











to attend the Guggenheim Museum retrospective
of the work of his father, decided to stay there.

Torres had continued to paint throughout the "50s
and '60s, often in an abstract style very similar to
that of his father, although he had painted some
figurative pictures in Montevideo in the late "50s.
But it seems that by the time of the Torres-Garcia
retrospective he'd lost much of his enthusiasm for
painting. According to his wife Cecilia, he had all
but decided to give it up in order to devote his
energy whole-heartedly to the management of his
father's estate when he was paid a visit by the art
critic Clement Greenberg, who had known Torres-
Garcia. Seeing a figure painting by Horacio, Green-
berg urged him to keep painting, and to pursue his
interest in the figure.

This visit from Greenberg and others that followed
heartened Torres, as did his developing friendship
with a number of New York arusts.” Although
many were younger than him, (Torres was then in
his mid forties) and most worked in an abstract
style, Torres felt a kinship with them and valued
their opinions.

For the next six vears, until his sudden and tragic
death in 1976, Torres painted the human figure.
In this short period he achieved an extraordinary
maturity of expression. One of the biggest surprises
about Torres’s art is this high achievement in an
area that seldom yields high achievement now-
adays.

There is no good reason why figural representation
shouldn’t yield high quality art, but a number of
things seem to work against it. Continuing a trend
towards purity and economy that has character-
ized Western art for most of the past century,
painting and sculpture have gradually abandoned
representation altogether, and have become increas-
ingly abstract. Art has been stripped to its essen-
tials, and because representation has been more or

less distilled out, its reintroduction risks looking
retrograde, or old-fashioned. But more to the point,
it's harder now to accomodate representation in an
art that has evolved so completely away from it

For the figurative artist, the problem is especially
acute. Besides the psychological focusing attend-
ant on the human face and form, there is the
inherent tendency of figures to imply action and
storytelling. All of this works contrary to the con-
temporary notion of picturemaking. Then, too,
there is the technical problem of expressing a rather
complex three-dimensional volume on a two-dimen-
stonal surface without compromising the visual
flatness of that surface. Before Torres could go
further with his art, he had to come to terms with
some of these problems, and, for the most part, he
had 1o devise his own solutions.

As Kenworth Moffett has pointed out, part of the
difficulty for figurative painters in the second half of
the 20th century is a result of the dearth of stylistic
models. Torres certainly must have felt this. The
contemporary artists he knew and admired were
mostly abstract painters and sculptors. The figura-
tive art, from which he could draw inspiration, was
of a distant past. Torres had to work out a style for
himself that would exploit the figure without being
dragged down by history or dressed up artificially
by modernism. His progress was deliberate and
tentative at first, but as he learned how to make his
pictures he was able to expand his conception.
Painting then became less a matter of overcoming
obstacles than of making art that not only included
the figure, but expressed the figure.

This was accomplished in part by picture design.
Torres evolved a design that was simpler than that
used by traditional figure painters, and which per-
mitted him to exploit colour and facture with
extraordinary directness. He also discovered poses
that would support rather than pull apart this
design. Torres had always been drawn to the work
of the Venetian painters and their followers, to
Titian, Veronese, and Giorgione, and to painters
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