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Frontispiece: Steven Sorman works on monotype at studios of Tyler Graphics Ltd., summer 1984.
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STEVEN SORMAN
Prints From Tyler Graphics

by Mary Abbe Martin

As Steven Sorman has come to terms with beauty during the past
decade, the sophisticated reticence he brought to his elegant early work
has been fortified with a fresh exuberance that is particularly evident in
the new bravura style of these prints recently executed at Tyler Graphics.
The intense dramatic palette, bold forms, and expansive scale of these
images marks a significant change in Sorman’s work, and yet the prints
retain the unique marks, the personal gestures, that have always dis-
tinguished his compositions.

The almost Oriental sensibility characteristic of Sorman’s work is
apparent here in loose caligraphic marks, opulent colors, and multiple
layers of pattern and form. Sorman’s typical working method is evident
in the way he has assembled parts and fragments of several images into a
series of large collages. There 1s something candidly American about
this direct way of creating an extravagantly beautiful object, and the
prints have a special hand-crafted beauty. They also display Sorman’s
technical virtuosity in a range of print media. Woodcut, etching, dry-
point, and lithography are all incorporated into these sumptuous col-
lages, and he has hand-worked some of the images to produce variant
editions. These hand-marked surfaces, at once transparent and opaque,
have an immediacy that blurs the line traditionally drawn between
painting and printmaking.

A singular aesthetic poise—a balance of opposing materials and
sensibilities—is evident in the new work. Fragile translucent papers float
over heavily textured surfaces; delicately etched images balance bold
gestures; subtle tints contrast with vivid primary colors; dense details are



set off by simple monochromatic forms. The prints are extravagantly
energetic but also profoundly ordered and classically balanced. They
have great rambunctious energy and yet they are, as Sorman puts it
simply in the title of one of them, “still standing still”

The fundamental geometry of “Forgetting and Forgetting,” for
example, is rigorously formal. Printed on two pieces of paper—a large,
thick, manila colored sheet collaged to a narrower strip of white—the
print appears at first to be a dramatic red and green field assertively
marked and centered with a small etching of two feet. Closer examina~
tion, however, reveals that overlapping strips of color divide the image
into five vertical stripes, each embellished with sweeping gestures in ink
and paint.

On the left is a narrow band of blue-green emblazoned with a layer of
Venetian gold swirls. The second stripe repeats the blue and green tones
in a cooler modulation with the paper itself providing a honeyed
background. A wash of white beneath the blue-green ink ices the middle
panel and puts a crisp edge on the vibrant red of the next two panels. The
red panels also appear at first to be a single swatch of blazing cardinal,
but Sorman has subtly bisected the red by partially extending the blue-
green beneath it.

The richly ornamented surface of “Forgetting and Forgetting” 1s
anchored by a small flag of brilliant cerulean blue in the lower right
corner and a sheet of semi-transparent paper that masks portions of the
red panels like a gauze curtain shutting out a tropical day. This covering
paper carries an etching of a pair of feet seen in profile, and between their
ankles is a gold void like a glint of sunlight spitting through a crack
between curtain and window frame

“Forgetting and Forgetting” is at once highly structured and abun-
dantly tangled. Its saturated reds and blues genuflect to Motherwell and
Matisse, but its firm organization and audacious color balances are
unique to Sorman. Unique too are the characteristic marks and the still,
calm center that anchors the lush image. By pulling a gauze over a
portion of the print, Sorman asserts the primacy of the private moment
in the midst of a public space. “Forgetting and Forgetting” is a variant
edition in which each print is essentially unique because Sorman repaints
and changes the green area beneath the gauzy Japan paper. In a sense
each image literally “forgets” the one that precedes it, hence the title
“Forgetting and Forgetting.”

In titling his prints Sorman uses language as a verbal gesture, a wave in
the direction of meaning. The words do not grasp and hold the images,
fixing them in a logical structure. They merely suggest notions with
which the eye and mind may wish to toy. They are fragments of
language that affix themselves to the images like silvery moths borne on
a wayward evening breeze. Fluttering their translucent wings, the titles

disappear like pentimento into the images, murmuring softly among
themselves:

“Now at first and when,” one sighs.

“I'm looking at you,” another whispers.

“Men like trees walking,” a third says.

“Forgetting and forgetting,” the first replies.

There is an elusive poetry about Sorman’s images akin to the sug-
gestive vagueness of his titles. Specific forms that Sorman has used for
some time appear in these prints not as personal icons laden with
symbolic meaning, but as quiet reference points. Like the titles, they
speak of the private self—of memories, the passage of time, rela-
tionships, the necessary silence of the heart.

In Sorman’s work these farmliar motifs are shadow forms, a kind of
visual echo. There are the hands caught in a gesture of Oriental grace,
the feet like those of a child strolling on a beach, the legs poised in a
flamingo’s fold. There are also architectural elements from the builder’s
trade—a bit of Victorian gingerbread that echoes Stella’s French curves,
or a column topped with acanthus leaves as if it were a tree ennobled.
And there are abstract marks and geometric forms—the bars and dots
which suggest hinges, the purely fluid gestures, and the triangles.

These repeated shapes and visual devices have become part of the
body-language of Sorman’s work. Incorporated into these prints and
paintings, they are both specific images and structural elements. Tii-
angles, for example, have been a recurrent motif for more than a decade,
often appearing as small flag-like scraps of bright paper collaged in the
midst of a vast, neutral ground. Sorman typically composes his prints
and paintings by overlapping rectangular sheets of paper or strips of
color, and the small triangles add an invigorating, dramatic punch to
these stable shapes.

In the current work triangles appear both as large compositional
devices and as small, speafic details. The triangles provide a fundamen-
tal organization when they are executed in bold swatches of ink or paint
and used to embellish the surface of the prints. The light streaks running
through the dark side panels of “This Stand Within Feet” and “Now at
First and When,” for example, describe a rough triangle that is echoed
repeatedly in shapes framed by body parts in those prints.

Trangles and other geometric forms are also subtly embedded in
smaller details of the prints, particularly the images derived from the
human figure. Sorman’s emphasis on the geometry of human gesture is
particularly apparent in the repeated images of a body poised on one leg
with the other leg bent into a flamingo-like fold. It is a simple and
appealing stance, filled with a dancer’s awkward grace, that Sorman
derived from a photograph of his wife. It is also a pose that repeats the
triangle in several guises—in the bend of the knee itself, in the void
































