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Theodore Roszak studied at the School of The Art Institute
of Chicago and at the National Academy of Design in New
York City during the early to the late 1920s, and he was then
working as a painter and lithographer. His skill as a drafts-
man was already in evidence in 1922—25, in the representa-
tional student work he made in Chicago. While on a trip to
Europe in 1929, Roszak purchased Liszl6 Moholy-Nagy’s
book New Vision. Although he did not visit the Bauhaus
in Germany, he was thus exposed to Bauhaus-inspired ma-
chine art, whose influence is reflected in his drawings from
the 1930s. In 1931, he moved permanently to New York City
and began to experiment with geometric sculptures and plas-
ter reliefs while he also painted in a similar vein. By 1937, he
was producing constructivist sculptures of wood and metal
that followed the geo-mechanical thrust of Bauhaus design
espoused by Moholy-Nagy, a recent émigré from Europe
and the director of the New Bauhaus in Chicago, whom
Roszak met in New York in 1938.

From 1940 until his death in 1981, sculpture dominated
Roszak’s creative output. After World War II, his work
changed dramatically, and he began making expressionistic
welded-steel sculptures that resemble abstracted prehistoric
birds and other monstrous forms. His earlier geometric con-
structions, based on utopian ideals, no longer seemed
appropriate for a world in which war, fueled by new tech-
nology, had resulted in so much devastation. In 1952, Roszak
noted that his forms became “gnarled and knotted,” their
surfaces “scorched and coarsely pitted,” and that the works
are meant “to be blunt reminders of primordial strife and
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struggle, reminiscent of those brute forces that not only pro-
duced life but in turn threatened to destroy it It is these
works that place Roszak within the context of Abstract Ex-
pressionism. Referring to Roszak, and to sculptors working
with related intentions during the 1940s, including Herbert
Ferber, David Hare, Ibram Lassaw, Richard Lippold, Sey-
mour Lipton, and David Smith, Ann Gibson wrote:
“these sculptors’ expressionistic handling in this period, their
frequent use of biomorphic forms, and above all, their in-
volvement with content and attitudes similar to those of the
Abstract Expressionist painters as seen in their participation
in these [artist-run] periodicals makes it appropriate to in-
clude them. ..as members of the New York School”
The question of whether Roszak’s sculpture, or any other
sculpture, can achieve the spontaneity and directness of Ab-
stract Expressionist painting remains at issue,? but in the
medium of drawing, there is no doubt that Roszak’s process
and subject matter parallel those of the New York School
painters during the postwar years. This common ground is
exemplified by a statement Roszak made in 1956: “It is not so
much the drawing in the foreground as the drawing that is
suggested in the background. . . that . . . is the next sculpture
that emerges....It is a self-generating process, by which,
through one’s own efforts, one tried to scrape the bottom of
one’s psychic imagination. I find that very often an insig-
nificant part of the drawing, some detail which completely
slipped my attention at the moment, gives rise to a very
complex set of relationships, and another drawing follow-
ing subsequently, and after this, another sculpture*+
Although chance played a role in his discovery of imagery,
Roszak always began his drawings with a specific idea in
mind. In his own words, drawing “serves as a means of re-
leasing any number of ideas that could not be so readily
recorded in any other media. I know of no other way that
one can record one’s experiences and impressions so quickly,
effectively, and efficiently, than drawing. . . . It acts as an agent
by which one can clarify one’s thinking and distill many ideas,
perhaps even improve on the work itself, by making the mis-
takes in drawing, so that the drawing becomes a filtering
process and a means of selecting ideas, shapes, relationships,
and even attitudes™ Roszak’s drawing methodology changed
during the mid-1940s, when his sculpted imagery changed.
He no longer sketched the same subject many times on a
single sheet, as he had done during the 1930s; instead, he
now made one large image at the center of the page and
repeated the form in successive drawings to clarify various
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elements of it. Drawing to work out the forms for his sculp-
tures, Roszak first made small sketches, then larger studies,
next full-size drawings, and finally “blueprints” marked with
measurements that were used to fabricate the metal sculpture.®

Study for Firebird of 1950 (fig. 41) is a nearly full-size ren-
dering of the brazed-iron sculpture Firebird, which is also in
the collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art.” The
arching angular form, drawn with spontaneous exuberance,
has the directness and energy of gestural Abstract Expres-
sionism. Sweeping thin black-ink lines, nervously scratched
on the paper with a pen, define the contours of the single
image. These long strokes frequently erupt into turbulent
flamelike passages composed of series of short broken curv-
ing lines, which mass at the vortex of the form. Out of this
central core, which thrusts upward diagonally, many wing-
like or leglike appendages splay outward in various direc-
tions. This relentless allover movement with its attendant
feeling of speed is enhanced by the ink spatters that seem to
be flying at a high velocity and by the finely drawn halo of
parallel lines and cross-hatchings that shimmer around the
edges of the form.

The Firebird is a mythic creature from Russian folklore; it
was immortalized in the music of the composer Igor Stra-
vinsky in 1910. On hearing this music, Roszak said that he
was inspired by the “smoldering chords that accelerate and
then whip up into a terrific frenzy of sound.”® Like the Phoe-
nix, the Firebird rises reborn from the fires of extinction;
Roszak spoke of its “emergence out of a complete desola-
tion . . . affirming life”” This mythic creature becomes an al-
lusion to the recurrence of the cycles of death and rebirth
from ancient times to the post-World War II present. The
bird as symbolic of apocalyptic destruction and resurrection
appears often in Roszak’s work from 1946 to 1951, in The
Scavenger of 1946—47, The Spectre of Kitty Hawk of 1946—47,
Migrant of 1950, Skylark of 1950—s1, and Mandrake of 1951, for
example.' The use of myth to convey such meaning through
semiabstract forms was prevalent in Abstract Expressionist
painting of the 1940s, and the sources for Roszak’s work
reflect the confluence of ideas that circulated among these
painters. He shared their great interest in primitive cultures
and 1n Surrealism, and like many of them, he studied the
scientific displays and prehistoric skeletons at New York’s
Museum of Natural History. Such visual references were ac-
companied by ideas gleaned from existential philosophy and
contemporary literature, for example.

In Study for Firebird, the writhing form rises out of a
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base that clearly demonstrates its intended transformation
into a solid object in three-dimensional space. The sponta-
neity and energy of the drawing suggest its creation from
inner conflict. In the sculpture Firebird, the contorted form
has solidified, the sensation of anguish made concrete through
the tactility of the charred and pitted surface. In both media,
Roszak strove to convey an underlying content, which, as he
defined it, “bears upon the core structure of an experience
and grows from the center out. . . an orientation of feeling,
quality of mood, or direction of an expression"
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