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Royal Academy of Arts
Exhibition in Focus

Expressionism
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How Heron and Pasmore developed the ideas of Matisse through
further levels of abstraction especially in relation to negative space
and the use of colour.

In my Personal Study | will be looking at; Patrick Heron, Victor Pasmore and how the
influence of Henri Matisse helped both artists to make their work more abstracted and
expressive. | am interested in these artists because the ideas of Fauvism and abstract
expressionism are something that | explored in my own work. Through studying Fauvism in
my work colour | valued pure colour and allowed it to become subjective which helped me
to make it the most important element of the painting in my work. Both Pasmore and Heron
can be considered as Abstract Expressionism artists. Their work develops from the colour
and style of Post Impressionism with artists such as; Gaugin, Van Gogh and Cezanne were
influenced by Fauvism with artists such as; Matisse, Derain and Vlaminck influencing both
Heron and Pasmore. Both Post Impressionism and Fauvism are important in understanding
the works of Pasmore and Heron because ideas of both previous art movements,
contributed to the meaning behind Abstract Expressionism.

Abstract Expressionism began in the 1940’s and 1950’s and is described as an, “escape from
the internal necessities of our individual existence and to create pure art free from human
tragedy”*. With world war two ending so recently in 1945, my reaction to this quote is war
may have had a large impact on expressionism and could even be seen as a reaction to the
devastation of war. The three artists that | have studied are; Heron, Pasmore and Matisse all
share something in common as they pushed away Impressionist ideas moving away from
the ideas of impressionist movements where real life subject matter was painted with vivid
colours and simplified shapes, but began to express art through separating colour from its
realistic properties, for example; painting leaves blue instead of green. This sudden change
can be understood as a direct result of the destruction that war that left an oppressed
society, as now artists wanted to become more experimental and looser with colour as the
oppression of war was no longer prevalent. These ideas have influenced the artists that |
chose as Matisse, a co-founder of Fauvism and influential artist, can be seen to have
influenced Heron and Pasmore through their use of colour, technique and negative space.
Matisse’s work also inspired me to explore colour in my own work, by using pure
juxtaposing colours to express my own feelings towards a painting.

! A concise History of Modern Painting, Read, Herbert, 1959 page 38



Henri Matisse (1869-1954) has influenced me from his -7
spectacular fauve era of painting to his cut outs because | :
prefer working with colour and form as opposed to making
a painting look realistic. For this reason, | particularly like
Matisse’s art work ‘Bord De la Mer’. He was influenced by
the Mediterranean where the quality of the light made
colours brighter and emphasises the key element of fauvist

painting-the importance of colour. Matisse painted ‘Bord " ' 4
De La Mer’ in Collioure, France in watercolour in the summer Matisse, ‘Bord De La Mer’, 1905, Watercolour
of 1905 which led to a series of Collioure paintings. | felt that |

could learn from Matisse and the way he used colour through his watercolour painting, as |

began my project with looking at Greek seascapes and water circling through and around

rocks. Furthermore | enjoyed working with watercolour and like the colours that Matisse

has used as they are non-representational and vivid. This meant pure colour served as an
emotional purpose rather than realistic for fauvist artists, as colour could create a certain

mood for a picture.

Coillure can be seen as a reaction to impresionism as most Fauvist artists were painting
landscapes that were slightly disotorted as colours no longer had to be realistic. At this time
artists felt more liberated as they had the freedom to decide what colour to use to
represent something in a picture “to liberate the constituent colours from the analytical
functions of Impressionism and make them into the constituent arears of scheme that
expressed light more broadly and freely”. *This quote was particularly interesting to me as
Matisse uses colour to express and experiment light. Lawrence further states that “The
function of colour was not to imitate light but to create it” *The brushstrokes and colour in
‘Bord De La Mer’ are something that | really like because the painting starts to become
abstract through the colours which createb the light and darkness of the painting. Therefore
artists such as Matisse and Derain challenged impressionism and decided to reflect nature
through their choice of colours.Furthermore I like Matisse’s Blue Nude’s as the simplicity of
the shapes, colour and negative space have helped me to imporve and further my study.
‘The Blue Nude’ series was created by Matisse in 1952 (116.2 cm x 88.9 cm). | like this
artwork because of the simplicity of the form and that shape becomes the most important
element of the work rather than detail. | also like that Matisse chose to work completely
with blue as it is a primary colour, which is appropriate for the artwork as it is used in vivid
pure form and is powerful without being mixed with another colour. The colour blue could
have been chosen by Matisse to convey purity, which is suggested by her nudity and
confidence in the figures form as it is a vivid colour. In addition Matisse started working with
cut outs as he was diagnosed with cancer and following an operation he used a wheelchair.

> ‘Matisse’ Gowing,Laurence, published 1979,pg26-27
* ‘Matisse’ Gowing,Laurence, published 1979,pg27



Although the work is fairly simplistic Matisse describes his work as “painting with scissors”
as he uses Blue gouache on paper to construct his work. However cutting was something
that Matisse was familiar to as he descended from a Parisian family of weavers who cut silk
to decorate houses. Matisse was able to express himself through the use of scissors and
pieces of paper that he pinned up before sticking them down. Furthermore, Matisse chose
to work with Gouache because of its strong pigment, and being a Fauvist painter, the use of
colour became the most important part of the painting as colour became subjective. This is
another reason why Matisse chose to use the colour blue.

Whilst studying Matisse | then started to think about why the colour blue is important in my
own work, as | was working with seascapes, water and rock | decided to focus on the colour
blue in my project. This was because blue is a primary colour and used as a colour alone it is
very vivid and dominant. | also began to contrast blue with another primary colour, to
portray the vivid colours and how they worked together or contrasted each other. However
I did not mix them as my subject matter was nature, therefore | wanted to show two
primary colours in their purest state to emphasise the purity of nature in its natural form.
The main reason | chose blue was because not only is it a colour that we can not touch but it
is also a very precious colour and is linked with religion, royalty and is a universal symbol of
wisdom and truth. From my further research | discovered that Lapis Lazuli, a semi-precious
stone, which was largely sought after 3300—1900 BC for its intense quality and fabulous
colour. It was then turned into Ultramarine, a vastly expensive pigment to purchase.
Furthermore once ground into a pigment it was reserved for the most important figures in
paintings such as nobility and gods and goddesses. This colour was deemed highly expensive
and served not only as an emotional purpose but portrayed nobility and wealth. | then
considered that blue is in fact a colour that we can never touch and focused on this idea for
my work. For example, the sea and sky are both blue but once up in an aeroplane the air is
transparent rather than a blue mist, similarly once in water the water appears transparent.
These ideas contributed to my work as | portrayed my photograms in blue and gouache
responses in blue to illustrate the seascapes, which helped my work to become abstract and
portray both sea and sky.

Patrick Heron is an English artist 1920-1999; his work influenced me because of his
juxtaposition of pure colours, forms and use of negative

= — =

space. Having moved to Cornwall Heron focused on non- L[ 4
representational shapes. Heron’s gouache paintings interest
me the most as before looking at this artist | was interested
in portraying a seascape with a horizon line being the focal
point of my image. Herons use of gouache can be
interpreted as a direct link between Matisse as towards his

later life Matisse used similar gouache in his big paper cut

outs to achieve the correct colours for his masterpieces.
Having studied Heron’s work | decided to focus on colour ‘vellows. Reds and Violet’ 1966

Gouache on paper



and form whilst keeping the same subject matter of water and land, whilst creating marks
that water creates swirling into the crevice’s on top of rock and once its reside once it has
left the shoreline. | believe that Heron helped my project to develop as his use of colours
and negative space in his paintings helped me to understand the principles behind abstract
art.

Heron's work falls into the abstract expressionist movement in art as his work was
interrupted by the war which would have influenced his
work and the meaning behind it. | am interested in the
abstract expressionist qualities of Herons work because
the ways of looking at art had changed since the war as “it
may be said that painting has at last gained freedom
comparable with that of poetry or music” *which
illustrates one of the main ideas behind abstract
expressionism; the artist could choose what colours to

paint their pictures. One could argue that painting became
less conservative as just like ‘music’ or ‘poetry’ artists now
felt liberated to choose a colour that would represent the

artist’s mood for a painting, as the use of realistic coloursto  Gouache on paper

‘Blue Disc Flooding’ 1964

portray nature was abandoned. | experimented with this
idea accidentally as | applied a filter to an ink study on Photoshop which gave me an
unplanned response as the colours, orange, purple and blue dominated my image. | then
like Heron, became interested in complimentary and primary colours in my work, and how
they could create a certain mood in a painting. It has been said that abstract expressionists
: ' “**‘q_. ' ] paint non-representationally not just for the importance of colour
but also the mood that a painting can create. For example ‘Yellows,
Reds and Violet’ portray a mood of joy as the colours are all bright
and cheerful with yellows dominating the paintings. Heron’s use of
primary colours portrays a very vivid paining, where colour is used
in its pure form, which contributes to this mood of joy and

Y i happiness. | particularly like Heron’s interplay of colours. In
comparison ‘Blue Disc Flooding’ in my opinion portrays a mixed mood as the colour white
provides a blank mood perhaps deliberately left open to interpretation by g -
Heron, as the blue and red are primary colours which juxtapose and
perhaps create a passionate mood form the red and a sorrow mood.
Heron’s use of negative spaces and the gestalt idea is something that very
much interested me and is something that | went on to explore in my final
piece. As Heron makes the viewer question whether the blue and red
shapes are resting on the white background or if the white is shape being
engulfed by the red and blue. This can also be seen in Herons other

* A concise History Of Modern Painting, Read, Herbert, Published 1959, pg217



gouaches with colours such as yellow, blue and red, and their interplay to make the viewer
question which shape is in fact dominant. | responded to Herons work through one of my
final piece paintings of coloured inks, | think that these paintings relate to Heron’s work as |
thought about form, colour and negative space.

Victor Pasmore, (1908-1998) is the final artist that | am interested in as | enjoy that he
explores the way shapes interact with each other and the points of contact in his work.
Matisse’s influenced Pasmore as he is described ‘a teenager much under the influence of
French Impressionism and Post-Impressionism’>. Bailey argues this as Matisse’s influence
can be seen through Pasmore’s early work in the 1940’s; ‘Quiet River’, ‘The Park "through his
painting style and choice of colours. From this preliminary stage of his career, reacting to
French Impressionism and Matisse’s influence, Pasmore developed his style to become a
more abstract Artist. This can be seen in his use of geometric shapes in ‘Porthmeor Beach’.
Therefore his work has developed into a more abstracted style through his understanding of
Matisse’s work by now making his paintings more focused on shape and space rather than a
realistic depiction of the natural world. However throughout
Pasmore’s career he maintains an expressive use of vivid
colours, arguably a direct comparison of Matisse’s Fauvist
career and his emphasis on colour. | particularly like this
quality about Pasmore’s work as his shapes although
geometric still resemble nature as they are perhaps jagged
rocks, which is something | hope to achieve in my project.
On researching Pasmore | discovered that his precision was "] 5

because of the ‘golden section’ which is proportional
formulae idea. There is further evidence to show that pasmore ‘Porthmeor Beach, St Ives’ 1950,

Pasmore was influenced by the French Impressionist painters
Seurat uses this formula in his painting. The golden formula is Ink on paper
used by artists to create a perfect composition and harmony within a panting. | enjoy
Pasmore’s work as though the war he read up on the works of Seurat and Gauguin and as a
result after the war his work had a huge ‘economic growth’ as he ‘went Abstract’ ®and his
work became more experimental as his ‘instinctive sense of colour
and form’ was used in his later works. Furthermore a Pasmore
describes his own work as ‘taking rigid geometric forms and colours

and doing your own thing’. | particularly admire this way of working

® http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/articles/through-pasmores-eyes Bs i
2008

® http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/audio/late-tate-chris-stevens Stevens, Chris, 10" July
2008- quoted from: Read, Herbert




as it is something that | used in my own work. For example, this is a observational painting
of a rock where | decided what colours to depict it and where the lines would be painted as
a result of looking at the rock. Similarly, Pasmore’s often used ‘pale colours often suggest
melancholy and deep thoughtfulness’. ’I used this idea in my own work as studying Fauvism
and Pasmore | used vivid colours to express the harsh edges of the rock and emphasised the
subtle colours of the rock in reality to make it appear more impressive.

In conclusion, studying these three artists has been very interesting as they have all
contributed to my project enormously. Before researching about Heron and Pasmore | did
not know that Matisse had such a profound influence on Pasmore and Heron through colour
and negative space. Ultimately | believe that all three artists helped further my project
through applying my knowledge about negative space and colour into painting that became
more abstracted throughout my project.

7 http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/pasmore-porthmeor-beach-st-ives-t00092 Tate, catalogue

entry
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