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Fig. 1. Jack Tworkov, House of the Sun, 1953 Oil on canvas,
50 x 45" Courtesy Nancy Hoftman Gallery

As he began to structure his compositions with geometric
elements, Tworkov maintained the use of random activity, the
sponlaneous execution, and the emphasis on stroke that were
part and parcel of the Abstract-Expressionist credo. However,
unlike Newman and Rothko, Tworkov's stroke was never subor-
dinated to sensuous, absorbing expanses of color. Instead il
visibly created them. His stroke, or brush-trace, played a predic-
table structural and surface-descriptive role. It took precedence
over all formal elements until the early 1970s when the burden
of surlace description was divided between stroke and line,
Freed from referential subject matter and the psychoanalytic
baggage of the automatist method, Tworkov's forms and tech-
niques became the subject matter that he organized rather tra-
ditionally. Like the Cubists, he used a grid to define space, col-
lapsed planes, and emphasized the canvas surface.

Two predominant compositional types are evident in the
Painterly Abstraclions. In one, a central image is surrounded
and overlapped by slashing diagonal strokes. The other is based
on decenlralized striping. The “central image' compositions
are related to the Abstract-Expressionist paintings and the so-
called Nuance works,* in which a figure looms large in the cen-
ter of a square canvas. The "stripe" paintings, on the other
hand, were inspired by the hornzontality of the Cape Cod land
scape and also appear relaled to warly works by Newman,
Motherwell, and Kline.

From the central image Tworkov developed a compositional
format in which the prominent image was placed off-center and
balanced by horizontal lines extending from the figure to the far-
ther edge of the canvas, These works were termed the Barrier
series, alter the painting entitled West Barrier. They share a
bold, asymmetrically placed image consisting of, and over-
lapped by, slashing diagonal brushstrokes that cancel pictorial
depth and emphasize the canvas surface. Variations on this
theme include works that conltrast lush color fields with distinct
stripes.

While working on the Barriers, Tworkov began his Brake
series. These compositions consist of bluntly painted, near-

vertical strokes In close fence-like alignments across the width

of the canvases. Although the prominent farms of the Brake
senes differ markedly from those ol the Barrnier senes, bolh
block the viewer from entering the picture space. The viewer (s
“fenced off'" or held back by a horizontal barrier, and must be
conlent with surface, form, and color. Once again the image
looms large and Is integrated with the background by fealhered,
overlapping brushstrokes that are applied in subtle diagonals
[rom upper right to lower left.

Tworkov's stripe had thus first appeared among heavily
painted brushstrokes and became the basis for severdl groups
of works throughout the 1960s. Its use was firsl prominent in
Homage to Stefan Waolpe, which honored a conlemporary com-
poser and fellow member of the Black Mountain College Circle.
The brushstroke is less agitated and more deliberately apphied
than that of earlier canvases. The structure imposed by the
hornizantals and verticals lends stabihily to the expressionistic
painting and vibrant color. Tworkov's bold palette stemmed
from his desire to confront difficult, discordant hues,® a task he
still otten sets himself.

Tworkov's emphasis on the predominant siripe image was ex:
panded in the RWB series, begun in 1961 Unlike other canvases
in which he used a red, white, and blue palelte, the RWB works
are based on a horizontal format and lack a central image. In this
respect, they are closer In style 1o the lale Barrier canvases. For
the most part, white pigment blocks oul the underlying blue and
red brushstrokes, but in some areas of the composition the
white serves as ground for this bold striping. This ambiguous
use of positive and negative space provides lension among the
elements, which are stabilized only by the assertiveness of the
unimpeded progression of horizontal bands,

Fall's Edge (Fig. 3) provides an important link between the
Painterly Abstractions and what | call the Fields series, begun

Fig. 2. Jack Tworkov, Script |, 1962 Ol
on linen, B4z x 75 " Courtesy Nancy
Hofrman Gallery

Fig. 3. Jack Twarkoy, Faill's Edge, 1964
Oif on canvas, 63" x 80" Courtesy Nancy Hollman Gallery




Fig. 4. Jack Tworkov, Redtield. 1969-72. Oil an canvas, 80 x 70"
Courtesy Nancy Hoffman Gallery

during the latter part of the 1960s. It is based on the stripe
theme, which recalls Painterly Abstractions like the late Bar-
riers and the RWB series, but the canvas is divided horizontally
into two sections by a crisply drawn white line, presaging the
sort of divisions Tworkov would use in the Fields series.

Fields

Tworkov's affinity to the process of painting and his desire
for structure and rhythm led lo his Fields series (Fig. 4). In terms
of structure and imagery, the Fields developed from the striped

| Painterly Abstractions and were an extension of preoccupa-

tions with a uniform surface treatment that were carried over
from Tworkov's Abstract-Expressionist paintings. In order to
achijeve this emphasis on surface, depth was eliminated with
the removal of form, and form was dissolved by the elimination
of the broad strokes and strong colors that functioned as
shapes in the Painterly Abstractions. The overlapping of broadly
brushed strokes that could not guarantee a lack of illusionistic
space in the Painterly Abstractions was translated into a
tapestry of thin, woven strokes that were applied predictably
and rhythmically. The signilicantly refined brushwork deempha-
sized the role of stroke as form and relegated it to a position
secondary lo surface. Toward the same end, color exists in the
Fields to communicate an energy that pulsates evenly across
the canvas surface

Most of the Fields share certain canvas divisions, a vertical

| emphasis, and a surface treatment whose rhythmic play of con-

trolled brushwork is liberated from the structured background.
The vertical striping of the later Painterly Abstractions became
more reqular and rhythmic in its progression across the canvas.
Likewise the brushwork was refined and assumed characterist-
ies of arigid calligraphy, progressing from left to right, line after
line, For the most parl the strokes are vertical, However, in
some compositions suggestive of landscape, there is some di-
agonal hatching.

Within the Fields series there are approximately five compo-
sitional formats. Some of the canvases are divided into two un-
equal segments by a line and/or a change in the density of

Fig. 5. Jack Tworkov, Ground, 1966 O on hinen, 50 x 45
Cour tesy Nancy Holfman Gallery

Fig. 6. Jack Tworkav, D A on P#8, Q2.73, 1971. Acrylic on paper,
25% x 18% " Courtesy Nancy Hollman Gallery
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brushwork. Others consist of an overall patterning ol thin, |
slashing strokes. Al least three ol the tormats are powerfully
vertical, as communicated by regular striping or a dominant ver-
tical hatching. Some of the Fields have been stralified, while
others begin with a grid pattern underlying the brushwork.
Within these strata or individual squares there is vertical hatch-
ing, crosshatching, or other patierning.

Tworkov had experimented wilh these lreatments as early as
1958 in a group of sketches in which the entire surface was corn-
sumed by layers of hatched strokes applied in varying thick-
nesses and densities, and moving delicalely in opposing di-
rections. Al lirst glance the gesture seems to subsume all else,
but in some areas of the compositions heavy concentrations of
brushstrokes coalesce into nondescript forms beneath the sur-
face. In 1966, Tworkov translated these ideas and lechnigques to
a more permanent medium in his first Fleld, Ground (Fig. 5).
This work presaged the compaositional formal and brush tech-
nique for the entire series in Ils canvas divisions, regular
stripes, and compacled layers of vertical sirokes superimposed
on a held of hatched brushwork. In later works of the series, the
large forms that materialize behind a screen of stripes were
eliminated, but the basic compositional scheme was unallered.

During the 1970s, Tworkov alternately simplified and com-
plicated the basic Fields format in paintings that reflected a
growing preoccupation with a systematized struclure. In DA,
on P #8 Q2-73 (Fig. B6), lor example, the seemingly random
placement ol points along irregularly drawn stark white lines is,
in actuality, derived trom a specific system in which the junc-
tures of horizontal, diagonal, and vertical lines are coordinated
with the borders of the canvas and punctuated by white dots.
Although such a painting is a logical extension of the basic
compositional formatl ol the Fields, the use of perimeters of the
canvas to determine the imagery within the work links it to later
canvases. Tworkov had arrived al this point within the Fields
series alter having execuled a myriad ol paintings whose im-
agery was dernved solely from the connection of points along
the edges of the canvas.

Fig. 7. Jack Tworkov, Crosstield |l
1969, 04l bn canvas, 80 & 10"
Courtesy Nancy Hollman Gallery

Fig. 8. Jack Tworkav, Situalion L
(SP-67-3), 1967, Oif on linen, B0 x
70" Countesy Nancy Hoftman Gallery

The next step in the evolution of a slyle that combined struc-
ture with gestural brushwork focused on the introduction of
drawing. In a subgroup of the Field series called the Crossfields
(Fig. 7), patterns of diagonals repeated in consecutive bands
were skelched as a scalfold tor the slashing strokes. The im-
posilion ot such a program of design in the Fields series and
the introduction of drawing as a powerful compositional ele-
ment marked a turning point in Tworkov's style and presaged fu-
ture stylistic preoccupations. But for the time being, structure
remained subservien! 1o brushstroke and uniform surface treat-
menl. This obsession with surface and stroke remained Twor-
kov's “constant” in his geometric explorations after 1966. Dur-
ing the mid 1960s Tworkov also developed the idiosyncratic
slashing stroke that transcended variations in slyle over the
subsequent decade.

The shift toward a more contemplalive execulion based on
drawing may have turther isolated Tworkov from the automatist
Surreahisl and Abstract-Expressionmisl apolheosis of spontanei-
ty. But for Tworkov, spontaneity did not preclude the more med- |
ilative, intellectual aspects of painting. For him, freedom in exe-
culion was linked to technique and pure gesture—the more
mechanical elements—rather than tied to the purging of the un
conscious. Tworkov has always argued that spontaneity need
not be synonymous with lack ol preconceived ideas aboul sub-
ject and technique. He has maintalned that art, regardiess of
the degree of automatism, is never free from preconceplions.
Thus, Tworkov set aboul to reconcile the concepts of control
and spontaneity. In his compositions of 1966 1o 1976 that com-
bine gesture and some degree of structure, he emphasized
painterliness and artistic “signature,” Tworkov's gesture,
whether diagonal slashing stroke or patterned vertical hatching,
is as individual and spontaneous, as controlled and manipula-
led as Gotllieb's ideograms or Pollock's drips, The role of acci-
dent in creation, a love of the painting process, and insistence
on artistic participation—as opposed lo anonymily of execution
—link Tworkov's Fields with the spirit of Abstrac! Expression-
Ism.

StructurallGeometric Works |

During the year thal Tworkov painted his earliest Fields, he |
combined overall layering ol vertical hatching with geometric |
division of the canvas in the innovative Situation L (SP-67-3)
(Fig. 8). Al about Lhis time Tworkov forsook titles for his can-
vases, replacing them with a code to signify the origins of the
work. Thus, OC #4 Q3-75-#5 indicates thal the work is oil on
canvas #4, lhe fifth work painted in the autumn of 1975. He was
concentrating on technique rather than subject, and such
coding further removed reterence from his paintings.

The majority of the Fields were based on gesture in-
dependent ol structure. However, the geomelric works ol the
late 1960s were moving toward structure that included, but was
independent of, gesture. As early as 1960, Tworkov's works
showed a tendency toward structure and away from automatist,
gestural painting. In the Painterly Abstractions, broad swaths of
color funclion as structural forms or provide a grid tor loosely
brushed strokes. The Fields themselves, with their emphasis on
a tweed-like surface, are also divided into major sections or
grids. Bul both series are linked to the process of painting. They
differ markedly from the detached, precise structure of the lines
in subsequent geomeltric paintings. ;

Situation L is divided into two unequal parts by a vertical line
just right of center that forks in the bottom third of the com- |
position, sending diagonals to the lower carners of the canvas.
The painting's surface consists of layers ot brushstrokes
through which we catch glimpses of background. The slanted
slrokes split away from the vertical line like branches of a fir
tree. They overlap the forking diagonals and run off the upper
and lower edges of the canvas. As in the Fields, the denze
surface texiure suggests a magnified view ol foliage. But the
underlying geometry prevents an interpretation as landscape,
which was so strong in the earlier canvases. Throughout the
later 1960s, Tworkov solidified his commiiment to geometric
structure with variations on this particular format. He per
sistently combined this new-found constant with free and |
gestural spilling and dripping of paint in vertical strokes—a |
lechnique carried forward from the Fields. ‘

After Tworkov first combined a simple geometric structure
with overall gestural brushwork, the syslemic possibilities must
have seemed endless to him. Until 1977, Tworkov's geometric
canvasas were linked to his gestural past. But after 1977 he
changed his brushstroke, experimenting with different surlace |
Ireatments. In these later compositions Lhe syslem IS5 s
constant—as in his prior paintings overall gestural brushwork |
remained constant amidst structural and geometric experimen-
lation

In 1972, Tworkov painted a series of canvases that once again
tried to reconcile geomeltry with spontaneous brushwork | hese
works—1ihe Biseclions sefies—have in common a vertical
bisection of the composition, regardless of the size o1 shape ol '

the canvas or the number of subdivisions. The left and right
segments of all canvases are also bisected from upper right to
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lower left by diagonals. Then perpendicular lines are dropped to
the bisecting diagonals from the upper right and lower left
corners of the segments. The works also share stark white
structural lines and dense layering of vertical strokes in various
color combinations. Most of the works are painted to the bor-
ders of the canvas, with the points from which lines are drawn
placed along the edges.

Large rectangles that slant from left to right are derived from
the intersechion of these lew lines (see Fig. 9). The rectangles
echo the position of the diagonal bisectors of the segments.
The geomelric struciure of the composition is fairly straight-
forward. Most lines inlersect at righl angles, and the resultant
forms are balanced and regular. Diagonal lines connecl the
lower left and upper right corners of the canvas. They sweep
across the cenlral imagery, tie the forms to the surface, and
deemphasize the depth of the overlapping parallel planes.
Rhythmic application of paint echoes the serenity of the forms
and slabilizes the imagery. Only occasionally do the back-
ground strokes pull loose from the streams of paint and snap
back like broken twine, coiling amidst the vertical drips.

In turther canvases of the Bisections series, Tworkov divided
the rectangles of the canvases into five equal parts, proceeding
with the basic diagonal and perpendicular divisions of the
series format. To the perpendiculars of earlier works, Tworkov
added another intersecting perpendicular.

Fig. 9, Author's diagram

The derivative imagery consists of slim rectangles within the
larger, slanting rectangles (see Fig. 10). The resultant rec-
tangular canvas offers interesting perceptual shifts. Divided
into five equal seclions, lhe progression of vertically aligned
rectangles is balanced. The third rectangle from the left serves
as a center point. Ordinarily such a progression would be
symmelrical and more stable than, say, an even number of
rectangles, which offers no central visual anchor. But in some
canvases, six slanting rectangles resull from the bisecting
diagonals. They proceed off the left and right edges of the
canvas and negate the slability of the vertical segment. Thus,
the imagery is perceived as an infinile series of slanting rec-
tangles with no center. The structural format is the same, but
the imagery is radically different. Some canvases presenl an
even number of geometric shapes extending left and right,
suggestive of infinite progressions to the sides The sequential
perceplion is independent of canvas dimensions—evident in
square canvases as well—and related only to the situation of
the derivative shapes,

These derivative shapes vary and can indeed become ex-
tremely complex despite the sparcity of conneclive lines. In
1973, Tworkov combined these points and lines to derive a
trapezoid and opposing triangles. Thus, in paintings such as P-
73-#7, the connection of two maore points with an additional
diagonal line replaces rectangles with trapezoids.

F

Fig. 10. Author's diagram,

Fig. 11. Author's diagram

The imagery is more elaborate and draws the eye to the
center of the composition (see Fig. 11). But the sianting of the
forms and their progression off the right edge of the canvas
compel us again 1o perceive the composition as a segment of
an infinite series of shapes. The rhythmic tonal variations of the
shapes enhance this impression.

As was often the case, a particular painting within a series
would inspire Tworkov to derive a group of works. In P-73-#2,
Tworkov delineated a central figure within the Bisections for-
mat thal seemed to double back on itself and zigzag away from
the viewer, In a group of works painted in the fall of the
following year, Tworkov integrated this tolding and overlapping
with the divisions of the Bisections. He also simplified the
shapes, his palette, and the number of connective lines. For the
first time, he used expanses of primed but unpainted canvases
as compositional elements. The foci of these works appear to
be transparent shapes within architectural space, but surface
treatment is also emphasized. In 03-74-#2, a screen-like image
derived from now standard structural divisions pulls away from
the background. It folds in upon itsell and moves across the

viewer's space, parallel 1o both.

Fig. 12. Author's diagram

A continuous translucent ''screen’ is painted in horizontal
bands of uniform strokes (see Fig. 12). The areas ol overlap,
caused by the folding of the screen, show Increased density of
brushwork. The underlying structure of this expanding image is
complex, but the composition seems simpler and more
siraightforward than it is. The brushwork is tightly controlled
and largely uneventful. The simplicity of the warks Is accented
by a monochromatic or dichromatic paletie that conlrasts with
large areas of void.

Tworkov painted variations on these screens until 1975, In
maore complicated versions, the overlapping of void and solid is
more complex, and the viewer I1s given a choice of perspectives.
The Intricacy of geometric structure, the relationship of forms
in space, and the tension that stems from attempting to in-
legrate the elements of the compositions create works of
dynamic simplicity. In time the structural lines grew too
complex and the derived geomelric shapes less fluid. The more
gestural pallerned brushwork no longer echoed the quiel
simplicity of the forms. It became clear that this compositional
type no longer metl Tworkov's evolving formal concerns.

Parts |.and Il of this arlicle were darived from my doctoral dissaflalion, com-
pletad al Massachusells Instilule of Technolagy | am indebted to Wayne V
Andersen and Mark W. Roskill for thelr invaluable camments and suggestions,
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