An essay by Liam Kelly

¢ Although art is fundamentally everywhere and always the same; nevertheless two main
human mnhmnmm\dmmemcaﬂy opposed to each other, appear in its many and varied
memn‘fﬂﬁemsﬂ&adarecfn‘eaﬂmo!muversﬂbea theothe.ra:meaesﬂaem

expression of onesell, in-ethes g Rees: ... For the
artist the search fora uﬁﬁn{%m th:ough the halance of two op'posrtes has been,
and always will be, a continual struggle. Mondrian'

After Impressionism t.h&ehmmts—ni line, shape, colour etc. which former hough never
e‘x?fu&%{@w conjure up an image which had a visual re refeg nt in the natural world

now becariie mle:eslmqm their own right and-for-theis-cvwn-sake. Rhs‘:raﬂn or art devoid of

Surface and Structure

representin wvisual i s over and above itseli was well on the way towards being developed. It
would invariably be non-figurative art but not mn-rapmsac_q_lnngml which was used asa
more general term to include works that may have had their erigin in some form of extension from
an external visual reality.

Liam Kelly isalecturerin  Kandinsky has been mostly cited forthe-discovery-of this so-called separation of art from its ties to

g:‘ehiii‘:};’; ;m:l 'ii':ﬁ::? the natural world. In his '1mgrmmms and '‘Compositions’ (1910-14 onwards) he strove to arcuse
Faculty of Ari & Design,  @motions by the purely formal arrangement of colours similar to the way music works.

University of Ulster He 5 o the other hand in Russia and Holland artists like Malevich (Suprematism) and Mondrian

Visual Arts Committes of  (Neo- Plastlmsrro were also striving for a universal la language of formn but based more on ratmnal

the Arts Council of N. lines than the direct out-pourings of spirit by Kandinsky. Mondrian sought to reduce colour to its
E;‘:‘_‘}?I'EE;:;':;’,‘;E primary sources together with a 'plastic’ and 'dynamic’ arrangement of lines and planes in space.
International Association ~ Cubism which had developed in France underlined these developments which had led tn a more
of Art Critics (RICA) fm‘nahst geometric idiom.

where at their anmual

cofs‘;mm:?;:ahlﬁna ( After World War 1 Abstract art was to wain in France although later a more lyrical abstraction would
ﬁ‘m of papers “arise with artists llke_l_a_;_azy_u__ ine and de Stael In gmhm artists like Moholy-Nagy at the
examining issues and Baruhaus continued to experiment with this ¢ nstructivist language of form, structure and geometry.
d’.}m&f::;sm’fn Irish Art. But jt was in America the second world war both the ressive and by way of reaction, a
He is currently dispasgithate abstraction developed. Abstract Expressionism,although it can be used as a general
i‘fﬁ:ﬁ‘g a bock on An term which might include Kandi specmally refers toan A\mencan  groap of artists whe-sess—

3 143 B Py e-e_____rmnmmunq this group
“would he ]ackson Polloc:k (}i.ctmn Pamnng} but also a more restrained form of soft colour s!.almnﬁ‘
typified by Rothko. Common to both groups was the importance of the surface or or ‘Colour field’

A cooler, more rational reaction to this set in with so-called Post-painterly Abstraction which
included Kinetic &7, Op artand perhaps most controversial of all Minimal art.
The Minimalists shared with Mondrian the belief that a v wmlc of art should be completely
conceived by the mind before its execution. Art wasa force by which the mind could
impose its rational order on things, but the one thing that art definitely was not, accarding
to minimalism, was self expression. Gablik®
It is not so much the artists themselves, however, but Clement Greenberg (the-criticas-preseiytizer)—
who is usually associated with the central claim of this abstraction that it is self-sufficient in content

The a\ra.nt-g-a.mde poet or artist tries in effect to imitate God by creating something valid.
Solely on its own terms, in the way nature itself is valid, in the way a landscape - —notis
pmmet—mﬂy valid; something given, increate, independent of meanings,
similars or criginals. Content is to be dissclved so completely in form that the work of art
or literature cannot be reduced in whele or in part to anything not itself. Greenberg®
Faith in abstract art, as we know, has been du_spf_l_led now for nearly two decades with emphasis o
the return of figurative art. the opportunities for ‘investigating extra-aesthetic feelings and thoughts
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that adhere in the physical properties of works of art.. and the so-called relevance of social and
political issues in art. =

Now however in America pa.rhcula:lv, Where J[np_stracl art was mostly d.eveloped and nurtured after

the war, a r&ezamnwnm of abstraction is taking place bothin the pmduchn;n' of ﬁm:h; of art

themselves and in c-rmca.l re—apprmsa] of its relation 1o society. AR
'-qu.-\. = e t{vu’,u,_{.

Even in 1868 someone like Donald Judd, the Mlmmal a.rust was trying 1o come to terms with the
na‘lurenf}uswnrkmimaocmty € eEge T
Any art involves phﬂoscphlca.l social and political attitudes... I can’t see how I can be
outside of the snl::letsr which is a wish sometimes, so I'm within it. Judd®
More rac&ntlh"i'{a] Foster has written about the new quasi-abstractionists in relation to
our prasant society.
in one way or another, most of these artists seek to picture abau-acm_rg__tgndenczes in
late-capitalist life; in science, technology, telecommunications, image and commedity
production. Foster® - i
He questions, however, the appropriateness of their means in using paint rather than film, video
and computer. He also dismisses claims that the return to geometrical abstraction might just be

another swmg of the pendulum away from Neo- Expzesswmsm and,.aml.gm:hnmmmmr—'

On the other hand Donald I{u_spit in writing of the work of the German artist Imi Enoebel can reveal

how a union of apparently ate sources such as Malevich (non—ahjecumﬁm _Ioseph_@eu&s can

come to ethem_and.pmduce an art t that is more ‘spiritual’ and presumably for Kuspit more relevant.
-.in Knoebel's work non oh;ecmug becomes a way of working an experience —a kind of
spmtua]:.zauun process with no-preconceived-spiritual-destination-Kuspit?

Art and life are back together again, but Thomas McEvilley would claim abstraction or

nen-cbjectivity was always IM that it was never merely a search for pure form.

In a tightly argued-and-significant article he draws our attention-to-the fact that recent exhibitions
have been investigating the roots of abstraction. In particular he points to an exhibition (late 1986)
housed at the Los eles County Museum of Art called "The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting
1890-1985" which demonstrates that G
...much significant Western painting developed not as a strict consequence of
art-historical evolution but with influences from various occult a and hermetic traditions.
McEmHey“

and he further underlines 'rha'l
is l.'h.a.i much of the Eﬂth centHE: a.l:_EE'act pa.lmmg is not strictly abstract like the
cosmograms, it involves symbnhc: raprestﬁanons of ideas about feallrjl'. with varying
degrees of visual mediation.®
He attacks Greenberg for his insistence on 'its (abstraction) desired emptiness of all external
content’ ¥ and praises the exhibition for promoting
..the disturbing fact that many abstract painters were misrepresented by what became a
solipsistic genre of critical discourse about the intentions and boundaries of abstract art.!
Now that the critical climate is changing and the artist feels freer to talk about a possible content
beyond or out of the surface of the work both Charles Tyrrell and Theo McNab have been
prepared to do so although at times hesitatingly.

It is an opportunity to examine how their work has developed in recent years and what factors
other than an interest in Eeometry and the formal demands of picture making may have shaped it.




