
wholly lacking (there was a — s u b t l e /  in the muted whites and 

grays - 0 W Larkin).10

paint-er-ly a d j . 1 . of, pertaining to, or characteristic of a 

painter. 2. Fine Arts characterized by qualities of color, 

stroke, or texture perceived as distinctive to the art of 

painting, esp. the rendering of forms and images in terms of 

color or tonal relations rather than of contour or line . 1 1

painterly a. Characteristic of a painter, artistic; character­

istic of paintings; (of a painting) not using clearly defined 

out lines . 1 2

These dictionary definitions provide a reinforcement for further in­

terpretation and exemplification of the convolutions, variable functions, 

and possible extensions, of this particular word.

In all three definitions transcribed above, a clear differentiation 

is made between the word as either a meaningful reference to the painter, 

or a designation of a painting. Notably, the word as pertaining to the 

painter is given first consideration in all three examples, and the 

emphasis is located in the qualification, 'of a painter'. Such emphasis 

is the basis for attention being granted in the present study to this 

primary meaning cf the adjective 'painterly'. Equally, however, all 

three definitions refer to a meaning when the word is used as a pic­

torial term to define the outward appearances of a painting. By 

definition, such appearances may not coincide with the legibility of 

individually distinct lines. This secondary meaning is the familiar 

one acquired by proxy from Wolfflin's devised systei Wolfflin's system 

ap such is valued in the context of this dissertation only ir uhat the 

painterly creative concept, as an alternative to the linear, was made 

accessible.

When the meaning of the word 'painterly' is directed towards the 

overall effect achieved by the painting process, the implication that 

the painter must have manipulated form, colour and texture in conformity 

with the transmissible non-linear, and therefore paint* rly, appearances

31
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grays - 0 W Larkin).10
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painter. 2. Fine Arts characterized by qualities of color, 

stroke, o- ^extur^ perceived as distinctive to the art of 

painting, the rendering of forms and images in terms of

color or tcnal relations rather lhan of contour or line. 11

painterly a. Characteristic of a painter, artistic; character­

istic of paintings; (of a painting) not using clearly defined 

out lines . 1 2

These dictionary det^.nitions provide a reinforcement for further in­

terpretation and exemplification of the convolutions, variable functions, 

and possible extensions, of this particular word.

In all three definitions transcribed above, a clear differentiation 

is made between the word as either a meaningful ref< nee to the painter, 

or a designation of a painting. Notably, the word as pertaining to the 

painter is given first const.derat_on in all three examples, and the 

amp -'is is located in the qualification, 'of a painter’. Such emphasis 

:s the basis for attention b<_'.ng granted in the present study to this 

primary meaning of the adj r.ive 'painterly'. Equally, however, all 

three definitions refer to a meaning when the word is used as a pic­

torial term to define the outward appearances of a painting. By 

oefinition, such appearances may not coincide with the legibility of 

individually distinct lines. This secondary meaning is the familiar 

one acquired by proxy from Wolfflin's devised system Wolfflin's system 

as such is valued in the context of this dissertation only in that the 

painterly creative cox.cept, as an alternative to the linear, was made 

accessibIf.

When the meaning ot the word 'painterly' is directed towards the 

overall t f fec achieved by the painting process, the implication that 

the paintei must have manipulated form, colour and texture in conformity 

with the t; nv iiM ilile non-linear, anl therefore painterly, appearances



was disagreeable to the candidate, and questions!. Consid rations wi re 

provoked as to how th( adjective 'painterly' - ui« mi be

applied without prior acceptance that certain pit-f.ori.al f r* it u-nt.- 

resulted in a set of identifiabl< ind class if iabli chara eristics.

At this juncture, cognisance should be taken of Welfflin's

original word malerisch, for which 'painterly' was a deemed equivalent :

Malerisch. This word has, in the German, two distinct meaning , 

one objective, a quality residing in the objeci., the other sub­

jective, a mode of apprehension and creation. Tn avoid confusL vi, 

they have been distinguished in English as "i-icuur^sque" a\,i 

"pain* ^rly" respectively. 13

Although nuances of meaning render translation haztrd . .

'painci rly* carries the subje. • .. < Lng of, 'a modi

and creation' and this makes possible a distinction betwi *j Interly' 

as a creative concept and 'painterly' as a pictorial styj. .. FI it 

Wolffi in, intent on pursuing the notion oi tl t vie,

did assign his painterly concept to function objectively in a formal 

.'•ritique of pictorial appearances is not to be construed a i for­

feiting of the subjective significance of the concept.

By extracting 'painterly' as a subjective, motivatin- cr ative 

f 'ice from Wolfflin, and by reconsidering the primary adjectival d e ­

finition of the word 'painterly' as pertaining to the painter, then the 

vi al consideration of the painter as the thinking subject durim-. the 

paiiting process, the subjectivity of which is reflected î . tin' 

p c a n  be fully recognised. Although it is conceded th t 

W o l f . ,in's painterly concept has been tied to a partic-lar type of 

pictciial presentation, the characteristics of which refer to the 

paint > .y style, the candidate maintains that the subjectivity perv.-iJin 

both Wolfflin's concept and the primary adjectival definition c he 

word 'painterly', constitutes a dynamic extension of the painting di. -
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cipline. The subjectivity of the concept and word 'painterly' offers 

far-reaching consequences for pictorial presentation, irrespective of 

any attachment to a notion of style surrounding ’painterly' when used 

as a formal analytical term.

In reaction to the implication of the dictionary definitions that 

to adhere to pa rly principles is tantamount to realising the 

painterly style, and intent on finding a viable alternative to this 

accepted meaning of the word 'painterly', the candidate contends that 

to asse t a painterly sensibility is to be motivated by the painting 

process. Individual creative intentions are realised in response to 

the subjective kind of thinking of the painter when immersed in the 

painting process, and the meaning of the word 'painterly' becomes dis­

sociated from automatic inferences of style. The emergence of this 

differentiation counters major confusion between two meanings on usage 

of the word 'paintc*ly': that as generally understood by art theo­

reticians and by the practising painter.

In so far as the concept and term 'painterly* remain in usage to­

day, Wolfflin's objective function has predominated over the subjective 

significance. However, cognisance of the subjective aspect of Wolfflin's 

concept and, in particular, the purely adjectival meaning of the word, 

allows for a legitimate, albeit revised, function of the word 'painter­

ly' if used as an analytical term and applied in a critical context.

By using the hypothetical example: "The painter paints in a pair.ieily 

manner", this revised critical function of the word 'painterly' may be 

exemplified. The two implications of meaning for the tfcrd 'painterly' 

within this example are both of stylistic import, ye t  vith differing 

emphases.

The etymological derivation of 'painterly' is cited: '(f. PAINTER
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+ -LY)'. Thus, the word pertains only to that condition in which 

having the qualities of a painter is specified; the stressed phrase 

being the definitive function of the suffix * —ly 1 in the formation of 

adjectives. This adjectival quality requires scrutiny in order that 

emphasis be made on the working method of the painter as opposed to the 

designation of style in terms of the outward appearance of an end- 

product, the resultant painting.

In the given hypothetical example, the adjective 'painterly' 

qualifies the painter's methodology of painting. If 'painterly' is 

understood as one distinct way painters have of applying paint to a 

surface, and of organising the format, then a concern with categorising 

paintings underlies this meaning, in that the painting, and not the 

painter, is considered responsible for the ultimate designation 'painter­

ly*. Alternatively, if 'painterly' is agr.in understood as a painter's 

painting process, but refers to one individual's particular application 

of paint to a surface, then the word 'painterly' emphasises the painter's 

activity. Whereas the traits of the pain;er's cultivation of idio­

syncratic pictorial sensibilities and tendencies realised in the pai n t ­

ing process are carried by the painting, they are not necessarily of a 

categorial type. A concern with qualifying a painting process, rather 

than a concern with categorising the appear mces of paintings, under­

lies this meaning of the word 'painterly'. The latter concern fulfils 

an objective function; the former satisfies the subjective aspect of 

the involved circumstantial evidence of painting processes qualified 

by the word 'painterly'.

Although grammatically irregular, were the painter to paint 

'painterly-ly', then the objective function of the word 'painterly'; 

the categorial meaning, and a concern with final appearances, would be
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indicated. If the painter paints 'painter-ily' then the idiosyncratic 

and non-categorial mear.ing, inclusive of the painter's subjectiv in­

volvement with the painting process, is contained within the word 

'painterly' .

Significantly, the resultant painterliness of the paintings should 

be clearly assessed in accordance with one of these two aspects, the 

categorial or the non-categorial, in order for the word 'painterly' to 

gain exactitude of meaning. This directive is implicit in the de­

finition of painterliness:

'Paint-er-li-ness n. : the quality or state of being p a i n t e r l y ' . ^

As an indicator of what has been argued, it may be posited here 

that the overall painterly concept is the concern of the aesthetician 

(and all-embracing in its connotations); painterly style the concern 

of the art historian; the condition of painterliness the concern of 

the art critic; and the painterly process the concern of the painter. 

As collateral disciplines, aesthet.cs, art history <*nd art criticism 

have been classified as promulgating ^ categorial meaning for the 

term 'painterly', whereas the meaning and significance of the terra 

'painterly' for the painter is of a non-categorial nature.

While tbe painterly process for the painter is of paramount 

concern to the candidate, the critical necessity to ascertain the 

painter's conditioning of pairterliness, as distinct from the con­

dition of painterliness itself, is central to the concerns of this 

dissertation. While the critical urgency of this aspect permeates 

this study, full concentration on such an issue would entail intensive 

critical probing of a diverse range of paintings. By necessity, the 

candidate has limited this endeavour to a critical examination of her 

own work, based on her direct experience of the painterly painting
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indicated. If the painter paints 'painter-ily' then the idiosyncratic 

and non-categoriai meaning, inclusive of the painter's subjective in­

volvement with the painting process, is contained within the word

be clearly assessed in accordance with one of these two aspects, the 

categorial or the non-categorial, in order for the word 'painterly' to 

gain exactitude of meaning. This directive is implicit in the de­

finition of painterliness:

As an indicator of what has been argued, it may be posited here 

that the overall painterly concept is the concern of the aesthetician 

(and all-embracing in its connotations) ; painterly style the concern 

of the art historian; the condition of painterliness the concern of 

the art critic; and the painterly process the concern of the painter. 

As collateral disciplines, aesthetics, art history and art criticism 

have been classified as promulgating a categorial meaning for the 

term 'painterly', whereas the meaning and significance of the term 

'painterly' for the painter is of a non-categorial nature.

While the painterly process for the painter is of paramount 

concern to the candidate, the critical necessity to ascertain the 

painter's conditioning of painterliness, as distinct from the con­

dition of ^ainterliness itself, is central to the concerns of this 

dissertation. While the critical urgency of this aspect permeates 

this study, full concentration on such an issue would entail intensive 

critical probing of a diverse range of paintings. By necessity, the 

candidate has limited this endeavour to a critical examination of her 

own work, based on her direct experience of the painterly painting

'painterly'.

Significantly, the resultant painterliness of the paintings should

'Paint-er-li-ness n. : the quality or state of being p a i n t e r l y ' . ^
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process involved. Art critics have been included in the entrenchment 

of the categorial meaning of the term 'painterly' owing to the fact 

that acceptance of painterliness as the state of being 'painterly' 

predominates over attention to painterliness as the quality of being 

painterly. To fully determine the painterly character of a painting, 

concentration shouid be centred on the operations of the painter. By 

elaborating or the attitude of the painter when painting, and the 

intimacy of the relationship between the painter and the picture .sur­

face, the following statement by Francis Bacon, made in 1953, cap­

tures the essence of the painter's understanding of the term 'p. °.r- 

l y ' , and hence, the non-categorial meaning implied by the term. .on 

s a i d :

... every movement of the brush on the canvas alters the shape 

and implications of the image. That is why real painting is a 

mysterious and continuous struggle with chance — mysterious 

because the very substance of the paint can make such a direct 

assault on the nervous system; continuous because the medium 

is so fluid and subtle that every change that is made loses 

what is already there in the hope of making a fresh gain.15

If the painter's understanding of painterly refers to recognising 

and seizing opportunities, and manipulating infinite possibilities 

throughout the painting process, then, questions uiust be raised con­

cerning, at what point does the process stop? Whereas the notion of a 

finished painting in the painterly idiom presents a critical imponder­

able. for the pointer:

... his task is to find a complex of qualities wtu feeling is 

just right - veering toward the unknown and chaos, yet ordered 

and related in order to be aj- > r e h e n d e d , 1 6

Rather than accepting the notion of a finished painting in the 

sense of its being a finite entity, the painter releases hirase1. f from 

his painting at that (usually fleeting) moment of contentment after 

having manipulated paint continuously in search of that 'complex of 

qualities whose feeling is just right'.
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Such manipulation involves the placing and displacing, and even 

the rupturing of painted configurations according to the painter's 

overriding sensibility. For the writer of art, the painter's sensi­

bility may be interpreted as a creative strategy controlling the 

• * • • • • 

decisiveness with which a painter s personal procedures are organised.

In the capacity of a strategy, the painter's sensibility is then taken 

to act as evidence oi* the underlying intention of a work and, as such, 

to aid in subsequent critical analysis. Such is the critical stand­

point oT the pai iter/critic Max Kozloff.

Ko.-loft

Ess.;n* _gh, what one does is to examine the physical

execute. ork and all its complexities as they lead to

some awareut.. of the organizing c o n c e p t . >7

He continued:

How, for instance, does one datermine whether what one sees are 

contrasts, deliberate oppositions, dramatic tensions, clever 

paradoxes, or just plain inconsistencies and contradictions?

To ask this question - and I do not see how it can be avoided - 

is to inquire of intention.

That 'the organising concept' constitutes an intention as such, as

claimed by Kozloff, is a moot critical point. For the candidate, for

example, although intent on, and attentive to, enacting out her

imaginative construct of light, essentially, the visual complexity of

her work is derived from the painterly reciprocit\ of what may be Lermed

19

a 'felt-reality between the brush and her psyche. Such a creative 

approach differs in degree from a deliberate choice of painterly usages 

for the specific purposes of realising 'light' in painting.

Hans Hofmann was ot the opinion that a painting, as a treated 

entity, should be intuitively s^r^ct^rnd. , and that convincingly 

established feIt-relationships become the real sources of painterly 

life. Correspondingly, it. is from the organising concept itself that, 

the implicit 'light' meaning of the explicit form in the candidate's
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work is inferable. That a painting through being painted, dictates 

its own structural organisation results in an equation between the 

painterly life and the specific pictorial condition.

Using paint affects the intentions of artists. That intention i? 

primarily to work in the painter's medium, paint, towards a desired 

end. l«nen inextricably tied to the total accoraplisliment of the painter,

Lynton Lamb reserved the word 'painterly' to describe a 'fusion of

20
feeling and action, sight and touch, purpose and paint'. Here, the 

word 'painterly' is willingly &scr~it>(d to the painter's attitude 

during the activity of painting, and is thus closer to its non- 

categcrial aspects rather than to the categorial meaning.

From the combination of a distinctive creative disposition, and

the idiosyncrasies of individual temperaments, a welter of individual

styles is one outcome cf the non-categorial aspect of the painterly

concept. Effectively summarising both the categorial and non-categorial

positions, Meyer Schapiro considered 'the formal traces' of manipulated

material*., the painter's techniques, to be more important for the

21
description of style than 'the operations as such .

However, Max Raphael, a Marxist art historian, supplied a pointed

observation, at this juncture:

... a technique is not merely an instrumental procedure of the 

hand, but also a method of the mind ... between the extremes 

of an artist whose mind is all hand (Frans Hals) and one whose 

hand seems entirely sublimated in mind (Rembrandt), endlessly 

varied intermediate degrees are possible. Technique without 

mind is mere virtuoso play; mind without technique is impotent 

stammering: both lie outside art.“

A precarious overlrp exists between the appearance of a ’.jn-investi-

gative technique exuding virtuosity, skill,and dexterity, where the

painter becomes charmed or seduced by hi 'touch*, and an overt

handling of paint where the handling of this physical substance refers



to the structural and expressive potential of thy conspicuous 

visibility of paint.

The following may be taken as pinpointing the overall signific­

ance of the foregoing discussion concerning the ramifications of the 

adjective 'painterly'. Taking Reynolds' comment on the 'odd scratches 

and marks' evident in Gainsborough's handling, Wollheim surmised:

But since the turn that painting has increasingly taken since, 
say, Manet, these passages would now have a further, and more 
intimately aesthetic, significance for us, in their 1 imultaneous 
assertion of the sensibility of the artist and the materiality
of the painting.-3



CHAPTER ONE

1.1 Categorial: The Art Historical and Critical Contexts

1 Heinrich Wolfflin (1864-1945), the Swiss art historian and 
theoretician of whom it has been said:

... there is no art critic of importance after his time who 
has not, consciously or unconsciously, been influenced by 
him.

(Herbert Read in his Introduction to: Wolfflin, H. Class i 
Art: An Introduction to the Italian Renaissance; transl. by 
P. and L. Murray. Oxford: Phaidon, 1968) .

2 Clement Greenberg (b. 1909), the American art critic and theo­
retician whose critical activity has provided insight into mid­
twentieth century American art in particular.

The significance of Clement Greenberg cannot be overestimated 
He is the designer and subtle manipulator of modernism, 
which is the single most important and influential theory of 
modern art .

(D. Kuspit, Clement Greenberg: Art Critic, p. 3).

3 The first English translation appeared in 1932, translated by 
M.D. Hottinger from the seventh German edition (1929) as:
Wolfflin, H. Principles of ‘.t History: The Problem of the 
Deve Style in Later Art. London: G. Bell and Sons, 
1932. All references to Wolfflin's text in this dissertation 
refer to the unabridged and unaltered republication, 1950, of
the original Hottinger translation published by Dover Publications 
softbound impression, s.d., and will be referred to as Principles 
Concerning the Germanic surname, the umlaut is used throughouc 
this dissertation viz., Wolfflin, whereas in certain quotations 
the alternative form, Woelfflin, may appear.

A critical vocabulary consisting of, and dependent upon, con­
trasting terms ultimate clarification of any one given polar 
term provides analytical convenience. Such vocabularies are 
recurrent For a synopsis of analytical systems 
in addition Wolfflin's, see: Sypher, W. Four Stages in 
Renaissance S y 1 e : T , ans ions in Art and Li a ~ 
1400-1700. New York: Doubleday, 1955, pp. 19-26, and note 8 , 
p. 35.
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1 0 Ibid.

11 Ibid. , P- 14.

12 Ibid. , P- 15.

13 Ibid.

14 Ibid. , P* 155.

15 Ibid. , P* 15.

16 Ibid. , P- 155.

17 Ibid. , P* 14.

18 Ibid. , P- 29.

19 R. Wollheim, Art and Its Objects, p. 46.

20 H. Wolfflin, Principles, p. 16.

21 Jose' Ortega y Gasset (1882-1955), the Spanish philosopher and 
aesthetician.

22 J. Ortega v Gasset, Velazquez, Goya and the Dehumanization of 
Art, p. 30.

23 Ibid., p. 98.

24 C. Greenberg, ’On the Role of Nature in Modernist Painting' in:
Art and Culture, p . 171.

25 H. Wolfflin, Principles, p . 53.

26 C. Greenberg, op. cit. , p. 173.

27 H. Wolfflin, loc. cit.

28 C.GreenDerg, 'Detached Ob.servat ions', Arts Magazine, Dc. . , 1976, p.89,

29 Ibid., p. 8 6 .

30 It is now customary to divide Abstract Expressionist appearunces 
into two catego ies: active (gestural) and passive (colour- 
field). The former is typified by Jackson Pollock and Willem
de Kooning, the latter by Mark Rothko, Clyfford Still, and 
Barnett Newman. From the outset however, artists of both 
factions wore committed to pursuing the creative process as an 
unqualified act and on finding a meaningful content in the re­
ciprocal interchange between the activity of painting and the 
psyche. For the Abstract Expressionists, the realisation wa?, 
as Rothko claimed, 'there is no good painting about nothing*.
It is not the aim of this study to elaborate fully on either the 
causes and specific effects, or the influences, of Abstract 
Expressionism. However, the underlying rationale of Abstract 
Expressionism, of the creative act conceived as an indeterminable 
process, is a theoretical underpinning for later considerations 
of the painterly concept: m  this dissertation.



In. reaction to Greenberg's approach, the critic Max Kozloff stated 
I can think of no professional person who will be satisfied 
by a notion of the painterly in Abstract Expressionism 
which i? not connected with tne expressive purposes the 
painterly actually had.

(M. Kozloff, 'A Letter to the Editor', Art International, June, 
1963, p. 89).
The alternative critical stance of Harold Rosenberg counters 
Greenberg's formalist approach and embraces the expressive core 
of Abstract Expressionism. Rosenberg1 3 notion of Action painting 
concerned the creative act in toto, and accommodates the con 
sequence of erasing boundaries between art and life.

In Action painting the pressing issue for artists w t s  :
When is a painting finished? Answer: At exactly the end 
of the artist's me. Acting to the end, instead of
waiting for the end.

(II. Rosenberg, Act and the Actor, p. 9).

The creative premises of first generation Abstract Expressionists 
were fully operative in America c. 1955, although the gestural 
faction in particular attracted both a second generation and 
European counterparts (Tachisme, L'Art Informel). When advancing 
his theoretical, pronouncements for the development of art,
Green’ _rg, in his 1962 essay, 'After Abstract Expressionism', 
combined the American and European variants undei the canopy 
term 'Painterly Abstraction' and proceeded to localise Wolfflin's 
formal categories. Interestingly, Greenberg's use of the 
linear/painterly model was reserved for arguments concerning 
artistic developments apropos Abstract Expressionism, and did 

appear in his ear’ier and definitive essay on Abstract 
Expressionism,'"Araeiican-Type" Painting' of 1955 (revised 1958). 
’’.senberg had, however, cited Jackson Pollock's and Hans Hofmann's 
first one-man shows in N’aw York of October 1943, and March 1944, 

pectively, as the starting points for the widespread recur­
rence of painterliness.

G, Greenberg, 'Modernist Painting', in: G. Battcock (Ed.)
The Mew Art, p . 71.

C. .kesnberg, 'After Abstract Expressionism', Art International,
Oct . , 1967, p. 24.

i . -7-eenberg, 'The "Crisis" of Abstract Art', Arts Yearbook, 
no. 7, 1964, pp. 90-91.

C. 'reenberg, 'After Abstract Expressionism' (1962), p. 24.

S. Rudikoff, 'Space in Abstract Painting', Partisan Review,
Spring, 4058, p. 298.

The phrase is Greenberg's.

The phrase is Greenberg's.

C. Greenberg, 'The "Crisis" of Abstract Art', p. 92.

C. Grr berg, 'Modern! t Paint ig', inj Q, Battcock (Ed.) The 
New Art, op. 66-77.
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(Greenberg refers to this essay in his later article, 'After 
Abstract Expressionism', 1952, and cites the reference as 
Arts Yearbook, No. 4, 1961. Eattcock's dating of 1965 is 
erroneous. The fact that 'Modernist Painting' was written 
before 'After Abstract Expressio..ism' and 'Post Painterly 
Abstraction' is an important one whin considering the entrench­
ment of formalist criticism with reference to 1960s ab­
straction. )

42 C. Greenberg, 'Modernist Painting', (Battcock), p. •

43 Willem de Kooning's gestural abstraction in particular war 
widely, and crudely, imitated from c. 1958, resulting in th 
popularised 'Tenth Street Touch' of second generation painte; .

44 C. Greenberg, op. cit. , p. 73.

45 W. Seitz, 'Abstract Expressionist Painting in America: Au 
Interpretation Based on the Work and Thought of Six Key Figure , 
(Ph. D. diss.), p. 288.

46 C. Greenberg, op. cit. , p. 69. (Candidate's italics1.

47 H. Wolfflin, Principles, p. 207.

48 Ibid. , p. 201.

49 Ibid., p. 200.

50 H.Wolfflin, op. cit., p. 51. (Candidate's italics).

51 J. Ortega y Gasset, ' Intr-duct ion to Velazquez', in: Velazquc-. . 
Goya and the Dehumanization of Art, p. 98.

52 Ibid., p. 99.

53 Wolfflin's proposal of the painterly mode of vision, as the 
generative force behind the manifestation of painterly 
appearances, is essentially agreeable to the candidate.
Nocably, Wolfflin modified his proposal in the Preface to tht 
sixth German edition of Principles, 1922, and substituted the 
word 'imagination' for 'vision'” the notion of the painterly 
mode of imagination has penetrated the present study. Wolfflin' 
analytical hypothesis functioned from a conviction of subjective 
modes of imagination, and therefore did take into account, in 
part at least, the creative disposition of the artist.

1.2 Non-Categorial;__• Painter's Context

1 J. Albers, Interaction of Color, p. 74.
Concerning the choice of 1 variant' , through which the full 
significance of the painterly concept may be grasped, a 
comparable usage of the word reveals its suitability. Joset 
Albers, when a . t t e a  word to encompass his experimental, 
and ongoing, investigations into colour interaction, d«_ liberate- 
ly selected 'variant' ir order to convey the significance for
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the painting discipline of his thorough reassessment of coloured 
conditions. Colour, as a creative aspect, was identified as a 
challenging problem, offering both interesting difficulties 
and stimulating possibilities.

2 R. Wollheim, Art and Its Objects ,  p .  126.

3 Ibid., p . 12 7.

4 For the p :nterly mode of vision, 'the magic force of light'
^Ortt -.a v stt' s phrase), functions as a major principle of 
unity, »ne a ’ for the painterly emphasis on opticility
in painting. InUiv’.riû l oojects in N%t*:re, previously recognised 
as being unequal in form an .'ond tlon, ' "s became visually 
synthesised. Briefly, in iiaiô u.. pa • , unification by
light was not conti k u u s  in character, bur came to the fore 
through the nett ef/ect of rhythms of light ari dark tonal 
contrasts,and the conspicuous distribution of brushmarks and 
colour accents, over the picture surface. Gestural Abstract 
Expressionist painting arrived at a similar set of repetitive, 
pictorial circumstt. ices. Greenberg, by elaborating on the 
decorative condition of repetition, theorised until the essential­
ly unobstructed openness of the post painterly icons of light 
came into being. For the purposes of his argument, Greenberg 
shifted his attention from the gestural faction, to the colour- 
field faction of Abstract Expressionism, and to the work of Mark 
Rothko, Clyfford Still, and Barnett Newman in particular. 
Greenberg's argument is an elaborate one focusing on the non­
delineating function of line, and hence, the fusion of painting 
and drawing via colour expanses. The outcome was the desirous 
optical condition of continuous sheaths of colour, referred to 
by Greenberg as the post-painterly condition. The 'Veil' series 
of Morris Louis, 1954-1959 provides a significant historical 
precedent of this condition, and considerably pre-dates Jules 
Olitski's spray paintings, which he commenced in 1965, (although 
he had made soak-stain paintings between 1955 and 1962).
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CHAPTER TWO

LIGHT VERSUS * l.ICHT1

2.1 Light and Colour: The Physical Phenomenon

Having proposed an alternative and non-categorial meaning of ’painterly', 

a contextual meaning considered appropriate to the advancement of the 

relationship between light and painterly usages expounded in this 

dissertation, light is the second aspect of this investigation to be 

approached.

Again, in order that suitable propositions concerning light may 

be presented, it is first necessary to disentangle the multiple 

meanings of light. A preliminary prerequisite for this dissertation 

is to transpose the identity of light, and its corollary colour, from 

an insubstantive physical phenomenon, to an identity appropriate to 

the painting discipline. Hans Hofmann's moderr t tenet offers a 

principle for such transposition: 'In nature, light creates the color; 

in the picture, color creates light'.' This tenet, while fulfill! ig a 

necessary theoretical function, requires further elaboration in crder 

that the particular investi; ition central to this dissertation may be 

developed.̂

Light, as natural energy, is subject for systems of knowledge. 

Extensive literature exists on the formulated knowledge of, and con­

trolled investigation into, the scientific laws regarding the nature, 

behaviour and effects of physical light. While incorporating a spread 

of attentions, the detailed information of such disciplines and their 

corresponding technical terminologies, remains outside the concerns of 

this dissertation. However, certain issues originating within the 

primarily scientific disciplines of, for example, physics, psycho­

physics, psychology and optics have proven, after a proc ss of ideation, 

to be either affiliated with, or pertinent to, arguments developed in 

this dissertation.



A summary of the phenomenon of physical light and colour is first 

required. Once a human receptor gains in significance for disciplines 

of physical light, such summarising will be discontinued. It is not 

the intention to elaborate on e.’ther the physiology of the eye and the 

visibility of mattei. or on how the mechanics of the eye and brain 

receive and interpret information from the interaction of light and 

matter. Similarly, when it eventuates that physical light and colour 

are considered concomitant circumstances after light's interaction with 

matter, again the synopsis must cease as this dissertation is not ulti­

mately concerned with the relationship between light and colour, at 

least not before further theoretical processing has been undertaken.

However, generalities concerning light and colour as a conjoined 

visual manifestation have been raised in order to make clear certain 

issues with which the painting discipline must contend when claiming a 

notion of light. From such a foundation, further theoretical processing 

is then undertaken in order to expose the intended relationship between 

light, colour, and painterly usages. Importantly, the candidate's 

commitment to painterly usages demands, and induces, a particular light 

and colour sensibility and is elaborated upon at a later stage.

Light is defined as:

light jn. 1. The natural agent that stimulates the sense of sight;
visible electromagnetic radiation from sun, fire, lamp, etc.
2. Medium or condition of space in which this is present and
therefore sight is possible (opp. darkness).3

Thus, the visual system responds to light as visible radiant 

energy in the experience of seeing. The entire electromagnetic spectrum 

varies over an enormous tange. , spanning radio waves at one extreme 

and X-rays at the other. Light rays are those that fall within a 

relatively short range of this spectrum. Light rays, as a portion of 

the entire radiant energy emitted from an incandescent source, for
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example, the sun, are those that have wavelengths in a range to which 

the eye can respond, that is, their lengths vary between 350 nanometres 

(nm) and 800 nm, approximately. As electromagnetic energy, light, 

consists of radiation of different wavelengths, each having a set 

energy, i'ne energy, or the wavelengths of light to which tne human 

eye is sensitive, is cither emitted from an original source, or reflec­

ted from matter in varying quantities anc1 of differing wavelengths.

When emitted from a source, the entire range of energy, that is all 

wavelengths of light, and thus the visible radiation of the waveband 

380 to 780 nm, constitutes the spectrum of colour. The mixture of all 

spectral hues exists as white light. The differing energies of the

differing wavelengths of light are exhibited when white light is dis-
4persed into its constituent hues. Sensitive to all wavelengths of 

light, the eye is thus sensitive to colour. Wavelength nay be used to 

denote the physical colour quality of light ^

The correspondence between a particular wavelength and the physical 

colour quality of light (for example, light of a wavelength 380 nm will 

produce violet) remains true whether the light radiation incident upon 

the retina of the eye was emitted from an original source, or reflected 

from the surface of matter. The wavelength, and hence the colour, of 

the light reflected from surfaces remains the same as the wavelength 

of the light emitted from the origin'll source before it reached a sur­

face and was reflected from it. If differing wavelengths of light are 

recorded on the retina of the eye, then differing colours are registered.

Colour is defined as:

colour n. 1 . I jnsation produced on eye by rays of light when 
resolved by prism, selective reflection, etc. (cf. bl-'ck, effect 
produced by no light or by surface reflecting no rays, and white, 
effect produced by rays of unresolved light).^

Because the eye is sensitive to the radiant energy, the wavelengths of



light, matter is illuminated and appears coloured. In principle, of 

the total amount of light falling on the surface of matter, and depen­

ding on the specific molecular structure of a surface, a certain pro­

portion of light is usually absorbed. Light not absorbed is conveyed 

to the eye after being reflected from, or transmitted through, the 

surface of matter.^ Matter thus reflects light discriminately. The 

nature, t nt is the extent, of the wavelengths of light reflected will 

determine the colours of the visual stimuli. Thus, a surface appears 

coloured by the joining of two t ents to result in a visual experience. 

The first, an external event, is u e selective reflection (or selective 

absorption) of light from matter and the second, an internal event, is 

the stimulation by light of the receptors in the retina of the eye, 

thereby activating the optic nerve and neural network to register a 

colour sensation in the brain. Furthermore, the amount and type of 

light falling on diverse surfaces affects their illumination and there­

fore the quality and nature of colour.

Although abbreviated, the effective functioning of physical light 

just summarised embraces the concerns upon which the major disciplines
g

formulated in rerponse to physical light elaborate. Ralph Evans has 

specified the established concerns of light and the corresponding 

terminologies of the three disciplines, phy , psychophysics and 

psychology. That these disciplines apply specialised technical termi­

nology within each of their confines, renders a concern with light in 

investigations other than those attached to the three main disciplines 

impoverished of a distinctive vocabulary. Herein lies the cause for 

misleading references to light in connection with the painting disci­

pline, given that no alternative definitive vocabulary for colour-light 

in painting exists and that the adaptation of established vocabularies 

is inconsistent. Qualification is thus essential if and when references 

to light and colour in painting are made.
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The system of nomenclature for light presented by Evans is included 

here in order to acknowledge the scope of the three major disciplines 

and to cite an authoritative summary of the concerns and related 

terminology o/ each. Once tabulated, the physical attributes of light 

and colour, and the perceptual attributes of the appearance of light 

and colour, are clearly differentiated. While illumination and asso­

ciated energy resonances between stimulus and eye can be determined 

scientifically, such objective data is not of prime importance to the 

present study.

Necessarily, considerations of light and colour for the purposes

of the present study are less empirically didactic and move towards

inclusion of the subjective attitude and responses of an observer when

confronted with differing aspects of coloured appearances. The following

table is thus used as the point of reference f >r subsequent argument

about paintings, rather than for a technical study of light per se.

By elaborating on the information presented, it will be shown that to

make connections between the subjective appreciation of colour-light

impressions and linguistic expression is a particularly troublesome

issue in the pictorial context. Concerning 'colour words', the

Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein remarked:

Sentences are often used on the borderline between logic and 
the empirical, so that their meaning changes back and forth 
and they count now as expressions of norms, now as expressions 
of experience.^

Furthermore, 'the various 'col "" ''ords' have a related use, but, there 

are, on the other hand, differences’. ® In this way, the

innumerable differentiatioi ug from the contextual distribution

and handling of colour in paintings may not be readily accommodated 

verbally.* 1
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