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Byerley, Gerald Durwood (M. F. A., Fine Ar t s : Creative Arts ) 

Ambiguity as a Source of Meanings in Some 

Contemporary Abstract Paintings 

Thesis directed by Assistant Professor Eugene Matthews 

This thesis deals with the interpretation of some 

contemporary abstract paintings through the use of the 

concept of ambiguity. No attempt is made to separate the 

abstract painting of the present from the painting of the 

past, but rather it is shown how both can be approached 

through the examination of the ambiguous levels of meanings 

within them. The dense ambiguous levels of meanings in the 

contemporary abstract paintings are contrasted with the 

more limited quantity of ambiguity in paintings which 

contain a more descriptive use of objects. Some meanings 

are traced through the ambiguous levels in both kinds of 

painting (i.e., abstract and object-descriptive). The 

discussions are not only a guide to the paintings used as 

illustrations but are also a starting point for further 

associations with other abstract paintings of the present. 

The discoveries of Cubism and Impressionism are the intuitive 

disciplines for the contemporary abstract painter. Their 

concepts of planar structure and light structure are basic 

to contemporary abstract painting. A less stable or less 

plastic plane in the conventional sense of Cubism exists in 

contemporary abstract painting. The examples display these 



results of a very dense ambiguity that is dominated by the 

intangible properties of light. It is shown how the breadth 

of the emotional experiences of light in these paintings 

lend to them a feeling of unlimited space. The ambiguities 

within contemporary abstract paintings show the conflicts 

within contemporary man and of course within the contemporary 

painter. Ambiguity as a form for paradox can best contain 

these conflictso Ambiguity in painting adjusts the 

unlimited forces of the human psyche to a form which is 

unlimited in its expressive potential. 

This abstract of about 225 words is approved as to 
form and content. I recommend its publication. 
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Figure 2 Georges Braque, "The Portuguese" 



Figure 3 Juan Gris, "The Pierrot" 
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Thia thesis .is concerned W'ith the 1ntrospeet1ve 

abstract pa1nt.1ng ot the p·resent. Many ,.bran.de·• o,f 

abstract painting u1.st to4a7 bu't to avoid lists o,r 

claas1f1eat1on the tenn "ab1rt:raot" pain'Ul'lg will work as 

the best for the examples chosenJ "these e-xample-s wi11 be 

use-d to demon-strate the ,o-courre.nc• e:f amb1gu1 ti•s 1n :form 

which 1neludee the eub,eot as trell as the piotorlal 

elements. The term ambiguity Will be u••d to mean the 

suoce•stul 1'ormat1on .1n pa1nt1ng of two or more levels of 

meaning at the sam.e time. These levels of meanlng may be 

clear or obsaure, equivocal or seque:nc1.al. 

!he con1;,emporary abartract painter has the taak o-£ 

making rm 1mage with paint and canvas. !his of course 1s 

es-aentiall7 the same as with the painters of the past 

.centuries. If this lmage 1s to suco.eed as a work of art, 

1t must give visual reality to the pa1nte.r's asplratl:o-ns. 

'toda7 the ou-ter appearcees ot nature. are more generall7 

ignored or b}r-paaaed 1n an e.f.tort to att.aln the 1:lmer 

spiritual world of' the painter. !his inner sp1rttual world 

of the painter can be considered a-a at least part. of the 

larger spiritual.. world ot mankind, and so does not- deal 

directly w1 th a representation of· the objects- 1n the world 

of nature, which 1nolu.de-s man. The abstract painter 



2 

aah1eve·s forms which may remind us ot the she.pt, st-rue·tures, 

and proee.ssea in nature (such as growth o.r metamorphic 

evolution). 

The ocm:temporary trend, or speaking 1n a broader 

sense, the trend ot art 1n the twentieth century, is toward 

abstraction. This Abst.rao-t-1on 1n the oont.emporary sense 

results in a de-m.atar1allzat1.on ct objective p1e.tor1al 

expression because it ha.s partly been an attempt to grasp 

the .inner sourae of !JJDl.bol1o expression. The abstract 

paint.er hae moved away from an 1l.lus1on o.f mat-el'ial 

reality toward a preterenoe for the 1:ntr1ns1c realit7 

derived from the abstract elements ot painting . The visual 

elements, 8:hap&, apaee, value, color, line, texture, are 

used plast1.call7 tn abstraction. The expnsw1ve. use of 

these elnente may- ev:okt a aub,ec:t. 

The concept of the subject muat tlrat be approached 

from the standpoint of th• tradit1ona1 repreaenut1on of' 

obje.e'ts 1n pa1.nt1ng; the aubject 1.s the objects or a atol.'Y 
t:;:1_.~ 

that they te1-l. In a later section it lfill be sholf?l how the 

subjec·t in some present abstract pa1nt1ng becomes identified 

Yl:th the plastic t ·orm o~ the pa1nt1ng. The exiatenee of 

abst:ract form 1n the painting -o~ past .centuries is 11-ot to 

b.e denied but. the exaaplea and d1scues1ons to be used will 

attempt to show how a new awarenee-s of abstract t .ona has 

given a new sub~eot emphasis to contemporary painting. It 

might be sald that painter• have become d1•11lue1oned by 

the se1entlf'1c attl tudes han.ded down f'rom the Re11a1ss-an.oe 



culminating 1n quaa1-so1ent1f1c cults in art from the time 

o:t Impr ss1on1sm. Since then, a conscious att.empt has been 

made to regain the plastic intent in painting. 

The question may be asked; •What is aoh1tved b-y 

abst.rac'tion 1" fhe most apparent answer in the tvent1eth 

century is a, 11new point of view• Yh1ch is trul7 conteJll­

p.orary in its "vision." 
. . 

st ••• In the- s11apl♦st possible 'terms, we- are looking 
at art through glas-1es appropriat• to the century v-e 
are 11 '\i1g 1n, and not 'through tho•• we 1nh-er1 t tram 
previous ge.nerat1ons, ihethe.r peopl.e 11lte 1 t or not 
these modern 'glasaest ex1a"t and are nothing more not~ 
leas than. 'abstraction. ' However bitterl.7 the school's 
and deal.era lllight rwrangle over the word'a possible 
meanings,, •• see all art in terms ot its abartracrt 
qualities, regardle•a of the degree ot fign~t1venesa 
or .non-t1gurat1veueas., representat1on1 or non-repreaen­
tat1on. objeat1v1t7 or sub~eoU:v1ty. tt 

!his new point of vle,r enables us to iook more 

deeply into the painting, past the conacious 1-evels of its 

*ex1atence• and 1ts ureprese-ntat1on• into its deeper 

implied psychological realms.. !he. ab111 t7 to do this bas 

been aoh1eved by m8!'17 1>f the twenti.eth century painters• 

some of whom nll be d1:sc,us.se:d later. as a result -of a 

somewhat nev and ourrentl7 very intense re-spect for the 

inner p.ayoholog1<ral workings of man. . 

•. • • the. psyehoana.l7t1.e afproaeh gen1nat:ee out o-t the 
fundamental no'tion. that man a beharto.r can. be explained 
1n te?'ms of the working out o.f .a complex ot c--ous.c1ous 
and unoonacious personal.ity nee-els an4 dri vea • at lee:at 

1M1chel Seuphor, D1ot1011ary a! Abstract Paia.-iing~ 
Kew York, \957 ~ p,_ 2. 



,s.ome of vbl.oh are •ratio,, and all o! Yh1ch. st.rive toward 
and o:f'ten find ~bolio expre11sion,. as 1n dreams and in 
the fine art,s •2 

:Perhaps painting 1s 1n another p-eriod of a searching 

:tor new meanings 1fh1oh 1s ap1t'1tuall7 akin to that o~ -the 

p rto4 of 'the· Romanesque. 

"Through the pre.se:nt-·day tendency in art to 
dematerialize the S11bleot, we are enabled to look 
d.eeptt into both t.he hidden and the 11au1:r•st 
abstractions of Romaueaqu• art, to recognize bet.t . ·l"' its 
et'.tect on the entire language of art1atio f'ol"Jla, and to 
distinguish thes etf-eots in th.e1r 1nd1v1-dual .,. 7et 
manifold degre-es. Ot a.ours•, Roman.e•que. art aaplree no 
more, than any other h1.stor1c style to that total 
ab.stracti-on which makes mo4ern art such an un1qu•· 
phenomenon in the his.t.or.y of th.e h'Wll&ll mind. On the 
contrary, 1t 1s oomplet-e-17 dominate.d b7 its eubje<>t 
matte:r. But since,, with an exclus1:v•nes• that was ne.ver 
to occur again. th1a sub3e:ct .matier ls God alone-•that 
1a • a spir1 tual power 1n the highe:st sense--the shaping 
or Romanesque Art 11t by 1-ts very nature .lo4gad 1h the 
s.phere of pure imagination, and 1 t is this that brings· 
it :eo close to our mo4e.rn sensib1llt1ea. Por ta-r 
re.m~ved as it 1.a .trom trad1-tlonal t-.♦11ng. this m.odern 
outlook ha cn.at•d in .1 ts own way a work ot pun 
symbols·. w3 

The oontempore.17 abst-raot paint-er 1a ue1ng the visual 

elem•nts tor pir7chologica1 •.tf&eta and general]Jr avo14s the 

representation o.t objects though his pa1nt1ng may oonta1n a 

sense -of' them (or the actual ob3ect 1t:sel:t 1n the cas•s ot 

aasemblage and c.ollage)-. The abstract o:oncerns of the 
. 

pa1n'"r today or1g1nateti 1n the abstract fol'lll of the pa1nting 

2Douglas B. Morgan. tt.P9Tchology and Art, 1950; a 
SUmmary and . ·Cr1.t1que • • Aeathet1cs foda7 (.e.d1 ted by Mon-is 
Ph1111pson), Wev York, 1961, p. 280. 

3Joseph ,Gantner (and Marcel Pobl). '?h! Gl.017 g,! 
Romanesque !l:1,, Jlew York, t956, p •. 10. 
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of the pas-t that repnure:ated. objects:. !hat ls. ahstrae't 

paintlng today has the subcone.o-10:us heritage of the .abstract 

t:orm in the painting ot the past.. 'the repreeentat1011 of 

objects in pa1nt1ng was •t1emolished1t in a eonvfPit.1onal sense 

by th-e CUbist patnter,s,, and fih11J ldll be discussed atter an 

exemplary analysis 1s made o.f som:e of the ambiguous levels 

of sublect and t'orm 1n a t~41-t1oaal. pa.1nt:tng ·that re:pre­

se.nts 0:bjects. 

Paintings contain ambiguous le,;els- ot me-aatngs in 

s-equence and coherence (taking tor gl!'tmted that 'the7 are 

· ucoessful as Qrks of art); an. ana.17.sis of a painting can 

reveal them~ ~e· v1sual ,etl.ements .have pero•pt-ual and 

1nte'llectua.l ambiguous re1at1onaldps -in painting., with 

varying degrees e:f impo:rtane& among them. . Of course ~he 

visual eltlni-ents &fl bound 'to the subl-ect. which 1s e1the,r 

the traditional represe1:Lt-at:l·on of obl&.cta or the plaat1e 

abstract .to.rm .o:t th• pa1nt1ng or, a cc>mb1nat1,em ·of beth., 

The reau1t, 1a the •torm" of pain.ting 'Wl:d.ch ma1 be def1n.e4 

aa a plastic 1nteraot1on. 

Am b1gp1 t7 !A the P,:as.t 

Rembrandt •.s •1.>c:l1$h R1.de-r• (see figure t) d1.sp1aye· 

what 1s meant by 'the ·"npresentat1on o:t ob3ects• 1n 

pa.1nt1ng. This 1~ one level o:t 1.te aub)eet: 1! only the 

primary 1,ev.el. -The other levels ot sub-le.ct f .ollo-w as hori1e1 

man, equestrian figure, landscape • . sq and light. Ob3se.te 

may b• 1d&nt11'1ed: brtdl.e. sword., arrcnrs. hatchet. saddle, 
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clothing. and the larger category ot obje-c·ts1 the horFJe, 

the man. and the landscape. A sense· ot obl•ot1ve reality 

pervade . these things because of the 1ight1ng. !hen 1a 

more of a sen e of bruah stroke than there is a sense of 

th& 'textures o:t t-he objeo1.s de.picrted. so tb1.a paillt1ng has 

that featur• wh1oh 1 also charact•rtst.1.c of •om& ·p·a1nt1ng 

today, the v1s1b1llty ct the paiztter•a means.. !hls qua11ty 

1.s sometimes caU,ed "painterliness. ·" fhereton· Rembrandt 1 s 

etho-d of painting exist.a 1n an amb1gu-ous :relationship with 

the desor1pt1·on of' objects. In th1s painting that r•lat1on­

sh1p is equ1vooa1. We are avare. of the• objects desert bed 

and the brush work at ncearl.7 the ste 1t1me •. 

11'-he subject of th1s pa1nt1ng1 1s. aertainly more than 

the th1ng11 listed, but What more? H.r,st of all. • . 1t must be 

:re-emphasized that this pa1.nt1ng reprts-en-t-s (or pr-ennta an 

illusion of) the objects listed ab()Ve as 1t 1-s also- the 

emood1ment of some my-s-te:ry- of 1mpli.ed er diegutaed 11u1~ng. 

Despite tlie clarity of fora and the exactness o.t deuil 

there is a condltlon of romanti.o myaterr- here·. Who 1• this 

ttPolish Rlder"t His features do not look tamtliar· (1 .. e. • 

a portrait is not .te1t here) .• 

"Romantic m1-stery• 1mp11es obs:eur1t7 which is one of 

the other meanings tor amb1gu1 ty. ltt the ease of thie 

R1mbran.dt the boundaries of the subject are e.xtendad because· 

ot tlls obscurity. Whel"6 is he goi;l'lg? Where ·dld he come 

from? D1d he just appear out of that primordial. d·ark 

land&oape? Is it dawn or du.sk? It seems as though he has 
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been going somelthe:re and oom1ng !rom somewhere :tor· an 

eternity. His gaze 1s not· on.e that reoogni:ze:s us •. but a 

gaze toward a t1meless ., eternal, OT divine goal which is­

n-elther in the direction ot h1s stare nor 1n the d.1.reet1on 

of the apparent movement or- 'the, horse hut som:ewhe.re in a 

'timeless realm to ~ch thia hors& and rtder only symbo11.ze 

a 3oumey. This my·stery ts em·bo41ed 1n the ltina of palnt-

1.ng which is cal1ed 11obje.O't-repr•sentat1on* er"objee't­

d-6scr1pt1on. ·" 

!he narra.t1v• of th.ts pa.1nt1ng 1s a horse and rider 

1n a landseap~ and a myst-er1ous j -ou-rney- and much more which 

is· 1mp11ed. 'rh:&se :c;>ther. s.eme1fhat e1us1-re levels ot the 

subjeet ean only be speculate.-d upon with tJie lmag1nat1on 

snd skill or the so.holar-. philosopher and poet . However, 

the abstracrt tom o.f thie. painting can be analT-Sed at some 

length .• 

A vary subdtHtd complementary of· colors can be t'elt 

here because the browns and gra-,e contain ln a cl.oudy way 

some ot the conventional complementa2:7 schemes wch aa red 

and green o-r blue and o·range. !hue are d1sparsed through­

out the painting. allowing the eye. t .o adjust. tre-el7. !he 

color of tche horse. the ride.rt s elbow and somt plae·es 1n the 

sky' lend the much needed cool not:es to the val'm.1.sh red,s and 

browns. There is even .more· adjustment 1n the cold 7el.lows. 

'rhese are warmed a l1ttle by the gold obj.eo-tiu shoe, bridle. 

arrows. !he simultanaous :relationships 0£ nearl.7 .equal 

amounts of o-ool and warm colors re·su.lt 1n a neutral 
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tem.perature. thi,s neutrality is certainly 1n ke•p1ng w:1 th 

the "neutralized" narrative. fhe color does not inter.f'ere 

w1 th the mysterious,., implied meaning 1n this painting but 

on another neutral l.evel tends to enhanoe the mystery. 

Netttrali'ty of color and neutrality of narrative: give the 

condition. of neutrality twice as lBUoh power; however, this 

1s only so when contrasted with another and more dynamic 

level of visual percept1o--n w1th1n this pab:t1ng. 

S1noe the col.or 1,s unobt-rua1 ve here• perhaps a ntore 

dynamic, ambiguous :relationship can be d1scaverad in the. 

value range and 1.n the shape effect. The, lighter valued 

horse and rider stand out against the dark mass of the land­

seape. The 11ght mass o! ·the horse an.d r1de:r- 1.a adjusted 

to the lighter area ot' the sky above. Met.apho:rioally- speak­

ing, the horse. and rider eould be thoUght o.f' as atdropping" 

from 'the ai-ea .or tbJ, akJ becauee of the- 0-loae abat,rac,t 

relationship of their tonal. valluts. The: tones of the horse•· s 

legs and the earth below are graduated so that they- ttcOJlnect," 

therefore arresting the :!loating or dropping action of the 

upper portions· o:t the ho1:se. '?he Vho1e. for.m ot the horse 

is adjusted so that th.e represented movement, is anes-ted 1n 

the abstract form. This final adjustment completea the 

pattern of ambtguous relat1o.nah1:ps 1n this painting. It 

started with the recognition o~ obj~t,s in iarg.er and 

smaller categories; then came the r•cognl t1on or the 

painter's: means., JllYSt-ery and neutx-al.1t:y of narrative and 

color, and then the d.ynamie ·relationships in the value 
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range. Therafore, the .form o:t represente.4 objects in th1s 

painting exist en abstract visual as well .as- nar.rat.ive 

1eve1a at tl:te sam,e 'ttme. 

Rembrandt began with a rep:reseutat1o-n 0£ obj'eots as 

subje-0t mat~er and vorke-d them tnvard an abstract solution. 

It must not be 1mpl1ed tha-t Rembrand"t .eonac1Gusly- 1't>ught 

abst.ract. solutions f-or their own ends as a ·ph1loaophy tor 

his art~ These ~lutions are an 1:nt~gral. part o,t the 

subject and may be oonside-red as 1ntnit1vel:, ach1eve4. 

Amb1@1:t, .!!\ Ot1bip 

Som..e. pain-ting er· the twentieth centul."7 and 0Ub1·am in 

particular displays a degree of al\e.:rat1-on of the repra$en­

tat1on ot objeo,s. With Cnb1sm began a plan f,o-r see111g that 

was &vent.ually- responsi b1-e tor tbe· d1&appea.,..anee oE the 

represented objeottt:J 1n ab. ·'tract painting. thie plan is 

more generally kn01ftl as the s1st-:em 0:£ "s1l!lul.~al'leous v1ew­

pobt-s •. " Instead of the- tradl tio:nal. way .of organ-1 z1ng 

·objects, 1n p1ctu~e space b7 mean• of the systems ot p•:r-. 

spect1ve., the cub1st.s jltttaposed various v1,ewpo1:nts 1n -the 

same pletun which gives 1t a p•cuUQ vibrating et.feat o.f 
, 

planes ( sett .t1gll.N 2.) .. 

These "Vi bTat1ng" pI.anea have at least two aTAb1guous1 

le:ve·ls ot .existence, conceptual and etmotur&J.. O<me111pt.u.­

all7, they exist as a n .su.l t or a coase1-ou,s .. att.empt to 

display m~ viewpoints at the .same time. Structurall.y, 

these pla.n&s ex1 .. st as un1 ts ot the tom or the finished 
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pa_1n:tl.ng. '.?he intell:eotual tde:as ot OubJ.SDl had to be. 

f1 tted to p1ctor1a1 toms a.a the narrativtl subje·ct ot the 

Rembrandt was- s.o adjusted. The aub3ects of CU'.b1st pa1nt1ngs 

were more in 'the nature ot formal solutions than 1n the 

area ot narrative•• The dominance. of tha app•a~oe u 
planar anal7s.is (and sometime,a te.xtural and pattern anal;ya1s) 

ov,er the represen\at1on a£ object.a uaed fbr this analysJ.s 

eharaet .. r1.zed Cu b1 Sill. 

More ambiguous :t"elat1on.ah1p oen be ab.ow b:, breaking 

down the ttstructural uni tw" ·1n:to parta. These planes ·a.a 

:stnio'tura1 units affect the 1111:te* o~ on• anothe;r. 

Rhythmic pa-tterns oontnn the force• ot ·the contb1ned planes 

and may have a .,ammed al)pearanee or an ·eapt;y appearanc-• 

acc.ording to th 1r quantity and r .elatj..onahips (1 .. e., 

f'orees and tensions}. An example o~ thi• wottld. be the 

plastic add1t1Tit building o.t planar statements that fi.n.al.17 

make a Oubiat. at:rueture ot th• JB&n.7 "fiewpo1nts. Ambigo.oue 

leveJ.s of mea:oing (sough"t through anaJ.ye1s and lnterpreta• 

tlon) add up to the e-ona,lunve etf'ect of' the pa1nt1.ng. 

"Cubism anbstitute4 a t"&dically new fua1on of maas 
and void. In plaee of earlier persp•c1.i'Ve systems that 
determined the 1>reo1se lo.cation of' dlecnttJ .-objeo"ts 
1n 11luaory depth. CV.b1.t!Slll ot'fe~.4 a.n unatabl.e s,ruoture 
of' 41smembend plan• 1n 1nd1ttel'Dl1na:te spat.1al poa1t}ons. 
Iniltea.d o.t assum1ng that the work of an was an 1llue1on 
of :rea11·t1 that la7 be,-ond 1-t, OUbillll propos-•d that the 
vo:rk of art wae 1tselt a . rea11.ty that repreaei,:t.•·d_ the•4 
veq process by ttbieh nature 1a tra.nsfomed into .an. 

4ttobert Rosen.bl.um.. ou:b1sm and !'wentleth Oentu;u A.rt, 
New York, 1960, P• 9. 
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The earliest stage ot Cubism which is oa1led the 

Jtanal3"t1ca1 fJ phase re:ta1ns a great deal of' "the- old systems. 

ot modeling f ;orms with dark an-d 11gh"t. Later~ the Cubist 

approach is s1mpl1t1ed and ayn."thes;1z•d• file •s,nthet10• 

phase resul.ta (see figure 3). He.re tltere: 1a le-se and some­

times no- modeling of" forms. Plat shapes are pre.teffed 

which embody- 1'ha-t lld.ght be thought ot as d11t111a't1ons ct 

some· o-r the many •ss.mu.l ta.neoutJ v1ewpo1nt-s • lnto flatter 

arrang~ents that ,COll~.n fihe. lUlBett.ClJS of the a,bj:ects and 

f'1gures. 5 Th$ S,nthetio :pa1nt1'.nS• s:eetn eapti-ed .ot ihe 

v1b_rattng s-pat1g;l .&rt1yi-t,;y o~ the Anal.7U-ortl. pa1.n'\1ngs. 

Aual.yt.i_eal Oub1st pe.1nt1ngs ware geuara.117 m.onochrcaati-c in 

co1or. Co1ors and the matte-r o~ •collage• -ven used 1n the 

Synthetlo Cubist paintings. 

The premise ot object.a and f1gurea still Nme.ill.a in 

th'9 late pa1nt:1ngs ot the· old CUb1ats~ Picasso, and »raque., 

bu:t 'there ff.ems to b a gradual progressien away .t~ 'thtil'" 

1nf.luenoe. Objects- and .tigtJ.N,a have- heenused. by- P1oasso 

and Braque for their plastlc ras-earehea. ~ emotions t.ha-t 

these reare-arehea oonta1n are the pl-"Qpert1es of th• artists. 

... • .. t .he t1gl1N was kept (b,- P1C-'a••o and Braqus) 
because the end o-f the pain'ter• -s ,:-eseareh was p.ree1sel7 
t~ moveme-ut that d1s1n.t.egrated 1t .••• att:er the Yar 
(Will) · ••• Ptoa.sso.,. !raque and a whol·t , generation ot 
analysts. h-a<L d1sl.ntegra-ted figuration. . Wb.a:t 1s lttt- ~or 
the new generation 1s eolor,. rhythm-, f:ragmen'ts •. !h-ey 
bave no ohoi-ee.. Eaah must- 1n.terrog.at·e 'the new art for 

5Guy .Habasq,ue, Oubism, Editions dt:Art A1bert Sld.ra., 
1959• P• 41, 
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its ends arul resources-. ·'The only concern. of the artist 
must be -~rt. Serl.eaa ohanges 1n all the arts ar• f1.rst 
materla1. The form comes last.•ttO 

Pa1ntlng has. moved through the hec-t1e formal analysis 

of' Cu.b1sm and 1:t now rest.a at a stage Ylt:e:re 1:t. c·a:n use some 

of the ·kno-vl.edge o~ foma1 analya111 tor ntor• 4el1 berately 

a.rtistio ends. In fact- CU1>1sm ha.a b.ecome part ot th-e 

.fozmal d1sc1pl1ne ·of most painters today and though they 

abandon, the obvious surface atrncrture ot OUb1•• ' it may 

s-tlll remain .aa a suboonscioue base. As the linear and 

planar analysis of' Cubism :temaln.s as a d1sc1.p11n.e, so do.es 

the study of Impressionism. It 1& neee1tea.r.y t.o ae-cept the 

e.rlstene-e o-r these: two t.radit1ons as b•·iltg on an intuitive 

1 tVel in the- VOl'k of som-e <rontemporar., ab.s:tract painters .• 

In some c:ontel'Jlpora:r;y abst,raot painting aif the plane 1s used 

as a plastic and struotu:ral unit eo 1:a light used.. fbe 

existence of the plane and of light is or a dual or an 

amb1gUoua natu:re. One 1s not poae:1.b1e without -the othel'i!',­

;re-t one may domi.nat·e the other. !he. p1ane m:a.7 •resiattt with 

its •surface• or oont1nu.e to re-cede "cause of its color O'l'"' 

placement. The line made by the pla'lle's edge 1ta1 toi,n part 

or a et-meture which \ll:11tes ·n .th th• tvo•.d1nt~ns1onal 

.s:ur:taoe of the painting. Ltgh.t ma.1 ttc~ through a sameness 

in tonal vaiue of plan•• and 1 t cou1d aleo be enhanc,ed. by 

6Q'uotat1on an·d S\lbse4uen-t parapbra•1ng by, Do:r& Ashton 
from Jean Paul Sartre·, "!b.• l?aint~r w1 thout. Pr1V1leg.es~" 
Arts and Aroh:1ttetur-e, vol. 78,, lfo. 5 .. Mar t961. pp. 4.;,.5. 



blurring the edges (lines} of' the- planes. Thert is any 

number of' poss1 bl.-e relat1.01tsh1ps or th•ae tvo elements 

(plane and light_) 1n pa1:nt1ng today .. 

Amb1gp.1ty !!! the Pr,1rent 

Formally ambiguous presentations .of the inner world 

ot the artist loom vi th1n t he fo·rmats of contemporary 

abstract paintings. 

ttMlnlng fo.r their buried aelv,es, the ne•.nt subjective 
painters art§ struggling 1n a m:orta1 batt.le, quite as 
terrifying as the m.e41eva.l battle• with demons,: 1n 
which for the t'1.rs.t t1me 1n h!stor,- they attempt_ to 
symbolize that Yh1oh is ' d11'f'it:rent t:rom. the knovn and 
di:1-feren-t f'rt>lll 'the unknown. ' tt7 
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'rhe contemporary abetraet pa1nte•r trt ea to give \Ht h1 s nu 

s:,mbo1s and signs tor this new territory 0£ his expression. 

His symbology 1s in terms ot contemperaJ"7 psyo~o1og1cal. 

introspection. This analytical ••arching has resul t•d in 

an .1mage wh1oh is o.t auoh a my8't1ca1 nature that. comment 

upon 1t 1s d1tt1oult. 

Th-e meanings in oontuporax,r abatracrt pa1nt1ngs can 

be sought from several levels Vhieh are ordera ot study with 

vested lnterasta. .. These a.re .sociolog, p97chology and art 

history. Respeot1valf each d1a.c1pl1ne asket ftat i;a the 

relat_1onsh1p ot abstract painting to aoc1e:ty a.nd the conae­

que-nce ot the relat1onahipf What. ae•ds ot persol18.11ty 

7Dore Ashton (with a quote included ~rc>m the 
Upanishad ) • Arts and Arohiteotu~e. vol. TI,. Harell 1·960, 
p. 10. . . 



prodnoe, ab.strsct :pa.intcing? How does the, eontsmp.orary 

a.bst.ra.ot pa1n't1.ng relate to the, past and vhat are its 

stylistic elem.enta? 
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'l'hea.e areas ot stud.7 O'V$l"la.p •. t:hat is-,. each 11101\1:d:es 

some o.f' tha others. lo·~ the sake. et a nomenclature-• tb.-ey 

could be list,ed in thtt :tol.lowi.ng or4er: 

So-o1ology - the l.arger ord,tr o~ neede 

Psyohology - the smaller order of n:nd• 

A.rt B1·story - the, .specific elas·s1fica't1on ancl 
1.nt.e.rp~tat1on of at;rle-s 

Xla1ne Del:ooutng 1n an: article on t.he painters. Kl1ne 

and Rothko·,. displa7e. th• three l..evels ot 1n:terpre:tat1on. 

First o~ all she describes. in tens o:t art. h1story. that 

their work is ,dlftennt !rem the past. 

•The meet olrvious C'hange trom Pe.st to, Present in 
th work o:t both Kline and Rothko •. • • was: the apparent 
commitment to· tbe: Big P1etu.re. 8• • • to me.et. the scale 
o:t. h1 s (Kline ' s) oonoe,pt • • • · •. 11 

The article d&vel.ops 111.to dealing 1i'1th 112.wa.rd (psy-cb.0-

logioal) re,as-ons for th-e k:lnd ot to%mat-.. 

.. Breadth O:t slz• and seale • 1.11 these ·•ork•~ are 
pa:rado"X1cally the result .of th& artist •s olesenes•s to 
hitJ pa1nt1ng--W'ldoh .he :regards aa a p:r1vate ae:t tor a 
private v1ev; an~ they ar,e., at the same t1me,. the mceans 
to 1neure pr1vao7. The· painting 1s a h1d.1ng piaee: •. tt9 

!hen,. S·he begins to dis.cuss the. tunot1on 0£ the nev lt~nd -ot 

format. 'r:his d1scuss1on rese~\>1es the. orde.r .o,r so.clolog. 

8tl.tl1n• DeKoon1ng. "X11ne and i.otbkcn 1.!wo Amerlcans 
in. Actien. tt !D, !fen Annual, vol XXVII. 1- 958, P• t75. 

9thid. 



1l'b.e _, agn1:f1e:d image here reverses 1ta original 
funettons and sugge.sts a state-of'-mind ae:soe1at♦d in 
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the past -01117 nth emall paint1ngs-1nt1macy_ traually-,. 
the large painting hat, had a publ:1c expreaa1mu as :a 
mural 1 t was in-tended to pro l eot over d1 stanc·e.s f 1 t was-­
even if' the l)ay- o,f Judgment was dep1et-ed--1ntende-d as 
decor. tttO . . . . . . . 

As pa1nt1.n.g• cum b:e des1t with . t'i,,m ~he outside w1 th 

thea~ tbre orders.,. so ¢~ "the speo1:tio ~-:~v•l•. o! the inne.r 

sub3eet be dttal.t wt th in t ·m ;s or 1 t,.- ord•n.. . . 

. !he formal and -narra-t1n levels of &b3-e.ot. have 

de.alt nth the buman i"1gu~ ln We-nern. art and alae llith the 

envtroument of' tb.e human. figure, which ¢\011te:S \mde~ the dass1• 

:tlcat1.ons o1 landJJc.ape and lnt•r1or.. Th• environment ma,­

con;tain objects or ttfundturett (0th.er than 'the hllDlan f1gur.-). 

These obje-0$8 are an endletta J.1st o.f thlnga such as tree& 

and mountains and dishes and 'tab1es... Oblact:& nui1. act out. 

•-rol•s" or talce the express1v• chuacrtttr1st1cs u-suall)" 

assigned to ~he· human figure as in an, of the. fta\111 ll.testt 

o.r Ohardin and c:e.z:anne .• 

With a spee1tlo exaaple:,. 'that ot Ph1111p Gua-ton's 

•Fabl.e' -1956 •(aee fi.gure 4) • 1.t can be po1ntea ·out hov he 

has made an image sad a sub3•ot Which. ae811• 1.o ino1ud• all 

or the phenomena o-f ~-!sun and tnrt~ne».t 111 ~•=• o·f h1s 

lnner seeing o:t them. ~ 

Guston leav•s out the ~ad1t1ona1, sc1ent1f1o -s7Stems 

o.t linear pe:rspeoti've·. We are. presented her& n t.h SE>lll-tth!.ng 
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which more closely toll.on th• Impreas1on1st1c ,syate•a of 

light ( a. system ot broken color spots 11h1ch give the effecrt 

of" light)_ tdth an added usage of the half-tone--the 

phenomenon: of seeing called 'the •n.gure and grcundtt rela\1on• 

ship 1a easily disc&rn.1ble here .. 

tt,.. • ~ any op-tical. d1ftere11t.tat1ou ot ,a. plc~ 
surfao·e generates a senae ot sp.ae-•. • •. •11 

Thes:e toms which ·s'tand apart. become the tttigu.res" and the . 
spaaes whieh they stand o,~t again•t are the ground-,~ yet 

Gusto,n manipulates the two into an integrated whole. 

~This orga.n1sat1on ot figures and backgrounds ls 
l,"epeated progresa1v•17 until the \thc1• Ylsual :t1•ld la 
perc·e1vac1 as a form.al, ordered W11t7--the plastic 
image. •t2 

The subjeot. ot this painting sea.a to n1-at on more 

ambtgu-ous ievels ot meaning than the subj•ot- of t.he 

ll81rfbrandt. The 01>t1ca1 and the.n th& pay-ch1oal exp•r1•?1Ces 

lfhlch may be- behind th , creation of this work 1l1 a aenae 

'lncl.udes- .!11 the t1guxe.s and gromu! rela't1.onah1pa of •~e1tig, 

·that 1,s 1 the posa1.billt1•e or its meaning• a:re, 1nf1:nJ.t•. 

The poss1 bl.e 1.nterpretat.ions of the •Poli.Sb Rider• are only 

11m1te-d by the objea:11v• rea11t7 o~ the painting. for 

ex8Jllp1-e: the horse-and-rider 1 s not a tre.. Ill the Gu.ston 

th-e 1maga implies an· endlttas ou,pourl.ng 0£ t111tb1guit7. 

bjeo~s are auggtste4 and the minds of the vienrs malt• 

11 Gyorgy Kepes, Lan~,s. !21., V,islon, Oh1cago. 1944, 
p. 21. 
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them 1.nto- d1.tferent things which ea.n be glven nam&s as 

ob3ee-ts can . be given nam•-a• ln -the Guston the pla$t1o 

tor:ms ma:y be, different "objects" ac-co.rd1~ to the ws,7 -ea,ch 

vtffe-r •reads" this patnting. With •ever.al vienrs (or -t.Jle 

same one on d.1:t:rerent oce~1ons) ihe-r& ma7 be a. Cha1n ot­

d1tteren..t v-1ew1ng experlenaes linked onl.7 b7 the act:ual 

nality or en•t•no• or tbi-a 118,1nt1ng (i . e.• tb· phyfdeal 

·exl.st,euoe ot the pa1nt1_ng 1 t,self'l- . 

fh1s range- •or a1tb1guous levels or •eatdng implies 

a veey gen.-ra.l aub,l•ot Which shou..14 nat be tlll:en as meaning 

a bland or anonymous aubJeot, but idea.lly it o:ould mean a. 

SUbjeo.t ot immens♦ sooptt. en. of the defW't1ona o~ fable 

1-& that o.f a narra.t1on wbich en:foro••· -some uae-1'11 truth. 

It seems that the usetu.l tru'.th -0'! 'th1• patntbg ts that 1t 

cou1d be any fable. or :tn an amb1gu.t>us se11•• all :fabllls, 

paat or present. ln 1t a.re the 1mplie:d 1117st.&rtes or some 

prtmne.l gathering Gf tigures-. be~s, p&.rhape ••11, to 

enao-t some epic. o:r archet7pa which 1• ever vetl:e-a 1n 1'ts 

ean1ng1' but v1 tal 1n tts emotiona. 

uston has given his pa1nt1ng the senae of' obJeots 

by tbe heavy vea.vtng ot 'the. paint (1'h1ch .eJ..eo teminds '18 ot 

the painting su:taoe) * Thitt is unaua.Uy akin to the t"-6&1 

or touoh impal"te'd by objects, SinQe the painting 1-s paint 

and not ob;jecte the neare-11t a.nal.ogy to the •touch"' ot 

objects would be the '"te:el O ot the paint itse·lf. 

C ne visual con~el'!ls ·ot Guston 1n ~Fabl.e~ are not 

far· removed from the. eoneer.ns ot th& Impreuionism , .and 1n 
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pa.rticu1ar M-on-&1h . D:ore- ASht-011 ts.1k-s: al1out how thtt pa.1.n:ters 

(and Gus'ton) aft 'trying to •1,sl\le thema.t.1vee . se&ing. Jtt) 

Monet• s st:r-1v1ng ta rec,ord the pur.$17 . v1sua:1 or c:>ptiaal . 1s 

ltke .looking a't the image on the Nit1na. Monet's l'lppreach 

to reoordi:ag ti.Le· opti<:al irensatioJUJ appears coo2 a:nd ino'tttly 

unemo"'t1011al,. It Guston"s image: 1s a:n •tmpresnon., 1t.1e 

one that has -b&e.ll. di.stort,ed 'by- the imrard and psycholog.tcal 

Jf&eing ot it. 

In. P-$70ho1og1-e.a1 case h1sto31.es d-1stort1on ha• been 

noted in the 1nd1v14ualts p:erottptio-11 0:t h1s mm 'bo-dy--; that 

1s-, h1s 191magett -ot his oWlt body. 

ttEm.ot1onal 1l'lt1uene-e ldl1 change. 'the· ~•attv~ 
val.u-e and c1&eme:ss. of tt,.e 41.t:f♦ren\ parts of 'the bcod)t• 
tmage aeeOTt!ing t..o the 111>1d'1nous· 'ti 4enc.tes. M14 

SUTely Guston 1 paiJlting 19:Gnffl image of. ~1gures ldth 

lthich he 1:s ~otlonal.1y and pqeh!call:r ·invol.Ved, 1JDpari1ng 

t:0- t:hem a rEtsul\'ant d1s-tort1otJ .• 

other· con-oerns which link Guston .nth Monet· an 

the v!B1ble, "tact1l&1t b·ru.sh- rtrolte wlch 1s- on the &lll'faee 

o.t the pa1ntt.ng and rend.ruts us <lf the tft-d.11Jt&ns10:nal. 

axi,anse 0£ the su:rtac-e • .and <the apparent "nre:a.sul1&less:• 

in-aeptb space of. the painting. Guston know• abo11t tb,e, 

f3Dore ABb.ton, Art.s ,.ea A.raMate.ctur:e. vol. ·11. 
Maroh 1960 ,_ p. f'O• · · 0 

• 

. 14Panl Schilder._. ~ m.M and 9p.fu:1,l:'al16f .ot ;&he 
Hg~ Body.,. London. t 93!5. p., f10. ~ 



dissolving. distorting -ettect ol 11.gb:t, be-oaus6 1'1 envelops 

the very soul -of 'the 1mag•& or hi . pa.1.n't-ing. 
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· "By subordinating pa.1nt1llf to optl,e.s. 111tpnss!on1s:t 
theory seemed to canonize man s mib¢>rdinat1Ql\l. t& nature; 
but· 1n praotice this theoJ."7 o:t fid:ellt7 to 'the 'th1?lg 
seen comes to mean .f1.de•11 ty to the art1,st • a pe·reonal1ty . 1115 

l:f Mone'.t did n:ot paint what he knew about the Rouen 

Oa:the4ral (1.e •• the s-toley' ot lt) but only thee opt1ea1 

Bensat1 one of 1 t, t ·hen Gusto.n moves a st-ep t11rther and 

paints lfhat he knows e.bou.t Impre~IJ1,on1sm. He seems to now 
1 t 1.ntu1\.1vely and it bao-ome-s a sys'tem for .Ms image. 

Guston ' s 1mage floats like , Ot11e e.nimat♦d Inipres-s1on-

1st f'&g, This fl.oatlng e,f:t'eot ts: the result or o a-ttempt 

t-o hold tb.-e imag& there 1n the •·n.eld" ot the pain.ting and 

not to le't tt bog down in gravity. !.he· toree of gra:v1ty 1s 

held at bay by the ve.po-rous qual1'1e.a o:f this !mag• lth1eh 

is not .entirely like a. va.p:o-ur b•cau,se · 1t seems t ,o haV$ 

subs:tanoe (the pa.int ,quality) an'd shape . Gllaton1 s tmage is, 

like an .. Assumption, u . .one which has bettn achieved .in such 

extreme abstraction that 1t has become m7stioa1. Gustqa 

has proj-e-crted h1s !e'e11ngs so .f:ar 1nt.o these ,tttlgtn."estt that 

they ha.ve mov&d toward a de--mat.erialized tl&a-thg state- <Itf 

a pu.re·ly psych1oal. auspetts1on. 

Many of' these oecn.trreno.s ~ oommon ·to the painting 

e~ Ro'thkO but 1n a dltterent ord·e.r o~ import.tmcMh, W uem. 

to have t.h~ s,ohematieal Imp.ress1on1st light but here it half 

become a ?'a.dlant col-or as W'ell as light an·d 1re are. not 
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stopped at tb:.& surface by the *pa111tc$rlln.:ein,1t lrtt~ by a 

1~ ·d-i.zz11,.- d1seolV'ing NretQgl:e on end. . In. th• Gttston a 

gre.a;t. d&a1 of tbe· pnwer of 1t:S 1.mage !ii- present in the bl11ck 

and ltbit·e reprodttot101'l..- ·fh Rt;rthko• mu.st b.e seen in O'et-lo:r. 

In Sketch ~or ''Mu:ral:tt No. 1,, 1958 (see tlgllff 5) a 

lush rad.lance of' maroon and orange embrat,.,a tba Vi enr·. He 

1.s in:v'l tea into 'the- ne:re.t a-ol.or jo7-e, or this bmtePe 

painting (81 9· x t ·Ol'),. Specul.at1on11 as t-o ·th& .me1.m;ingt, or 
this work beocme so abstnff as to 1ne1ude again a gen.&:t11li­

za"tci.011 ,of the s:cope of th Guston., . i,.-t least. However. the 

tlfo painttngs are o~ dl~.teNat- eha-raoten 1-.n ·t11Jdx-- fiel<!a 

,of 1.mag-e., The Gu.-tou ts mo-ra sni.m&"t.a an4 half a larger 

qunttty- of' spee1f1·c ot !mag$ o:r 'What ngb.t be oall.ed tn 

-pain:ting o:t the: :past. lllOM ob:,~ote in the env1romn.en-t. !ht 

: Rd-thko_ is. a tlguN. t>:uit is :so "la,:ge- t'ha..t: 1:t 1tt a :tiel.'<l. It 

the o-ra.ng~ 1s ta.ken as the po·e1-t:1v:e .. ro-nn, 1t 1.s sot)n 

dl.:#Oovered -that the at-otw21 tt.ftl1at,. 'the h.el:d 11p to the 

l.~ea.tion ot 'th orange Bll.d a pu.z.z1e resultir tn -teying to 

d:etel"inine which 1J! poslt1ve and whioh 1s negative. 'X.h1s ls: 

an amblguotts N1.e:ttonsh1p t>! si,ao&s as Oll.1' m1.ght· coll-template 

in a oheclb · .. r board • 

.. , .o peroei.ve an image is 'to pantoip:a:tl! 1n a 
t-o=tng pr0:ces1:r; 1 t 1·s a or:eative act.. • • • In4epen~ 
dent or •hat one •s ·e.s·• -.very expe:n~nc1ng oz a vtaual 
image _ is a f"om1ng, ~ ~Zlllam1c 1>roeen ot·»t.e.g,i-at.10.11., a 
'p1a.eUo' exp&r1-ttnc&. ttfa, 
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The psy"ehi-oaJ. languag of' oontemp~ all-strac-t 

painting gl ves olu-ea to the -p1S7ch1eal. s-ta.te of ·e~n'ltmt.PG'l"arJ' 

man. Prc,-v1ousl7 a point has be♦n made t>f the large: format 

of ·S-ome ·•contempomry pa1.nt1:n:g (and a.11 o:t the late abfrtl'att 

painttxig he~ 41soussea) a.s btti a plac:& :lo~ the a.rt1e:-t to 

hide., What. 1s he, ,af'Jiaid o,f't •Perhaps h• 1s just p~t.ece'\ing 

hilnae:11 .fl"()m the ·•sea• o.f him.. ,na.t 111. that- thee• 

pRJychioal f'o,ro s within the, artist aN ao p'OWe:ttul that they 

muact ha:v'e: a proper .f.o.rmat. 1n 'Wh14h to remain. li heal't"lq 

:ot1on,. , !hey .must x,m their- eo'lU:'ft:' in. 1n.v1-gt1ra't1l1g c1:reum­

atanoes. ~h&ir violeno-e • 11: not temp•'N'd vi. th 1mag1nat1011-. 

V111 pl.ay havoc with -over-.ueed, or 1JOrn-out. 'tradi t101l.8.l 

mceana which a.cosOUllit.s for a great d•al. of ,tts1e1t"' r~tionary 

:ari 1n our ttme. · One or the oontttm}'orary wri 'tas eomments, 

on th• n.a'ture of' eontempo~ man .. 

•1rh-e Saaend Wo:t-ld. WaJ:· pt-e.ife11~ed a m1Yror tc the 
?:n1man condi.tions whie.th b11nded Slly&:ne Wh.o lookEttl into 
1-i. .. F.or .if tens of m111ion• were k1Ued in e.oncen..­
trat1,on eamptt, out o~ th-& 1n~rab;'le agonle:a and 

. Cl:>ntraoti{;)n o.t .wper--a~'.tes .tounde.·d upon "the al'stay-s . 
!.n$oluble e,ontttdie~ions o:t 1njust1ee~ 1'llt~ ,ms then 
obl.lged a.ls.o to seti that no ma'tter how cX'1pj;te4 a1u1 
penert~ an in,.ag;e, ct main. Wa.$ thl! son1:e:t:r h~ had or-eatei" 
1 t we..s t10.n1jtlJ:eltnt1r hi, · •C~eattoa,. hi• coll'EJot!sv.e cre-atton 
{at 1:&a:st his oollee:t1ve creation :tram the padt) ,and 1f 
:sooiety was ,ro, •urd·emu.s. then who could 1.gnor.e the 
mo.st h1d:$ous of .questions a.bout his own natuz-e_, 8 17 

1'h · amb:lgui ties w1 thin contempo~ pa1nt1ng show 

the cont11et'1 within oont,.em:pora:ey- man ud 1n. the .eont·em.pc~ry 

"7No:rman ~Ue·r . a?he White lJ.eg.-vo, * A5!vfrli1tpents 
£.or ,Ky:se:1~" New Yc.rk, 'J96o,, p . 304.. • 



painter. Am.bigui,ty as a f:1>:rm.- !!Jr parado:x oun bttat t1-0:ntain 

the-se ·•eon!li.ot's". 

I:t seas. that o·ontem-por~ raanfs· nat\\N ism.oat 

acceptably e_xp;res-sed 1n abst)•~·a-at te:ms 1n pa1nt1n-g tode.7 

just . beaaus~ ime-r,e, 1.a. a balruio-e. Abstract pa1nt1ng 1.s . 

impersonal enough to et:on'.\&1:n th"6 H-emingly mad. even 

mn~de:nn;is- f'~uey of thS nature or man. Y1thout brtngllig harm. 

to hini-. It' the an holds tb.iti drtving -emot1on tMll .1 t .lfi.ll 

l)J:eserv-e the 1n~rl t,y ,o,t · th& p~~h•-• Th.er-er-ore,. the" 1s 

the balance b~tveen ~e&4 and mote 0£ exprass1Q'n. ~-s is 

p:ass1 bl~ b&e:auSd abs~raat painti.ng. oan b$ udeat,ru.otive:n and 

ttb.aml.&S1.f e.t the smu, tae th~Ugll thlt adjustment of' 

8.lllb.i.gu1ty o.! the f.c,.:an :0t th,& paintlng.. 'The teehntque 1s 

b.lghly emotional and 'the resultant image ls ~le .111 a 

pictorial or pia-stlQ aellBe-cP thns 'the emotional. energy ls 

U1J'e•ftt-1. 

fechn1que and emotion aN the two areas which 0011~ 

t•po.~ croa•ntaX7 on abstrcaet painting ts, likely tD. .eo-ver·. 

Do:re A8hto.n 4!ac.;usfl,s bov Moth:&l."W.-ell •a .painting technique ,ace-ems 

to oome. ~:rotn h1s ·work in collage and she also i!seuiises. 1Jl 

emotionai tens the e:ft':eot up:011 the · 'rl.&we.r of hl.it pa1nt1ngs. t 8 

·· ttl:n -tha1:- aohematic. au._at&l!1 t,- · thes& palntin_gs, ~e 
quic·kl.y to th♦ e.e11te.r o.f the speotato.<t •a. em.otlons:,, , 
a,turlng them ,;\1th . the 'ln.exorable rhf'tha of tlle blaolc 
prog~~,ss1on,a • · · : 

18nort Ashton. 
1'957 ~ P·~ 4. 

'f,glb1d. -
Art;a ,sq. Arc:lQ teqt;gy:ra vol. 74,. July 

. . 



In ~o Figures,, wt th O•l'ttl.~ l3lue Str:11>ett ·t 960 t se8 

figur-e 6), we hav• an etbV1&,u1 $:anlpulation of the "figure 

and groundu. prtno1pl& adva.nc.ed. p_r$v1.on•1:r. · T'hiJ prtneiple 

aeras to haW1t us 1n th1a p$1:nting.. Xbe- black shapes at, 

.fi.rst app ·83' ae itf,tguffs·" but atta-r n loo-k at them. a vbile 

the1 becO?ll.e as boles and the l1gb~l" ~as yel.'1:om& a:.a ~he 

pos-1 tiva sb.ap1rs o..x- fi,s:tn"eSc; an:4. th.Us agaa ait. ambigu:011.s 

r,elat1onsld:p o:f spac:es. ~his se.-s partl.7 to hava been 

aoeomp'11she-d by the h.al . .t-tone .e-t!ect of the vert1ea1 shap& 

on the le.f-t. and the SP'Q\ ne'Xt ·to 1t,. !he -•dges -blur and 

"bl.·oop'' ·with the e.tfeo't o--t the b.ru h and patn't. fbis 

oau-s$s the.· ttr1gu~ and g1."ound, 1t ·pos:1t1ve and negat1.v.e shapes. 

ot l>1a.ok an<l wbt te tc 1ook ti1ge-thtu:·';9 

Moth enrell has: verey cfltt'e,tully adlusted the:-ae fo:rms 

t.o lnte:rlook in hat app$ani to be -a ea:rafrbe now of the 

1:¢'USh and oous.q-aent1y a ear~b:e.e .flow crf the Shapes . Th1.s 

lln:ag$ 1 _ so carehee that 1-t tfeuta an.1mated Uke amne car­

toon eha.raotea:.-s pro.j11c-tetl on a movl11 :so~n... One exp•trts 

them ·t-o d1G&'P1TeaT tn a tl.ash. 

'fh-ough bol:4 and :ronnal._. Motbtrvell 111 imsg:4 af'.tceets 

us as unstab1~. !rhat 1.s. the 1mag«r nn,.in4s us •O.f a t-oi,n 

Situation "that ts not. pem,anent.. ~bl.a tto-at.11lg"' C1nell·8.•llk;e 

image 1s: tlee:tlng 1n ,e,t~e.at. ~s pa1nt1ng deals With a 

oe~ta1n amb1guit'Y' of' time. A p.artl.cular -seene and a part.1• 

oula.r time o-£ day were dealt with l>y ll-enet., a t1m,e eond1t1on 

not unl1.lte the unstab1e ~ffe.ot ocf the image ln the Mothe?We_ll 

pai.nting.. !rhe s-hort spaa.e. o~ tlllle ld31ch pro<tuc&d t:he oQlor 



of the 11ght .in a Monet is about 'to pass. !that 1-s. we 

know that the- oonditfons ot \hat light .B.N not p6mnanent. 

W~ f6'91 that the 'Y ry imag& 1ta~lt will change in ~be 

Ho'bb.e-rwell. We may still be: .able ~o find th•- Rouen .facade 

1n th& changing light but 'What· will h&-pp n ta -the flashing 

image of· th•: Motherwellt tt hau a penansn-i uistenoe 1n 

the painting (as do th• light etfeot11 in - onet) aud rill 

only change in the Ngarct ot th-e . • -peo'lator wldoh of c-ours.e 

w1il ha-ve no physical etteot on the painti.ng_. 

24 

Jt,; • _. Th mo.darn image. !s lf1 thou.'t di etinot characttr • 
p;-obably beoaus:e or the tremendous _prol1terat1on of · 
visual se:ns-at1on 'Which oaus.ea duplicates to appea~ 
among u.n11ltes.. The Renaissanof man saw a.nd v1.sualized., 
1et t1 flBY, 1n • th.1.ug:•• 7.oday1 t:e.d bf still, cin~ma and 
t:ele.visio11 oameras1 we exp:erienoe •n · to the 100th 
powelf,. and of c.ourse·, thtt •n • s ~come similar because 
our b-x-a.1n·s beoome nllmb to the-1.r d.1:tt'erenoes., Disa 
tinctions weaken. Finally the env,iromaent of th• mode:rn 
art-1s't .... 'the object llh.1.oh he names 1n his· pictures-... 
appertains to th.& p1c-tuN only. fhe d~ol:s1on is nei-the:r 
one of pur1.t1cat1on or na.rcissism-1 t is -• 1n 1 ts ws.y • 
social eomme-nt, 1120 

The 1mage of auoth:&r pa1nter is also m1s:table. Franz 

lline*s "Palmerton" 1960 (set figure 7) ha-s . a flee-ting, 

pulsating 1-mage Yhf.oh. aeems to b-eg1n some:ab.el:'9 outside the 

fo1,rl'at of th p1·oture and move 1nwar4 ·t:o-.artt s.ome Ulllcnown 

eenter 1:n a rhythm of f'lash1-ng llg'h.ts.. In t:h(l ·early part ot 

this century Apollinaire pX-$d1ot .d this kind of pa1nting~ 
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....... the ne pa.1ntei-s w1ll provide the1r adm1.nrs 
W1 th art1st1c sensations by concentrating exelus1 v.ely 21 
on the problem ot creating harmo-ny nth. unequal light ... 

The lum1noa1 ty o:t the black and white ot this 

paint.in ( sometimes Kline- "modulatestt w1 th a . 11 ttl-e brown) 

has a oolol'1st1o -etf'eot. 'One ls rem1ude4 or t .he · rad1ano• ot 

color or the "light-• of eolor. A sense of llgh't eo pervades 

this image that ·the black 1.w f'elt as a kind ot llght and its 

"plane" es.sent1a1l.y is lost w1 thin t.ha.t tt11ght, tt !he ·expanse 

of the image of the painting suggests a. b1g painting surface 

bu"t beyond that the-re ta no 1t·rea1st1ngN plan:e( s). The v1ever 

1s then 1n an lmmat&rial world of black and Yhi\,e ttl1ghtstt 

whieh are ad3usted 1nte an ambiguous ~lat1onsh1p of' quanti­

ties not unlike the checker· boaJlld. Again 8 tensions" among 

the black. and vhite- $:paces result t,n. an &motional e:tt"•ot of 

In conolus1e-n., 1.t ma1 ~ sa!.d of. some coat,empo-raey 

abst.raet pa1nt.1ngs ·that the7 tn,em to 'be the less plastic 
' 

re.sults of a very dense aaa.b1gu1 't7 and that they . are dominated 

by the 1nta.ng1 ble yrop.ertl.es of llght. Plas-tl.a shaptr 1 s 

pre,sent but the plane of that .shape -does no\ "resist., tt that 

1st become a tang1b1e sur!'aoe_. This is due to ,he highly 

-spiritual nature ot the lmag,e which 1s the resul_t tJ>f an 

intense, inner,. aubj,eo-'t1v-e e:xl)~rieno-e 1n the creation and 1n. 

the v1-etring of th& pa.1nt1.ng. fhese contemp-o.rary abstract 

21 Gu1llaume Apoll1:na1re. The ()ub1s,t .P.a;tp.tfrs, 
Aesthetic Med1tat·1ons ( f9t3}, Nev Yo.l"k. t97i4,. p . tt. 
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paintings must be felt subjee.tively to 8ome extent 1n order 

to give the impetrus for -being studied objtctivel7. Arter a 

subjective involvement with these paintings, the ambiguity 

will. beg1n to reveal it.eel£ to the. viewer and then so.me of 

th-e mean1ngs will b come clear 1n these eon-temporary 

abstract paintings. 
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