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JACK TWORKOV 
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Someone once said about jazz that it did not ·tctually ha ve to 
br impro\·i cl, bul that it had to com·cy the sr nsr or 
imp, ·o\·isatio n. The sa me thing might be said of much that was 
Abstrnc·t-cxprt'ssionist painting, and or the work ol"J ac k 
Tworko,·. s he says, " I let reaso n exa minr disorder."' 
Throughout his long cal'<'<'r Tworkm ha s managed lo maintain 
a delicate balan<"e of opposit ·s in his work, opposites whie h 
com1 rise two or the m;'\jor poles of modern art - constrnet iYism 
and cxpn:ssionis m. lt is in his w01·k, c, · 11 more obdously than 
in the work of most or hi lcllow bstract-cxprcssionists, that 
one may readil y dis ·ern the { ubi t) scaffolding around which 
th ·y WO\'C their webs of auto mali st-derived painterliness. l t is 
probabl) ' due to his handlin g of this basic dualit y that 
T workO\· was uniquel y able to make a wholly succ ·ssful 
cha ngeover from the heat of frliir s angst to coo l sixties contro l 
without falsifying his personal idiom. 

n immigrant lo this rnuntry at the agr of 13 from 
Poland where he was born in 1900, Tworkov studied 
mrrhaniral drawing in high schoo l and soon began to paint. 
By the early twenties he was living 011 his own in Greenwich 
Village and sering the works of modern French artists as they 
WC'l'C' bein~ introdu ced int o this cou ntr y. He studied with 
conservati,·e painters like lv:in , . linsky, Charles Hawthorne, 
and Guy Pcne du Bois, as wrll as with Ross I\Joffelt and Karl 
Knaths who wnr considered more 1·adka lly modern. During 
the dcpr •. ion lw ,vo,·ked for the WPA as did so man y of his 
fc-llow 1cw York artists, in lucli11g \Yillcm de Koonin, with 
whom he estab lished a long <1nd lose friendship. 

Thr depression and war years were years of crisis and 
di! mma for many mcrican artists. Tworkov, who'd been 
painting traditional lantlscapc·s, still-lifcs, and portrnits in an 
dfurt to kPep in touch with tl11; cv ryda) ' world, f(·lt that he 
!tad "tr ied to sah-e my socia l consc icnc' at the cxpt'nse of my 
c ·thetic inst in ls. " 2 Between 1942 and 1945 he worked for the 
war effort as a tool designer and ga, ·c up painting. \ hen ht 
rcturnrcl to it in 1945, h' did so \\'ith ren ewed l'igor, and a 
(i·rsh sc:nsr of conficlrncc and indcpl'n<k n e. He wm·kcd 
simullan\·ous ly in two di rections - painling cotwcnt ional post
C\1bist still-lilc·s tha t conccntralrd on soh-ing fc.,rmal problems, 
while h\· made automatic abstract dra\\"ings and paintings. 
Only the former were ever exhibited and Lhcy arc of intrrcst 
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primarily hccausc- of till' forma l d11t·s they prO\·iclc 10 his la1rr 

wor k. J n them, lin cl csn' t rrally shape or contain forms so 
11111 ·It as it flits around thrm binding them into tll!' 
background, i11clicati11g direction and passing throngh thl' 
pict11rc space. This non-sculptural rlra\\'ing style· is a constant 
in his work. 

Bctwern 1948 and I 9.'i3 Tworko, ··s studio acljoinrd tlrnt of 
de Kooning, and clc-spilc the !"ad tlwl Tworko, · prndmnl some 
of his finest paintings during thr pt'riocl, it is impossihk not sec 
imilaritirs bc-lwl'rn his work and that or his formiclahh- friend. 

H · ·oncentrated on fig11ratiw painting durin~ these years with 
th e exception of the sumnwrs of l 9"rn and 19-19 when hi' 
paintrd dcnsr "all-o\'cr" lanclscaprs inspirrd by tl11· Vir .~inia 
woods. Hrmse ef the Sun, 19:>2- 51, probal,ly the Gm·st p:iinting 
of this period , and the drawing for ii, offrr a nu\ ·ial 
ironogrnphical kry lo his subwqucnt work. \ cluster of 
curv iline,1r fonns is c·cnt.t-r('cl within a widr ,hnrizontal str('ss 
which is, in turn, anchorl'd by a c<'ntralizc-d \'ertieal swalh 
locatrcl in the top half on ly. i\lthough the C( nfiguration is 
based on "t he anc i('nl wheel-like symbo l of tlir sm1 ;1s a 
tumbln, with four le"S ('Xtending li·o111 the c<·1Hn in the form 
nfa swastika", 3 it is a lso sugg(·stivr ora h11111an figure· sratl'CI 

Fig11rr I'. II., l9 !i-l. Oi l, 55 " 'l.7 . 0,11,·,·tion l)r, a11d t\l,-.;. N"1ha11 Alper,; 
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Gnm,·, Ill, 1956. Oil , .18! ·I I Colkc1io11l\lr. mod /\!rs. David A. l'ra)lc• · 

bdorc l1orizu111al ard1i ll 'Cll1ral lll\'mlwrs, as com1 arison with 
tlw drawing of a Seated Female Figure or I 8 shows. This seated 
li~un· in an , r l,i1cc1urnl ro1Hl'Xt l'l'apj)cars again and a •ain 
throughout his work of the fifl il·s and early sixtit·s . Many orLhe 
Urmm and Barrierseries paintings an· organizl'd around it and 
in llllllll'l'OIIS charcoa l drawi11gs thi, cunfiguratio11 shows dimly 
through blackcnl·d nw ·h<"s of"nc>s. ing strokes. Occasionally this 
''ligur<"'' 111ay be n :cl11l'e<l to near non-cxistcnrc, but the 
architrnural framework surrou11ding it is almost ah, ·ays 
prcs1·11t. No matkr how schematical ly or foinLly it is rcndcl'l'd, 
it f'11nc1ions a a ,u,hili.:iug grid lor th<.: cxp losin : linear 
m·tworks he ~uperimposcs un it. It is dais unclc:rlying grid 
structure, barely dsihlc in some of' his more violen t paintings of 
the liftil·s , that l'0llll'S to thr forl' as thl· urgani~ing p1·inciplc of 
his work afl,-r the 111id-sixtics. 

'l\,orkov utilized an altl'rn,lli, ·e format in some of the 
painting, from th · liliic·s and ear ly . ixties whi h was based on ~• 
standing !igun· located in a na1Tm, · Vertica l space. Figul'eP. 1-1. 
orl!l :H is 011<· of' liis last p,1intin gs to employ the figure 
c·xplii'idy. :\lierwards i1 is al,strackd into long, swc-eping 
diag-cmal strnkc·s ,, ·hi ·h al'l : intt:r\\'O\"l"ll and ovt·rlappcd like 
nos ctl li111IJs. (,'/1a11ges u11 ll 'e,litelrlr!I' I and II, tltt · IJ110scrie ·, and, 
lo surnc ·x1l"n1, hi s 11,mwge /u S1~[r111 base-cl on ll'ulpe of 1960 are 
this rn11lig11ra1ion. 

hgure P. 1 / . and t1,·o o th.:rs of the same year, I i11k 
,\lissil.1ipJ,i a ncl /•'a/her, art· in1crtst i ng exa mplcs of 1\rnrkov's 
11Kturt al its most pai11tcrly . .-\1 no other tim · does h<; 11sc su ·h 
a pigmc:nt-lad n hrush. nlik<: Philip Guston or d • Kooning, 
Tworkm · doesn ' t normally dwdl on his brushstrokcs as unit s or 
call alti'lltiun to the fatt in ess or sui>slant:e of' his medium. Hi s 
stroke: i: har.i ·teristii: ;llly fo l, cffit:it·nt, and clrnli:smanlike. lt 
neitlu : r dclim -- the ,·dgc:s of shapc , nor docs it function as a 
:hap in itsdl ~ tl1l· 1niy a strnkc by Franz Kline do<"s, for 
insta11n·. As pure drawing his mark has i1s c-los t paralle l in 
Jru:hon Pollol'k's drip. E, ·cn \\'hen , as in the 1958 drawing of a 
Sf/lied Female Viuure 111 ·micm cl ,·arlicr, he assemlilts lincs 
arnuncl a figurl" , tht'y don't acllrnll) ' fi,rn1 .it. lnstl·ad Lhl"y seem 
to howr in its vi<'i11i1r, the shapl' i1sdf bl'ing ncgati\'ely (almost 
m·gligrntly ) lt-1'1as th t· M<'a \\here thl' linl·s a1T11I. His line ar(" 
;al\\•ay s mon · conc"nwcl 1,·ith their din·nio11 or hn,uthctical 
destinations than \\itli Sfttling into anu,1lly being or shaping 
liJl"lllS. 

\\'hen Tworko, · says tl1at " Cena in types of' hrnshing 
mc.-t !111· 111110d,m,1yhc th, · need, or Ll1l' body the way certain 
kinds ol" motion t'll<Tt thc mood an I nct'd of a dann·r" ·1 hc is 
afiirming his 1,dit"f in gc:sl111T as th,; dircc;t rran smitt Tor thr· 
artist's l'llloti1111. Dt·spitc the fon that he thinks that "Th e 
subcon scious ·c,·ms tu prod11n · rnon · or ks · th,· sa, 1c material 
al l the ti11w ... "' ' hl' hclicws that ... " if you eliminate sul~jeet, 
if yo11 eli111ina11· nfrrmccs co nature .. . 0111." or the signi!ira1 r 
thi11"s 1,·l't i · the tra, ·<· or rh1· hand . II i thl' 1,ay a man reveal · 
. o mud1 uf ltin1sdf", just precisdy hy the " ·ay he h;mrlll's paint, 
thl' "'"YIll" tn ·ats thc- material, 1,y th, · w:iy hc prrmits its llow, 
or contain s i,,~ fl1J\L Thn · is a 1d10k r;,n '<.: of thought and 
/i.-cling in that pron ·ss."G For T1,orkm ·, then, the calligraph is 
the sl"i'i110graph or 1hc artist' s soul and an essential compmwnt 
oJ'lti · strl ·, 110 111;1ttcr ,, ·hat alt e rations it goc . through. 

The stroke most natural to TworkO\ ·- a slash from upper 
right 10 low ·r kf't (half of' an X ) - lit·gan to prcdominall' in his 
alJsLracLions in 1955 whc:n his mature styk coalc- ed. In 
paintings like If ·a1e1game,C:mdle, Duo and (:ames /II dens,· 
thi kcts ortlwse strok,·s vei l massi, ·c horizontal and n :rtic-al 
th rusts. The stroki: is angry, brutal, the co lor an·rbk. 

trangcly, many of th1:sc paintings st:em to have something in 
t·onrnaon with the irrational Yiolc-111-c or Fra,wis Bacon': 
distorted figurt·s. I .at er, [i·o n1 I~58 on, in tl,c: Bani,,,. st·rit ·s of 
paintings - Trn11s11erJe,Cresl, fleigftl, ctc. - thc mood is slii;h tl )' 
more I' l,L~t·d. I\ I ixrd colors promote an atmosphe ric vision or 
mutc·d tonalities and tlw long brushstrnkes seem a bit gen tler. 
Bar forms float to the surfa e and (Jcnr il thin grid-lines hardy 
nrnna<>c lo restrain the ac cumulations of rcc:cl-lik strnk~·s Lhat 
move in from one sicl,· or the mhcr orth ese pai11ti11gs.The 
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Brake se ries (out orwh ich rn 11w Ll,e Ruf, 11'/Jite mu! JJ/ue 
pa inlill !{S of lhc sixlics) a rc ha rshr r. Nu 10 11al modul ations 
soften th e t ra nsitions hctwc-rn st r ip r s or pur e co lor th a t a rc 
br oad , horizontall y ac tive- and often in tr n vo,-cn. 

. I 11 196\ T wo rk ov pa int ed JVc.rL 23r d S11:eet,th e hi g h po int 
ol Lhr wor k ol. th c-sc ye ars . I I l·o 111h111rs I.hr andu lous 
u111no~l11la t:d SI ripin g of l)•c Bm ke -~t'ri es_ wi lh th e strnkin g 
dcnMl•t:s ol th e B arne r scn cs a11d th e stnd cnt r cd -g r<"cn prim a ry 
rn lora lmn of lhe \Trti <"al lo nuat Duo series. By th e lo llowin • 
yea r T wor ko, ·'s wor k ll"as bt'gi nnin g to und ergo dr ;irnal ic 
cl 1a nges as his c_arc-er '~'{"'.ll_ lhr o~rg!1 a ma jo r I urnin g point. J\ 
large rr lrosp r r tivr ex h1b1tro11 ol lus work was moun te d at 1hc 
Wh itn ey l\1u s um wh ile- th e dc-ath knd l of /\ bs trn c l
l'XJl'.Ts~ion isrn ll"as so u ndi ng lhr o u~hou t e-w York. Pop art wa s 
ad 11e, ·111g- m ass po pul a rrl y and s ' n ous abs tr act ion ll"as co< ling, 
solidi lYing a nd 111i11i111iing itsrl l". I k Jt bv th e end o f llw:r. had fi_, 
fif'tics lh :it " .. . t l1c aul om :Hi · aspen ofabs trat .'l <·xp1Tssionist 
pa int ing or th r gcs lu ra l va ri rty, lu wh ich my painti ng was 
relat t·d , had l'('ac hC'CI a s.t;i e whrr (' iLs forn1s h ad brl'o m c 
pr ('di rla hl(' and arrtomati ca lly rq rt il.ivc" and hr had b rg un 
" .. . to loo k arnu ml for mm disc ipli m:d a nd l·onlt-mpl ati vc 
lo nns " .7 I rvc r on ' to ;ic-L impu lsivd y, it too k T\\'ork ov unti l 
Lhc mi d- ixt i<'s lo find lh l-.st· form s. Tw o li,cto rs \\"(:r<· prim a r ily 
rrspo nsi hl(' for T wor km·'s rcm ark a hlr a l ilit y to evo lve log ica lly 
out o l" ,\ bsl rac l-l"Xl)I' ·ssio ni sm with a d ah k , hon c·st n ., st yl '. 
T he lirs t was the· co ntinu a l p rc-scncc in hi s wo rk of th e 
sl rn r tur a l 1mdr-rpin11ing or g rid which sr rTt d as a lin111chlli on 
a rid foil lor !,is vigo ro us bru shw or k. 1 his m ay ha ve bee n , all 
,tlong, an un co nsc ious rr·siclue from his ·arl y train ing in 
mc-chanic a l dra11·ing, hu t in the m id-sixti<-s lw a lso h!'gan to 
·tud r g-<·0 11wlr y a nd th e 111111d c1· sys tem . " I became 
frtsci11a 1rd", hr says, " with the little f karn ed , an d found in 
s01!1c-aspen s of I he geo m ~l ry or a n ·na ng lc a new startin g 
pnml for l'o mp osmg a parnh ng . .. \Vhat I wa nt('( l was a simple 
st ni cll ll"l' ckp c11dcnl on dra wing as a bas on whi ch the 
b rns hin g, spont ::uwous a nd pul sa tin g, ga ve a br at lo t hr 
pain lin g so m c11·ha t a nalogous to I.he hea l in mu sic·." 8 

1-lis lifC'long clep end ence o n t he st ro ked line lo convey th e 
cm o liona\ c-ont r nt of h is paintin g was the seco nd fac to r. D ur in g 
th e_l.itc firtics la· had l?c-gun a se ri1·s or charcoa l dra w in gs in 
wl11 h n · ·nl y strok rcl Im es we re m a sed 11ncomp osi1ionally all 
o, ·r r th e fie ld lik1' solid curt a ins of b lackn <'ss. Th ou gh he was 
d eli ht cd with the to nal ckn sitics f th l'Sr drawin gs, he wa sn 't 
ab le lo sec a way to tran sla te th em int o paintin gs until th e 
mid -sixties whe n he allo we d t h<' geom etri c fra mework to p la y a 
mu ·h more sign iricanl 1·omp osit iona l role . Gestur e as sta tt"mcnl 
had lo be dc-rhctorid zn l a nd sub sum ed be neath ration ality. 

On e mi ght say tha t h is work moved fro m sh a rin g so 1ric thin g 
wi_th th e :t$ilatio11_ of F ntur! srn to the se1·e11ity orS eurat durin g 
rlus trn.11s1tron pc-n oel. As Ins st ro ke bec :1mc mor e homogc-nizr cl 
and <·ontrull cd , his i:olor brca mc pr ogr essively mo re clifulc or 

l'111illrrl( Q.'1 i2 5) . 1!172. Oi l on n 111v:1.s, 72 • x 72 " 

Fat ·i11g pagr, ahon,: ll"r.1/ 23,-/, l!lli3 . Oil, fiOl . !Ill . Collec lio 11. Th .- l\l u. 
,rum of fnckn1 .\ l't, ·••" · \' o,-k. llr·low. Trncr. l!lli(i. Oi l 011 ra11vns. ~O' (l~1· 

(/\I I illl1Slrnlio 11, by l'Oll l'l <"SY or the ~allC)' I l offma11 (;a llr, ·y, N,·w Yo rk. Se r 
also n1 lnr ill11s1ra1inns , pa.gr :~8) 

c ha nged in to 11on-colo1_-. P in_ks, pal<-gree ns, ma u vt·s and grays 
too k_ o ,·c r rro m th !' ac nm o mous reds an d grer ns and t hr 
grat ing bl ues o l' th e ea rl ier pa intin g . Not t hat T wor kov co uld 
n '1n: be aen 1sccl ol pa intin g with " deco ra tor <"olors" o r of 
ha nn g_a sweet P!iletl ~~ l•:v n his pale-st hm·s crca t r a slig li1ly 
1rnnr 1-v111g sr ns;i\1011. I hey a rc 11,c,· r tast ful or ~-asr Lo like 
bu t rat her cha lle ng in g. ( I t's an int t'ITStin g foo tnotr-" th a t ' 
T wor ko, ·'s pa intin gs a rl' cx t1·e111dy clinicult lo ha ng nrx l to 

, olhn a rtists' wo rk s; th ey ah va) 'S scr m tn set up jair ing 
coloris1ic \'illl' a lio ns.) · 

St arti ng ou t wit h simp le ho rd<"l"crl rid ds orli1wa riLv like 
th e SSP seri(·s ol' 1!167, Twnrk ov's pusl-lrnn sition wo rk l1lTamt· 
mo re-a nd mo1·c subt ly co mpl ex, ho tlr co lo ristica lly a ncl 
l'On!pm itiona!ly. f1I m a ny nl' I h<. Cro.,.tfield paintin gs h <· u tili;,;rcl 
horizon ta l &m l stru c-lu rrs whic-h orga nize d scrc rn s or p ink a nd 
~ree_11l~nrs 11110 ba nd s. H e ex plor ed as per ts or gco rnctri c 
1ll1'.sw111sm rd :Hc-d lo th e sha pr of the n ·c ta ng le in the-grry } 11,tt 
sr n es. Mon· n·- ent lr , hi s color slrnkcs p inti\listi ca llv drlir w 
spati a l ~llusi 11in tl·rrm of hue a nd k nsity, as o\-crki ppin g 
screr n-lrkc rec la ngk s fold and un fold acros!. the rn n, ·as. H e 
m a na gc-s lo mai11tain in th e b est of hi s new wor k a t(' nuo us 
ba lan ce bc twc-en sur face a nd illu sionism, ca lligraph y and 
gr.:on1etr y; bc t\\' l'l'n sensa tions ol' spon ta nril y and frn· d om a ml 
mo lly cont emplati ve d rt achm r nt. 

_ T workov l.1as a id th at, "111 a st·ns<·, the abs tract pa inLini;: 
winch mos t typ rca lly rPpr csent s th e irn nog raph y orthe 
post rcl igiou s ag<', co nsc io usly o r un co nsc ious ly cx pr c-sscs a n 
elem ent of de spa ir wh ich runs like a t l,rca d th ro ugh ou r 
ce ntu ry ;ind wh ich is a n ingre lic11t in a ll ser ious ab tr ac t 
pa intin g."! ' Thi s sr:ns of d espa ir and frustn ll ion is d ·Cinitcly 
pr ese nt in his work of the ril'lies and ca rlv sixtirs. Th i' 
" barr ie rs" set m ccl to bloc k o ff ou r view ~f ligur cs a nd int erior 
or ext erior incick nt with closed \\' ind ows a nd doo rs· the 
" brak es" runctioncd like rencc prcvr nlin g o nr cntr ~nc-r int o 
the pictoria l space. Th esC' pa intin gs ftcn -co n veyed a srn sc-o f' 
nega tion or dcni,11, of spit eful a nge r and refusa l. A Jin · \\'as likr 
a _s. r~t~ch n~a rk , crossi ng o ut or c radi rati ng somclh ing fro m 
v1S1l>1hty . "I~vorkov tr eate d th pa int ing rir ld as a scree n 
Lh)·ou~h _wh Kh he a llowed on ly rlret ing g limp ses. Sin ce th e 
1111d-s1xllcs these scree ns have beco m e inrr cas ing ly mo re 
tran spare nt and cph cm ('ra l. Th ey S<'Clll likC' qui et r<'mind crs 
t ha t th e pa intin g Ii Id i a placr of m ed ita tion lo be· 
a ppro ae hed with the utm o t respc ·t. ln som ortfw 111 a ga 1 
~PIJea rs nea r lh e ce r~l~,- n•sc mbl ing a doo r s_ta nclin~ aj a r, as if 
1nn t1ng our en t ry. , 111s m ay he a n un conscious rck rcncc 10 a 
c_h ildh oo d p leas ur e he n 'ca lls of " play ing with m y ,·01111grr 
siste r on th· ground s or a n old Cas tle min 1Tac hcd throu gh a 
br eac h in a wa ll bo rd erin g our ya rd " 10 hu t it fun ction~ .~sa 
symbol of optimi sm a nd op rn -cndn l possi b ility in a time when 
sucl 1 thin gs a1·c rar·e, ind eed . 

(Ja c-k T worko \·'s ne xt ex hibi tion , folloll"in_l{ 0 111: in 
a 11t11mn 1973 at tlw Gc rt ruck Ka~k Ga llr ry, Ddroil, will he 
p rcscn1rd at anr:y H o ffm an 's in Nn v Yor k in t l11· sp rin g. ) 
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