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Colour-Form Abstraction 

 

On the subject of abstraction in art, Rudolph Arnheim wrote, in an article ‘Art Today and Film’ 

(1965), ‘By renouncing portrayal, the work of art establishes itself clearly as an object possessing an 

independent existence of its own’. One might say that, in applied art and decoration, abstract forms 

were always there, but twentieth-century developments in fine art seemed to offer something new. 

Over 500 years ago, Leonardo da Vinci encouraged artists to study random stains on walls to see what 

their imagination might conjure up, such as ‘compositions of landscapes, and of monstrous things.’ 

Less well known are the abstract watercolours of Mary Gartside (1805) and the chromatograms of 

Friedlieb Runge (1850).1 In the event, however, the earliest influential abstract art evolved in 1912-

13, with Robert Delaunay working in Paris and Wassily Kandinsky working in Munich.  

 

The New York curator Alfred Barr later attempted to clarify the connectedness of early Modern art on 

the cover of his Cubism and Abstract Art catalogue (MOMA, 1936). In the essay inside, the legacy of 

Cézanne and Seurat leading into Cubism, which ‘finds its delta in the various geometrical and 

Constructivist movements,’ is segregated from the legacy of Gauguin and Matisse, leading to the 

early ‘Abstract Expressionism’ of Kandinsky.1 For me, as a colourist, the division differs. On the one 

hand, after Henri-Edmond Cross enlarged its pointilles into taches, Divisionism led to Fauvism, and 

aspects of both led to Orphism. On the other hand, Munch’s expressionism, allied with Van Gogh’s, 

led via German expressionism to Kandinsky. A distinction between them is that the first was 

primarily concerned with visual contrast and aesthetic sensuality, whereas the artists in Germany 

perceived colours as more profound, and sought symbolic and even ‘spiritual’ meanings to justify 

their choice and application. For them, colours held significance as individual entities, whereas for the 

Parisians it was their mutual relativity that seemed to matter most.  

 

The two trends have in common a rejection of chiaroscuro and decorative colour coupled with a new 

belief (inspired by the colour charts of Michel-Eugène Chevreul, Ernst von Brücke and Ogden Rood) 

that colours in the paint-box possessed an innate syntax of their own (like the strings of an Orphean 

harp) that could be fathomed without needing to imitate natural phenomena, with the notable 

exception of the rainbow. In Barr’s diagram, the only modern movement that led nowhere was the 

Orphism of Robert and Sonia Delaunay. It was championed by Sonia for a further four decades, but 

Barr choose not to connect it with the Bauhaus, though Paul Klee can be considered an important 

devotee, together with August Macke and Franz Marc. All three visited the Delaunays in Paris in 

1912 and their subsequent works show Orphist tendencies, as (briefly) did those of the Synchromists, 

Macdonald-Wright, Russell and Bruce. The Delaunays adopted their own term ‘simultaneism’ from 

Chevreul’s distinction between ‘simultaneous contrasts’ (modifications induced at the same time 

either side of a colour boundary) and ‘successive contrasts’ or afterimages, but it could also refer to 

the simultaneous fusion of ‘colour-form’ each time a brush leaves its trail on the canvas – as distinct 

from drawing first and then colouring in.  

 

Klee died in 1940, 16 months before Robert Delaunay, but their shared aspiration to integrate colour 

and form did not end there. Steering away from expressionism (relatively unconcerned with edge-to-

edge colour interaction), other artists who might be located within a widening ‘delta’ of Orphism (to 

use Barr’s term) include Ellsworth Kelly (working in Paris 1948-54), Sam Francis (in Paris 1950-61) 

and several Washington Color Painters, notably Kenneth Noland (in his freehand works) and Morris 

Louis, whose methods of pouring paint ensured the simultaneous unification of colour and form, 

though areas of raw canvas might separate some colours. Such areas (or anticernes) usually inhibit 

simultaneous colour contrast unless (as Van Gogh realised) they are coloured too. Delaunay would 

have felt little affinity with the geometry of many other colour-field painters, and none at all with 

those using masking tape, as both involved what he might have called ‘successivism’, or separation in 

time between the mapping of lines and the application of colours.  
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Following the publication of Klee’s teaching notes (1956), his colour theories began to permeate art-

school colour classes, only to be overshadowed (after 1963) by those of Albers, who studied and then 

taught with Klee at the Bauhaus. Thereafter, colour contrast and mixing is prominent in the work of 

several of the colourists (Richard Anuszkiewicz, Julian Stanczak, Carlos Cruz-Diez) selected by 

William Seitz for his international exhibition of current abstraction, The Responsive Eye (MOMA, 

1965).3 Three years later, MOMA mounted The Art of the Real, an exhibition of American 

Minimalism. In its catalogue its curator Eugene Goossen wrote, ‘The “real” of today as it is posited by 

this new art has nothing to do with metaphor, or symbolism, or any kind of metaphysics.... It does not 

wish to convey the notion that reality is somewhere else. Neither is it related to the symbolic reality 

Malevich thought he had discovered when, in 1913, he first isolated his black square on a white 

field.... Indeed, it seems to have no desire at all to justify itself, but instead offers itself for whatever 

its uniqueness is worth – in the form of the simple, irreducible, irrefutable object.’4  

 

That, I suppose, is where I come in. I saw The Art of the Real show in London in May 1969. The 

previous January I had been highly impressed by Robert Delaunay’s Towers of Laon (1911) in an 

exhibition in Bristol, and promptly researched and wrote a student essay, ‘Towards Orphic Cubism’. 

Six weeks before, I bought my own copy of Klee’s teaching notes, which had affected me to the 

extent that I transferred from Graphics to Fine Art at Brighton College of Art. At the time I had no 

clear idea about the work I wanted to make, but the combination of Delaunay, Klee and Minimalism 

convinced me that the relationship of colour to form could be sufficient in itself as the subject of a 

work of art, without further justification. 

 

 

 
 

Momus (2007) 

 

 
 

Bends 56 (2008) 

 

Klee had done much of the groundwork for me, and an eloquent explanation of his reasons for 

analysing and reassembling visual-art elements is offered in his Jena lecture of 1924.5 For me, other 

than infinite contrasts of hue and chroma, they include the relationship of vertical to horizontal to 

diagonal, straightness versus curvature, thinness versus thickness, hard-edge versus soft-edge, 

lightness versus darkness, opacity versus transparency, geometrical versus organic, regular versus 

irregular patterns, rhythms and textures, ambiguity of figure and ground and other optical and spatial 

illusions. While not imitating worldly reality, abstraction allows the creation of other-worldly 

realities, in line with Klee’s preference for not wanting to show something as it is, but only as it might 

be. Neither Klee nor the Delaunays were averse to allowing their essentially abstract creations to 

evoke improbable representations, thereby prefiguring Abstract Illusionism (an abstract-to-realist 

reversal defined by Barbara Rose in 1967), and there are paintings of mine in which colour groupings 

allow identifiable figures (circles, squares, crosses, saltires) to emerge from abstract colour patterns. 

Otherwise, as stressed above, abstraction has no need to refer to anything outside itself, but can focus 

entirely on internal concerns of its own and within itself. It is not a substitute for something else. 
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Compass Study V (2009-11) 

 

 
 

Flying Colours V (2011) 

 

My abstract paintings are based on straight or curved divisions of a whole. This ensures that all parts 

automatically relate to the size and shape of a chosen format. A key historical precedent is Robert 

Delaunay’s First Disk (Disque simultané, 1913), a circular-shaped canvas with seven concentric rings 

quartered vertically and horizontally. Its simple subdivisions are made dynamic by colour-contrasts, 

not unlike Klee’s simple, rectangular grids enlivened by watercolour glazes. As many colourists have 

found, elemental forms generally encourage active colour interaction. Almost all the 1960s paintings 

by Frank Stella, for example, are based on internal subdivisions of the whole. They offer an overall 

degree of unity that he later called ‘non-relational’, in opposition to the ‘relational’ painting (the 

balancing of dominant-versus-subdominant pictorial elements) that had characterised European fine 

art for centuries.  

 

 

 
 

Chromotopia 29 (Simultaneous disks, 2013) 

 

 
 

Chromotopia 36 (Simultaneous disks, 2014) 

 

I am also aware that the viewer’s eye is shifting several times a second, each time snatching tiny 

fragments of in-focus information, so my concern can be more about trying to anticipate a viewer’s 

visual-search patterns than balancing diverse picture elements. There is no particular need to assess 

parts in relation to the whole, as my structural divisions relate them already. Emphasis is on colour 

contrast, and real space versus illusory depth. Though not an Orphist as such, I usually decide what I 

want colours to achieve and then allow appropriate forms to fulfil this. Whatever formal patterns or 

structures are then perceived emerge entirely out of the interdependence of colour and form, with 

unexpected consequences often occurring. Finally, by standardising palettes and formats, I generally 

consider myself less a creator than someone using colour contrasts to reveal form configurations that 
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are latent and already there, waiting to be discovered. Ideally, as with Klee (1924), ‘what springs from 

this downward journey’ are ‘the realities of art, which make life a little wider than it ordinarily seems 

to be.’ 

 

 

 
 

Quarterly IX (2014) 

 

 
 

Crossways II (2014) 
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