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heodore Roszak's career spanned more than

five decades, from the late 1920s, when he
was a student at the School of the Art Institute o
Chicago, until his death in New York City, in 198
Like other vanguard twentieth-century sculptors
namely David Smith, Herbert Ferber, Louise
Bourgeois, and Alberto Giacometti—Roszak
began as a painter and continued to paint even
after sculpture became his main preoccupation.



Throughout his life he explored various options for
developing ideas. Cross-fertilization among media
characterized his way of working, with drawing the
pulse of a creative process whose fruits included
paintings, sculptures, prints, and photograms.

Firebird, a welded-iron sculpture with a brazed
skin of bronze and brass, epitomizes Roszak’s
transition from the 1940s to the 1950s, from
Constructivism to Expressionism, from an inher-
ently positivistic to a decidedly skeptical world-
view. World War I had a profound impact on
visual artists; in the case of Roszak, it significantly
altered the direction of his art. Death and destruc-
tion in Europe and Asia and especially the devas-
tation of two Japanese cities revealed the darker
side of technological progress. The artist’s belief in
utopian systems was seriously in question by the
war’s end. His shattered faith in science and tech-
nology was replaced by a renewed faith in nature,
in change and transformation, and in atavistic motifs
that reaffirmed basic values. After 1945 Roszak
wanted his work to ask guestions rather than posit
definitive answers, to provoke, disturb, even ran-
kle. He also wanted it to evoke archetypes and to
embody a life force that was destructive as well
as constructive. In his rejection of Constructivism
and conversion to Expressionism, drawing played
a catalytic role.

During the war years, when steel, aluminum,
bronze, and copper were earmarked for the mili-
tary and hard to come by for artists, many sculp-
tors were sustained by drawing. This was certainly
true for Roszak. “Instead of working the medium
for ideas,’ he proposed during “The New Sculpture
Symposium" at the Museum of Modern Art in
1952, “| prefer to have an idea before working.”"

It was in drawings that he developed such ideas.
Thus, Firebird probably underwent spontaneous
changes during its construction, but its basic char-
acter, derived from a drawing, remained intact.
Moreover, the inherent linearity of Roszak's postwar
work, typified in Firebird, coupled with his preferred
method of constructing welded-steel armatures
covered, or partially covered, by sheets of brazed
steel, can be seen as a direct extension of draw-
ing. A facile draftsman who deployed various
pens and nibs, he first drew the basic outline of an
image, as seen in the Study for “Firebird, “ before

articulating its interior with a variety of strokes,
dots, dashes, cross-hatching, and brushed-in
washes. The scale of the works on paper varies
from modest notebook sketches to monumental
sheets extending more than six feet across, and
many contain fascinating secondary and tertiary
imagery.

After the war certain themes were reworked
with intense concentration and formal invention.
Flight, a central theme, underwent a dramatic
metamorphosis during the late 1940s. What had
been a progressive projection in earlier construc-
tions, where chromium finish and abstract stream-
lined forms signified a machine-age culture
discovering new planets and galaxies, assumed
mythic associations in more representational
modes, as we see in Firebird. “This is the
Firebird," Roszak explained to James Elliott during
an extensive interview at his New York studio:

Itis Chinese . . . a Chinese allusion. | came upon
it in Stravinsky, the wonderful piece of music he
had written around it. He has these slow smolder-
ing chords that accelerate and then whip up into a
terrific frenzy of sound. To me that was important,
plus the fact that it had bearing on the other half
of the world. It wasn't purely a local experience
in even the European sense, but it embodied a
kind of ritualistic experience that found its habitat
in practically any part of the world that has lived
long enough to go through this smoldering and
phoenix-like emergence out of a complete deso-
lation and affirming its position all over again in
terms of affirming life .2

Renowned for its brilliant plumage, melodious
cry, and powers of rebirth, the phoenix or a kin-
dred creature appears in Chinese, Japanese,
Russian, Egyptian, and Native American mythol-
ogy. The bird’s archetypal significance appealed to
Roszak, who embraced the monomyth as a sculp-
tural trope with multiple incarnations.® In Chinese
and Japanese mythology the féng huang or hou-
ou symbolizes the union of yin and yang, the male
and female principles. Roszak’s sculptural concep-
tion of Firebird as a hybrid entity—part bird, part
male; part insect, part female—with open and
closed, spiky and smooth forms, aspires to a sim-
lar union of opposites, metaphorically embodied
in the crescent form.



29

87



The crescent, one of the most frequently
encountered motifs in Roszak’s formal repertoire,
appears in various sculptures, drawings, and prints
from 1932 onward. Depending on its context, the
way it is conceived, the implications of the form
evolve dramatically. In Crescent Throat, 1932, it
is quintessentially Constructivist, geometric and
technological in effect, serving as a supportive
base for a series of planar elements that Crisscross
within its arch. In postwar sculptures such as Thorn
Blossom, 1947, Invocation I, 1 950-51, Invocation
V/ 1957, and Thistle in the Dream, 1955-56, it
becomes anthropomorphic, a female principle, a
concave pocket, a passive receptor or shield that
receives rather than deflects. In both the prelimi-
nary study for Firebird and the final sculpture, it
functions as a dual principle: male and female,
projective and recessive, aggressive and passive.

Roszak's Firebird assumes an identity befitting
the tumultuous circumstances of its conception.
Death hovers around its encrusted body and its
scythelike tail, and still the possibility for transcen-
dence through rebirth persists. Firebird speaks to
the timeless relevance of myth. It also speaks to
Roszak’s persistent embrace of humanistic con-
tent, figuration, dream imagery, and literary asso-
ciations at a time when the influential critic Clement
Greenberg declared such subject matter European
and retardataire.* Undeterred, Roszak refused to

make the transition from an art that was figurative
and humanistic to one that was entirely formal
and abstract. Humanism and formalism had
always coexisted as two sides of the same sensi-
bility for him, and neither popular taste nor critical
polemic could cause him to change.
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1. Theodore Roszak, “The New Sculpture Symposium,”
February 12, 1952, transcript, p. 16, Museum of Modern
Art, New York,

2. James H. Elliott, “Interview with Theodore Roszak"
February 13, 1958, transcript, p. 73, Theodore Roszak
Papers, 1928-1981, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian
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3. Roszak's interest in the maonomyth was probably fueled by
his introduction to Joseph Campbell at Sarah Lawrence
College. By the time Roszak arrived there as a faculty mem-
ber of the art department in 1941, Campbell, one of a small
group of inteliectuals studying the interrelationships among
mythology, literature, and anthropology, had been teaching
in the literature department for seven years. Campbell’s
investigations of myth, especially the monomyth and the
psychodynamics of creativity, offered Roszak a fresh per-
spective on his own creative process.

4. When it came to tracking the state of postwar American
sculpture, no one was more attentive or dogmatic than
Greenberg. In “The New Sculpture,” his most definitive
statement, he established the ground rules; see Clement
Greenberg, “The New Sculpture,’ Partisan Review 16 (June
1949), pp. 637-42, reprinted in Clement Greenberg: The
Collected Essays and Criticism, ed. John O'Brian, vol. 2
[Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1986),
pp. 313-19. On almost all counts, Roszak’s postwar work
was antithetical to Greenberg's criteria.




