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Arshile Gorky: the camouflaged man 
Arshile Gorky only really found his style in the decade before his death – 
but what a style.  
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A piece of jazz: Arshile Gorky's 'Garden in Sochi' (1943)  
 
Tate Modern is devoting its first retrospective of the year to an artist of whom most people have never heard. 
The tender poetic abstractions of the Armenian-born American painter Arshile Gorky are the link between 
European surrealism and abstract expressionism, which thundered to life in New York after the Second World 
War.  
 
Yet Gorky remains a curiously enigmatic figure. As an art teacher in New York, he once organised a class on 
camouflage – a military innovation indebted to the visually disruptive properties of cubism, according to 
Picasso.  
 
The art dealer Julien Levy, who gave Gorky his first solo show in 1945, believed that this was the key to the 
artist’s character: Levy described Gorky, who was born in western Armenia around 1904, as a “camouflaged 
man”, noting that he had changed his name from Vosdanig Adoian after arriving in the US as a teenager in 
1920. The artist settled on “Arshile Gorky” while studying at Boston’s New School of Design. He later claimed 
he was related to the writer Maxim Gorky, unaware that this was a pen name.  
 
But it was Gorky’s painting style that, for many years, retained its own peculiar kind of camouflage. It took him 
almost two decades to forge an artistic identity of his own. The American artist Willem de Kooning called Gorky 
“a Geiger counter of art”.  
 
The artist with whom Gorky became most infatuated was Picasso; indeed, his hero worship became a running 
joke. In 1937, a consignment of works by Picasso, in which he had allowed his paint to drip, arrived in New 
York. One artist sniggered and said to Gorky: “Just when you’ve gotten Picasso’s clean edge, he starts to run 
over.” Gorky proudly replied: “If he drips, I drip.”  
 
 



G A G O S I A N  G A L L E R Y 

 
 
 

I N F O @ G A G O S I A N . C O M    W W W . G A G O S I A N . C O M 

 
 
The artist’s breakthrough came at the start of the next decade, with his Garden in Sochi series. Gorky melded 
Joan Miró’s surrealist shapes with the cubist dispensations of Picasso to create something he could legitimately 
call his own.  
 
Starting in 1946, however, Gorky had a run of bad luck: a year’s worth of paintings and drawings were 
destroyed in a fire; an operation for cancer forced him to use a colostomy bag; his wife had an affair with his 
best friend; he even broke his neck in a car crash, temporarily paralysing his painting arm. Gorky became 
horribly depressed. In the summer of 1948, he hanged himself in a shed.  
 
Despite the calamity in his life, the paintings that Gorky created in the Forties are diaphanous things of wonder: 
full of ambiguous shapes and gauzy colours, they seem to melt and re-form before your eyes, capturing 
something of the evanescent nature of a daydream. Subtle, softly beautiful and almost entirely abstract, they 
feel spontaneous, like a piece of jazz. They earned him a reputation, in the words of the Frenchman André 
Breton, who founded the surrealist movement, as “the only painter in America”.  
 

• 'Arshile Gorky: a Retrospective’ opens at Tate Modern, London SE1 (020 7887  
• 8888), on Wed 

 


