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CY TWOMBLY'S ELOQUENT VOICE

RONI FEINSTEIN

Cy Twombly's images
echo in the mind's eye
long after they are seen.
Amidst the cacophony of
much contemporary art,
his refined and eloquent
voice is one that is
gladly heard.

fllhe Cy Twombly retrospective recently he]d at Hirschl & Adier
I Modern included over thirty paintings and drawings from

different phases in the artist's career. The exhibition presented
the opportunity to rethink aspects of Twombly's oeuvre and to
reconsider his place in the history of recent art.

The earliest work included in the show was a small, untitled,
black and white abstraction of 1952. With its architectonic ges-

tures and newspaper collage, the influence of Ftanz Kline (and
particuiarly of this artist's drawings on pages of the New York
telephone directory) was clear. Twombly's painting served as a
reminder that he came to the New York scene in the early 1950s

when gestural expressionism reigned; it is against this back-
ground that his work must be seen.

Proceeding chronologically, the next painting in the exhibi-
tion was an intimately scaled, sensuously brushed, untitled
white monochrome of 1957. Other than a few faint smudges in
hot pink, this painting's only surface incident was provided by
the directional strokes of the artist's brush. Drawn rather than
painted gesture was the most distinguishing characteristic of
an untitled work of the foilowing year. Executed in a manner
that the artist had begun to cultivate several years earlier, this
work consisted of an energetic jumble of letters, lines, and sym-
bols that were either drawn on or scratched into the surface of a
white grounded canvas. Here, as in other works, the artist strug-
gled against his great facility of drawing, seeking to let his work
appear not reconciied or conventionally beautiful but awkward
and impassioned. While the graffitiesque character of the
scrawl and the emphatic working of the surface probably owed
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slmething to Dubuffet, the abstract nature of the work and the
apparent spontaneity with which it was executed were indebted
:.: -{bstract Expressionism.

Tn-ombly translated the notion, widely held by the older gen-
eration of American artists, of gesture as expressive utterance
into something very literal, carrying it to the brink of language it-
self. The pencil in his hand became the dual instrument of writ-
ing and drawing that it actually is. The expanse of white canvas
became an analogue for the written or printed page. The mark or
g:esmre in his work came to be expressive not only of impulses
and feelings but of thoughts, information, and literary ideas.
I-anguage became the primary metaphor in his art. Twombly's
art was the product of a spirit that stood apart from the angst
and heroics of the Abstract Expressionists; the younger artist
s-as of a more literal, ironic, constrained, and intellectualized
sensibility. He wrote and was an avid reader of poetry. In 1957
he left the New York art world to settle permanently in Rome;
there, he steeped himself in Mediterranean culture and the clas-
sical world.

By 1960 Twombly further developed his personal system of
marks and signs, bringing his art even closer to literature. He
moved away from the allover pattern of lines and scrawls found
in the untitled painting of 1958 and toward a dispersal of details.
\Yords, numbers, marks, and symbols of various kinds drift and
float across his paintings' luminous white surfaces (encourag-
ing a part-by-part, image-by-image reading). The compositions
of these works tend to be frontal, presentational, and quasi-
srmmetrical, often resembling charts or title pages of books.
The large painting of 1960 entitled A Murd,er of Passion strongly
alluded to the latter, the title being written in an arc across the
top center of the work and the date appearing in Roman numer-
als below. The artist's hastily scrawled signature and "Roma,"
the place where the work was executed, appeared in a circle at
the center of the bottom edge. The integration of the artist's sig-
nature, the place, and the date into this and other works (where
they are given the same prominence, or lack thereof, as all of
the other elements on the paintings' surfaces) suggests the dia-
ristic aspect of his art on the one hand and his blurring of the
distinction between writing and drawing on the other.

There is an urgency to Twombly's scrawl, apparently the re-
sult of an obsessive need to note, to record, to designate, and to
count as well as to register feelings, thoughts, and impressions.
The surfaces of his paintings bear innumerable traces of starts
and stops as the artist changed his mind in the act of working.
These traces serve as records of the creative process and as
agents of suggestion. Meaning in Twombly's art is frustrated;
communication is garbled. X's litter his paintings' surfaces.
Words are written and crossed out. Symbols are provided yet
used in ways that cannot be understood. His works ultimately
defy interpretation, adding up not to a coherent whole but to
something more - a contemporary form of pe,intre poesie.

His paintings evoke an atmosphere, one with a distinct sex-
ual charge. While A Murd,er of Pass,ion is one of the only works
in the exhibition to feature explicit sexual imagery (a phallus,
testicles, and a snake symbolic of a phallus appear), the whole
of Twombly's art is caught up in libidinal energ"y. Some of the
works are orgiastic, while others seem to be expressive of re-
pression, impotence, and frustration. The eroticism of the work
resides in the artist's subject matter (i.e., crimes of passion and
classical stories devoted to love), in the sensuality of the touch
sith which the'artist marks and strokes his paintings' sur-
faces, and in the expressive urgency of the artist's scrawl.

In the mid-Sixties, Twombly began an extended series of
paintings and drawings which consisted of white lines on dark
gray grounds. These works featured a move away from multi-
part, scattered compositions to more "single image" formats.
Yerbal cues were eliminated from many of the works in favor of
a greater reiiance on the expressive possibilities of the abstract
gesture. Line was exploited as an agent of energy and move-
ment. In an untitled oil of 1969, a series of white lines drifted
and floated in graceful, undulating, horizontal patterns across
the surface of the canvas, some of them disappearing or fading

away as they traversed the expanse. Although the painting flir:-
ed with illusionism, the horizontal flowing lines suggesting the
surface of a body of water or a mountain range receding into the
distance, the inescapable association that this work held in the
viewer's mind with chalk on a blackboard negated all sense c,:

space and depth. Rather than resembling the written or printeri
page, these white on black works recalled yet another source o:
language and communication. Reinforcing this effect in the ur:-
titled work of 1969 is the fact that the lines, Iike written words.
traveled from left to right. In the exhibition, the two 1970 gou-
ache drawings of the Rotnan Note series presented a similar
idea in a slightly different form. In these works, energetic blue
squiggles extended across gray grounds resembling so man]'
rows of penned script on the stationery or notepaper used in a

letter to a friend.
Like the art of Jasper Johns, Twombly's art gains in expres-

sion and formal strength in relation to "things the mind alreadl-
knows," in Twombly's case the written or printed surface.
Twombly, Johns, and Robert Rauschenberg all conceived of
their canvases as "flatbeds of information" (as per Leo Stein-
berg in "Other Criteria"), as literally flat surfaces filled with
ideas about art, culture, and the self. The three artists were
friends and contemporaries who rejected the emotionalism of
Abstract Expressionism and embraced the Duchampian ideal of
an art that inhabited, as Johns once said, "a field where lan-
guage, thought, and vision act upon one another."

The resemblance between Twombly's white grounded can-
vases of the early Sixties and Rauschenberg's transfer drawings
begun in the late Fifties is particularly striking. The work of both
artists featured a dispersal of words, numbers, images, and dia-
grams (like so many scattered yet interconnecting thoughts), to-
gether with small painted passages and staccato pencil mark-
ings, over open, airy white grounds. It seems no accident that
the most literary undertaking of Rauschenberg's career, the il-
lustrations to Dante's Inferno, was executed in this mode. A major
difference between Rauschenberg's transfer drawings and Twom-
bly's paintings, of course, resides in the fact that Rauschenberg used
signs and images appropriated from the mass media while Twombll-
continued to invent and handmake his own.

In terms of art criticism, this made Rauschenberg's work ap-
pear highly relevant (which it was, particularly as regards the de-
velopment of Pop) and readily accessible (which it was not).
while Twombly's art seemed not only difficult and elusive but
out of step with developments in American art. Twombly's calli-
graphic gestures were, in fact, of far greater impact on the art of
the Sixties and Seventies in Europe (the Palimpsest Series of
George Noel is, for example, called to mind). Twombly's art
does, however, emerge as newly relevant today. He created an
art that was autobiographical and expressionist on the one
hand, and self-conscious, ironic, and removed on the other. It
was an art that was embroiled in literary and allegorical content.
while at the same time being supremely involved with exploring
the structure of language itself. His art thereby draws together a
number of concerns prevalent in more recent criticism and art.

In the Twombly retrospective was a two-panel collage, Id,i\li of
1976. (Twombly, who had made a few collages in 1959, returned
to this technique in the early Seventies.) To the upper left was a
mechanical reproduction of a color photograph of trees and
their reflection in the surface of a body of water. "I am Thrysis
of Etna biessed with a truthful voice" was scrawled on an empty
white expanse below. To the right was an area of thick, rich
green paintstrokes, a translation of the found image into sensu-
ously and strenuously brushed paint. Further to the right, en-
closed within its own, smaller frame, was an abbreviated fieid of
green paintstrokes covered over with white gouache. This
muted field served as an echo or as a lingering impression of
the images on the left. Like Thrysis' voice, Twombly's images
echo in the mind's eye long after they are seen. Amidst the ca-
cophony ofmuch contemporary art, his refined and eloquent voice is
one that is gladly heard.

I would like to thank Victor Ganz fbr his editorial suggestions.n


