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“HE CAN'T BE TALKING STRAIGHT”: COMMENTARIES ON THE ARTIST, WAR, 

AND SEXUALITY IN CY TWOMBLY'S FIFTY DAYS AT ILIAM

Deirdre Johnson

New College of Florida, 2013

ABSTRACT 

Fifty Days at Iliam is the name given to a painting in ten parts by Cy Twombly. I 

begin this thesis with a description of the visceral negative reaction I had to first viewing 

these paintings. I attempt to subdue this reaction by decoding Twombly’s unique visual 

language in relation to Alexander Pope’s translation of the Iliad. I then examine 

Twombly’s earlier works in order to find precedents for the themes in Fifty Days at Iliam. 

I end by situating Twombly’s work within a postwar historical context. I argue that the 

imagery in Fifty Days at Iliam could represent both the Trojan war and the violent wars 

of the twentieth century. Throughout this thesis I approach Twombly’s works through the 

lens of queer theory.

Cris Hassold

Division of Humanities 
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“He Can’t Be Talking Straight”: Commentaries on the Artist, War, and Sexuality 

in Cy Twombly’s   Fifty Days at Iliam  
1

The Philadelphia Museum of Art is home to one of the finest collections of art in 

the United States. The Modern and Contemporary Wing of this institution is no exception 

to this grandeur. The twenty-two galleries of this wing represent some of the most well  

known and influential  artists  of  the  20th and 21st  centuries.  The end of  the  wing is 

composed  of  three  galleries  and  accompanying  antechambers  that  are  dedicated  to 

individual  artists  (fig.  1).  Two  of  these  galleries  undoubtedly  impress  visitors  with 

masterpieces by such greats as Marcel Duchamp and Constantin Brancusi. One of the 

final  galleries and accompanying antechamber elicits  a very different  and unexpected 

type of emotion from visitors. A ten-part painting by Cy Twombly,  Fifty Days at Iliam 

(1977-78), shocks, disturbs, and confuses most museum patrons. These visceral reactions 

are a  result  of Twombly’s unexpected synthesis  of verbal  and visual  languages.  The 

painting’s  title  references  Homer’s  epic  poem  The  Iliad,  yet  there  is  absolutely  no 

classical imagery contained within the canvases. It is no surprise, then, that the series has 

been  tagged  as  “misunderstood”  on  the  museum’s  website.  Upon  entering  the  main 

1
�
 The quote “He can’t be talking straight” is borrowed from Rosalind Krauss’s quotation of Roland 

Barthes in: Rosalind Krauss, “Cy was here; Cy’s up,” Artforum International, 1994, http://www.jstor.org 

(accessed 10 Oct. 2012).

http://www.jstor.org/
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gallery, the viewer is engulfed by monumental canvases, each pulling and pushing the 

viewer in different directions. The stark contrasts between red and blue pigments, blank 

space and dense color, and scribbled writing and amorphous forms all serve to unnerve 

any viewer seeking to find a coherent narrative. The slapdash spirals, crude fetish images, 

and scribbled text all seem primitive at best and insultingly immature at worst. At first 

they repel the viewer, representing everything off-putting and inaccessible about Modern 

art. For many, though, this initial repulsion leads to a desire to take a closer look at the 

paintings. Perhaps something in the works themselves provokes this second examination, 

or perhaps it is just the context of the well-respected museum that forces us to search for 

something deeper and more meaningful than children’s doodles. Whatever the impetus, 

the viewer feels challenged to overcome their confusion and distaste in the name of art 

appreciation.   

Despite the confrontational nature of this work and its prominence in a leading 

museum, few scholars have devoted their attention to carefully analyzing Fifty Days at  

Iliam. The scholars who have written on it seem to approach it in vastly different ways. In  

her doctoral dissertation at Bryn Mawr, Kim Nastick proposed that the paintings are not 

displayed  chronologically.
2
 The  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art’s  catalogue,  however, 

suggests a sequential plot inspired by Alexander Pope’s translation of The Iliad.3
 Rosalind 

Krauss and Roland Barthes, theorists who have both written on Twombly’s oeuvre in 

2
�
 Kim Nastick, "Like a Fire that Consumes: Cy Twombly’s Fifty Days at Iliam” (PhD diss., Bryn Mawr, 

2004). 

3
⇥
 "Fifty Days at Iliam," Twentieth Century Painting and Sculpture in the Philadelphia Museum of Art 

(online; Ann Temkin, 2000) in Philadelphia Museum of Art, www.philamuseum.org (accessed 15 Apr. 

2013).

http://www.philamuseum.org/
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general,  have ignored the plot  entirely and instead decided that the classical  titles  of 

Twombly’s works are just a means of approaching the condition of painting in the 20th 

century.
4
 Kirk Varnedoe, curator of the 1994-5 Twombly retrospective at the Museum of 

Modern Art, uses Twombly’s biography to fill in the blanks between his scribbles.
5
 While 

all of these approaches have undoubtedly added greatly to the scholarship surrounding 

Twombly,  none  seem  to  do  sufficient  justice  to  the  complexity  experienced  while 

standing among the paintings. In order to make sense of the viewing experience, one 

must consider the internal  formal and symbolic elements of the works as well  as the 

external social and political forces that surrounded their creation. 

Since the impetus for studying these works is the unusually visceral experience of 

viewing them, we must begin by reimagining this experience. The installation of  Fifty  

Days at Iliam  is central to its reception. Twombly painted the ten canvases during the 

summers  of  1977 and 1978 at  his  studio  in  Bassano,  Italy.   The ten  paintings  were 

initially displayed along a single wall at Heiner Friedrich’s gallery in New York City. It 

was not until the Philadelphia Museum of Art acquired the series in 1989 that all ten parts 

were  hung  according  to  the  artist’s  specifications.  Twombly  sent  a  drawing  to  a 

representative  at  the  museum that  revealed the  artist’s  intention  to  hang the  painting 

Shield of the Achilles (fig. 2) in a separate antechamber from the remaining nine works. 

The  drawing  reveals  that  Twombly  intended  for  Shades  of  Achilles,  Patroclus,  and  

4
⇥
 Twombly, Cy, and Nicola Del Roscio. Writings on Cy Twombly. Munich: [Schirmer/Mosel for] Art Data, 

2002.

5
⇥
 Varnedoe, Kirk, and Cy Twombly. Cy Twombly: a Retrospective. New York: Museum of Modern Art, 

1994.
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Hector (fig. 3) to hang slightly higher than the other paintings (fig. 4). This presentation 

dramatically influences the viewing experience of the audience.

The layout of the galleries allows the viewer to first see Shield of Achilles on the 

far wall of Gallery 184 (fig. 5). Before reaching Shield of Achilles, the viewer is pulled to 

their right into the larger Gallery 185 that contains the remaining paintings (fig. 6). Sheer 

confusion and tension emerge at this moment. The most glaring painting in Gallery 185 is 

Achaeans in Battle (fig. 7), a chaotic scene of scribbled swirls, phallic shapes, and messy 

handwriting.  Despite  how initially  off-putting  this  work  is,  the  gallery  draws  in  the 

viewer. 

One of the main ways Twombly engages the viewer is by employing the index. 

An index is a mark that points from  point A to point B. In “Notes on the Index: Seventies 

Art in America,” art historian Rosalind Krauss states that indexes derive their meaning 

“along  the  axis  of  a  physical  relationship  with  referents.”
6
 In  Achaeans  in  Battle  

Twombly uses the huge phallic chariot symbols to push the viewer around the gallery. 

While most of the canvases contain considerable white space, deep red and black forms 

anchor one corner of the gallery. Upon entering the gallery, the viewer is pointed from 

Achaeans in Battle to the densest concentration of color in the painting,  The Fire That  

Consumes All before It.  

The main focal  point  of  The Fire That  Consumes All  before  It  (fig.  8)  is  the 

vibrant red form that seems to spill off the right edge of the canvas. The thick smears of 

6
⇥
 Rosalind Krauss, "Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America," October, Spring, 1977, 

http://www.jstor.org (accessed 24 Sep. 2012). 
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red and black paint entice viewers while simultaneously repelling them. Residual lines 

from the artist pulling his fingers across the wet paint emphasize a sense of horizontal  

movement. There is a heavy concentration of black paint on the right side of the canvas, 

and this off-centering again acts as another indexical mark to push the viewers’ attention 

to the next painting in the series.  Twombly planned for the gallery to exacerbate this 

push-pull effect.  Shades of Achilles, Patroclus, and Hector is hung slightly higher than 

the other works so that the images are parallel with the fiery red form of The Fire That  

Consumes All before It. The dark red and black in The Fire that Consumes All before It is 

echoed in the nearest form, the shade of Achilles. Fittingly, the fiery red associated with 

Achilles transitions to dark gray and blue tints in the shade of Patroclus and finally to the 

ghostly blanched shade of Hector. The shade of Patroclus visually divides the Achaean 

and Ilian sides of the installation, symbolizing his role as the catalyst for Achilles’ rage.

The right side of the gallery is devoted to the Ilians. These canvases are 

characterized by subdued blue tones. The blue counters the fiery rage of the Achaeans. 

Color serves to divide the gallery into two sections.  On a more symbolic level, blue may 

represent the Ilians’ reputation as a naval power, their obliteration at the hand of Achilles, 

or their more reserved disposition as a people.
7
 The canvasses devoted to the Ilians 

appear ghostlike in comparison with the canvasses that represent the  Achaeans. As the 

viewer turns to face the domain of the Ilians, the indexical phallic shapes of Ilians in 

Battle  (fig. 9 and 10) push the viewer towards the exit. This clockwise flow of energy 

encourages the audience to constantly reorient itself.  In order to understand this viewing 

7
�
 “Fifty Days at Iliam”, www.philamuseum.org 

http://www.philamuseum.org/
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experience, we must similarly reorient the perspectives with which we approach the 

paintings.

So how does one begin to make sense of these unusual canvasses? The first 

inclination I had was towards translation. If we take the title of the work and the gallery 

label’s description at face value, the series Fifty Days at Iliam follows a narrative inspired 

by Alexander Pope’s early 18th century translation of Homer’s Iliad. I will begin by 

decoding Twombly’s symbols through a close reading of Pope’s text. This approach 

reveals how Twombly is able to evoke aspects of The Iliad of Homer through abstraction. 

Then I will examine Twombly’s artistic influences and works completed prior to Fifty 

Days at Iliam. This approach will allow us to understand when Twombly developed his 

particular visual language and where he fits into the greater artistic tradition. This 

combined approach of studying both the symbolic elements of Fifty Days at Iliam and its 

precedents in the history of art provides us with a much clearer image of Twombly as an 

artist and of Fifty Days at Iliam as a specific work of art. What these approaches ignore, 

however, is that Twombly was also a man in a very particular historical moment with 

very particular social and political influences. To remedy this, I will end by situating 

Twombly’s art within the tumultuous postwar environment. In examining Twombly’s 

representations of male sexuality and fiery annihilation, I hope to expose the links 

between the ancient war story and the very real wars of the twentieth century. 

Decoding Symbolism

Within the history of abstract painting, many works have been left untitled or 

given metaphysical titles that complement the abstract nature of the works. Jackson 
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Pollock tended to number his works because he felt that the viewer should “look 

passively -- and try to receive what the painting has to offer and not bring a subject matter 

or preconceived idea of what they are to be looking for.”
8
 Relieved of having to consider 

a concrete subject matter, viewers of first generation Abstract Expressionist works are 

able to rejoice in the sublime expressive qualities of the paint. As formalist critic Clement 

Greenberg celebrated in his 1955 essay, “American Type Painting,” works such as 

Pollock’s Number 1A, 1948 (fig. 11) had an almost transcendental quality because they 

avoided referents to the material world.
9

Twombly, on the other hand, forces active thought and consideration of subject 

matter. Though his canvasses seem incapable of mimesis, he nevertheless chooses to give 

them grand titles that hark back to great poets and ancient figures. Fifty Days at Iliam is 

hardly an exception to this rule. The title, as explained by the gallery label that precedes 

the series, refers to Homer’s epic poem The Iliad.

Twombly’s insistence on subject matter takes a step further than titling. Twombly 

physically writes the subject matter on the canvas. “Captioning,” as Krauss defines it, is 

necessary in bridging the gap between the “opacity of an image and its meaning.” Krauss 

cites Walter Benjamin in saying that captions serve completely different purposes than 

titles.
10

 The caption acts like an index that creates an explicit correlation between word 

and image. By scrawling the phrase “Achilles’ Shield” directly on the first visible canvas 

8
⇥
 Jackson Pollock, interview by William Wright, Summer 1950, Sag Harbor. 

9
⇥
 Clement Greenberg, Art and Culture: Critical Essays (Toronto: Saunders, 1961), 208-229.

10
⇥
 Krauss, Index, 77.
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in the series, Twombly forces the viewer to simultaneously consider the epic figure and 

the scribbled markings. This captioning process continues throughout the series with 

other familiar classical names.

Twombly’s classical references are so ingrained into Western cultural memory 

that most people, regardless of whether or not they have read Homer’s epic, have certain 

associations with the names. Visions of antiquity characterized by valiant battles, 

columns, chariots, and ruins are propagated through everything from architecture to 

postcards to Hollywood blockbusters. These familiar images are expected when one reads 

the names Achilles, Athena, Hera, and Mars on Twombly’s paintings. Instead, the viewer 

is confronted with images that seem to be the antithesis of classical order. Traditional 

notions of art, antiquity, and narrative are thrown into question by unfamiliar and 

seemingly unrelated visual symbols. The resulting experience is one of both shock and 

confusion.

In 1963, the German art critic Manfred de la Motte described this phenomenon of 

shock in relation to Twombly’s oeuvre in general. In his account, Twombly was the first 

artist since Dada who was able to provoke his audience to reconsider the eternal question, 

“What is art?” It is not that Twombly’s markings are so unusual that they have never been 

seen before. In fact, Twombly’s style is perhaps familiar to most people on a very 

personal level. His notations and scribbles are reminiscent of handwritten rough drafts or 

the absent minded doodles of childhood. It is the recontextualization of these marks 

within the museum or gallery that makes them shocking. This shock value is heightened 

in Fifty Days at Iliam because the classical references clash with the disordered markings. 
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Renaissance and Neoclassical artists represented that classical with order and neatness. 

By stripping the classical of this presumed orderliness, Twombly “astonishes” his 

viewers.
11

 De la Motte describes this astonishment in two parts: first, the Twombly’s 

works repel the viewer. The works then provoke the viewer to find order in the madness, 

to subdue this initial shock by finding order and logic within the splatters of paint.

To understand Fifty Days at Iliam, one might first attempt to decipher the story of 

The Iliad amidst the swirls and scratches of the canvases. Scholars have proposed that 

Fifty Days of Iliam is based on Alexander Pope’s 18th century translation of Homer’s 

Iliad. With this assumption as our starting point, we shall investigate exactly to what 

extent Twombly’s ten part series corresponds to Pope’s text and Homer’s literary 

tradition.

The Iliad, in Alexander Pope’s translation, takes place over the last fifty days of 

the Trojan War. While Twombly’s title references this time span, the series is not 

displayed chronologically, nor does it represent all fifty days of the poem. Twombly 

requested that one painting, Shield of Achilles, be displayed in an anteroom separate from 

the remaining nine paintings. As the first painting that the viewer sees, Shield of Achilles 

sets the tone both visually and thematically for the rest of the work. The first mention of 

Achilles’ shield in Pope’s text is in Book XVIII which corresponds to the twenty-ninth 

day of the epic.
12

 Vulcan, the god of fire, created the new armor for Achilles at the request 

11
⇥
 de la Motte, from Writings on Cy Twombly, 48.

12
⇥
 Homer, Alexander Pope, and John Flaxman. The Iliad of Homer. (New York: The Heritage Press, 

1943), 346-359.
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of Achilles’ mother, the goddess Thetis.
13

The shield is an important symbol for both Pope and Twombly. Pope devotes an 

entire five pages to the description of the shield. Born out of fire, the face of the shield 

shows the heavens, earth, and the seas divided in concentric circles. In the earthly plane 

there are two cities, one at peace and one at war. The peaceful city shows feasts, dance, 

and entertainment, while the city at war displays chaos and fields drenched in blood.

“There Tumult, there Contention, stood confess’d;

One rear’d a dagger at a captive’s breast;

One held a living foe, that freshly bled

With new-made wounds; another dragg’d dead....

And the whole war came out, and met the eye;

And each bold figure seem’d to live or die.”
14

The description of the shield prefigures the bloodshed that will occur in the 

remainder of the story, particularly Achilles’ treatment of the body of Hector.
15

 It is 

fitting, then, that Twombly chose this image to preface the rest of the paintings. In the 

beginning of Book XIX, Thetis finds Achilles clutching the body of the fallen Patroclus. 

It is at this moment that she presents the shield to Achilles which moves him from grief to 

revenge.

“Unmoved the hero kindles at the show,

And feels with rage divine his bosom glow;

From his fierce eyeballs living flames expire,

And flash incessant like a stream of fire:

He turns the radiant gift: and feeds his mind

13
⇥
 The Iliad of Homer by Alexander Pope contains 24 books and was first published between 1715 and 

1720. Pope did not directly translate the epic. Instead, he rewrote it in English rhyming couplets and 

substituted Roman names for the original Greek.

14
⇥
 Pope, The Iliad of Homer, 361,

15
�
 Achilles mourns the loss of Patroclus by dragging Hector’s body around his fallen friend’s tomb. 
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On all the immortal artist had design’d.

“Goddess! (he cried,) these glorious arms, that shine

with matchless art, confess the hand divine.

Now to the bloody battle let me bend.

But ah! The relics of my slaughter’d friend!”
16

When the sulking Achilles examines the shield, a fire erupts inside of him that 

propels him towards war.  In Pope, the whole war comes out of the shield, both visually 

and literally, because it is the image of war that drives Achilles to battle. Achilles is 

overcome with rage both at Hector for killing Patroclus and at himself for allowing 

Patroclus to fight in his place. Twombly’s shield does not depict the neat concentric 

circles that Vulcan initially forged onto the surface. Instead, it seems that Twombly’s 

inspiration came from a later description of the concentric rings:

“Now forth at once, too swift for sight, they spring,

And undistinguish’d blend the flying ring:

So whirls a wheel, in giddy circle toss’d,

And rapid as it runs, the single spokes are lost.” (Pope 363).

In its final form, the shield of Achilles contains images that constantly move in 

order to represent the entirety of the universe. Twombly harnesses this energy in his 

painting. The shield in Fifty Days at Iliam is a spiraling vortex of red, blue, black, and 

pink hues. Instead of painstakingly painting every figure described, Twombly evokes the 

overall dynamism of the shield through his gestural swirls. Red is the core of this shield 

and it will come to represent Achilles and the Achaeans throughout the entire series. 

Twombly used color symbolically: “If it’s blood, it’s red.”
17

 In the same vein, red also 

16
⇥
 Ibid., 365. 

17
⇥
 Twombly, Cy, Nicholas Serota, Nicholas Cullinan, Tacita Dean, and Richard Shiff. Cy Twombly: 

Cycles and Seasons. (New York: D.A.P./Distributed Art Publishers, 2008) 52.
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represents virility, fire, and fury. In the series, the rage of Achilles burns through the 

canvasses leaving only traces of the Ilians in its path.

This brief reading of Shield of Achilles against Pope’s text shows that Twombly’s 

paintings have a vague relationship to the narrative, but it is clear that his paintings are in 

no way an illustration of the text. The singsong orderliness of Pope’s poem contains none 

of the violent chaotic energy of Twombly’s paintings. If Twombly were truly inspired by 

Pope’s translation, we might see those rhyming couplets written on the canvasses. In 

reality, Twombly’s Fifty Days at Iliam has very little in common with Pope’s poem. 

Pope’s translation is calm and rhythmic; Twombly’s canvasses are filled with agitated 

fury. Even the language they use differs- where Pope uses the Roman name “Vulcan”, 

Twombly prefers the Greek “Hephaestus”.   

If Pope and Twombly differ greatly in terms of style and language, how else 

might we understand their link? First, we should reexamine the initial assumption that  

Fifty Days at Iliam is based on Pope’s translation. Twombly’s main reference to Pope is 

in his use of the phrase “Like a fire that consumes all before it.” This simile, derived from 

Pope, has previously given scholars reason to assume that the entire series is based on 

Pope’s poem. But where exactly is this quotation from and to what is it referring? In 

Homer, the line “They pour along like a fire that sweeps the whole earth before it” refers 

to the wrath of the Achaean army. In Pope, however, this line is used in his introduction 

as a description of the force of Homer’s poetry.
18

 It is important to note that Twombly 

does not quote from Pope’s translation, but from his prose introduction. 

18
⇥
 Pope, The Iliad of Homer, vi. 
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Ironically, Pope’s entire introduction to his own translation details the inadequacy 

of any poet to achieve the genius of Homer. He sees Homer’s Iliad as the height of 

poetry, equivalent to the fruitful abundance and power of nature. Each subsequent artist 

has “but selected some particular plants” from Homer, but has been unable to capture the 

vastness of human experience contained in his Iliad. Pope gives credit to other great 

poets such as Virgil, Shakespeare, and Milton, but claims that not one of them was able to 

capture the spirit of Homer. “[W]e are to attribute that unequalled fire and rapture which 

is so forcible in Homer, that no man of a true poetical spirit is master of himself while he 

reads him. What he writes is of the most animated nature imaginable; every thing moves, 

every thing lives, and is put in action.”
19

 This description is much more befitting of 

Twombly’s paintings than any of the rhyming verses in Pope’s translation. Twombly’s 

Fifty Days at Iliam makes Homer’s poetic fire visible; he puts the whole story in motion 

with his swirling vortexes and pointing chariots. Twombly draws his inspiration from 

Pope, not because he favors his translation, but because he identifies with this desire to 

capture the essence of Homer in his own works. With this in mind, we may now look at 

Twombly’s Fifty Days at Iliam as a dual project: it attempts to capture the essence of 

Homer’s words through abstract expressionism while simultaneously acting as a 

commentary on the nature of the artist.

In Pope’s introduction, he pinpoints “the anger of Achilles” as the simple theme 

around which Homer constructed his epic.
20

 Likewise, Twombly’s main concern in Fifty 

19
⇥
 Ibid., v. 

20
⇥
 Ibid,. vii.
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Days at Iliam is the rage of Achilles. Twombly first explored the character Achilles 

fifteen years earlier in Vengeance of Achilles 1962 (fig. 12). In this version, Achilles’ 

vengeance takes the form of a soaring red-tipped rocket. Twombly chose this triangular 

shape for multiple reasons. In April of 1962, the US landed its first rocket on the moon, 

and Twombly has stated that he was very captivated with the new era of space 

exploration (fig. 13).
21

 He harnessed that imagery of man-made energy in his 

representation of Achilles. He chose the shape both for its visual similarity to the letter A 

(for Achilles) and for its phallic nature. For Twombly, Achilles’s force is directly linked 

to his sexuality.

In Fifty Days at Iliam, the phallic imagery is multiplied and made more organic. 

In place of the verticality of the soaring rocket from 1962, we see phallic chariot forms 

that echo the male anatomy. As discussed previously, these forms act as indexes to guide 

the viewer horizontally around the gallery. This phallic chariot is developed throughout 

multiple canvases. In Vengeance of Achilles (1977-78) (fig. 14),  we see a spiral motif 

similar to the vortex of Shield of Achilles. The difference in this painting is that the dense 

red core has pushed outside of the circle. To replace any doubt about the subject matter of 

the painting, Twombly scrawled “Vengeance of Achilles” above the concentrated red and 

black lines that expel from the spiral. This vengeance is no longer contained, it unleashes 

unto the world and propels towards battle. The shape of Achilles’ vengeance joined with 

the shield motif prefigures the more stylized phallic shapes that dominate the battle 

21
�
 Jacobus, Mary. "Achilles’ Horses, Twombly’s War: Monuments, Mourning, and Mars." Lecture, from 

Centre for Research in Arts, Social Sciences, and Humanities, Cambridge, May 19, 2011.
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scenes. The fully formed phallic chariot in Achaeans in Battle  charges ahead towards the 

next canvas, The Fire that Consumes All before It. This sequence suggests that Achilles’ 

rage grows throughout the story until it encompasses everything in its path. If we return 

once more to Pope’s introduction, we can see that this imagery is also a metaphor for 

Homer’s poetry. Pope suggested that Homer’s genius cannot be understood immediately, 

but instead it “grows... and becomes on fire, like a chariot-wheel, by its own rapidity.”
22

  

By choosing the imagery of the chariot as the focal point for much of the series, Twombly 

links the masculine power of the warrior with the poet.

To further emphasize the phallic nature of Fifty Days at Iliam, Twombly 

purposely replaced the “u” of Ilium
23

 with an “a” so that Achilles would be referenced in 

the title itself. He then emphasized the letter “a” again in his canvasses. In almost every 

name that contains the letter “a”, Twombly replaced that  letter with a large triangle or the 

uppercase Greek letter delta.  The substitution does not make sense in translation, but 

instead serves a visual purpose. The delta is both a constant reminder of the phallic nature 

of Achilles and a visual fusion of the English and Greek literary traditions. This play with 

language can once again be seen as a parallel to Homer. In his introduction, Pope 

discusses the genius of Homer’s versification. Homer combined different Greek dialects 

in the Iliad in order to find words that best supported the flow or feeling of the verse.
24

 

We see this same synthesis of different languages in Twombly’s work.

22
⇥
 Pope, The Iliad of Homer, vi.

23
⇥
 latinized name for the city of Troy.

24
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 Ibid., xi. 
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As we established in examining The Fire that Consumes All before It and Shield 

of Achilles, Twombly frequently writes descriptive phrases in English on his canvasses. 

This is just one example of the types of script he utilizes. Twombly’s script ranges from 

scribbles that hint at the idea of language to full quotations from poetry. In some 

canvases, like the battle scenes of Fifty Days at Iliam, Twombly uses mathematical 

notations such as numbers, triangles, and arrows to symbolize the calculating nature of 

war. The numerical notations denote the presence of military planning, but they are not 

meant to be read literally. The triangles, each labeled with the name of a god or goddess, 

oversee the battles. These symbols correspond to Pope’s description that Homer “brought 

the gods into a system of machinery for poetry”.
25

 Twombly uses mathematical notations 

to represent the way the gods structure the epic. This use of numbers also has stylistic 

significance. Much like his contemporary Jasper Johns, Twombly uses numbers to flatten 

the canvas. The numbers challenge our desire to find diminishing perspective because 

they do not correspond to anything three dimensional. This emphasis on a flattened 

canvas grounds Twombly squarely within the tradition of modern art.

Twombly is known for his use of text in his canvasses, but his obscuring or 

erasing of text is also vitally important. Heroes of the Achaeans (fig.15) is a canvas that 

contains mainly writing. Twombly lists the names of the figures central to the Achaean 

camp in pencil and red oil crayon. The deities, such as Athena, Hephaestus, and Thetis, 

occupy the upper register of the canvas. The heroes, such as Achilles, Patroclus, and Ajax 

remain below. Two names- Achaeans and Achilles- are written over in thick lines of red 

25
⇥
 Ibid., viii.
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crayon to emphasize their importance. Beneath the red text are echoes of previous 

attempts at writing. Achilles was originally written in pencil and Achaeans was painted 

over in off-white paint before both names were rewritten (fig. 16). This dual layer of 

writing is known as a palimpsest. A palimpsest (from the Latin for “scratched or scraped 

again”) is a term traditionally used to describe a manuscript that contains multiple layers 

of writing. The palimpsest serves as yet another index, but instead of creating a spatial 

relationship it references the passage of time. A palimpsest implies a process of addition; 

a new work has been created on top of a previous one, yet both may coexist on the page. 

Many palimpsests consist of writing from more than one author. In the context of Fifty 

Days at Iliam, the use of the palimpsest may be an evocation of the temporal tradition of 

mythology. As myths are passed down, both orally and textually, they constantly evolve 

as they are modified or translated. The process of rewriting, translating, or retelling is 

central to both Twombly and Pope’s endeavors. As artists that deal with classical 

material, they are both in constant negotiation with the past. Twombly makes his place in 

this tradition visible by layering his text with different types of handwriting that suggest 

multiple authors.

Another way to describe Twombly’s use of erasure is as a “pentimento”. Derived 

from the Italian verb meaning “to repent,” a pentimento is a visual trace of a mistake. The 

term is used in art history to describe a painting that has traces of an earlier attempt. 

Unlike a palimpsest, a pentimento suggests multiple attempts by the same artist to 

correctly represent a theme. Twombly’s cross outs, doodles, and indecipherable notations 

make Fifty Days at Iliam look more like a rough draft than a finished product. These 
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cross-outs, paired with his childlike handwriting, pencils, crayons, and sophomoric 

phallic imagery, suggest a schoolboy’s attempts at recalling the story of Achilles. This 

effect is exacerbated in the canvas House of Priam (fig. 17). In the canvas, Twombly lists 

the names of King Priam’s wives and children. Beneath the name of Priam’s wife 

Hecuba, Twombly left a small note to himself: “50 sons by Hecuba, 12 daughters.”

So far, we have examined how Twombly’s symbols and stylistic choices may 

relate to The Iliad of Homer. While there are obvious references to the actual narrative, 

Twombly’s unique style of representation suggests that there is more to this series than 

simple illustration. Twombly is clearly conscious of a greater artistic tradition and he 

makes this visible in his textual allusions. With all of his hurried markings and violent 

revisions, Twombly suggests both the rage of Achilles and the strenuous work involved in 

creating art. But just as he honors Homer’s story, he simultaneously revises it in an 

arguably “lower” style. He privileges drawing above painting, he denies the genius of the 

artist by making his mistakes visible, and he presents the greatest epic in Western history 

as an almost juvenile joke and in doing so, he straddles the line between modernist 

transformation and ironic postmodern appropriation. In order to explore this relationship 

with twentieth century art, we must examine Twombly’s artistic career leading up to Fifty 

Days at Iliam.

Understanding the Role of the Artist

Historians, curators, critics, and journalists have pieced together parts of 

Twombly’s past, but what has emerged is little more than an unfinished puzzle. As a child 

in Lexington, VA, Twombly devoured the art books his mother bought him and was the 
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star pupil of the local artist Pierre Daura.
26

 Age eighteen marked a series of transitions to 

various art schools in search of more training and exposure. A photograph taken in 

Groveland, MA in 1946 may be the earliest record of a work by Cy Twombly (fig.18). In 

the photograph, an 18-year old Twombly holds up an untitled assemblage. The 

assemblage- that seems to feature a plate and a large doily- was a fitting medium for a 

young student interested in Dada and Surrealism.  In the previous year, Twombly had left 

his hometown to study at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.  Inspired by 

the work of Kurt Schwitters, Twombly began making collages in these early stages of his 

formal art education. He was also interested in the works of Alberto Giacometti, whose 

thin verticality would reappear in Twombly’s later sculptures.  

In 1950, at age 22, Twombly left Boston for New York. It was there at the 

Whitney Museum that he was first exposed to the contemporary work of the American 

Abstract Expressionists. It was also in New York that Twombly met Robert 

Rauschenberg, his first encounter with an artist of the same age with similar interests and 

artistic aspirations. While many sources mention this relationship between these budding 

artists, few specify the extent of their partnership. The two men were romantically 

involved from 1951 until 1953. 

When Twombly and Rauschenberg met, Rauschenberg was recently married to a 

young female artist named Susan Weil. The two had attended the experimental Black 

Mountain College a few years earlier, but in 1951, he chose to return to the college with 

26
⇥
 Daura was a Spanish artist who was driven out of Europe by war. Varnedoe, Retrospective, 11.
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Twombly instead of his wife.
27

 At Black Mountain, it was likely that Twombly and 

Rauschenberg would have found greater acceptance of their relationship than in New 

York. By 1951, the college had become a sort of safe haven for queerness within the 

sexually oppressive Cold War environment.
28

 Rauschenberg’s  marriage fell apart during 

this time and the rector of the college, Charles Olson, felt that his romance with Twombly 

was the cause.
29

 Despite the obvious romantic impetus for escaping to Black Mountain 

together, the artists also had their careers in mind.

Twombly agreed to accompany Rauschenberg with the intention of studying 

under the painters Ben Shahn and Robert Motherwell. When Twombly arrived at Black 

Mountain College, he told Shahn that his favorite artists were the Abstract Expressionist 

Willem De Kooning and the Neoclassicist Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres. Shahn saw 

Twombly’s interests as “schizophrenic,” a description that would later be applied to 

Twombly’s work.
30

 Twombly’s varied yet passionate interests in the art of those before 

him prompted his desire to travel. In various grant applications, Twombly expressed his 

27
�
 Black Mountain College was founded near Asheville, North Carolina in 1933 and operated until 1957. 
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28
�
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practices that would have been seen as sexually deviant at that time.
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desire to explore the relationship between ancient works such as African fetish images, 

the Lascaux cave paintings, and classical architecture.
31

 This young thirst for travel and 

exposure to the arts culminated in a trip to Europe and North Africa with Rauschenberg 

from 1952 to 1953. 

While abroad, Twombly filled his sketchbooks with sexually charged drawings 

and descriptions of African votive figures and tombs (fig. 19) and stood in awe in front of 

giant Roman ruins (fig. 20). Essentially, his efforts signify an attempt to go to the source 

of art, to draw inspiration from the earliest artists and apply those lessons to his own 

works. Instead of trying to reconcile his diverse interests, Twombly would eventually 

make the tension between wild abstractions and classicism palpable. 

After returning to New York in 1953, Twombly was drafted into the army where 

he was trained as a cryptographer in Augusta, GA. In most accounts, this marked the end 

of Twombly’s romantic relationship with Rauschenberg. Surprisingly, Twombly credits 

this time as the most formative experience in his artistic career. Perhaps influenced by his 

training in coding and decoding, Twombly began incorporating writing into his works. 

But even at these early stages, his writing was not meant to be neat or easily legible. At 

night, he would return home from work and practice writing and drawing in the dark as a 

way of untraining his hand from all the techniques he learned in formal art school.
32

 

Separated from the art centers of New York, Black Mountain, and Rome, he decided to 

forge his own path in direct opposition to the training he had sought out earlier. 

31
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32
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After Twombly was discharged from the army he returned to New York. He 

briefly shared a studio with Rauschenberg, but it seems that this arrangement ended as 

Rauschenberg’s relationship with Jasper Johns grew more serious. Despite the muddled 

romantic history of the group, the three men collaborated on a set of paintings in 1955. 

Twombly painted three works that can each be described in the simplest terms as off-

white canvases layered with nearly indiscernible scribbles and allusions to writing. To 

name the works, he compiled a list of words with the help of Rauschenberg and Johns. 

Twombly then randomly picked three of the words to title the paintings  Academy, 

Criticism, and The Geeks, respectively (fig. 21-23). 

Twombly’s method of titling follows in the Duchampian tradition of chance. In 

1913, Marcel Duchamp created 3 Standard Stoppages (fig. 24) by allowing three 1-meter 

long threads to drop onto a canvas, and then he affixed them to document the random 

curves. Duchamp’s joke was in proving that even given a standard measured unit, any 

number of images can be created by  allowing the thread to twist “as it pleases.”33
 In 

Twombly’s case, the humor arises from choosing titles that represent conformity and 

standards quite different from the chaotic canvasses. Twombly further challenges the 

artist’s typical role within the canon of art history by allowing others to name the works 

and then assigning these names randomly. In doing so, Twombly emphasizes the 

arbitrariness of these early paintings. 

Twombly layered each canvas with house paint and then used lead and colored 

33
⇥
 "3 Standard Stoppages," Moma Highlights (originally print: 1999) in Museum of Modern Art, 
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pencils to scrawl onto the surface. Rosalind Krauss has argued that at this time Twombly 

(like Rauschenberg and Johns) would have been obsessed with breaking out of the 

shadow of the big name Abstract Expressionists, particularly Jackson Pollock.
34

 In the 

same year that Twombly painted Academy, Criticism, and The Geeks, Clement Greenberg 

published the seminal essay “American-Type Painting” in which he announced that the 

American Abstract Expressionists had surpassed European artists as the avant-garde of 

the 1940s and 50s.
35

 Twombly’s paintings can be seen as a reaction to this overwhelming 

monopoly that Pollock and De Kooning had on the art world. While he was inspired by 

the expressive nature of their works, he felt that abstraction needed to have some 

reference to the physical world, be it history, language, poetry, or landscape. The 

influence of Pollock’s drip paintings can be seen in Twombly’s overlapping scribbles, but 

Twombly diverges from Pollock in his medium. By using pencils, Twombly forgoes the 

grand gesture of throwing paint. With the pencil, Twombly is able to scratch into his 

surface and to erase marks. The canvases are filled with humanistic energy and 

frustration, perhaps no more evident than in Academy, where the word “fuck” can be 

discerned in at least three places.

A number of critics have referred to Twombly’s markings as graffiti.
36

  This is an 

interesting word choice, for it doesn’t just identify his style as writing, but it connotes a 
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specific type of writing. Graffiti is defined as “writing or drawings scribbled, scratched, 

or sprayed illicitly on a wall or other surface in a public place.”
37

 The designation of 

graffiti implies an irreverence for a surface, a defacing that says, “I was here”. Unlike 

typeface, graffiti is embodied. Unlike cursive handwriting, this graffiti is rough and 

defiant. Twombly’s “graffiti” is not the figurative and pop inspired spraypaint of urban 

subways, but it is the graffiti that can be found scratched into everything from bathroom 

stalls to ancient ruins. Twombly’s graffiti is not carefully planned; it comes to being as he 

moves his hand across the canvas. If a mark doesn’t please him, he simply scribbles it out 

or paints over it sloppily and starts again. Twombly’s works seem childlike or immature 

in their clumsiness. Roland Barthes wrote that this gauche style aligned Twombly with 

the outsiders of society.
38

 In staking his place outside of the expected bounds of 

expressionism, Twombly challenged the authority of the artists before him. 

In the 1960s, Twombly’s work became less reactionary as he set out to develop 

new methods of representation. Previously, Twombly worked with a grisaille palette 

which was congruent with Rauschenberg’s White and Black Paintings and Motherwell’s 

Elegies of the 1950s (fig. 25 and 26). In the 1960s, Twombly branched out by using 

splashes of color in his exploration of new themes. Both in 1961 and 1964, Twombly 

tried his hand at reinterpreting Raphael’s famed School of Athens (fig. 27). By this time, 

Twombly was living full time in Rome. In 1957 he rented his first apartment across from 

37
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the Colosseum. 
39

 From this point forward, classical themes continuously appeared in 

Twombly’s work. 

School of Athens 1964 (fig. 28) is a far cry from the Renaissance composition of 

Raphael, or “the most boring artist in history” as Twombly described him.
40

 The classical 

figures that Raphael painstakingly tried to represent are replaced with thick globs of 

paint, splatters, and smears. The visual markers lie in Twombly’s allusions to architecture 

and props. He sketches faint arch motifs in place of Raphael’s coiffered vaults. A smear 

of light blue paint represents the sky in the distance. Epicurus’s place is marked by 

something that could be interpreted as an open book. The Heraclitus/Michelangelo figure 

that leans on a marble block in Raphael’s work is replaced with a  hastily drawn white 

rectangle. Twombly even evokes the actual architectural surroundings of the painting. 

Dark blue vertical lines in the bottom left hand corner presumably represent the doorway, 

while an unusually straight line seems to separate the painting from the squiggly lines 

that evoke the molding on the wall. The most obvious referent, however, is the phrase 

“Scuola di Atene” written within the arch motif.

There are significant developments in this work that prefigure Fifty Days at Iliam. 

Firstly, Twombly has captioned the work directly on the canvas. This captioning serves to 

ground the viewer in an otherwise chaotic scene. Twombly has said that he is an 

abstractionist, but for him abstraction must always have a meaning behind it. In writing 

the subject of the work on the canvas, Twombly ensures that the subject of the work is 

39
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not lost in the ambiguous forms. Unlike his earlier collaboration with Rauschenberg and 

Johns, in which titles were merely an afterthought, titles in the 1960s and 70s became 

integral to the paintings themselves.

The second important development is that the human figures have been reduced to 

complete abstractions. Each exists as an indistinguishable smear of paint. The 

architecture loosely structures the work while the figures are distilled down to ephemeral 

blotches of color. Living in Rome, Twombly would have been exposed to countless ruins 

and fallen monuments. Each of these would have undoubtedly evoked excitement and 

wonder while simultaneously pointing to the absence of the people that originally 

inhabited them. Raphael collapsed space and time by presenting all of the great Greek 

philosophers in one setting. Twombly, too, did this but without the Renaissance stillness. 

He presented each figure as a fleeting and colorful figure against an enduring 

architectural backdrop. 

In the 1970s, Twombly continued his explorations in antiquity. He created a 

collage entitled Apollo and the Artist in 1975 (fig. 29). Apollo, the god of music, poetry, 

knowledge, and medicine to name a few, occupies the upper register of the collage. In 

this work, Twombly chose to focus on the themes of poetry and music, two interests that 

are central to his works. A treble-clef stands in a rectangle beneath the name Apollo. 

Whole notes dance across this portion of the composition furthering the connection to 

music. Twombly scrawled the words “poetry,” “muses,” and “arts” underneath the 

musical notations. Twombly has said that he doesn’t believe there is a difference between 

poetry and visual art, therefore it is not surprising that he would place himself in 
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connection with a god of various other art forms. The bottom register of the collage 

contains the artist and an accompanying lotus flower symbol. Twombly scribbled the 

phrase  “The space between”  between the realm of the god and the artist (fig.30). This is 

a direct reference to the use of white spaces and voids in his works. Twombly has been 

quoted repeatedly on his affinity for the color white and the poetry of Stéphane Mallarmé. 

“Whiteness can be the classic state of the intellect, or a neo-romantic area of 

remembrance – or the symbolic whiteness of Mallarmé”.
41

 Mallarmé insisted that the 

space between words on a blank page was just as important as the text in poetry. 

Whiteness for Mallarmé spoke just as loudly as the words. The experimental composer 

and fellow Black Mountain artist John Cage was similarly inspired by the color white. 

Cage is perhaps most well known for his composition 4’33” in which a pianist sits in 

silence for the duration of the piece to encourage the audience to consider the ambient 

noise as music. Cage, who first met Twombly and Rauschenberg at Black Mountain 

College, said that he was inspired to create 4’33” when he viewed Rauschenberg’s White 

Paintings. Fittingly, in Apollo and the Artist Twombly invokes these developments in 

poetry and music. For many, white space is a blank or a void. For this new generation of 

artists that Twombly belonged to, voids contained a proliferation of possibilities instead 

of emptiness.

Art historian and queer theorist Jonathan D. Katz has speculated that the members 

of the postwar avant-garde group that included Twombly, Rauschenberg, Johns, Cage, 

and the choreographer Merce Cunningham were not only linked by their artistic pursuits, 
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but also by their sexuality. For Katz, their art was different partially because it was 

created out of a queer opposition to the bravado and hypermasculinity of Pollock, De 

Kooning, and other artists that occupied the same New York neighborhoods. Those who 

study Twombly, Rauschenberg, or Johns often discuss the need to “decode” their works. 

In his exhibition catalogue for the show Hide/Seek, Katz suggests that these artists had to 

encode their desires in ways not recognizable to the heteronormative culture. In works 

like 4’33”, Apollo and the Artist, or The White Paintings, Katz sees the emphasis on 

silence as a manifestation of the stifling nature of life within the closet.
42

  Not enough 

research has been done to understand the full implications of sexuality within the postwar 

art scene, but these brief examples add a humanistic element to a discourse that presents 

art history as a series of inevitable advances instead of products of contingent social 

forces.

In returning to Apollo and the Artist, we can see that Twombly wrote the phrase 

“The artist with Mars Apollo” in the top left corner (fig. 31). Twombly returned to the 

crossed out figure of Mars in another collage of the same year entitled Mars and the 

Artist (fig. 32).  Like the previous collage, Twombly presents the god in the heavenly 

sphere above the artist. The symbol of Mars is a conjoined spear and shield motif that 

strikes down from the upper left corner. The spear-shield motifs transform into slightly 

erased phallic symbols amongst dashes of red oil stick. Twombly’s association of the 

artist with war makes a far more political statement than Apollo and the Artist. In this 
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case, Twombly presents the artist in battle, fighting against the medium, social forces, or 

even other artists. This understanding of the role of the artist as combative is a logical 

extension of the derisive style that Twombly had in the mid 1950s.

These two collages prefigure themes in Fifty Days at Iliam. In 1975, Twombly 

had already designated the thoughtful Apollonian mode as blue and the active forces of 

war as red. This dichotomy is repeated in Fifty Days at Iliam to distinguish between the 

calculating and defensive Ilians and the fiery rage and militancy of the invading 

Achaeans. In Ilians in Battle, however, it becomes clear that the Ilians are governed by 

both Mars and Apollo. The gods’ names both appear on this side of the battle 

accompanied by right triangles that show the direction of action. The spear-shield motifs 

of the earlier Mars collage are now flanked amongst larger vortex shield symbols. 

Despite this influence of the gods, it is the force of human rage on the side of the 

Achaeans that determines the course of the war. The Achaeans are equipped with the 

phallic power and emotion necessary to challenge the defenses of the Ilians. 

While at first these battle scenes seem to be concerned with the nature of war, a 

closer look at Achaeans in Battle reveals Twombly’s constant interest in the role of the 

artist. Beneath the suggestive shield of Ajax rests an oddly illusionistic drawing of a 

palette with splotches of paint on it (fig. 33). The palette is turned on its side to echo the 

shape of the phallic chariots. Above the palette Twombly wrote the word “Artist” 

followed by indiscernible scribbles. In his typical fashion, Twombly avoids revealing 

exactly how the artist is involved in the battle. It is clear though, that the artist is once 

again associated with war, and this time he is on the victorious side.
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The history of art is filled with manifestos and movements that reveal ideologies 

about the role of the artist. Twombly is no exception to this tradition of artists who 

explore and expand upon the meaning behind their profession or passion. In the particular 

case of Twombly, he kept his comments on the status of his art brief at best. Robert 

Rauschenberg recalled that Twombly was the first artist with whom he could discuss his 

art. But unlike his later relationship with Jasper Johns, Rauschenberg’s artistic 

relationship with Twombly always existed as an afterthought. As evidenced by his 

practice in untraining his hand, Twombly kept planning and collaboration to a minimum. 

He refused to discuss his works until they were completed and even then felt as if there 

was no reason for him to comment on them. Despite this reluctance to share his insights 

in interviews and personal conversation, Twombly reveals a lot through the paintings 

themselves. In his early works, Twombly utilized a tongue-in-cheek style in the vein of 

Rauschenberg and Johns in order to mark his place as a newcomer to the New York art 

scene. By the 1960s, Twombly was more established and had removed himself from the 

contemporary artistic mecca in favor of the classical setting of the Mediterranean. From 

this point on, most of his works centered around subjects of war, assassination, death, 

lyrical poetry, and mythology. These efforts led him to create a more complex language 

of graphisms. Through these themes Twombly explored the nature of “great men” and 

“great acts” of men in the name of love, war, and art. Despite his affinity with classical 

subjects, his artistic style remained spontaneous and erratic. This expressive style allowed 

for representations of the immaterial aspects of life such as sexuality, aggression, loss, 

silence, memory, intellect, and time. In Twombly’s world, the true artist doesn’t just 
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record the surrounding world but captures the essence of humanity. This emphasis on 

humanism in the twentieth Century is indicative not only of a long artistic tradition, but 

also a specific response to the horrors of war. 

Postwar America

Earlier in this thesis, we decoded some of Twombly’s symbolism in relation to 

The Iliad of Homer and explored Twombly’s understanding of himself as an artist. But 

somehow, these in depth analyses of symbolism, technique, and stylistic development do 

not seem to fully explain the emotional response elicited by the scribbles and smudges of 

Fifty Days at Iliam. This stylistic narrative presents Twombly in a  vacuum of sorts; 

occasionally he borrows or reacts against others, but as the self determined artist, he 

always remains in full control of his artistic goal. This typical art historical narrative often 

links the artist with other developments or movements, but ignores the fact that primarily, 

artists are people who are influenced by social forces. I would like to conclude by 

bringing historical depth to Fifty Days at Iliam through the examination of Twombly’s 

social influences and the greater historical atmosphere preceding the series’ completion.

In order to understand Twombly’s oeuvre more fully, we must examine the 

context in which he became an artist. The cultural historian Daniel Belgrad, in his book 

on the postwar American avant-garde, argues that spontaneity was the driving force and 

common factor among the postwar artists. He uses this broad umbrella notion of 

“spontaneity” to link avant-garde groups of the 1940s and 1950s like the New York 

Abstract Expressionists, Black Mountain School, and Bebop jazz under a common 
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political cause.
43

 While this assessment at times oversimplifies the idiosyncrasies of these 

various art forms, it does provide a valuable historical and political context for the 

movements.

In Belgrad’s assessment, spontaneity in the arts was a means of achieving 

freedom from the trajectory of Western “progress” and the conformity of the postwar 

consumer culture. Belgrad sees this tendency to utilize chance in the works of Abstract 

Expressionists, specifically Jackson Pollock. He grounds this understanding in what he 

perceives to be spontaneous splatters of paint on canvas. In actuality, Pollock refused the 

effect of chance in his works. In a 1950 interview, Pollock was asked if he had less 

control over his drip technique than an artist using a paintbrush.  Pollock responded by 

saying, “No, I don’t think so... with experience it seems to be possible to control the flow 

of paint, to a great extent, and I don’t use the accident...”
44

 Pollock saw himself in full 

control of his work so long as he remained in contact with it. “It is only when I lose 

contact with a painting that the result is mess. Otherwise there is pure harmony, an easy 

give and take, and the painting comes out well.”
45

 Pollock viewed his art as the result of a 

skilled artist working with only his own expertise and the qualities of his medium. For 

Pollock, chance is not a factor. Belgrad’s emphasis on politically charged spontaneity is, 

however, an important characteristic of the work emanating from Black Mountain 

College in the late 1940s and early 1950s.
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Black Mountain College had an established reputation before Twombly enrolled 

in the summer of  1951. In 1933 a group of professors previously employed by Rollins 

College relocated to Asheville, North Carolina to open an experimental college. Amidst 

the Great Depression at home and the rise of Fascism abroad, Black Mountain become a 

center for communal living and interdisciplinary education. Bauhaus artists Josef and 

Anni Albers taught at Black Mountain after fleeing Nazi Germany in 1933.  They brought 

with them the philosophy of integration within the arts. Until their departure in 1949, the 

Alberses remained at the core of the art department teaching both color theory and textile 

arts while encouraging work in ceramics, sculpture, and design. In 1948, Rauschenberg 

and Susan Weil enrolled at the college under the professorship of the Alberses and 

Willem De Kooning. That same year, John Cage and Merce Cunningham taught at the 

summer session, which marked the beginning of their lifelong relationship with 

Rauschenberg.

By 1950, Rauschenberg, Cage, and Cunningham had moved to New York as 

struggling artists. It was in the winter of 1950 that Rauschenberg met Cy Twombly, a 

young artist who shared his interests and aspirations. The fact that each of these 

aforementioned artists would study at Black Mountain in the coming years is a testament 

to the importance of the experimental college in the development of postwar art. 

Rauschenberg convinced Twombly to go with him to Black Mountain and in 1951 the 

two men went to North Carolina, leaving Rauschenberg’s pregnant wife behind. As 

mentioned previously, Twombly went to Black Mountain with the intent of studying with 

the painters Ben Shahn and Robert Motherwell. During this time, the most representative 
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figure of the college, however, was the poet and rector Charles Olson. In examining the 

careers of these three figures, we can speculate their effects on Twombly during his 

formative year at Black Mountain.

In Culture of Spontaneity, Belgrad outlined the political beginnings of both Ben 

Shahn and Charles Olson. Before their time at Black Mountain, both men devoted their 

creativity towards promoting New Deal initiatives. Shahn began his career working in 

social realist painting and photography. In 1933, he shared a studio with the famed 

Depression Era photographer Walker Evans. In 1935, Shahn was invited to work as a 

photographer in the Resettlement Administration.
46

 These early photographs exhibit 

Shahn’s leftist politics, politics that would get him into trouble later in the war years. 

Sunday on the Porch (fig. 34) shows a community of black sharecroppers sitting on a 

front porch. Shahn’s work from the period focused on struggling families working as 

cotton pickers in Arkansas. He described his work under the Resettlement Administration 

as solely humanitarian: he was working to “help the underprivileged” with “only one 

purpose- a moral one.”
47

Olson, too, had a sense of political duty to the American people. In 1942, both he 

and Shahn began working for the newly created Office of War Information (OWI).
48

 

Olson served as a foreign language specialist while Shahn served as a social realist 
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painter in the Bureau of Graphics and Printing. The OWI originally consisted of writers, 

poets, and visual artists who worked to spread information to Americans about war 

efforts. By 1943, however, the OWI was being overrun by corporations and advertising 

agencies. Shahn’s grim perspective on American society and blatant contempt for 

capitalist intervention in war efforts sat unfavorably with the OWI officials who preferred 

the cheery consumerist realism of Norman Rockwell (fig. 35). Olson was seen as an 

aggressively liberal figure within the office and in 1943 both men were sent to work for 

the Office of Inter-American Affairs. There, the two men worked together on a pamphlet 

intended to bolster Latin American support for the war, but its undertones of racial 

equality infuriated Southern congressmen and effectively marked the end of their careers 

within the government.
49

Robert Motherwell reached his artistic career through the advanced study of 

poetry, art history, and philosophy. In 1937, while at a lecture on the Spanish Civil War, 

Motherwell realized, “that the world, could, after all, regress.” This realization, though it 

would spread throughout the Abstract Expressionist movement, pushed Motherwell in 

particular to investigate human nature in his art. By the time Twombly reached Black 

Mountain, Motherwell had begun his famed series Elegies to the Spanish Republic that 

commemorated the loss that had disheartened him years before.
50

 He, like Twombly, was 

inspired by Mallarmé, who suggested, “To paint, not the thing, but the effect it 
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provides.”
51

 

When Twombly reached Black Mountain College, he was surrounded by these 

and other artists fundamentally concerned about the trajectory of humanity. Shahn and 

Olson had reunited at the college in 1951, and this time they experimented with a 

humanistic artistic freedom that had been denied while working within the government. 

After leaving the government, their goal was to create work that awoke the recipient from 

the passive complacency induced by advertising. Their most exciting project of the 

summer was a collaboration inspired by Mayan glyphs that incorporated poetry, painting, 

dance, and music. This collaboration prefigured the following year’s Theater Piece No. 1, 

a chance collaboration between  Cage, Cunningham, Rauschenberg, Olson, and others. 

Around the same time, Shahn began making his palimpsest paintings. These works, like 

Nicolas C. (fig. 36), were usually highly stylized portraits of human figures that revealed 

all of Shahn’s trials and errors in the process of creation. 

This brief history of Twombly’s Black Mountain influences is necessary in 

reconstructing the past of the reclusive artist. Twombly’s tendency to shy away from the 

spotlight has left him strangely omitted from many sources regarding Black Mountain. 

Despite Twombly’s lack of visibility in Black Mountain histories, we do know that he 

was there, and in looking at his art we can see just how influential his experiences were. 

Shahn’s use of the palimpsest, Olson’s fusion of classical poetry and autobiography, and 
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Motherwell’s abstract memorialization of war all appear in altered forms in Fifty Days at 

Iliam. 

Twombly grew up surrounded by military homes in Lexington, VA.This emphasis 

on military training was set against the neoclassical architecture of the south; Twombly 

was once quoted saying, “There are more columns between Lexington and Charlottesville 

than in all of ancient Greece!”
52

 The nearby Virginia Military Institute would have 

undoubtedly encouraged the sense of victory culture that permeated America during the 

Second World War.
53

  At age 17 Twombly’s early understanding of war would have been 

considerably shaken by the unparalleled destruction of atomic warfare. Part of the 

incentive for Twombly to continuously enroll in art colleges was to avoid the draft during 

the Korean War. By the time he was recruited in 1953, he was able to prove his 

intelligence would be better served in the field of cryptology than in the battlefield. When 

the Army attempted to relocate Twombly overseas, he finagled a psychiatric evaluation 

that deemed him unfit to serve.
54

 Twombly continuously immersed himself in the past in order to develop his 

artistic style and to understand his role as an artist. If we extend that logic, it is easy to 

see Fifty Days at Iliam as an attempt to use the past to make sense of modern warfare. 

The imagery in Fifty Days at Iliam reveals a chaotic struggle that seems to echo the wars 

of the 20th century. The battle scenes contain mathematical symbols that suggest some 
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sense of military planning, but these are not the driving forces of the war. Instead, 

revenge, male potency, and the occasional intervention of the gods dictate the battle.  

These elements combine to create a formless embodiment of destruction, a palpable red 

and black force that sears through the canvas. Rage and desire condense into a 

simultaneously frightening yet sensual image captioned with the poetic phrase “Like a 

fire that consumes all before it”. The dynamic force overpowers the brief simile, proving 

the futility of expressing the horrors of war in words or concrete imagery.

The Fire That Consumes All before It leads the viewer to the central canvas, 

Shades of Achilles, Patroclus, and Hector, a eulogy for the three main heroes lost in the 

Trojan War. The amorphous shapes transition from the red hot fire of Achilles to a 

subdued gray of Hector. This gradient does not serve merely to mark the transition from 

the vibrant Achaeans to the somber Ilians, but it also mimics the effects of extinguishing 

a flame. This destruction is continued on the other side of the gallery in the painting  

Shades of Eternal Night (fig. 37). In this canvas, which some have deemed the “final” 

canvas in the ten part series despite its location,  all that remains of the war is a puff of 

smoke “imbued with the silence of death”.
55

 The imagery of an expansive ball of fire 

destroying everything in its path may have been an imaginative metaphor in the time of 

Homer or Pope, but it has a firmer basis in reality within the conscience of a post World 

War II audience.

On August 20, 1945, two weeks after the U.S. dropped the first atomic bomb on 

Hiroshima, Life Magazine focused much of its publication on the destruction of the 
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attack. Accompanying the text were full page photographs depicting the mushroom-

clouds of smoke that engulfed Hiroshima and Nagasaki (fig. 38). Press at the time 

described the effects of the bomb as “vaporizing” and producing an impenetrable “cloud 

of smoke and dust”.  Hiroshima was described as being enveloped in an “eerie silence.”
56

 

The powerful imagery provided by these early reports had lasting effects on the American 

psyche. As Norman Cousins’s wrote in his editorial in Sunday Review,  the war drew out 

“a primitive fear, the fear of the unknown, the fear of forces man can neither channel nor 

comprehend. This fear is not new; in its classical form it is the fear of irrational death. 

But overnight, it has become intensified, magnified. It has burst out of the subconscious 

and into the conscious, filling the mind with primordial apprehensions.”
57

This description of the final acts of World War II could easily be applied to The 

Fire That Consumes All before It. For as I stood before it for the first time, I had a 

visceral reaction of simultaneous awe and fear. “Primordial” was indeed one of the first 

words that came to mind, perhaps because I felt as if I were experiencing a visual 

sensation I had only read about previously.

In his discussion of the primitive in Modern art, Hal Foster describes how Robert 

Smithson’s famous earthwork Spiral Jetty (fig. 39 and 40) and the accompanying film 

from 1970 serve to transport the viewer to a primordial sea. Smithson chose the location 

of Rozel Point in the Great Salt Lake for its blinding combination of blood-red water 
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(produced by salt-tolerant algae) and the bright unobstructed sun. In his 1972 text on his 

work, Smithson described the color red as, “the most joyful and dreadful thing in the 

physical universe; it is the fiercest note, it is the highest light, it is the place where the 

walls of this world of ours wear the thinnest and something beyond burns through.”
58

While Smithson used an entire environment to harness the petrifying powers of 

the color red, Twombly was able to channel a similar force by smearing his paint onto the 

canvas. The effect is arresting in its ability to summon both an unspecified fear of our 

primordial beginnings and a very real  and present fear of the future of a world whose 

survival hinges on the decisions of a few, distant men. Upon exiting the gallery, the 

viewer sees two canvasses that act almost as tombstones. In Heroes of the Achaeans, the 

victors are listed boldly. We can read their names, remember them, and identify with their 

victory. In Heroes of the Ilians (fig. 41) the names fade away into the background. 

Hector’s heavily scratched name tries to escape the erasure, but only the “H” is truly 

visible. The Ilians become a nameless group, only identifiable by the shade motif 

signifying their demise. 

It is in the panels that represent the cataclysmic force of war and the destruction in 

its path that we find the strongest connections between the ancient epic and the modern 

reality. By retelling an ancient tale of war in the imagery of modern annihilation, 

Twombly suggests that the devastation of war is an eternal recurrence despite the 

different forms its destruction may take. But what does this recurrence of war say about 

human nature? What does Twombly’s repetition of phallic imagery suggest when situated 
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within a war narrative? 

In a 2011 lecture on Twombly at Cambridge University’s Centre for Research in 

the Arts, Social Sciences, and Humanities, Director Simon Goldhill approached 

Twombly’s repetition through another key figure in twentieth century American art. From 

1976 until 1986, Andy Warhol created a series of “hand-sewn photographs” in which he 

stitched together multiple copies of the same photograph in order to make grid patterns 

similar to his famous paintings. Most of the photographs were of male nudes with 

“classical bodies” in classical poses. One image in particular features a nude male figure 

asleep in a chair (fig. 42). Goldhill linked the pose to that of the Barberini Faun, “the 

classical image of debauchery” (fig. 43).
59

 By multiplying the sexualized image, Warhol 

treats it like any other commodified image, from Campbell’s Soup to Marilyn Monroe. 

But unlike these twentieth century pop references, the sexualized classical body is the 

original commodity. By stitching the images together, Warhol strips the nude figure of 

narrative and individuality. We are left with a sterile and mechanical portrayal of desire, 

no longer just an object for our gaze, but an active challenge to our desires. For Goldhill, 

these images pose important questions: “How many Barberini Fauns make up the sexual 

imagination? What role is there for repetition in the imagery of desire? How many times 

do you need to look at the image of the sexualized body? How much are erotic images 

the repetition of past erotic images? Can you desire without cliché? Can you desire 

without repetition?”
60

59
⇥
 Goldhill, Simon "Respondent to Mary Jacobus" Lecture, from Centre for Research in Arts, Social 

Sciences, and Humanities, Cambridge, May 19, 2011.

60
⇥
 Ibid. 



42

If we return to Fifty Days at Iliam, we can see this same preoccupation with the 

male anatomy in Twombly’s works. For a queer male artist, classical representations of  

masculinity have a dual significance: they affect both the artist’s self-image and  his 

desires in others. In viewing the classical male nude,  the queer male artist must oscillate 

between identification with the image and objectification of the image. This varied 

perspective seems to have led to a critical understanding of the mechanics of desire in the 

works of Twombly and Warhol. 

Just as Warhol seems to ask, “Is the classical body inherently sexual or has its 

repetition made it sexual?” Twombly questions the universality of Homer’s poem. Why is 

a  story of war based on sexual conquest, revenge, and male ego the basis of Western 

literature? By making the reproduction of Homer’s story manifest through layers of 

writing and repeated imagery, Twombly suggests that hypermasculinity and devastating 

wars are not simply universal to human nature, but  inherited  plotlines that each 

generation feels compelled to reenact. The relevant 20th century question then becomes, 

“Whose wars are we fighting?” 

Concluding Remarks

In 1983, the feminist conceptual artist Barbara Kruger  cut straight to the point in 

her assessment of war. With the help of the Public Art Fund, she rented out  the 

Spectochrome sign in Times Square to relay her message to the people of  New York. In  

twelve segments she announced,

 “I’m not trying to sell you anything. I just want you

 to think about what you see when you watch 
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the news on T.V. Wars happen when the men 

who lead the nations of the world get their egos bruised.

 One guy says he’s the strongest because he has

 the biggest weapon. His rival says, ‘No, mine is

 bigger and I won’t reduce its size because then 

I will be less powerful. And the more powerful I am, 

the richer I will become.’ These arguments will

 blow us to bits. We are all being held hostage 

by a bunch of greedy guys who are worried about 

the size of their weapons: worried about their manhood.

  So I guess the T.V. news is really the hottest sex

 show going. And a lot cheaper than paying out five

 bucks a shot at the movie around the corner.”  (fig. 44) 

Kruger sees modern warfare as a product of greed, castration anxieties, and  

entertainment. She  simplifies the Cold War to a pissing contest between individual men 

and although she does not give specific names or nations, her imagined “argument” 

between world leaders can easily be filled in with the likes of Truman, Stalin, Kennedy, 

Khrushchev, and others. Kruger’s mode of delivery is based on her experience in 

advertising. Whether she uses the Spectochrome, a billboard, a city bus,  or a shopping 

bag, she always shocks her unsuspecting viewer with ideas that  contradict the American 

Dream. Kruger’s use of text is a vehicle for reaching the largest audience possible. In 

order to make a lasting impression quickly, Kruger spells out exactly what she wants the 

viewer to think about. Her texts are easily legible and frequently accompanied by 

nostalgic or familiar imagery to entice audiences. Kruger’s art is a catalyst for getting 

mass audiences to consider an  issue at hand. 

In contrast, Twombly’s art takes a completely different route.  His work is the 

result of a personal exploration of an aspect of humanity. He  speaks no universalizing 
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statements, instead, he provokes emotions or provides numbing silence. He does not 

entice viewers with marketing techniques, instead he pushes them away with 

impenetrable scribbles and harsh forms. He is not interested in fame, large audiences, or 

ensuring that each work communicates a tangible idea. Twombly’s works are difficult- 

even for him. This presents a problem of sorts in the Postmodern age, because it suggests 

that his work is only accessible to an intellectual elite. And while maybe only those of us 

within the academy would be willing to spend a year or more contemplating the meaning 

of scribbles, I do think there is an inherent value in the abstractions he presents. 

Twombly’s art is almost like a Rorschach test. I became fascinated with Fifty 

Days at Iliam precisely because I initially hated it, and I felt that such a strong reaction 

was worth investigating. In reading the writings of others and in writing my own drafts of 

this thesis, I’ve realized just how many interpretations of these canvasses are possible. 

Some writers privilege Pope’s narrative in their interpretations while others see an 

illustration of semiotics. Others find parallels to the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial while 

still more writers see a Modernist allegory at work. And while each of these 

interpretations may reveal an aspect of Twombly’s work, I suspect they reveal more about 

the writers’ biases than anything else. Twombly’s illegible script forces us to recognize 

the act of reading, of seeing, of interpreting, of critiquing. 

In over 60 years of ink spilled on Twombly’s work, I think Manfred de la Motte 

summed up the experience best:

“No, as these naughty scribbles are best suited to getting 

under our skin and preventing our eyes adjusting to the

 pattern with which we usually view art. And if Twombly
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 becomes pushy with his dirt, then we are likewise warned

 against penetrating deeper into that obscene world, seeing

 too much in it and interpreting too much into it. Otherwise,

 it is we who get clipped around the ears by what is only

 intimated and is completed by us as observing accomplices. 

And no one likes to get caught in a shameful act.”
61

Twombly’s art, in short, makes things difficult for the art historian. We feel the 

need to say something about these works, to prove that they are worthy of studying by 

finding something more meaningful behind the scratches than simply more scratches. But 

it is also a balancing act, because we do not  want to obscure the power and uniqueness of 

these works by overanalyzing them. The joy in Twombly’s work is trying to figure out the 

pieces of the puzzle, and in this thesis I have tried to stay true to the experience of 

working through his art. Fifty Days at Iliam might be an interpretation of Pope’s The 

Iliad of Homer, it could be commentary on the role an artist, or it could be a critique of 

war in light of the horrors of the twentieth century. These viewpoints give us a way of 

understanding Twombly, but they also allow for further interpretations and revisions, and 

I think that is perhaps the only result Twombly truly intended. 

When I returned to Philadelphia six months after starting this project, I had hoped 

for a new understanding of Fifty Days at Iliam, for everything to make sense after my 

research. Instead, I was confronted with the same emotions as before, the same confusion 

and chaos that originally grabbed my attention. While I was initially frustrated by the 

absence of an “Eureka!” moment, I now realize that this resistance in Twombly’s 

canvasses is truly special within the field of art history. For as Robert Rauschenberg once 
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said, “If you think you know what you’re looking at while you’re looking at it, well, then, 

it doesn’t even have to be there.”
62

62
�
 Leggio, James, “Robert Rauschenberg’s Bed and the Symbolism of the Body” in John Elderfield, 

Essays on Assemblage. (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1992) 79-117.



Figures

Fig.  1.  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art,  Visiting  Floor  Plan:  1st  Floor.  Courtesy  of  Philadelphia
Museum  of  Art  website.  Edited  by  Deirdre  Johnson.



Fig.  2.  Cy  Twombly.  Shield  of  Achilles,  1977-78.  Graphite,  oil  stick,  and  oil  on  canvas.    75
1/2  x  67  inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art.



Fig.  3.  Cy  Twombly.  Shades  of  Achilles,  Patroclus,  and  Hector,  1977-8.  Graphite,  oil,  and
oil  stick  on  canvas.  118  x  193  1/2  inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art



Fig.  4.  Cy  Twombly.  Sketched  layout  of  Fifty  Days  at  Iliam.  Courtesy  of  Philadelphia
Museum  of  Art  via  Kim  Nastick.



Fig.  5.  View  of  Gallery  184  with  Shield  of  Achilles  by  Cy  Twombly.



Fig.  6.  Cy  Twombly.  Fifty  Days  at  Iliam  (view  of  Gallery  185  from  entrance).  1977-8.

Courtesy  of  the  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art.



Fig.  7.  Cy  Twombly.  Achaeans  in  Battle,  1977-8.  Graphite,  oil  stick,  and  oil  on  canvas.  118  x
149  1/2  inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art.



Fig.  8.  Cy  Twombly.  The  Fire  that  Consumes  All  before  It,  1977-8.  Graphite,  oil  stick,  and
oil  on  canvas.  118  1/8  x  75  5/8  inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art.



Fig.  9.  Cy  Twombly.  Ilians  in  Battle,  1977-8.  Graphite,  oil  stick,  and  oil  on  canvas.

118  x  149  1/2  inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art.



Fig.  10.  Cy  Twombly.  Fifty  Days  at  Iliam,  1977-8.  Gallery  view  focusing  on  the  Ilians.

Fig.  11.  Jackson  Pollock.  Number  1A,  1948.  Oil  and  enamel  paint  on  canvas.  68  x  104
inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Museum  of  Modern  Art,  New  York.



Fig.  12.  Cy  Twombly.  Vengeance  of  Achilles,  1962.

Fig.  13.  Photograph  of  Ranger  IV  taking  off  from  Cape  Canaveral  April  23,  1962.  Courtesy  of
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Fig.  14.  Cy  Twombly.  Vengeance  of  Achilles,  1977-8.  Graphite,  oil  stick,  and  oil  on  canvas.
118  x  94  1/4  inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art.



Fig.  15.  Cy  Twombly.  Heroes  of  the  Achaeans,  1977-8.  Graphite,  oil  stick,  and  oil  on  canvas.
118  x  94  1/4  inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art.



Fig.  16.  Cy  Twombly.  Heroes  of  the  Achaeans  (detail).



Fig.  17.  Cy  Twombly.  House  of  Priam,  1977-8.  Graphite,  oil  stick,  and  oil  on  canvas.      118  x
94  1/4  inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art.



Fig.  18.  Photograph  of  Cy  Twombly  with  untitled  assemblage  (no  longer  extant).  Groveland,
MA  1946.  Courtesy  of  Kirk  Varnedoe.

Fig.  19.  Cy  Twombly.  Page  from  “North  African”  sketchbook,  1953.  Conté  crayon  on  paper.
Collection  of  the  artist  via  Kirk  Varnedoe.



.

Fig.  20.  Robert  Rauschenberg.  Cy  +  Relics,  Rome,  1952.  Courtesy  of  Kirk  Varnedoe.



Fig.  21.  Cy  Twombly.  The  Academy,  1955.  House  paint,  pencil,  and  pastel  on  canvas.        72  x
94  inches.  Courtesy  of  a  private  collection  via  Kirk  Varnedoe.

Fig.  22.  Cy  Twombly.  Criticism,  1955.  House  paint,  crayon,  pencil,  and  pastel  on  canvas.  50
x  57  inches.  Courtesy  of  private  collection  via  Kirk  Varnedoe.



Fig.  23.  Cy  Twombly.  The  Geeks,  1955.  House  paint,  pencil,  and  pastel  on  canvas.  42  x  50
inches.  Private  collection.  Courtesy  of  Thomas  Ammann  Fine  Art,  Zurich  via  Kirk  Varnedoe.

Fig.  24.  Marcel  Duchamp.  3  Standard  Stoppages,  1913-4.  Three  100cm  threads  glued  to
three  painted  canvas  strips.  Courtesy  of  the  Museum  of  Modern  Art,  New  York.



Fig.  25.  Robert  Rauschenberg  with  White  Painting  [Seven  Panel],  1951.  Painting:  oil  on
canvas.  72  x  125  inches.  Collection  of  the  artist.

Fig.  26.  Robert  Motherwell.  Elegy  to  the  Spanish  Republic,  No.  35,  1954-8.  Oil  and  Magna
on  canvas.  80  x  100  inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Metropolitan  Museum  of  Art.



Fig.  27.  Raphael.  The  School  of  Athens,  1509-10.  Fresco.  200  x  300  inches.  Courtesy  of  the
Musei  Vaticani.

Fig.  28.  Cy  Twombly.  School  of  Athens,  1964.  Oil  paint,  wax  crayon,  and  lead  pencil  on



canvas.

Fig.  29.  Cy  Twombly.  Apollo  and  the  Artist,  1975.  Oil,  oil  stick,  and  graphite  on  collaged
paper.



Fig.  30.  Cy  Twombly.  Apollo  and  the  Artist  (“The  Space  between”  detail).

Fig.  31.  Cy  Twombly.  Apollo  and  the  Artist  (“The  Artist  with  Mars  Apollo”  detail)



Fig.  32.  Cy  Twombly.  Mars  and  the  Artist,  1975.  Oil,  oil  stick,  and  graphite  on  collaged
paper.



Fig.  33.  Cy  Twombly.  Achaeans  in  Battle  (Artist  detail).



Fig.  34.  Ben  Shahn.  Sunday  on  the  Porch,  1935.  Silver  gelatin  print.  Courtesy  of  Library  of
Congress.



Fig.  35.  Norman  Rockwell.  American  Way,  1944.  Oil  on  canvas

Fig.  36.  Ben  Shahn.  Nicolas  C.  1951.  Courtesy  of  Daniel  Belgrad.



Fig.  37.  Cy  Twombly.  Shades  of  Eternal  Night,  1977-8.  Oil,  oil  stick,  and  graphite  on
canvas.  118  x  94  1/4  inches.

Fig.  38.  Mushroom  clouds  over  Hiroshima  and  Nagasaki.



Fig.  39.  Robert  Smithson.  Still  from  Spiral  Jetty  film  1970.

Fig.  40.  Robert  Smithson.  Still  from  Spiral  Jetty  film  1970



Fig.  41.  Cy  Twombly.  Heroes  of  the  Ilians,  1977-8.  Graphite,  oil  stick,  and  oil  on  canvas.
118  x  94  1/4  inches.  Courtesy  of  the  Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art.



Fig.  42.  Andy  Warhol.  Seated  Male  Nude,  1976-1986.  Stitched  silver  gelatin  prints.  Courtesy
of  Simon  Goldhill.

Fig.  43.  Pergamene  School  or  Roman  copy.  Barberini  Faun,  around  200  BCE.  Marble.
Located  in  Munich,  Germany.



    

     

     

     

Fig.  44.  Barbara  Kruger.  Untitled,  1983.  Text  on  Spectochrome  sign  Times  Square,  New
York.
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