Look at all those swirling patterns in a Pollock painting. Richard Taylor asks
whether they're satisfying more than your aesthetic self

IF THE Jackson Pollock story
hadn’t happened, Hollywood
would have invented it. In a
drunken suicidal state on a stormy
night in March 1952, the painter
laid down the foundations of his
masterpiece Blue Poles by dripping
household paint from an old can
onto a canvas rolled out across the
floor of his barn. “The modern
painter,” Pollock later claimed,
“cannot express this age, the air-
plane, the atom bomb, the radio, in
the old form of the Renaissance . . .
each age finds its own technique.”
His technique may seem odd, but
its results have stood the test of
time. The Australian government
bought Blue Poles in 1972 for a spec-
tacular two million US dollars —
then the highest price ever paid for
a modern American painting.

Today, patterns on canvas are all
that remain of Pollock and the
abstract expressionist movement
he characterised—he was one of
the last great painters in one of the
last great movements in modern
art. But what meaning do his
swirling patterns hold now for the
artist? Why did he use his pecu-
liar method and what was its
secret? Strangely enough, there
may be a simple but surprising
mathematical explanation for his
work’s enduring appeal.

In Pollock’s “drip and splash”
technique, the painter poured
streams of paint in continuous
trajectories across the canvas. The
lines reflected his gestures and
movements as he walked around,
and gave a two-dimensional “fin-
gerprint” of his three-dimensional
motion. Pollock controlled the
character of the lines by manipu-
lating physical and material vari-
ables, including the viscosity of the
paint, and the height, angle and
speed of pouring. He would work
and rework a typical canvas over
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This drip-amd-splash technigue
cam b braced back o 1942 and the
studio of the German painter Max
Ernst. Ernsl, comtinually on the
lookout for new artistic methods
described his procedure as fol-
lows: "Tie & piece of sizing, one or
iwo melred |"'I'I_.',I fo-an Empry
tin can, drill a- smoll hole in the
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bottat and fill the o with fuid §
Then & he canvas fat on the £
SWInE tin backwards and forwar
aver it guiding [t with movements of
your hands, arms, shoulder and your
whole body. In this way surprsing lires
drip finfo the canvas.”™

Ermst was interesied in "p:.yr':l'.;.' ALED:
mabism”, the libeestion of the imagination
and expression of the unconacions, and
he hoped that hidden fmages would
emerge from the swirling tmjecionsse—
a theme close to all yurrealist paintary
hearts. Ernad didn’t realise, however, that
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driving coils, 15 motion e Maned
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visual appeal
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