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ne of the most puzzling
0 aspects of the current art
scene i5 theé resistance to the
paintings of Horacio Torres. In
many gquarters, he has been cith
er ignored or dismissed as nol
worthy of seripus consideration,
The rejections have otten been
vehement. Moreover, these arn-
tudes are sometimes  found
among those normally sensitive
to good pictures and the very
perople wha are most sympa
thetic to representational paint
ing. This 15 all the more surpns
ing since Torres, besides being
simply our best representational
painter at the moment, seems 1o
fulfill those hopes for a new,
monumental figurative ar
voiced so frequently since the
garly 1950s and before. And if,
as some critics have mamtaned,
his works are not relevant, it he
is so hopelessly old-fashioned,
why can’t he at least be apprecs-
ated for those gualives that his
pictures so obviously possess?
All this 15 not 1hat
Torres has gone totally unappre-
ciated. Quite the  contrary,
Throughout the country, collect
ars, critics, dealers, and museum
curators, independently ot each
ather, have responded enthusias-
tically to his pictures and recog:
nized him as the Tine painter he

T Say

is. It s largely 1f not exclusively
the Mew York art "scene”
the representational art estab
lishment which seems to fond Big

andd

pictures unworthy ot note,
The
been to his "academicism” and

main objections  have
then to his crudeness o) rawneass,
and o his “poor
Whether of not a

academic has to be a question of

drawing.”

micture 14

the aesthetic substance, not the
mere look, the mere phenomaenal
appearance.
whether there is real freshiness of
fealing, not whether the liom

[t is a matter of

initially presents itself as out-of
date. It 15 also a guestion of
degree, Indeed, the academic
does haunt all modern represenl
atwenal art; and the artist’s con
sciousness of this has usually
been debilitating. The pctures
of Jack Beal, Alex Katz, and
Alfred Leslie are examples of

what seem  like desporate at

tempts at escaping the academic.,
By wiolently
nong drawn from abstact paimt
g Onto reality,
their warks fall inte a kind of
vulgarity, And the same despera
tiom ig ewident in the Photo
Realists, who, in merely enlarg
ing photographc wision, manage
tor be academic and vulgar simul

IMEpasing  Conven-

regprese e

taneously,

Figure pamtmg has Deen the
mast difficult ot all genees ton
modern panting 1o
Chur

clothe:d

ACCAIT
malate, haramiste Tra

thtion  huas thae Poaman
wmage with sooomany poweiul
forms that today 805 near m
possile toseeat Treshly Also,
pngr mocterr weorlel, n eolleetee
Iy held concept of man imposes
itsalt, or at least not one capakile
ot wisualizateon.  Perlaps  even

more antulting s the formal

probfers thar o modern figure

panting  presentss 1 demarnds
that the mpst conspicunus and
paychologically  focused  of all
threa-thmensional olyects be sot
against-a background, proced
ura which directly conflicts with
modern flatness and evenness of
Thus 15
say, a landscape or an antendn or
So 1t was that

when the lormal imphcatians of

aceent far less true of,

even a still lite
modern pamting becams evident
i tha 18305, 1h16 Donsciousness
drove virtually all of the laading

artists texcept Monet| back 10

figure panting inoan eftern 1o

sgve the Western tradition of the

easel  picture,  Renow, Degas,

At right:

Haoerae Torees, Pactisl Muds an
wWello Damvask, 1975 £ on
firesn, 50 & 547 Courlesy Tebor
o Magy Galfery.

Far right; abowe:

Horacar Toves, Stanchog Mude nn
Cirimry o maround, 1975 G on
fiererer, B9« G0 Cadrresy Tibror
e Nagy Gatleey .

Far tught, balow:

Harasio Torres, Mude and Brown
Curtonn, $375. (0 on finen,

80 x &7 Cowrtesy Talvoer

de Magy Gatlery.

HORACIO TORRES

AND THE AFFIRMATION
OF A MONUMENTAL
FIGURATIVE ART

Caranne, Gauguin, Seurat, and
even Pissaro turped 1o the fgure
and  ofter to the sulyject of
“"Bathers,” nuwde Tiguies outof
s v an lempoessionist land

seape 11 owas a1 thes time, and

|
tor the same seasons, that Povs |

de Chavannes and Hans von |
Marees 1n Germany sitacked the
problem from a more raditional
bt sl Basically modesn poed
of viewe, It s @ measure of the
qap hetworn the imperatives of
paintng

gftorts

miodlerpism arnl figure

that so many of fhese

faled, and 1hat oone of ihem

siceasstul o ore-
T T

groveed  guerly
sulted o o styleatic solution
atter weas achnaved by the next
generation, the Cutnsts, only at

b o af o c..','|:||l.-'||'|4_| thin ||_I'||:1r‘.
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completely,

Matisse, who, aleng with
Picasso, was her to the crisis of
the 1880s, was still able to get
somathing radically new out of
figure panting. Since then, the
devetopment of modernism has
ab-
stract painting. Here 15 the darea

helonged  pretty much 10
of Tresh discovery and innova

tiwon and so here s the area
where most of the ¢reative ener-
invested —and  where

pes  dare

modern self-consciousness  can
b avoided. But there 15 another
possibility, an alternate kind of
maodernism, one more congenial
to literature 11 15 more akin Lo
the approach found in the works
of certain masters of modarnist

wiiting, Eliot and Joyee, or in
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the transiations of Pound. The
explicit past 15 sel against a
self-reflected modernism. This 15
not mere revivalism, a losing of
oneself in the past, a self-forget
ting; both the past and the pre
sent must be given ther due
Content issues less from one o
the other than from the relation
ship between them.

Relatively few modern paint
ers have availed themselves of
this path, and when they have,
the results have been generally
less exalted than those of ther
literary counterparts. Also, this
approach does not amount to
portraying modern subgect mat
ter in tracitional forms, as in the
writing of Pasternak or so much
painting of the 1930s |for ex-
ample, that of Grant Wood or
Reginald Marshl. This 15 no mare
than naive traditionalism, MNar s
it only a guestion of presenting
traditional subject matter n
modern forms, for example, us
ing the former as a mere ac
casion or scalfolding to support
an essentially abstract intent. Mo
is it that ironic presentation of
traditional images in an updated
style which one finds in Lichten
stein's Pop parodies of older art,
or thaose of John Clem Clarke
These painters rob the past of
what 15 most intrinsic toit, while
at the same Ume offering only
the veneer of modermsm

Rather, with the approach |
have in mind, the intent is to
evoke the expressive feel, the
form and content of the older
art, but as filtered through and
transformed by our historical-
psychological distance trom it
Acceptance and acknowledg-
ment of alienation becomei a
way of overcoming if. Made pre-
seant through 1158 very pastness,
the past reflects our true histor
cal selves yet retains 1158 own
identity.

The most notable example of
this. self.conscious historicism 15
Picasso's reworking of the clas
sical 10 the 19205 At this hime,
Picasso, rather than seeking to
unite the abstract and the Tigura
tive, divided himselt. The mod-
ern aspect present in his figura-
tive works was a Literary one—
a blank attitude toward and an

expression of the subjent which
he had first ot upon while evaly
ing Culnsm. At that bime, lber
an sculprure, a degenerate form
of 1the classic. had sugoested (o
Picasso the possibality of exaqg
gerating certain classical conven
tions o order to blunt the ex
pressian, In the 19205 he turned
this discovery mto something
more positive, a dehiberate re
maoteness  which  bordered  on
parady, Hence, 10 gddition to
that distance which the classical

weal always implies, Picasso was

ta include our alienation

able
from it and thereby achicved
what s much of the 19h cen
tury soughl i vain—a Convine
ng neg-classicism. He mimicked
notl only the classical past bul
also ow teelings aboul i1, Fo
example, how T comes 10 us
tiltersd through other works of
art—the  muted  estimony  of
COEMES, ||;|||:r'||:|'.r:.. el Ml th’r{'._!r(l
1izations, Clased oft and cistano
ad, this classical world permetted
Picasso an equally exagoerated
spatial and sculptaral realization
whach, 11 ot courted academ

iism, dhid not quite succumb to
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Torres' work has to be seen in
this perspective. His versions of
Venetian and Baroque modes are
like Picasso's neo-classicism—an
evocation not of a specific older
image or manner of a single
artist, but of a whole feeling
world of style. In a sense, the
task which Torres has set himself
15 even more difficult since the
past with which he deals is both
historically specific and
more emotionally remote. The
grand, the decorous, the rhetori-
cal and heroic of Barogque art all
seem at the furthest possible
remove from modern sensibility
and taste. This emotional dis-
tance to the illustration means
that, even more than with other
past styles, it is almost exclusive-

more

Iy the form—the composition,
the color, and abowve all the
“painterly “—which gives modern
sensitality access 1o
and Baroque art. With a vision
shaped by abstract painting, Tor-

Venetian

res exaggerates these very fea-
fures,

While Picasso’s modernity in-
volved sealing off from us an
autonomous classical world, Tor-
modernity operates in the
opposite way in that it depends

res’
primarily on a directness, an
immediacy of form and hand-
ling. This in turn forces him to
compromise the authority of his
depicted world, often to frag
ment its autonomy and break its
continuity. As a result his sub-
ject matter becomes the Barogue
mode itseflf. By means of his
abstraction
from the form and subject of
this mode—and he must abstract
from the latter more than the
former—he registers our modern
distance to the Barogue while
making viable a whole range of
feelings associated with it,

distinctly modern

Both Picasso and Torres make
their modern distance aesthetic
and exphicitly aesthetic. In this
they are being true to their time.
Today our only common re-
lationship to the past is an aes-
thetic one and the only legiti-
mate, i.e., fully self-conscious
expression of this state of affairs
invalves the acknowledgment of
it, But since, unlike Picasso’s, his

modern distance is largely pic-
torial or abstract, Torres’ con-
junction of past and present has
had to be more radical, even
violent. So his solutions have
had to be equally drastic, rough
and even raw, both in his actual
painting and also in his extreme
croppings and eccentric cuttings.
It is remarkable, however, that
so0 many viewers who normally
respond to Old Masters” painting
have missed the great subtlety
and painterly beauty which is-
sues from the rough look (or the
aesthetic justness of the often

brutal-seeming truncations). As |

for drawing, it is rather tiresome
after all the lessons we have
supposedly learned from art his
tory to have 1o repeat that with
this kind of painterly art, draw
g 15 less a question of correct-
ness than of invention, convic-
tion, and accent; so, the “errors”
of Rubens and Titian. Correct
drawing in the academic sense or
even in the more decorative
Flarentine concept of “designo”
is not only unnecessary, but un-
desirable—it would undermine
the painterly concept.

The new work of Torres,
shown at the Tibor de Magy
Gallery in Houston and now in
New York, is more assured and

sumptuous in its realization. It is
also more ambitious, especially

I the large Compaosition With Fig-

ures recently acquired by the
Houston Museum of Fine Arts.
Thus far Torres” procedure has
been to prevent his elements—
figures, drapery, background—
from constituting a "‘scene,’” a
separate world, by means of
various kinds of incompletensss.
What is represented must not be
allowed to gain its own autono-
my and independence if the
work is to achieve its governing
modern identity as a painted
picture; and because Torres’ real-
1zation is so full-bodied and
complete, his incompletenass
must be all the more abrupt.
This has become even more ex-
plicit in the new picture which is
his most ambitious to date and
which, for that reason, has
prompted him to some new dis-
coveries and a more flexible pro-
cedure.

Torres had attempted to com-
bine multiple before,
both in his earlier ehiaroscuro
manner and in his recent, more
modern idiom. In Twe Nudes

figures

Against the Sky (1972}, now in
the Rhode Island School of De-
sign, two figures ride loftily on
clouds and drapery. Psychologi-

cal interaction and the conse-
quent illustrational independ-
ence s avoided by means of his
usual devices of hiding heads
with drapery or by cropping the
figures at crucial points.

In the new picture, avery-
thing is more direct and more
real. The figures all occupy
something like a ground plane
and in general respond more to
gravity; they are fully modeled,
turn out of profile toward the
viewer, occupy several distinct
planes, and at one point even
overlap each other so a5 1o ere-
ate an internal pocket of space.
Two of the heads are fully ren-
dered and one, the bearded man
in front, has a psychological
directness hitherto found only in
Torres” portraits.

On the other hand, a new
kind of indeterminacy and in-
completeness, both formal and

At righi:

Horacio Torres, Lower Nude Torso on
White and Blue Clath, 1975, O/ on
finen, 50 x 627, Courtesy Tibor

de Nogy Gallery.

Below:

Haracwo Torres, Composition with
Figures, 1975, OW on linen,

69 x 95" Courtesy Tibor de

Nagy Gallery.
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f nmew directness at  every

point. The space s not really

&ar or continuous and the g

es suggest, but do not really

constitute, a fo event or
OIMIMON oo They remain
a Ci contrat

1 actio ndd a merely additive

rangement. The central man

i both an oblique and a paral

PAY ogical relation to the

behind and he almost, bDut

¥
st guite. make evie contact
& picture 1% sull
& two heads
where il i & T
- Istratic M omeanimg, DHut
¥ gl they ¢ § NiDl
il th formally or psycho
y Lo nénunNg thesd
y i i the most
ticegh i eature, the
P ' i nlinish Th

thisge in their deagrest of LpDaci

ficity from picture to picture, o

here he modulates the specil

and the general from fhigure Lo

figure and even within the single

figures

Until now, Torres has found

that single figures, when present
ed a2 more or less complete

|'|.“_-""| f8em 100 autonamous an 5

el f-contamed and o Qs uUen iy

undermine the dinect noddern

haracter of the picture. Groups

fionre e weall a9
(] JUrES 3% W a8 NIV IOuUa

P LIOGROT Jveé presented

X problémis nce fiterfal
psychological 1 lationships tend
to create the same effect. The
naw postibilities of internal un
himigh  and WCompieleness 1%

avinced n L

noasitan  wilh
Frgures seem paradoxically to

ng more completeness and mul

4

figure complexity while retain

g direc et and the primacy
ol the PECTURE OWer thé sodEne
.t"-\.!'.-::-. thi greater modulation of
unfingh not only alows mone
fintgh and intermal autlonomy.
but also more Hexibility in deal
ng with the abstract. All in all

e hat ennchad] s art |||'l';,:|:-"

ably A related Teature of Toeres
new work is the elimmation of
lente backgrounds, whe ol
Lsright color O P 3y oayint
OVEnng ¥ [ !

which, while haightening the p

ture's abstra Lneis, somel imes
cnE el 1o compete with tha

figures

E';‘-,. maKing hi mioderm o
tance primarily ormal  rather
an, as with y550, primarily
ustrational, Torres has four
rmom 10 expand his
develop it e.. he has found

way 10 pote new problems
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