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In 18980, C les Polloc
begged his ex-wife, Eliz
beth, “not to make any fur-
ther effort to find a home for
my paintings. It is too pain-
ful and humiliating to have
one’s work rejected in such a
contemptuous way.” Sell-
promotion seemed to dis-
agree with Pollock's consti
tution. He admitted that “my
own sell-management over
the years has seldom helped

when it hasn't been an
absolute obstacle to even
modest recognition.”

Only 10 vears prior to his
letter to Elizabeth, Charles
Pollock had had his work
exhibited alongside post war
giants such as Rothko,
Motherwell, Olitski, Noland
and Louis. Before that, he
been befriended by
Clement Greenberg, by far
the most influential eritic of
his time. And he had, of
cour had a younger
brother led Jackson. But
none of this was to count for
very much in the reception
of Charles Pollock's work.
He had exhibitions through-
out his mature life in
Michigan, Rome, London
and New York; he was even
included in a few national
exhibitions. But his work
has remained - in the words
of the Australian-based cura-
tor and Cézanne scholar Ter-
ence Maloon - “scandalously
underappreciated”. Accord-
ing to those who knew him,
Charles Pollock was both
humble and persevering,
with a great capacity to
accept life’s many aches and
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Brother of the more famous Jackson

The abstract paintings of Charles Pollock have been scandalously neglected, argues Sebastian Smee

“He looked,”
SaYS Winter, who
would become his second
wife, “a little like a James
Dean - at least when 1 met
him in 1955, He was a charis-
matic fellow with a twinkle
in his eve.” Willem de Koon-
ing once told him he looked
“like an Irish revolutionary™,
He was completely self-
taught, and, according to
Sylvia, “could build things,
but only beautifully. A book-
case took hlm up.:\-. He was a
“His accom-
has
of
ate pitch, a f sense
of a work's . . . proper level of
condensation - put pald to
3 i compar
sons with Jackson . . . Here is
an entirely genuine art
... He seems extraordi-
narily unaffected by the
spin-offs of Jackson's
achievement, despite the fact
that these have worked con-
sistently to his disadvan-
tage
There were five sons in
the Pollock family; Charles,
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born in 1902, was the eldest
and Jackson the youngest.
When he was seven or eight,
Charles discovered an aban-
doned schoolhouse near the
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man. “The foor of its one
room [was] ltiI'II|J|L‘I!']\ Cov-
ered with foolscap qhmtq of
Palmer writing exerc
was some sort of rev
The influence was to Iml:i
throughout his life. “Ofter
wrote Maloon, “his paintings
resemble gigantic pages,
with the beautifully spaced
and balanced units of colour
reminiscent of a typographi-
cal design..."

As a 20-year-old, Pollock
had become interested in
politically-minded art - par-
ticularly Thomas Hart Ben-
ton and the Mexican mural-
ists - and he went to New
York to study with Benton.
Just as his passion for art
W blooming, swirling in
his mind with fiercely held
social ideals, Charles discov-
ered that all was not well
with Jackson back in Calif-
ornia. He suggested to Jack-
son that he come to New
York in 1930, which he did.
“But then [ left New York in
1935 just at the moment of
the beginning of a major
breakthrough for him. I
wasn't part of it.”

Those last words suum! -
from today's perspective
singularly despondent. For it
wasn't just his brother’s rise
that Charles missed out on
by leaving New York. It was

the whole storm of creativity
that gathered to greatness in
that city with the advent of
abstract expressionism,
Charles wa
Michigan at the time
iencing creative hlocl
i Svivia, negoti

divorce from his first wil
then having to confront his
brother's sudden death in a
car crash. He abandoned

social realism in 1944 - the
vear Picasso joined the Com-
n

munist Party and be
experimenting with abstrac-
tion. "Abstract painting,” he
said, “was simply bringing it
back to where I'd started
from, if I'd had the sense to
stay there.” The political
impulse, he also observed,
has “nothing to do with
painting.”

Charles became the first of
the Pollock brothers to cross
the Atlantic, and he and Syl-
via made the most of it, vis-
iting (ll'u'il"'!- and the Las
s Vence
, the Léger Museum,
Gaudi buildings in Bar-
celona, and so on. They set-
tled in Rome, where Charles
ll-received exhibi-
v had a daughter in

in Paris, where Sylvia was
offered a job in publishing.
The French life suited

Charles Pollock: ‘It is too painful and humiliating to have one's work rejected in such a contemptuous way'

Hart Benton, who proceeded

\n:k in 1871, hmnmmr\nlﬂd
*P; has wmzmmlm'\ all

international centre
meant that his Kind of paint-
ing found only limited audi- i Whun asked :I‘ hl.- I1mi
any notion of Jackson being
on the verge of something
met with no great response:
“Nothing much came of my
i Jack was violent and
frustrated. He was painting
in a little room at the end of
. not bigger than a
kitehen. He was doing small
things, but quantities, quan-

the press, and no sales
about what 1 expected.”

For the short period they
were living together i

duced Jackson to Thomas

Beautifully spaced and balanced: ‘Chapala 9 1955

|
lots of things, breaking up
violias ...l thought that
these things that he we
doing chaotic as they
seemed to be - had great
possibilities . admired his
effort, 1 even liked much of
it, but it didn’t occur to me
that there was something
cooking there that wasn't
cooking on my part.” |

The one gets from
accounts ]ihu these of two
brothers fighting their way
out of their own individual
tunnels is bracing. For Jack
son, the process was sudden,
and fraught with demons
that constantly threatened
to overwhelm him. For
Charles, it was slower - and
altogether less conducive to
the myth-mongering that
has characterised the recep-
tion of his brother's work.
“Above all,” Clement Green-
berg wrote to Charles in
1965, “keep painting and |
don't judge the results too
soon.” |

Hard work did hrim{ |
results, and it is precisely
the qualities of clarity and |
integrity that critics hav
praised in Charles Pollock's
painting. “These paintings
are exemplary,” wrote Te
ence Maloon o one exhibi-
tion, “in being as free of atti-
tudinising, unencumbe
with rhetorical postur
and art-historical conceit |
any art could be. All the
effort behind the work is
directed towards artic
towards the most su
simple statement of a felt
truth.”

After a telephone conver-
sation with her ex-husband
in Paris, Elizabeth Pollock
wrote that she had been
moved to “It s,
indeed, mean and regrettable
that your genius has vet to
be widely acknowledged. But |
as a man and an artisan you
have realized a rare Kind of
accomplishment . . . Stub
bornly, with awareness, vou |
have been true to you
“When he was old,”
Sylvia Pollock, “he said "My
sweetheart, 1 hope 1 am not |
leaving you a white ele-
phant.’ But 1 know he
believed in his work and had
some Kind of notion it would
one day be seen. Maybe it |
was even a conviction.”

An exhibition of Charles
Pollock's abstract paintings
is being planned by the Ball
State University Museum of
Art in Muncie, Indiana to
celebrate the centenary of
his birth in 1902. A mono-
graphic study of Charles
Pollock's art and life,
including an essay by Ter-
ence Maloon, will be pub-
lished simultancously.



