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Last week I reviewed Terry Winters: Facts
and Fictions at The Drawing Center.

I felt that I would be remiss if I did

not also write about Terry Winters:
12twelvepaintings at Matthew Marks. The
reason for writing about both exhibitions
is the strong connection Winters makes
between drawing and painting. As the
gallery’s press release points out, the 12
paintings:

[were] completed in 2017. Each is
five feet wide and almost seven feet
tall and has been built up in layers
of oil, wax, and resin. Winters
begins each painting as a drawing,
or a composite of drawings. The
drawings themselves incorporate
and modify found imagery, which

is largely technical in nature.

Knots, EKG charts and thermal imaging are among the representations and diagrams that
have inspired him. For years, he has had an interest in tessellation, which connects to artifice
and nature, tiling in Islamic art and the hexagonal cells found in honeycombs. If one strength

of painting is to absorb the possibilities attained by science and technology, especially when
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it comes to seeing, Winters extends and broadens that strain, which dates back to Georges

Seurat and his knowledge of optics.

By utilizing topological diagrams which often consist of many small abstract sections that,
together, compose a pattern, multifaceted shape, or grid-like structure, Winters is able to focus
his attention on two compositional formats central to abstract art: the centrally located shape
and the all-over grid. The point is not to re-work or parody these conventional compositional
formats, but to push their possibilities into new territories that have little to do with style or
fashion. He seems to want to effect change through his attention to the smallest components
of a shape or grid.

At the same time, the wavy lines in “Wave” reminded me that Winters does something
unexpected in his paintings: he seldom makes a continuous, fluid line. In that sense, his art is
not smoothly elegant. Rather, he often renders a line in sections, depicting a kind of scratchy
movement that adds a feathery edge to his linear elements. This can be read as a sign of his
hesitation or as his commitment to slow everything down and develop a painting part by part.
I think it is the latter, which is interesting because this incremental manner of composition
runs counter to the history of American
postwar abstraction, starting with the
Abstract Expressionists, with Jackson
Pollock’s poured paintings being the one

exception.

While Winters is not a naturally gifted
painter, such as Willem de Kooning, he
refuses to take the easy road. He neither
avoids doing what is difficult for him
nor turns his clunkiness into a signature
style. His dedication is admirable,
especially since everything he attains in
his paintings is hard won.

It seems to me that Winters’s interest
in multifaceted structures, as in the

cell in the largely red painting “Cell,”
reveals a proclivity for forms that are
atomized or in a state of change. The
torqued structures and shapes he begins
with are already undergoing pressure
and transformation; nothing is static or

secure. The layered process he uses to
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arrive at the final painting allows him to make various sets of decisions about the separate
shapes within the overall form; he can move through the form slowly, changing things along

the way.

Winters’s painting technique argues against gestural abstraction’s sweeping structures and
minimalism’s solid-color surfaces. He seeks to shift our attention away from these by-now-
commonplace ways of seeing into a new kind of concentration. So while the grids and
centrally located shapes might strike us as familiar modes, his attempt to undo and interfere
with them is fresh. His paintings often display a constant tension between the individual
shapes and the overall configuration; this causes one’s attention to keep shifting in attempt to
process divergent kinds of visual data. By adding visual information from another source, he
complicates the tension. The artist seems to deliberately refuse to arrive at a unified resolution
in his work: he wants to keep the visual situation complicated, but not unnecessarily so —

which is a hard feat to pull off.

At times, Winters appears to fill in a small outlined circle with one color and then change his

mind and cover it over with another. This can result in a halation effect, as in the red outline
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around cobalt blue shapes in “Cobalt.”
Recognizing that everything that has
been done in painting is available to
him — from the optical to smudges —
he includes it all in his work without

resorting to parody, citation, or irony.

Winters is not interested in covering his
tracks, which connects him to certain
aspects of Abstract Expressionism.

The surfaces run from matte to shiny,
from thin, transparent layers to brushy
surfaces. We see earlier forms peeking
through the color, as well as splotches
of paint dispersed across the surface.
The swirling configuration of the parts
is underscored by color choices, which
enhance, alter and interrupt the sense of
movement implied by the orientation of
the shapes. The layered process involves
three different materials: oil paint, wax,
and resin. Each has its own materiality.

His surfaces are neither smooth nor

impasto. He has left the process of applying paint open to scrutiny, from the paint brushed in
to fill an outlined shape to the layers of thinly applied, transparent colors.

The layering also enables Winters to bring together different sources, to compress two or more
different diagrams. Instead of merging into a single, readable form, the layers interfere with
each other. This interference becomes one of the hubs of our attention. We try to untangle
what cannot be unraveled. He rejects the idea that a painting should be seen all at once (or
what Frank Stella famously characterized as “what you see is what you see”). I think this
rejection is both aesthetic and ethical: he knows that such seeing betrays the complexity of

modern life. His layered process never adds up to a holistic image that can be easily absorbed.

At the same time, Winters’s paintings are not a record of their coming into being, as postwar
gestural paintings have often been described; I would go so far as to say that his paintings
are not gestural, nor do they describe their coming into being. They are layered groupings of
fragments, each of which possesses its own identity.

While the artist has pursued this complexity of seeing through his incorporation of scientific
diagrams and models, he has become a masterful colorist. This certainly wasn’t the case when
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he started out. He has moved from a near-monochrome palette consisting of earth tones,
blacks, and oranges, which dominated his works of the 1980s, to a palette of colors and
hues that changes from painting to painting. Some paintings in this exhibition work tonally
(“Viridian”), while others work by contrast (“Figure”). Between the 1980s and today, there
were times I felt that Winters was learning about color in public, that he was not afraid of
showing paintings that worked by graphic contrast rather than something more subtle.

Winters’s use of different models and diverse strata is the opposite of reductive painting,
Color Field painting, Pop Art, and Conceptual Art, which dominated the art world for

many decades. Although he began exhibiting in the 1980s, he shares little with his Neo-
Expressionist counterparts, many of whom, like Jim Dine and Lucas Samaras, have devolved
into period artists. What most struck me about the current exhibition are the singular places
into which he was able to push his strongest paintings. In his manipulation of faceted forms
and grids, he reminds us that Stella was wrong to advance that something in painting could be
used up. The fact is that nothing gets used up, at least in art.

I am reminded of something that Thomas Nozkowski said to me in an interview that

appeared in The Brooklyn Rail in November 2010:
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Improvisation [...] is essential to my work. I want my ideas to be located at the tip of my

brush. I want my materials to talk back to me. I want to be surprised.

The desire for surprise runs through the strongest paintings in this exhibition. You get the
feeling that the brownish-red shape in “Cinnabar” is going to change or the bulging grid

of red circles in “Frame” is going to burst through the picture plane. This sense of a world
undergoing constant change is a central feature of this work. How we might understand this
vision without it becoming simplistic or reductive is just one of the reasons I keep looking at

and thinking about Winters’s art.

Terry Winters: 12twelvepaintings continues at Matthew Marks (523 W. 24th Street, Chelsea,
Manhattan) through June 16.
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“Sumptuous” is one of the first words that comes to mind when looking at the drawings of
Terry Winters. His drawings bring together two divergent aesthetic possibilities — material
sensuality and structural restraint — to attain a form that never devolves into mere visual

effects. This is because he uses topological models and diagrams as a starting point for
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his work. Often consisting of many small abstract sections, which add up to a pattern, a
multifaceted shape, or a glyph-like linear structure, these forms limit the ways the artist can

manipulate them, which is clearly his intention.

This method of drawing connects Winters to Jasper Johns, who was limited by the American
flag; Brice Marden, who worked with a grid or the surface of a rectangle; and Sol LeWitt,
whose sets of self-devised rules determined the placement of a line in advance. The shift
from being inventive — after decades of Picasso’s wild inventiveness left many artists at a
dead end — to using a readymade form is particularly crucial in the work of Johns, and his
work inspired many young artists, including Marden and Winters. It gave them a way to
begin. (Philip Guston and Richard Artschwager provided different possibilities, but that is the

subject of another essay.)

Topology is the study of the properties of space that can be preserved when a form, such as

a mobius strip or a trefoil knot, is stretched, twisted, crumpled, or bent, but not collaged or
cut apart. It became a major branch of mathematics in the middle of the 20th century. For
Winters, the use of topological forms enables him to resist the tyranny of the plane without
resorting to well-trod means such as perspectival space or collage. His drawings of topological
forms relate to the relationship between surface and space, part and whole — between things
in themselves and the sets they belong to. In contrast with many of his peers, for whom
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drawing has been a means of expression or a type of production rather than a form of

investigation, for Winters, drawing is the driving force of all his art.

The opportunity to delight in the meeting of sumptuousness and rigor — a meeting we

often associate with music — is more than enough reason to see the beautifully presented
exhibition, Terry Winters: Facts and Fictions at The Drawing Center, thoughtfully organized by
Chief Curator Claire Gilman.

The exhibition begins with “Dark Plant 11” (1982) a deep black drawing in crayon and

charcoal. Like other botanical drawings
from the 1980s, the drawing is smudged,
smoky and sensual. The exhibition also
includes several sets of drawings on 8 % by
11-inch and 11 by 14-inch paper, displayed
in vitrines, as well as works on paper as
large as 44 1/4 by 30 1/2 inches, rendered
in graphite, gouache, watercolor, ink, and
colored pencil. It seems to me a shift took
place when, toward the end of the 1990s,
Winters moved away from botanical forms
and toward topological diagrams. Linear
structures and perforated shapes replaced
solid forms. In a sense, the drawings
became more abstract — more about line
and shape than about the thing, whether
plant or seed pod. This change took him
into new territory and, to his credit, the

work became less materially luxurious.

Winters often places forms in the center
of the composition and composes them
of units dispersed more or less evenly across the paper’s field. Attention shifts between the
overall form and the individual units, or moves between the formal and the scale shifts of the

units, which conveys an internal movement within an otherwise static form.

He is always attentive to the smallest mark, no matter how many of them are needed to arrive
at the final shape or field. There is something deliberate and meditative about his process,

his willingness to move slowly as he fills the paper. The narrow crevices between the colored
areas become languid, sensuous lines, so that the composition cannot be separated into

sections of fullness and emptiness. Some drawings consist of a cluster of similar shapes in
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one area, with other areas left blank. The relationship between difference and similarity is
minute and distinct. In his best drawings, everything is keyed to the way that Winters attains
difference while doing the same thing over and over. It reminds this viewer, at least, that every

one of our signatures is unique.

Winters’s source for his forms is irrelevant because he makes them into something else:
shapes to ponder and reflect upon. His sensitivity to materials is extraordinary in that we
see what the marks are made of; each line and facet is both a thing unto itself and part of
something larger. I found myself returning to the drawings in which one pattern or diagram
was overlaid on another, compelling me to untangle them, which generally proved nearly
impossible. I liked that they prompted me to actively engage with their compression and
density in this way, which is not a common feature of drawings. They reminded me that we
live among multiple, overlapping systems and networks without necessarily being conscious

of them.

If T have one quibble — and it is a small one — it is that Winters does not seem particularly
interested in composition. In some drawings the form is centered and takes up a large part of
the picture plane while other surfaces are saturated with all-over activity. However, neither
Johns nor Marden were concerned with composition earlier in their careers. That came

later, as I think it will for Winters. He strikes me as artist who is simultaneously patient and
restless, not content to stay where he is. It also strikes me that drawing is his way of being in
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touch with his imagination, with dreaming up a possibility. It is a means of moving forward,

and of bringing his painting with him.

In his early drawings of plants, mushrooms, and other organic forms, Winters was incredibly
seductive. He could have stayed there, but he didn’t. He did not settle for what he had
mastered and instead pushed himself to do something more complex — something that
pushed him to tamp down the seductiveness of his forms in favor of a more rigorous practice.

That is major achievement.

Terry Winters: Facts and Fictions continues at The Drawing Center (35 Wooster Street, Soho,
Manbhattan) through August 12.
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Apr 6, 2018 - by Deborah Solomon

It sometimes seems as if Cy Twombly endured more critical slights
than any other major artist of his generation. In 1964, when he
was in his mid-thirties, he showed a group of new paintings —
spare, florally-inclined abstractions — at the Castelli Gallery and
received an infamous drubbing. Nothing sold; the sculptor Donald
Judd wrote a pan and labeled the show “a fiasco.” The general
public, in the meantime, looked at Twombly’s expanses of freely
rendered scrawls and scribbles and instantly dismissed him as the
ultimate my-kid-could-do-that artist.

How could so many people be so wrong about Twombly? A
breathtaking show of his drawings is currently on view at the West
21st Street outpost of the Gagosian Gallery in Chelsea. Billed as
the first-ever comprehensive survey of his drawings, it coincides
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with what would have been his 90th birthday. It covers his entire
career, from early works circa 1951 that pay diligent homage

to the modernist grid to the late, more lyrical works in which he
tossed the grid to the winds.

I’'ve always been partial to the blackboard works, which explore the
difference between the marks of painters and the marks of writers.
Many of his drawings put you in mind of handwriting, or rather
cursive script tiling in a rightwards direction across the page. His
achievement was to add a literary quality to gestural abstraction;
he proves it is possible to write a beautiful sentence that has no
words in it. He was also a serious colorist. There is no shortage in
this show of lusciously colored drawings in which watercolor drips
down the page like the juice of crushed berries, evoking the bloom
of nature.

There’s a second great drawing show in town right now. “Terry
Winters: Facts and Fictions,” at the Drawing Center in SoHo, brings
together both large-scale drawings and smaller, so-called “page
drawings” that are distinguished by their physical energy. The
show goes back to the early 1980s, a time when younger artists
were looking for a way beyond Minimalism. Winters, who was born
in 1949 in New York City, is a generation younger than Twombly,
and he shares his devotion to abstract art.

But that is where the similarities end. Twombly’s work seems
rooted in a world so ripe it could be approaching a state of rot.
Winters, by contrast, is more interested in how life begins — in
things that are budding and sprouting and forever expanding into
new patterns. His drawings extend the reach of abstract art into
systems of all kinds. Initially, his drawings referred to plant cells
and human cells or orbiting planets. More recently, the natural
imagery has been supplanted by knot shapes and linear networks
that reference technology and dot-matrix imagery. Throughout,
Winters’ drawing style has been deliberately clunky. At times he
presses his pencil so hard and packs his lines to closely together
the marks solidify into a shiny, silvery-black substance, as if a
mineral deposit of ore had landed on the paper. The works | like
best are smudgy and sludgy and let the erasures show. They
remind us that creativity is a system too — one with a lot of starts
and stops.

Solomon, Deborah.  “Review: Pencil This In.” WNYC, Aprﬂ 6, 2018.
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