that he is always thinkin g ahnnt paint ­
ing while he is painting. The act is co nscious. 

Though the suhject is erotic in a a:encra I ·way. the particular 
l<1rm and the momentary lorm are mysterious lo the arti st in 

Tworkov's glaMpalette rri1,tht] where colors are blended 
before being mixed in a cup with varnish and oil. 

11roportion to how dce11ly he is involved in the process and un­
aware of what he is doing. The re is a differen ce between erotic 

symbol and erot ic con tent. If the figu.re becomes too prominent 
-if he allows the eye too easily to organize the figure-there 

Dl<!Ybe a tendency toward the porn ographic. But a continual 
play of shap es may actually be much closer to his real feeling. 

For Tworkov, mind include s sensat ion and emo tion , and 

subjective material is not different from re~hy. It co~es from 

outside. from -what is calle d the real world. Hi s painting is 
neither spontaneous nor automatic. He is not trying to be blind 

to · what goes on in the picture. Hi s motivation is to give co n­

crete eJC:pres~ion to what he feel s. He keeps severa l picture~ 
g_oing, all with the same origin, and in thi s way finds the shaJle s 

he wants tJ1at !!ill say best what he wants Lo say. He obs erved : 
"It is in the nature of paintin~ that it sometimes takes its own 

Four simu ltaneous versions 

Tworko, di scovers hi • •ubjcct through the ac 1 of paint · 
ing: lour 5eporale ver,;ions [below) were made a/ler hi• 
now completrd Cllnva• r .. -~next page) wus star ted in• 
!lead of be/ore, a dire ct rtvcrsal of the usual procedure . 
Tbu.s any one of these lour might have become the fin. 
ished one. and may s t ill be used for a new work later. 
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Tworkov paints a p icture continued 

bent. If something good happ ens, l don 't want to be bli nd to 
it. But still painting is not to be consid ered a techniqu e of 

exp loiting accidents." 

Tworko v believes in content, and the con tent is like a dream; 

if it becomes e.xplidt, it tends 10 become languag e beyond th is, 
primitive and rudime ntary. He likes neither the intimist nor 

lhe aesthetic approach, nor the approach that wants to remo"e 

more and more elemen~ from painting-I.he puritanical aµ· 

proach found in an extreme all(lnt-garde, which is opJJosed to 

sex, lo quality, to acc ident, to image, to object. ln the \utter 
c.ise what rem ains is that which is left in indus tr ial design . 

in architecture , in layout, in mathematics . "If you drain out 

of art the passageway to th e symbo l or the dream, what would 
remain would he an ti-art ." 

As he paints , while immersed in the process , involved in his 

tota l curiosity about what he may discover as the true way 
lor tbe particular po.inting, sometimes the painting is "like a mud­
died pooJ, but sometimes it _flashes back lik e a mirrored surface, 

the secret vice, anguish or joy . 1t is here I become consdous of 
the audjence; somethj ng like panjc seizes me when I think some­

one is looking over my shoulder a.nd I try to stir the pool up 
again, to destroy the reflecting surface." Th is sequence can recur 
again and again, ond it is mor e or lC5S a matter of cont rol of 

self-co nsoiousness that dee.ides the final outcome. The more 

relent lessly obje c tive he is with himself, the more triumphant 
the picture. But when the ideal situation does not happen, 

that is, when the picture simp ly fails to come into exi ste nce, 

then he begins to conj ure with tricks out of his past experience , 

using thi s kind of stroke, that kind of approach to line and 

colo r, until the picture starts to ' 'b reathe. " Then instantly he 
must abandon the devices he used and start searching for an 
opening so that the picture will come to life, by itself, so to 

speak , without any familiar device.· 
The monochrom e, first version [p. 31, extreme left] -as dis­

tinguishe d from the pr ogress ive stages in the development of 

the picture (whic h are reprodu ced on this and the facing 
page) - was not worked beyond a certai n point. As a drawing on 
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Carm1s it looki>d unfinished. so he then painted it in black-and­
white, achieving a more •olid result than if it had been !ell iu 

charcoal. Ther e is ~me red in it. a n accident of the brush which 

he chose to balance with another spot. The forms were consid­

ered us relating to any part of the center . Arms cou ld be con­
sidered as leg s and vice-versa. There is no lace because a face 

has 100 much per sonality , and is too specific. The forms should 

deriue from a figure ins1ead of referring to it In stage l l belowJ, 
begun before and continued after the above version, he wanted 

lo make the form and color more concrnte, lei;s n figure than 
a suggestive form in itself. The problem was furLher 10 divide 

the canvas in such a way that il wou ld be set in motion , not 
strung toge ther in a series of piece R hut having a unified, not too 

nervous flow. He wanted .to pain t only where needed and to 

inco rp orate large sections of unpainted canva s as if they were 
pai nred too. In the first version (µ. 31, extreme left] there wer e 
man y lines as well as a certain turbulen ce. The lines were 
there as a means of organizing the shapeti, and at firsl there 

were no clear co lor shap es. Tworkov counts lines not as bo r­
der s of things but as formal de>'ices that can cro.ss edges. Aud 
when line fa hot a contour, the pioture empties out H e @aid, 
"renHwe the line s and m:1ke o fuller picture." In a brimming 

glass you do not notice the edges of the contain er. When shap e 

partakes of the quality of line , the painting becomes a drawing . 

But line is used by the painter when the meaning is being lost: 
he returns to line for clarificat ion. As Tworkov sees it, "drawing 

is a note that says, here 1 must work." He tri es line to see what 

happ ens-i n the end they may rema in. But the whole history of 
the painting remain s appa rent in ony case, if only as uneven» = 

that lies under the surface layer . While is used H a way to paint 
out. With white he decides how full or how sparse the canvas 
should be, and the number of "events" or divisions. White is not 

nega tive space; it ha s the dual purpose of count ing either a s 
fulln ess or relati ve emptinC5S. 

Th e function of color he considers to be for illumination and 

richness, or os another means of drawi ng, to C8tabush the p laces 

of tbe parts. The colors are lik e instru- [Continued on pa,ge 72] 
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la ck Tworkov: stages of 

House of the Sun, 1952 

Th e compl etetl work. 45 by 50 inches, which 
may be seen from an y side, pr esents a figure 
in perpetual movemen t like the swast ika of 
anci ent mall who saw the sun tumbling thr ough 
the sky on arms and legs. Five success ive stages 
[lef t ), complex in # 1, s implified in # 2 by 
veiHng parLS o( the picture with white, swun g 

back and forth in the next stages betw een fig­
ure-idea and concept ions in which th o figure 
was temporarily lost, to be refow1d later, 
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Ttvorkov paints a picture contJnu.ed from page 33 ., . 

men~ in 'Un orchestra. T·hcy dissoci­
ate one form from another. Red~ echo 
each other, and so with yellow, and 
so with blue; but a parallel r ed and 
blu.e have different directions in so 
far as they have d.llferent qualities. 
II is like two people who take the 
same journey: the qualities ot the 
jo u.rney are as -different as the in­
dividuals taking them. However, 
though colors are individu.als, they 
must not be too individual, or they 
will bte~k the unity of the picture. 

At the start, stage 1 [p. 32] of this 
1 

specific pictu.re was tcntati"e and 
messy, so Tworkov pninted a 11umher 
of separate versions (p. 31], reversing 
the classical order of procedu.re by 
beginning the painting before mak­
ing the studies. He felt that the idea 
bnd been present ed pnotly. The sec• 
ond of these separate versions [,p. 31] 
l,enefited from the work on the 
painting, hut became wisP)'. The 
third ~uch version [p. 31] was in red 
lavender, all the yellows were green• 
ish, the whites toward buff, and with 
bare canvas. It had an undesirable 
softness. The fourth version (p. 31) 
wa~in primary colors: red, orange, 
!ca rlet and blue. The greens derived 
composition are like different chore• 
ographies •• Now Tworkov ·had many 
doubts aibout the painting, that it was 
cold and perfunctory, that it was too 
ca!culatcd, that he was watching him­
self, that he was not taking chances. 
In the beginning it was foll of poten­
tialities, while now it had become 
somewhat limited, his hopes for it 
had not become realized. It needed 
lo be freed. 

Three weeks Jater it had become 
simple r and more painterly. He 
could work 011 it only when he felt 
good about it. For two weeks be had 
been on t11c verge of finishing it. 
The reds became deeper, but as he 
repainted it the strok e began to be 
,;poiled, so he scraped off and re• 
painted the ground a pale grey, 
which, for Tworkov. counts as white. 
Then he went through a phase oi 
<lisr~garding thi, subject. The pic• 
ture tended to lose its meaning, and 
he would start to look again for the 
first impulse. And as he painted, 
the pictrne grew denser so that the 
whites got more and more the tex­
tur e of something made out of mat• 
ter instead of light, and. color also 
bocame material. Be scraped ofI 
parts Lhal became less dense, and in 
the painting they regained den11ity. 
He discovered that his original pUt· 
pose, to have the 'Painting dense in 
the center and less and less dense 
toward the edges, <lid not work: 
when he insisted on it, ii made th e 
painting emp ty, It !eemed that this 
was a prejudic e to ·which he was 
mistakenly trying to make the paint• 
ing conform. 

The finished painting, which he 
titlr.d House of lhe Sun, took from 
July to October lo finlsh. It had a 
balance of densitie s which could not 
have been foreseen at . the beginning , 
lt was not made o[ an accumulation 
of strokes but of designed strokes. 
The strokes.had direction itnd shape. 
In reali!tic painting the su.rface is 
simpler. And where ther e is no given 
subject, where even the subject must 
be invented, there is nothing out­
side t11epainter, no referen ce in the 
objective world that det ermines his 
solutions for hin1. To carry through 
such a painting I~ difficult in the 
same way that it is diflic11lt for a 
child to bring him5elf up according 
lo moral standards without parental 
guidance. Wheo such a painting 

from cerulean mixed with while, 
painli!d over yellow. This last hod 
freshness and pathos, a kind of 
helplessness , as if full of unren!i.ed 
ot unoonseiollll diocoveries, tho impli• 
cutions of -which were 1101 yet known. 
As reproduced, it had been pain t ed 
over with white until the parts 
separated from each other, and wa• 
in an advanced stage ot remoteness 
from the original subject. Two.rkov 
said this version might Iore!hado'W 
the next pictnre he would paint after 
he bnd oompleted t11e painting here 
reproduced in colo~. It exemplifies 
what liappe,ns when the formRl idea 
takes over. and was useful as a source 
of ideaN for the otiginal painting. 
Benefiting by tbeae discoverie s, be 
-wentback lo the original canvas and 
made it flatter, as s,,en in stage 2 of 
the present painting [p. 32]. He 
scr11ped it and painted it over with 
off-white, which served to integrate 
it better and gave it a surface like 
polished chalk.. 

All these diflerent ,pictures, painted 
!,,om the same impulse, can be com· 
pated lo different dances done to the 
same pfooe of music. The music is the 
idea, and the different variatio ns of 
comes off, however, it has enormo us 
clarity. It leans on nothing else. 
"The subject," said Twor kov, "stays 
with me from start to finish." He 
th.inks that his next pictur es will 
not have clearly defined elements of 
cnlor. It is a relief to work on a 
painting with color that exists ihde­
pendently. In Hou,e o/ the Sur>,color 
exists as the colors oi the parts. 

Tworkov does a lot of painting 
with a knife. His brushes are very 
good quality, and be keeps them 
clean and soft. He u.ses 2-inch 
camel's hair bruahe5 wit1151/4-inch 
handles, for blemling or for strok­
ing-if he want.s the stroke . to ap• 
pear to be in a certain direct ion, 
or if he wants a stroke to move 
across an abrupt change of hue. Thi$ 
can be done on a thicki6h, not-yet-dr y 
impasto, He also uses ¾ -inch wide, 
2-inch long ox hair brushes, 1-inGh 
wide by 2-inch long bristle varnisl1 
brushes, regular Bat bristle brushes 
and a few sable brights ¼ or ½ 
inches in diameter. He keeps them 
in a can of varnalene just above the 
bottom of which is a screen o{ hard , 
ware cloth against which he rubs 
off the p3int, which then seltlcs . to 
the bottom below the screen. He 
learned this from Edwin Dickinson, 
His colors are Cremnitz white and 
all the brightest reds, blu es and 
yellows. He uses almost no du.II col­
ors because they can be mixed, ex· 
cept for raw ~ienna and yellow 
ocher to give warmth to Mars black 
which bas the advantag e of dr}ing 
quicker and more e~enly than car· 
hon blaoks. The colors on his glass­
l()pped painlihg table are all ~1he 
cadmiums, scarlet lake, ponsol pink, 
manganese. ccnilean, cobalt, ultra­
marine and thalo blue , and Mars 
blac.k. He wses little cadmillDl orauge. 
and Jiule green. His medium is a 
milture of one part of slan d oil tQ 
two parts oi damar varnish a.nd two 
pArls of oil o[ gum turpentine. He 
di.'iSolves areas to be remo~ed with 
Glyptal thinner, and adds Glyptal in 
swaO q11antities to the paint to maki, 
it dry faster. Ris canvas, 45 by 50 
inches, was tacked to a wallboard 
easel anti! it was done , $0 that ii 
would have a furn backing in cru;e 
he wanted, to scrape off at any time, 
and when it was finished it was 
mounted on stretchers, which Twor­
kov makes himself. 
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