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As art historian and critic Clement 

Greenberg (American, 1909-1994) 

remarked in his seminal 1965 essay 

Modernist Painting, “Where the Old 

Masters created an illusion of space 

into which one could imagine oneself 

walking, the illusion created by a 

Modernist is one into which one can 

only look, can travel through only 

with the eye.” 

Mondrian (Dutch, 1872-1944), one of 

the earliest pioneers in the field of 

abstraction. Credited with forever 

changing the direction of artmaking 

with his Tableaux series (first created 

in the 1920s), his signature rectilinear 

style is instantly recognisable. Whilst 

all of the works in this exhibition 

owe some degree of inspiration to 

Mondrian and the way that he shifted 

people’s perception of what art 

could be, the two which frame it — 

Burgoyne Diller’s Untitled (1934), the 

earliest work on display, and New 

York City 1 (1996) by Tom Sachs, 

one of the Green family’s most recent 

acquisitions — unmistakably do so. 

The fact that they were created over 

60 years apart reinforces Mondrian’s 

lasting influence on artists both 

past and present.   

01

At times misleadingly simple, the artworks in this 

exhibition deliberately question the fundamental 

structures of art making. Whilst representational 

art invites the viewer to see the world as they know 

it reflected back at them, abstraction focuses on 

the purest elements of artmaking — line, colour, form 

and space — which are often used as a subject matter 

in and of themselves.
Bringing together an unparalleled 

selection of works by artists such 

as Frank Stella, Kenneth Noland, 

Bridget Riley and David Hockney, 

Simplicity of Form: Unfolding 

Abstraction examines the development 

of abstract art and its seismic impact 

on contemporary Western Art. 

The year 2022 marked the 150th 

anniversary of the birth of Piet 
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The move away from representational 

art within the Western canon began 

at the turn of the 20th century with 

the development of Cubism, exem-

plified by Pablo Picasso’s portraits, 

which broke with tradition by 

depicting the subject from multiple 

angles within a single artwork. This 

developed through to Abstract 

Expressionism, which was driven by 

emotion and dynamic gesture in the 

aftermath of WWII, to the advent of 

Minimalism in the early 1960s, when 

many of the works in this exhibition 

were created. It was at this time that 

abstraction became the dominant 

movement in contemporary art, 

ushered in by two exhibitions held 

in New York in 1963: Toward a New 

Abstraction at the Jewish Museum 

and Americans 1963 at The Museum 

of Modern Art. The art world has 

always been a small one, and this 

was never truer than in 1960s New 

York when a select few artists fea-

tured in these two exhibitions were 

hailed as re-defining the boundaries 

of contemporary art making.

With a focus on the ultimate reduction 

of form, artists such as Frank Stella 

(American, b. 1936) and Kenneth 

Noland (American, 1924-2010) 

challenged the dynamism of the post- 

war Abstract Expressionists that 

came before them. Unlike the Abstract 

Expressionists, who had been trained 

in figurative drawing and later moved 

to abstract art, this generation — 

who became known as the Minimalists 

— were the first to work solely in 

abstraction and focused on art making 

as an intellectual act. “I got the point 

of Mondrian right away — or at least 

I got a point about him,” says Stella. 

“I liked it, and I liked organising things 

in blocks, abstractly. I thought about 

that, and often said that I wanted 

to paint just squares or something 

comparable. It seemed to me the 

thing to do; a painting could just 

be involved with squares, and that 

would be enough.” 

Many were influenced by artist and 

colour-theorist Josef Albers (German, 

1888-1976), who taught at the Bauhaus 

School before moving to the US after 

it closed under pressure from the 

Nazi party. Albers went on to teach 

at Black Mountain College which, 

under his direction, became a centre 

for experimental art. “Instead of art 

I have taught philosophy,” he said, 

adding, “Though technique for me 

is a big word, I never have taught 

how to paint. All my doing was to 

make people to see.” Noland studied 

under Albers at Black Mountain 

College and his mentor’s influence 

is clearly visible in Blue Zones 

(1968), a key example of his Stripe 

Paintings, which fuses a fascination 

with geometric abstraction with an 

exploration of pure colour.  

Together with art critic Clement 

Greenberg and fellow artist Morris 

Louis (American, 1912-1962), in 1953 

Noland made a visit to the studio 

of Helen Frankenthaler (American, 

1928-2011), who had adopted a new 

technique of using thinned pigment to 

stain the unprimed canvas. It was an 

experience that would have a lasting 

influence upon him. Thereafter, Noland 

incorporated this technique into his own 

work, using rich hues and luminous 



pops of colour to create depth and 

unexpectedly break with the precision 

of his approach to composition. 

“I wanted to have colour be the origin 

of the painting,” he said. “I was trying 

to neutralise the layout, the shape, 

the composition. I wanted to make 

colour the generating force.” 

This approach is further explored 

in this exhibition by artists such as 

Victor Vasarely (Hungarian/French, 

1906-1997), Bridget Riley (British, 

b. 1931) and Rana Begum (Bangla-

deshi/British, b. 1977), whose works 

test the boundaries of colour, 

repetition and rhythm. “I couldn’t 

get near what I wanted through 

seeing, recognizing and recreating, 

so I stood the problem on its head,” 

says Riley. “I started studying squares, 

rectangles, triangles and the 

sensations they give rise to. […] I work 

from something rather than towards 

something. It is a process of discovery.”

Contemporary artist Michael Craig- 

Martin (Irish, b. 1941) was also 

influenced by Josef Albers, having 

completed both a BA and MFA at 

Yale (1961-64) in the years following 

Albers’ chairmanship of the 

Department of Design, which had 

seen the modernist infuse Yale’s 

teaching methodology with the spirit 

of the Bauhaus. Although Albers 
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was no longer at the school, 

many of the classes which Craig-

Martin took had been devised by 

him. “They were taught by his assis-

tants, who had been taught by him 

and there was no question that you 

were getting what Albers wanted,” 

he says. “I knew that they were 

amazingly intellectually coherent 

and I have always thought one of 

the things that has interested me 

with certain people is that they 

develop a kind of internal logic 

about what they do, an aesthetic 

logic about what they do.”

This investigative approach to 

artmaking had a transformational 

influence on the development of 

modern art, affecting not only 

abstract artists but those taking a 

more representational approach. 

It can be seen in this exhibition 

in Craig-Martin’s Untitled (books) 

(1991) and the two works by David 

Hockney (British, b. 1937), which 

return to a recognisable subject 

matter with an underlying simplicity 

of form influenced by abstraction. 

One of the most important and 

prolific British artists of the 20th 

and 21st centuries, David Hockney 

is synonymous with the flat picture 

planes and bright shades of his 

early paintings, which depict the 
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idyll of sun-drenched 1960s California, epitomised by his 

Swimming Pool series (1963-67). Working in acrylic, these 

works emphasise the two-dimensional quality of the canvas, 

reminiscent of the glossy pages of a magazine. In 1965, the 

year he painted Picture of a Still Life on a Table, Hockney 

held his second solo exhibition at the Kasmin Gallery in 

London which, at the time, also represented Kenneth Noland 

and Frank Stella. Hockney’s contact with these artists and 

their influence upon him is evident in this work. Reflecting 

on their enduring influence, Hockney explains, “The ‘artistic 

devices’ are images and elements of my own and other artists’ 

work and ideas of the time… All the paintings were, in a way, 

influenced by American abstractionists, particularly Kenneth 

Noland, whom I’d got to know through Kasmin who was 

showing him. I was trying to take note of these paintings… 

they’re all done the same way as Kenneth Noland’s, stained 

acrylic paint on raw cotton duck, and things like that.”

“I have never thought of my painting as advanced, but I wanted 

to be involved, if only peripherally, with modernism,” says 

Hockney. Bora Bora was painted in 1979, a year after the artist 

moved to the Hollywood Hills. The light and ease of the Los 

Angeles lifestyle, which he had explored in his early paintings, 

can be felt in this work, which captures the swaying palm 

trees and lapping blue seas of the French Polynesian island 

in a few fluid strokes. Summing up his deceptively simple 

approach, Hockney says, “Drawing makes your eyes see things 

clearer, and clearer and clearer still, until your eyes ache.”

It is important to remember that at the 

time that this history was being written, 

it was from a Western and predominantly 

male perspective and so the most 

recognizable artworks associated with 

these movements reflect that. It is, however, 

a canon which is being re-examined today 

in light of contemporary understanding, 

challenged by globalisation and inequalities 

in representation of both race and gender. 

This is illustrated by the belated recog-

nition of overlooked female artists such 

as Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944), 

whose large-scale abstract paintings 

pre-date Piet Mondrian (Dutch, 1872-

1944) by a decade yet have only been 

widely exhibited in recent years. She is 

now considered to be one of the first 

abstract artists. The re-balancing of art 

history is underscored by the opening 

of the ground-breaking exhibition Hilma 

af Klint & Piet Mondrian at Tate Modern, 

London this spring, which will move to 

the Kunstmuseum in The Hague in the fall. 

BALANCING 
THE NARRATIVE

Hilma af Klint

The Ten Largest, Group IV, No. 3  Youth, 1907

Tempera on paper, mounted on canvas

Courtesy of The Hima af Klint Foundation

Exhibition curated by Eve Godet Thomas

This exhibition is made possible thanks to the loan of 

artwork from the Green family.
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ABSTRACTION

GEOMETRIC ABSTRACTION • 1915-1939
Geometric Abstraction focused on the use of angular 

shapes placed within the picture plane to create 

non-objective (not representing a figurative subject) 

compositions. There were various Geometric Abstraction 

groups working across different European countries, 

including the De Stijl Group in Holland which included 

Piet Mondrian (Dutch, 1872-1944) and Theo van Doesburg 

(1883-1931), Constructivism in Russia which included 

Kazimir Malevich (Russian, 1878-1935) and Aleksandr 

Rodchenko (Russian, 1891-1956) and the Bauhaus in 

Germany, a highly influential multi-disciplinary art school 

(1919-33) whose faculty included Josef Albers (German, 

1888-1976) and his wife Anni Albers (German, 1899-1995). 

The movement later spread across the Atlantic and the 

American Abstract Artists group was founded in 1936 

by Burgoyne Diller (American, 1906-1965), followed by the 

opening of the Museum of Non-Objective Painting in New 

York in 1939, now the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum. 

CUBISM • 1907-1914
Cubism broke with traditional techniques by emphasising 

the flatness of the surface of the picture, depicting 

figurative subjects through angular shapes in a predom-

inantly muted colour palette. Cubism is exemplified by 

the work of artists Lyubov Popova (Russian, 1889-1924) 

and Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), who was the first to cap-

ture a single subject from multiple angles within a single 

artwork. Cubism is credited as paving the way for the 

development of abstract art.
Pablo Picasso

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907

Oil on canvas

Helen Frankenthaler

Mountains and Sea
1952

Oil and charcoal on unsized, 

unprimed canvas

Jackson Pollock

One: Number 31, 1950
1950

Oil and enamel paint on canvas 

Lyubov Popova 

Composition with Figures, 1913

Oil on canvas

Piet Mondrian

Composition with Red, Yellow, 
Black, Blue and Grey 
1921

Oil on canvas

Anni Albers

Black White Red
1926/1964

Cotton and silk weaving
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ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM 
LATE 1940s-1950s
Abstract Expressionism was driven by emotion and 

dynamic gesture in the aftermath of the second world 

war. It encompassed several art movements and shifted 

the epicentre of the art world from Europe to the US. 

It encompassed Action Painting, exemplified by the work 

of Willem de Kooning (Dutch, 1904-1997) and Jackson 

Pollock (American, 1912-1956), whose radical drip 

paintings saw him pour paint directly onto large canvasses, 

and Colour Field Painting which focused on large swathes 

of colour as seen in the work of Mark Rothko (American, 

1903-1970) and Helen Frankenthaler (American, 1928-2011). 

is an umbrella term which incorporates a large 
number of art movements, many of which overlap. 
Below is a timeline of the key movements.



City Hall & Arts Centre, Hamilton

www.bermudanationalgallery.com  

@bermuda_nationalgallery
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Brochure design: Linda Weinraub, Fluent

Educational programming generously 

sponsored by the Green family. 

All artworks are from the collection of the 

Green family

FURTHER READING

Abstract Art (World of Art) by Anna Moszynska, published by Thames & Hudson

Towards a new art: Essays on the background to abstract art 1910-20, published by Tate Gallery 

Abstraction in the Twentieth Century: Total Risk, Freedom, Discipline by Mark Rosenthal, 

published by the Guggenheim Museum 

OP ART • 1955-1965
The term Op Art refers to the optical illusion created by abstract patterns on a 

flat surface which disorientate a viewer. Although optical illusion is a theme long 

explored by artists, the Op Art movement is bookended by two highly influential 

exhibitions: Le Mouvement at Galerie Denise René, Paris in 1955 and The Responsive 

Eye held at The Museum of Modern Art, NYC in 1965 which showcased the work 

of Victor Vasarely (Hungarian, 1906-1997) and Bridget Riley (British, b. 1931). 

MINIMALISM • 1960s – 1970s 
With a focus on the ultimate reduction of form, Minimalism was a reaction 

to the raw emotion of Abstract Expressionism, heralded in by the pioneering 

grid paintings of Agnes Martin (American, 1912-2004). It was characterised 

by a high level of discipline and distillation and encompassed Hard Edge Painting, 

which saw artists such as Frank Stella (American, b. 1936) and Kenneth Noland 

(American, 1924-2010) combine deep colour with crisp composition. The 

movement also included Minimalist Sculpture, epitomised by the work of 

Donald Judd (American, 1928-1994) and Carl Andre (American, b. 1935) which 

used prefabricated materials hung vertically on a wall or placed directly onto 

the floor to question how art should be displayed in a gallery, as well as Light 

Installation such as the work of Dan Flavin (American, 1933-1996) which 

used fluorescent light fixtures to transform architectural spaces. A key turning 

point in modern art, Minimalism paved the way for the development of 

Conceptual Art which focuses on art as idea and cements the artist as a 

generator of ideas above all else. 

Victor Vasarely 

Topaze Noire – Positif
1967

Wood relief wall sculpture

Frank Stella 

The Marriage of Reason and Squalor, II
1958

Enamel on canvas 

Agnes Martin 

Untitled Number 5
1975

Synthetic polymer paint and pencil on 
gesso on canvas   

Bridget Riley 

Untitled (La Lune en Rodage – Carlo Belloli)
1965

Screenprint on paper

BROCHURE ARTWORKS

01.

02.

03.

04.

05.

06.

C
O

V
E

R Bridget Riley (British, b. 1931)

Entice I, 1974

Acrylic on linen

49 x 40 in.

Frank Stella (American, b. 1936)

Quathlamba I, from V series, 1968

Lithograph on paper

16 x 28.5 in.

Anni Albers (German, 1899-1994)

Letter, 1980

Screenprint on paper

16.25 x 15.25 in.

Kenneth Noland (American, 1924-2010)

Blue Zones, 1968

Acrylic on canvas

12 x 147 in.

Michael Craig-Martin (Irish, b. 1941)

Untitled (books), 1991

Hand applied black crepe paper 

on drafting film

22 x 24.75 in.

Rana Begum (Bangladeshi/British, b. 1977)

No. 861, 2018

Etchings with chine colle on Somerset 

and Canson Mi-Teintes paper

12.75 x 10.75 in. (artwork is made up of 15 

pieces at this size)

David Hockney (British, b. 1937)

Picture of a Still Life on a Table, 1965

Acrylic on canvas

24 x 24 in.
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