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Abstract
The beginning of the 20th century was one where visual art underwent a major change
in practice with the creation of abstract art. The canon of abstract art subsequently
progressed vis-à-vis the Zeitgeist, the underlying philosophical foundations, and
modernist theory. Modernist theory, tending towards reductionism per Hegelianism,
has gone from an epistemological model to one of ontological reduction. As the
underlying philosophical foundations changed this affected a progression in the
motivation but with consistency in the visual language across the canon. To understand
abstract art, it is necessary to look beyond the visual language and aesthetic and
examine the motivation as this is the key variable occurring across the canon bringing
new perspectives and providing an instrument though which new possibilities can be
discovered. Motivation is the subject of this research paper.
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Motivation in Abstract Art
The beginning of the 20th century was one where art underwent a major change in
practice. There was an atmosphere of optimism as the 20th century dawned. There was
new technology and industrialisation, a move of the populous from the countryside to
the city, and an enthusiasm for modernity. Life was changing and there was enthusiasm,
positivity, and the air was rife with utopian ideals. These were seized in Russia by
Constructivists and in Italy by Futurists and abstraction developed. Paintings stopped
depicting objects, as has been the prevailing Western tradition, and instead of being
pictorial representations they had no discernible subject matter (Dickerman and Affron,
2012, p. 13).
The earliest artwork that was publically exposed and identified as abstract is that by
Wassily Kandinsky: (1910) First Abstract Watercolour (see Figure 1), and he also wrote
the first treatise on abstract art (Kandinsky, 1946) regarding his theories of art and its
ability to effect an emotional response. He was, like many others at the time, influenced
by the doctrine of Theosophy and the qualitative hierarchy in human experience. As
noted by the president of The Theosophical Society in America (Hargrove, 1896), the
society had three objects: “… to form a nucleus of universal brotherhood without any
distinctions whatever. … the study of ancient and modern religions, philosophies and
sciences, and the demonstration of the importance of such study … the investigation of
the unexplained laws in nature and the psychical powers latent in man.” In 1909
Kandinsky joined the Theosophical Society and was motivated to create abstract art due
to his concern with the “spiritual” value of art being a function of its autonomy to
naturalistic appearances, and as an index to social and spiritual progress (Harrison and
Wood, 2003, p. 83). Kandinsky was diagnosed with synaesthesia, which meant that he
could hear colours as well as see them, and was also a musician, so he associated music
notes with hue. His works, such as (1913) Farbstudie: Quadrate mit konzentrischen
Ringen[Color Study: Squares With Concentric Circles (see Figure 2), were an attempt to
visually express musical compositions
Another Theosophist at the time was Hilma af Klint, and, like Kandinsky, her practice
developed into one of abstraction. However, unlike Kandinsky, she did not show her art
to the world, and it would be unknown until first publically shown in 1986 (Voss, 2016).
Klint’s interest in Theosophy itself came about from two places. Firstly, the milieu of
scientific discoveries that were captivating the public, viz., the practical development in
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1895 of the X-ray which was stemming from the earlier discovery of electromagnetic
waves in 1886, and this was making visible the invisible energy that could be
transmitted through the air. Secondly, in 1880 the death of her sister, which deepened
her curiosity about the spiritual and her joining the Theosophical Society. Her
motivation for producing abstract art came about from a séance in 1904, during which
she and others were attempting to contact “spirit world leaders”, that “she had been
‘commissioned’ to make paintings ‘on the astral plane’ in order to represent the
‘immortal aspects of man’” (Lomas, Rousseau and Zander, 2013; in Higgie, 2016). The
result of this ‘commission’ was a set of 82 paintings, an attempt to communicate the
messages she received and to explore existential issues. A typical example from this
commission would be (1914–5) Group IX/SUW, No. 17. [The Swan, No. 17] (see Figure 3).
As a contrast to the spiritual motivation of artists such as Kandinsky and Klint, scientific
theory developed during the previous century was being examined by artists who were
motivated towards the rational imperative. Colour theory espoused in Modern
Chromatics by (Root, 1879) had been applied with success to naturalistic endeavours,
particularly into pointillism by the French neo-impressionist Georges Seurat, but was
now re-appropriated for abstract art by František Kupka. Although Kupka was
previously involved with Theosophy and Eastern philosophy, the publication in Le
Monde of Manifeste du futurisme [Manifesto of Futurism]1 impressed him (František
Kupka, no date), and motivated by the pursuit of a metaphysical path he attempted to
use colour abstraction to suggest dynamic movement when free from representational
movement (Moszynska, 1990, p. 15). Moreover, this reflected his theories of motion,
colour, and the relationship between music and painting, which he declared as “I can
find something between sight and hearing and I can produce a fugue in colours as Bach
has done in music.” (Temkin, Rosenberg and Taylor, 2000, p. 22).
At the same time, another artist who was moving further away from the epistemological
model was Robert Delaunay. Delaunay studied De la loi du contraste simultané des
couleurs [On the Law of the Simultaneous Contrast of Colours] by (Chevreul, 1839 1839),
a treatise that had previously influenced the impressionists. From it he took the analysis
of prismatic and complimentary colours and synthesised it with knowledge he gained
from Modern Chromatics to develop painting that explored colour, colour contrasts, and
simultaneous perception. Delaunay was motivated to break with the prevailing
movement at the time and, in his own words, to be “l’hérésiarique du cubisme [the
1 This was the first translation into French of the Manifesto del Futurismo that was
originally published in Milan as a preface to a book of poems by Filippo Marinetti.
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heretic of Cubism]” and subsequently described how “at this moment, about 1912-1913,
I had the idea for a kind of painting that would depend only on colour and its contrast
but would develop over time, simultaneously perceived at a single moment. I used
Chevreul’s scientific words: simultaneous contrast” (in G. Hughes, 2007). A work from
this time was (1912) Disks of Newton (Study for Fugue in Two Colors) (see Figure 4).
The motivating force behind the work of Kazimir Malevich was his thinking about
language as a codified form of expression written into signs and a desire to explode the
conventions (Borchardt-Hume, 2014, p. 66). His use of geometric planes, initially
encountered when designing backdrops for the opera, coupled with this thinking,
allowed him to conceptualize abstraction and lead to suprematism and the open layout
of their canvases. In his own words, Malevich theorized that “black and white service as
energy to disclose shape” (Borchardt-Hume, 2014, p. 119). This was clearly apparent in
the 1919 exposition – Last Futurist Exhibition of Paintings 0.10(zero-ten) – where
Malevich first exhibited his suprematist paintings such as (1915) Black Cross (see Figure
6).
The avant-garde artists in Russia at this time had a motivating force that was one where
they wanted to remake the world. Although there were those like Malevich who
regarded art as a spiritual quest, there were others who wanted to create a new physical
world. Instead of expressing metaphysical reality, artists such as Liubov Popova were
interested in the projection of material reality. Although exposed to cubism and
futurism, but taking Malevich’s suprematism as a base, Popova was more concerned
with the pictorial and so motivated to pursue and develop an idiom of layered planes
and geometric planes, such as (1917) Zhivopisnaia arkhitektonika [Painterly
architectonic] (see Figure 7).
As time proceeded the theory of modernism progressed and was undergoing a gradual
and subtle shift from an epistemological model to ontological reduction. This shift is
consistent with the concept that was put forward in the previous century by the
philosopher Georg Hegel, subsequently Hegelianism, of the tendency towards
expression of reality by rational categorization and absolute idealism, and the dictum
“What is rational is real; And what is real is rational” (Hegel, 1821).
It was posited in (Bois, 1990, p. 126) that the cusp of the shift was straddled in the late
1920s by the Polish artists Władysław Strzemiński and Katarzyna Kobro (Bois, 1990, pp.
125-127). Up to this point, artists wrote their own theoretical corpus and they followed
an epistemological model. After this point, the theoretical corpus was now the product
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of critics such as Greenberg who positioned it as not an epistemological model but a
specific answer to a formal problem and one of ontological reduction and of motivation
based on the strategies of essentialism and historicism. Strzemiński and Kobro were at
the cusp; by close reading of their writing it is clear that they engaged not only the
strategy of essentialism and historicism, which was a path towards rationalist
motivation that would be the forthcoming norm, but simultaneously had utopian ideals
that were soon to be reduced. At this cusp, simultaneously balancing juxtaposing
motivations, Strzemiński developed unism, the aim was to achieve pictorial flatness,
deduction from the frame, and removing the figure-ground. To achieve this, unistic
compositions had a duality of being, on one hand, a uniform surface, and on the other
hand, having rhythmic structure, resulting in the challenging pictorial concept of optical
unity (Elger, 2008), and this resulted in works such as (1932) Unistic Composition (see
Figure 8).
As ontological reduction continued vis-à-vis modernist theory, the motivation similarly
tended towards one of a more rational purpose.
After Kandinsky removed subject matter to produce abstraction, the question continued
to be asked as to what could replace it. One possible answer was colour (Gage, 2007, p.
101) and this was the motivation behind Josef Albers to develop in 1949 and to continue
for 25 years with the series Homage to the Square. Producing over 1000 works that were
variations on the same compositional theme of a set of four nested squares that were
printed in solid colour but with a perceived shift in depth and tone, each explored
autonomy in colour and a typical example is (1953) Homage to the Square: “Ascending”
(see Figure 9). In Homages Albers experiments with colours in a flat two-dimensional
space and explores perception by creating the illusion of a three-dimensional space
where such that certain colours appear to recede whilst others advance. Like the early
abstract artists Albers developed his work and documented his results and would go on
to codify the theory of the “interaction of colour” where the perception of a colour would
depend on its proximity to and interaction with other colours.
The American artists Kenneth Noland and Morris Louis both had the aim, as interpreted
by (R. Hughes, 1991, p. 156) “to produce a surface which would be both impersonal and
wholly decorative”. For Louis, the configuration was colour stained into the canvas
resulting from pleating the canvas and pouring in paint. In essence, doing anything to
avoid brush painting. Noland took the reduction further by employing simple patterns
and concentrated on proportion and colour, and in his own words “I wanted to have
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colour be the origin of the painting… to neutralize the layout, the shape, the composition,
in order to get at the colour” (ibid). Whilst their contemporary Pollock was moving away
from drawing and producing “all-over” paintings with light-surfaces, the motivating
factor here was to explicitly pursue colour and in particular the composition explored
contrasting and complimentary colours being an application of the theory of “interaction
of colour” as espoused by Albers. A notable result of this is Noland’s target series and in
particular (1958) Song (see Figure 10) an organic grey surrounding concentric circles of
solid blue, red, and black.
Also using colour was Mark Rothko. His technique was different and used soft-edge
colour fields instead of hard-edged ones, but he was not interested in colour or form per
se. His motivation was to use colour to express basic human emotions and his work was
a journey into this question. As he put it: “I’m not interested in the relationship of colour
to form … I’m interested only in expressing basic human emotions –tragedy, ecstasy,
doom, and so on.” (Baal-Teshuva, 2015, p. 57) and was exemplified by (1958) Four darks
in Red (see Figure 11).
Continuing with colour, the motivating force behind Bridget Riley was to explore
chromatic effects and this resulted in works that were either contrasting black and
white squares, such as Movement in Squares (1961), or subtly modulating greys, such as
Nineteen Greys (1968). As Riley wrote “in each of them a particular situation is stated.
Certain elements within that situation remain constant. Others precipitate the
destruction of themselves by themselves. Recurrently, as a result of the cyclic movement
of repose, disturbance, repose, the original situation is restated” (Moorhouse, Shiff and
Kudielka, 2014, p. 43) and that “I am dealing with … the fusion of harmonies and the
evocation of complementaries” (ibid p. 48). Later on Riley incorporated colour into her
work, and a typical example is (1978) Song of Orpheus IV (see Figure 12).
As previously stated the canon of abstract art started during the early 20th century.
Although it was a departure into a new visual aesthetic it could be seen in terms of the
Zeitgeist and the contemporaneous ideas and beliefs that were motivating society. It
could also be seen in terms of the development of modernist theory, and it has been
posited in (Bois, 1990, pp. 125-127) that the modernist theory could be divided into two
major moments, with the artists Strzemiński and Kobo at the bridge between these
movements. In the first moment artists such as Malevich and Mondrian, heavily
influenced by Theosopy and its metaphysical roots, wrote their own theoretical corpus
which similarly was spiritual in nature. They were following an epistemological model
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based on the mysticism from Theosopy and the milieu of scientific discoveries that were
captivating the public. Their motivation was utopia, a vision of a future classless society.
In the second moment there was shift away from the mythical tone and towards one of
positivity and rationalism. The theoretical corpus, instead of being written by the artists,
was now the product of critics. In particular, the critic Clement Greenberg positioned it
as not an epistemological model but a specific answer to a formal problem, one of
ontological reduction and of motivation based on the strategies of essentialism and
historicism. Such progression is consistent with concepts put forward in the previous
century by the philosopher Georg Hegel of the tendency towards expression of reality by
rational categorization and absolute idealism.
There have been many changes over the period in which the canon of abstract art has
developed. There was a progression in the modernist theory from that of an
epistemological model to one of ontological reduction. The Zeitgeist, critical theories,
philosophies, and motivation have changed. Despite all these underlying changes, there
has been consistency in the visual language and aesthetic in the canon. For example,
colour fields are used by both Kandinsky in (1913) Farbstudie: Quadrate mit
konzentrischen Ringen[Color Study: Squares With Concentric Circles (see Figure 2), by
Klint in (1914-15) Group IX/SUW, No. 17. [The Swan, No. 17]. (see Figure 3), and by
Noland in (1958) Song (see Figure 10).
With the progression towards reductionism in modernist theory, motivation has not
only manifested itself through the works that are made, but also through the nature of
the works themselves: instead of a single work they are made as a series which attempt
to answer the question through repeated interpretation and questioning or to
investigate and explore artistic technique and production. For example, the 1000 or
more works in the Homage to the Square series by Josef Albers, or The Stripe Paintings of
Bridget Riley (Moorhouse, Shiff and Kudielka, 2014). In the case of Homages to the
Square, Albers he was exploring perception by creating an illusion that resulted in
certain colours appear to recede whilst others advance within a three-dimensional
space from that of a two-dimensional surface. On one hand the series was created to
investigate and explore the subject of colour perception. On the other hand, it was also
exploring the technique as Albers honed how he made the artworks, for example, as
analysed by (Garland, 1983) he initially painting on the primed smooth surface of
untampered wood fibre-boards, but later to painting on the rough side to achieve better
adhesion and ultimately the aesthetic of a flatter smoother surface.
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The use of a series in response to the motivation to answer the question in this manner
embraces the reductionist method at a meta level, adopting an approach akin to a
scientific protocol to investigate, and further broadens the insight and available
possibilities. By doing so the artist is building an artistic environment with the potential
to provide more clarity than that provided by a single artwork.
To understand abstract art it is necessary to look beyond the visual language and
aesthetic. This is in contrast to figurative art where the visual language and the
semiotics are of significance. As modernist theory has progressed towards reductionism
per Hegelianism, there is a shift from an epistemological model to one of ontological
reduction, the Zeitgeist and philosophical foundations behind them has changed,
developing a progression in the motivation. It is the motivation that is the variable
occurring across the canon. To understand motivation not only brings insight to the art
but also provides an instrument though which new possibilities can be discovered.
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Figure 1 Kandinsky, W. (1910) First Abstract Watercolor. Musée National d'Art Moderne, Centre
Georges Pompidou, Paris, France. Available at: http://www.wikiart.org/en/wassily-kandinsky/firstabstract-watercolor-1910. Retrieved 2016-09-03.

Figure 2 Kandinsky, W. (1913) Farbstudie: Quadrate mit konzentrischen Ringen[Color Study: Squares
With Concentric Circles]. Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich, German. Available at:
http://www.wikiart.org/en/wassily-kandinsky/color-study-squares-with-concentric-circles-1913.
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Figure 3 Klint, H. (1914–5) Group IX/SUW, No. 17. [The Swan, No. 17]. © Courtesy Stiftelsen Hilma af
Klints Verk. Foto: Albin Dahlström/Moderna Museet. Available at https://artblart.com/tag/hilma-afklint-the-swan-no-17/. Retrieved 2016-09-03.

Figure 4 Kupka, F. (1912) Disks of Newton (Study for Fugue in Two Colors). The Louise and Walter
Arensberg Collection, 1950, Philadelphia Museum of Modern Art. Accession number: 1950-134-122.
© Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris. Available at
http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/51038.html. Retrieved 2016-09-03.
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Figure 5 Delaunay, R. (1913; dated 1912 on painting) Simultaneous Contrasts: Sun and Moon. Mrs.
Simon Guggenheim Fund, Museum of Modern Art, NY. Object number 1.1954. Available at
http://www.moma.org/collection/works/78302?locale=en. Retrieved 2016-09-03.

Figure 6 Malevich, K. (1915) Black Cross. Paris, Centre Georges Pompidou). CNAC/MNAM/Dist.
Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY via Grove Art Online. Available at
http://www.oxfordartonline.com.arts.idm.oclc.org/subscriber/article/img/grove/art/F015051.
Accessed 2016-09-03.
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Figure 7 Popova, L. (1917) Zhivopisnaia arkhitektonika [Painterly Architectonic]. Philip Johnson
Fund, Museum of Modern Art, NY. Object number 14.1958. Available at:
http://www.moma.org/collection/works/78444?locale=en. Accessed 2016-09-03.

Figure 8 Strzemiński, S. (1932) Unistic composition. The Riklis Collection of McCrory Corporation,
Museum of Modern Art, NY. Object number 1075.1983. Available at
http://www.moma.org/collection/works/80536?locale=en. Accessed 2016-09-03.

Page 12 of 16

David Somers / SOM16473313

Figure 9 Albers, J (1953) Homage to the Square: “Ascending”. Whitney Museum of American Art, New
York; Purchase. Accession number: 54.34. © artist or artist’s estate. Available at:
http://collection.whitney.org/object/4079. Accessed 2016-10-02.

Figure 10 Noland, K. (1958) Song. Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; Purchase, with funds
from the Friends of the Whitney Museum of American Art. Accession number: 63.31. © Kenneth
Noland/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY. Available at: http://collection.whitney.org/object/1183.
Accessed 2016-09-03.
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Figure 11 Rothko, M (1958) Four Darks in Red. Whitney Museum of American Art, New York;
Purchase, with funds from the Friends of the Whitney Museum of American Art, Mr. and Mrs. Eugene
M. Schwartz, Mrs. Samuel A. Seaver and Charles Simon. Accession number 68.9. © artist or artist’s
estate. Available at: http://collection.whitney.org/object/897. Accessed 2016-10-02.

Figure 12 Riley, B. (1978) Song of Orpheus IV. Arts Council Collection. Accession number AC 1882. ©
2011 Bridget Riley. All rights reserved. Courtesy Karsten Schubert, London. Available at:
http://www.artscouncilcollection.org.uk/artwork/song-orpheus-iv. Retrieved 2016-09-03.
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