oracio Torres died in 1976,
when he was still in his
fifties. He was one of the
finest figurative painters of
our time—finer, | think, than
more widely known arlists
such as Balthus or Andrew
Wyeth. His untimely death is

all the more of a loss to art |

because, as one critic pointed

out, Torres was getting better |

in his last years. Torres’ paint-
ings deserve their praise, bul
it's mol the quality of his art
that should be focused on:
what is of concern is how his
quality gels interpreted. A
number of critics and review-
ers have shown an apprecia-
tion for his art. Kenworth Mof-
fett, in particular, has discuss-

ed Torres' paintings with in- |
sight. What bothers me is how |

other people, less acquainted |
with the limils imposed by |

aesthetic experience on the

vocabulary of criticism, might |
interpret the reasons that have |

been given for Torres’ ex
cellence.

Reviewers have said
basic things about Torres’
paintings: he uses an Old

two |

Master style of paint applica- |

(free, brushy pant
and he crops his

tion
strokes)

figures. These crilics have |
said in essence that the for |

mal character of his art makes

Torres look modern (i.e.. the |

emphasis on drapery,
cropping, and

the |
the composi- |

tion), and his handling of paint |
{in terms of the figure) makes |

hirm look old-fashioned. | don’t
disagree with these descrip-
tions, but don't think this is

the best way to sumup Torres” |

art because of the way
which an emphasis on the for
mal qualities of
might {and does) gel misun:
derstood.

in |

Fis  work |
| that

Torres didn’t put down paint |

for the sake of putling down

paint, nor did he worry about |

getting the composition right
simply because he wanted to
create a balanced picture. Like
a lot of other contemporary
figurative painting, Torres’ ar!
includes some ocbvious mod

ern lrademarks, all of which |
have been noted before: the |
cropping, lots of empty back- |

ground space, and a loose ap-
plication of paint.
But Torres kept these de-

vices subordinate to a sensual |

visian of
What inspired him as an artist
was the female nude. He
painted in order to bring the
fleshiness of the female body
into relief. As a painter, he ex-
celled at creating “high-

the human body. |
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lights,” and he knew the pic-
torial wvalue of these high
lights: they made you feel the
skin of the body,

Some people might think
this would be an In-
evitable practice among con-
temporary figurative artists,
but it's not. For Some reason,
most realists can't transtorm
their handling of paint inlo a
sensual language, they flatten
not only the form that they
represent, but they flatten out
their own handling of paint.

| They can’t seem to dig into

the contours of the human
body in terms of gesture, 50
inured have they become 1o
the method of just juxtapos
ing patches ol pigment. Tor
res had no such inhibitions.
His feeling for the sensu-
ousness of human flesh, ex

| pressed in terms of paint, is

what makes Torres such an
exceplion among his contem-
poraries, He 15 exceplional,
yet the way he painis is the

can paint,
He searches and explores
what he wanis 10 see. |l

he handles contour superbly
(which he does. as in Reclin:

| ing Nude of 1975 where the

lines of the torse and legs
flow fast and easy), then il's
because the proportions of

| the body that he wants to por-

most natural way thal anyone |

tray are neither complacent
nor lax nor cursory. The pro-
portions of this nude female
are broad, yel feel long. Her
joints are emphasized with
firmness and subtlely. Like a
true sensualisl. Torres knows
how 10 linger over the joints
without getling trapped n
paint, You can also see that
her head is cul off by the

Horagio Torres, Rechiming NMude, 1975, O on canvas,
52 ¥ 62" Courtesy Tibor de Nagy Gatlery.

per hand. In this painting, Tor
res has beautifully overcome
the problem,

Most artists who created
major figurative art had a large
feeling for form. By “form™ |
rmean the shape and struclure
of something as distinguished
from the material of which itis
composed. This was the case
with Cézanne as well as Titian.
So far this has proven to be
one of the essential faclors in
good figurative arl. You can
see whal happens with “real-
ists” like Philip Pearlstein,
Gregory  Gillespie, William
Beckman, Jack Beal, and Al
fred Leslie who don't have this
feeling. They see 5o much de-

| tail on the surface of the body

frame, nol only for academic |

reasons, bul to bring the ale.
ment of portraiture under con-
trol. One of the problems in
figure painting is how to por-
tray the figure in its antirety as

| @ human body, without gither

depersonalizing the subject or

letting the portrait get the up- |

| woaoden.

that their interior modeling
never coalesces with the
broader oullines of their
forms. So they end up turning
Ingres into Grant Wood. In
comparison 10 Torres' paint-
ings. their work is stiff and
iTibor de Nagy,
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