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I. The Development of Abstraction in the 

Paintings of Claude Monet 

Claude Monet (1840-1927) worked in France from about 

1860 to 1927 and painted many landscapes concerned with 

light, colour and time of day. Other Impressionists of the 

same period, such as Renoir, Sisley, and Pissarro had 

similar concerns. Monet's work suggests concern for formal 

artistic problems as well as for the recording of nature. 

After the turn of the century his work seems to be more 

about consideration of formal painting rather than about the 

motifs of light, colour and time of day. 

In this section I will first discuss the use of 

structure in Monet's Railway series paintings of 1875 to 

1877 and in the Poplar Tree series of 1891. Then I will 

reflect upon his move towards total abstraction of shape and 

colour in the early Water Lily paintings (1903-1916), and in 

the late Water Lily series of 1915 to 1926. 

Between 1875 and 1877 Monet painted a series of 

pictures of railway stations. One of them in particular, 

"care St. Lazare", 1877 (Fig. 1), illustrates his early 

interest in carefully composed structural painting. In it 

he creates a luminous atmosphere and begins to eliminate the 

horizon line. Even with the indication of buildings in the 

background the steam creates an airiness which foreshadows 

the floating feeling captured in the late "Water Lily" 



pictures. The trains in the "Gare St. Lazare" work act as 

a structural element uniting the ambiguous clouds of steam 

with the grid pattern of the metal framework at the top of 

the picture. 

The grid pattern and steam clouds are opposing elements 

held in resolution as described by Robert Gordon and Andrew 

Forge: 

The rails stretch away into the glare of the 
outside light, but it is not so much by his 
attention to their perspective that Monet sets up 
his spaces as by the contrasts between the dim 
interior and the luminous outside. The two worlds 
are joined and reshaped by the billows of steam 
and smoke. The pitched roof of the station plays 
a vital part, giving an arrow-like direction to 
the sky. 1 

This linear structure was a model for his later Poplar 

Trees. As Grace Sieberling describes, "The choice of a 

highly structured motif which provided a foil for changes in 

colour and atmosphere would play an important role in the 

series of the nineties in the poplars." 2

Because of this linear and geometric structure in the 

Railway series he was able to produce pictures with an 

impressive stability through the interplay of geometry and 

natural phenomena. 

In Monet's Poplar Tree series of 1891 the notion of 

linear and geometric structure is clearly demonstrated by 

the tree trunks juxtaposed with the open spaces between 

them. During this period Monet's architectonic concerns 

dominated the momentary impression and exuded stability and 

permanence. Robert Gordon and Andrew Forge discuss Monet's 

concern for structure this way: 
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With Monet the fleeting moment is everything and 
yet he arrives at a point where he is not trying 
to capture that fleeting moment so much as 
meditating on its passage: anticipating it, 
remembering it contemplating its embodiment in a 
dense colour structure. 3 

The grid pattern is inherent to the entire Poplar Trees 

series. This along with the flattening of space in the 

background eliminates the ambiguity and dense atmosphere 

prevalent in many of his pictures before this series and 

exemplifies Monet's growing interest in unity of effects. 

He fuses softly modelled trees and a sky with almost no 

indication of background to create a flattening of space. 

This compressed space leaves a skeletal structure of trees 

and sky on a flat single plane. His intent was to paint an 

ephemeral condition and change the canvases as the light 

condition changed, but the structure of the vertical trees 

cement a vapourous atmosphere into a locked structure. 

He worked on the series of poplars from a fixed point 

of view. That is, an anchored flat-bottomed boat enabled 

him to work in a systematic fashion with changes created 

only in the sky and water. The shortened reflection keeps 

the repetition of the poplars on a vertical axis broken only 

by the shoreline. This shoreline acts as a vehicle for 

horizontal movement. 

The Poplar series was his embodiment of structure in 

shape and colour. The vertical, horizontal and diagonal 

shapes create stability through geometric balance. 



In the painting Four Poplars 1891 (Figure 2) 

(Metropolitan Museum) Monet divides the format into five 

equal sections. Jean Clay states: 

Never was the painter of the formless to go 
further in geometric rigor than in the square 
canvas. Poplars 1891, the repetition of a 
rectangular structure, is scarely affected by the 
distant forms of a row of yellow trees, and leads 
us to abstraction. 4 

Because the trees are spaced equidistantly, the 

left-hand edge and the right-hand edge also create a 

repeated vertical stop. This inclusion of the edges makes 

the tension greater between the trees and the flat sky. The 

edges repeat the pattern of the trees and leave no spatial 

ambiguities. The "ready-made framework" contains the 

paintings on a grid pattern without curvalinear shapes or 

perspective. 

Mallarme', the French poet, said that Monet was 

concerned with the direct sensation "not the thing itself 

but the effect it produces." Rather than working with 

impressionistic concerns for light and conditions according 

to time of day, throughout this series Monet was 

intensifying his grasp of formal elements such as line or 

colour. This in turn, I think, allowed him fuller access to 

his vision of nature. I believe his interest in expressing 

content within a preconceived format was this series' 

strongest asset, and it lessened the grip of purely 

naturalistic methods of rendering nature. The fact that he 
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created over seventy studies of the poplars, later 

destroying many, indicates an important shift to a more 

synthesized approach to painting rather than merely trying 

to capture a momentary impression. 

In his early Water Lily paintings (1903-1916), Monet 

progresses systematically toward the total abstraction of 

the later and larger Water Lily pictures. 

Around 1903 with the advent of the Water Lily paintings 

he eliminated the Japanese bridge, which was the last item 

of linear structure evident in Monet's oeuvre. What was 

left was a compacted shoreline, which still indicated his 

reluctance to completely sever the link to nineteenth 

century landscape traditions. 

In the painting entitled "Le Nymphias, Paysage d' Eau" 

(Water Lilies) (Figure 3), dated 1904, the shoreline 

constitutes a minute portion of the painting. The emphasis 

is on the water's surface and the relationship between the 

horizontal lilies and the vertical reflection of the 

foliage. The canvas is split vertically in half with the 

darkest tone, almost black, on the right and the lightest 

tone on the extreme left side. Again, as in Four Poplars,

the edges of the format are emphasized. The foliage at the 

top and the water lilies at the bottom push the boundaries 

of the perimeter out, creating tension. The close-up view 

of familiar objects makes the viewer work harder and longer 

with the picture and enables him to move in towards a more 

complete analysis of his microcosmic world. In the 
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middleground the complimentary of green and red is used 

horizontally to delineate and agitate the vertical 

underpainting. This underpainting of vertical strokes 

'defines the extreme illusion of depth relative to the 

foreground of the painting, but before it is allowed to exit 

Monet has locked it to the bottom edge with swirls of green 

impasto paint representing water lilies, which suggest the 

presence of the water by floating on the surface. On the 

green swirls of paint are perched pink scumbled lumps of 

lily flowers. These flowers dot the surface and agitate an 

otherwise homogenous overall green tonality throughout the 

painting. This painting is a step closer to the complete 

obliteration of the natural world and moves toward the 

visual riot of colours of unrecognizable objects. His 

friend, Gustave Geoffrey, wrote of Monet and his water 

garden: 

The endless measure of his dream and of the dream 
of life, he formulated, resumed and formulated it 
again and unceasingly through the wild dream of 
his art before the luminous abyss of the water 
lily pond. 5 

In the later Water Lily series (1915-1925) Monet 

destroys the blatant structural elements of his earlier 

Poplar Tree series. As Grace Sieberling explains: 

The lily pond, as a kind of microcosm, 
remind the viewer of different qualities 
landscape and of different times 
without showing them concretely. 6 

could 
of 

and seasons 

This microcosm abstracted from nature allowed him the 

freedom to paint with little of the distraction of 

representing nature. It was a perfect tool for explaining 
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the structure of nature, and enabled him to experiment 

without portraying a vista. Sieberling further says of the 

late Water Lily pictures with reference to light and water: 

The paintings are an abstracted and essential 
version of such effects. Their naturalism 
involves the illusion of the intangible -- the 
reflected rather than the concrete world, the 
undefined and suggested rather than the specific. 
7 

Monet, through continued investigation of his subject 

matter and his painting materials in combination with his 

concentration on the water lily theme was able to create a 

new world for himself on canvas. 

This world existed in abstracting the natural world to 

the point of unrecognizability. Clemenceau states: 

Monet tried to seize the light and throw it on his 
canvas. It was a kind of escape. He should have 
lived another ten years: then we would no longer 
have understood anything of what he was doing; 
there might no longer have been anything on his 
canvases. 8 

Viewing the subject daily (the pond and its 

surroundings) allowed him to fulfill a more conceptual 

approach to his work. In some pictures he filled the 

background with trees and bushes, eliminating distant 

background, which in turn pushed the subject matter closer 

to the surface. This close proximity to the surface set new 

parameters and allowed him to use a shallow space and a 

limited depth of field. 

When Monet started the later Water Lily paintings he 

totally eliminated the horizon line and all indications of a 

natural vertical and horizontal relationship. In these 

larger paintings (1916-1925), colour and scale confront the 
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viewer with an immediacy similar to that of modernist colour 

field painters such as Barnet Newman and Mark Rothko. 

Although these large paintings are derived from natural 

surroundings and dynamics they are dissimilar in approach to 

his easel paintings. 

He painted the large canvases indoors in his last 

studio at Giverny. Sieberling says, "During this time he 

spoke of lack of interest in momentary effects and of his 

need to treat motifs in depth." 9 The estate and acreage 

Monet purchased at Giverny situated about forty miles 

outside Paris, allowed him the isolation necessary to 

concentrate without constant interruption. He created an 

environment complete with ponds and gardens and walks lined 

and filled with flowers, full of wild colour. The control 

of this stable and fixed world allowed him to experiment as 

never before. In his large new studio, 23 by 12 by 15 

meters high, he was able to work on many canvases at the 

same time. 

The studio, completed in the spring of 1916 for his 

later paintings of the 1920's, illustrates how ,he was 

influenced by railway station structure earlier in his life. 

The studio has a vaulted ceiling with glass panels in the 

roof and the structure in the ceiling is reinforced by large 

iron trusses exactly like Gare St. Lazare. The large space 

allowed him to explore the microcosmic vision on a large 

scale which resulted in a distorted and abstract rendering 

of nature. Monet said of himself to his friend Gustave 
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Geoffrey, a French writer, "I am attempting the impossible 

once again, this time it is water with vegetation in the 

background. It is wonderful to look at madness and try to 

Taint it." 
10 

Of his later series of Water Lily paintings Grace 

Sieberling says, 

In the Water Lilies decisions on formal 
relationships determine shape, colour and 
composition; picture making is detached from 
direct transcription; the revelation of artistic 
process becomes a part of the work and the content 
is evocative or visionary. In them the artist has 
redefined the relationship of the painting to the 
wall and of the image to nature. 11 

Of course the large canvases were not made to adorn a 

house. The French Government through Clemenceau 

commissioned him to paint the pictures to be hung in the 

gallery Orangerie. The large scale and concave shape into 

which they were installed gave an enveloping feeling to the 

perimeter of the pond and its reflections. His focus was 

obviously not on the subjects of pond, water lilies, and 

shoreline, but on essential concerns of present-day 

modernist picture making: colour, texture, shape, plane and 

line. These concerns differed greatly from the conventions 

and techniques of the Impressionist. That is to say, in the 

winter he abandoned easel painting directly on site in favor 

of synthesized notions of observation and use of sketches in 

the studio, many of which he burned afterwards. 

The surfaces of these canvases repeat the lily pond 

surface. The bottom of the pond has foliage extending 

upward to the surface creating visual depth much like the 

bottom layer of paint coming through the other layers of 
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paint. The fluidity of successive layers of paint mingling 

with the heavier impasto lumps is much like the water in the 

pond mingling with the water lilies on the surface. The 

Allenser paint is balanced by the thinner paint juxtaposed 

throughout the painting and thus creates a riotous modulated 

surface of movement. The illusion of the painting relies 

more on the physical nature of paint asserting a surface 

than on a painted illusion having an anonymous smooth 

surface. 

The regard for pictorial similarity did not dominate 

his efforts in the studio and the paintings became greater 

in their internal relationships. He was able to adjust and 

re-adjust colour until he unified the entire surface. The 

time involved in covering such a large surface allowed the 

paint to dry between applications enabling him to work on 

many pictures at once. 

In the large canvas of 1920, entitled "Wisteria" 

(Figure 4), housed in the Musee' Marmottan, Paris, the_ 

foliage is represented with opaque and overpainted lumps of 

thick paint juxtaposed with thin layered stains. It is a 

barrage of marks. Viewing it up close reveals a mixture of 

layered colours forming a network of built up grounds with a 

profusion of smaller strokes laid on in heavy dry impasto. 

The long, horizontal line of foliage towards the top carries 

the eye across the picture. From this line, heavy paint 

hangs down and is reflected in the thinner translucent paint 

representing the water. 
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At points on the horizontal foliage line, thicker paint 

blobs act as a place of visual rest sending the viewer's eye 

into the atmospherical reflection of the sky. This constant 

modulation allows the eye to move throughout the picture. 

This extreme abstraction breaks his nineteenth century 

preoccupation with rendering the sensations of nature 

correctly and it preempts twentieth-century Abstract 

Expressionism and Colour Field Painting. 

Throughout this painting his coloured web of thick and 

thin paint marks creates a surface that is retained at the 

front of the picture plane. It does not recede into 

perspective or swallow up the surface but undulates and 

vibrates in a shallow plane. His frustration at never being 

satisfied is evident in his constant reworking all over the 

canvas, yet it still maintains the coherence of a unified, 

finished picture. Monet could have finished the paintings 

with an academic solution, such as blending and creating 

concrete shapes within perspectival space. 

Perhaps by his inability to finish the picture to his 

own satisfaction he left a fresh creation of viewing the 

objects from above and below and from different sides 

simultaneously. He completely upset the traditions of 

horizontality and verticality and frontal depiction, which 

were a definite hallmark of nineteenth-century painters. He 

dispensed with pictures relying on a predestined pictoral 

order in a landscape vista. The objects lost their 

individuality and became a part of the whole pattern relying 

on each other for unification. 
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He placed the panels next to each other and linked the 

joints by adjusting the colour to suit both edges. As the 

panels were on separate easels and on rollers they were 

easily moved around in the studio. The other side of the 

easel held another picture and Monet merely turned it around 

to work on another large panel. 

Among the large decorations he worked on at this time, 

the picture entitled "Les Nuages" (Clouds) 1916-1926 (Figure 

5) incorporates most of the items in his self-imposed 

limited subject matter. The painting has representations of 

clouds, foliage, water lilies, and sky with a full range of 

colours without an overtone of one colour. 

This representation of reality is pictured in an upside 

down manner; that is, totally in reflection and with minimum 

regard for representing specific objects. On the extreme 

left is a dark passage representing the reflection of the 

trees and bushes predominant in dark blues to lilacs. As 

the eye moves across the surface it then slips into hues of 

cobalt blue and green at the bottom. Towards the bottom and 

extending to the top are yellow, pink, lilac, and rose 

coloured swirls of pigment representing the reflected 

clouds. This reflected cloud formation travels in a 

horizontal snake-like fashion through the picture. This 

movement carries the eye from the top to the bottom and then 
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repeats the movement until it hits the dark reflected 

foliage on the right. This dark passage is darker than the 

left side and is scumbled over with an almost red purple 

paint which recedes into a deep abyss. 

The dark outside edges act as a stop and keep the 

viewer contained in the painting. Monet used this device 

many times in the late pictures. A few clots of red 

pigment are the only reference to water flowers on the 

surface and they create a pull of extreme power to the 

surface of the picture plane. 

Circular and oval swirls of green on both sides 

represent the lily pads and intensify the red dots of the 

flowers. It is one of the most atmospheric pictures created 

on this scale, and it pre-empts the last pictures of similar 

swirling quality at the end of his life. 

The transition of water to land is almost unnoticed in 

the picture "Glycines Wisteria" (1918-20), (Figure 6). In 

this painting Monet's attention moved from the pond to the 

land again. This large dyptich, 60 inches by 160 inches, is 

the product of what he had learned from the water,lilies. 

It is a multi-faceted mosaic display of foliage. This 

foliage is suspended in space by a vibrating and swirling 

sky surrounding it. It too seems to float as the lilies did 

on the water. The main difference is that the whole picture 

is formed by slashes of coloured lines, which create an 

undulating mass of shapes in concerted movement. The 

reflection of the sky is lighter in value and scumbled over 
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and over giving it a deep but translucent surface. The 

whole colouration of the sky is dominated by greyed hues of 

mauve and green across the canvas. The picture does not 

depend on objects portrayed as natural features but as 

objects in a play of equal figure and ground relationships. 

Monet's dichotomy of presenting abstraction and naturalism 

at the same time is most evident in this late picture. The 

furor of strokes across the surface reveals the excitement 

and passion of the painter, culminating in an almost 

frenzied ending. 
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II. a Development from early 1960's to 1980's 

From the early 1960's my paintings were nostalgic and 

narrative in content. I painted familiar objects such as 

old buildings and boats in landscape settings. This was due 

in part to the local dominant landscape trend in Vancouver's 

commercial galleries in the early 1960's. 

Popular landscape subjects consisted of local and 

well-known objects which resulted in paintings of 

picturesque and provincial appearance. My first awareness 

of the outside art world was the Pop Art exposition of Andy 

Warhol and Claes Oldenburg. I was swept up in this new 

trend and became involved in making mimetic versions of the 

New York Pop Artists. 

I denied landscape until 1966 when I became aware of 

Emily Carr's paintings. Her ability to make a single tree 

into a monument started me painting landscapes and my works 

had a new-found expressive quality that helped me look at 

landscape and my own pictures with renewed interest. I also 

became aware of Tom Thomson and the Group of Seven. 

Thomson's use of bold, expressive, almost arbitrary colour 

and a rough immediate manner unleashed a new way of painting 

for me. 
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At this time I was being as bold as I could and to my 

surprise the arbitrary colours I was using in trees, water, 

and sky worked. Somehow a blue tree trunk worked without 

standing out from the rest of the picture. I was slowly 

eliminating detail from my pictures at this time and I was 

not immediately aware of why I did this, only that is was a 

gradual reduction. Through use of a reduced pallette my 

paintings were stronger and more evocative and the colour 

schemes were simpler. 

Through the 1970's I became aware of non-objective 

Canadian artists such as Jack Bush, William Perehudoff and 

Otto Roger and I tried my hand at versions of their works 

which I saw in reproductions in art magazines. Art 

exhibitions in the west coast galleries were dominated by 

Jack Shadbolt, Gordon Smith and other instructors of art in 

Vancouver. I also started making interpretations of their 

work but was always disappointed by the resulting pastiches. 

By this time I was aware of art activity in the 

prairies and I applied to the Emma Lake Workshop in 1979. I 

was vulnerable and willing to be influenced. From the 

participating artists and leader, John Elderfield, curator 

of drawing and sculpture at the Museum of Modern Art in New 

York, and Friedel Dzubas, a non-objective painter from 

Boston, I was inundated with information and I saw many 

kinds of painting. I ended up trying every new method of 

applying paint I could think of and had six stylistic 
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changes in two weeks. When I returned to British Columbia I 

was a full-fledged non-objective painter and for the next 

year and a half I painted what I determined were 

non-objective works. 

In 1980 I moved to Saskatoon to enter the Masters 

Degree program at the University of Saskatchewan. 

continued painting in a non-objective manner but the 

paintings still maintained a landscape look, regardless of 

the many changes I made in my methods. 

In the first few months after I was in Saskatoon I made 

pictures composed of thick layers of paint that gave 

"used" look to them. I used non-art tools such as scrapers, 

sticks and anything else that would give the paintings a new 

finish. I also sprayed and poured paint onto the canvas as 

I had seen other artists do. My appropriated list was 

growing and my methods of applying paint became callous. 

Any acceptable surface was good enough for me. I was 

getting desperate and I made the pictures as fast as I 

could. 

To meet a requirement of the M.A. degree, I enrolled in 

a Twentieth century Art History course. Research and 

exploration into the paintings of Picasso, the German 

Expressionists, and the nineteenth-century Impressionists 

expanded my limited knowledge of influence and the 

importance of formal picture making. I was shocked that 

Picasso had been influenced heavily by Cezanne. The 
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geometric planar space started and remained a characteristic 

of Picasso's and is more prevalent in his earlier paintings 

derived from Cezanne's influence. That made me question the 

nature of true originality, the kind I thought I was 

evolving. It also led me to research the influences on 

Monet and Cezanne and what the outcome was for them in their 

work, which enabled me to acknowledge influences which 

affected my own development. 

By painting daily and engaging in discussions with 

artists, critics, educators and museum people I began to 

question my own intentions. This resulted in a realization 

that non-objective self-referential subject matter, such as 

colour, texture and paint modulation was not really my only 

interest in art making. My recognition of the importance of 

abstraction was evolving. 

I decided to approach my work in a more synthesized 

manner and through a more metamorphic process and to address 

the borrowed or appropriate means. I realized that what I 

had always wanted to paint was landscape. I was in less 

conflict now about what I made. The importance shifted to 

how I made it. 

When looking at Cezanne's and Monet's paintings I 

understood my own invention of shape and colour harmonies 

and Cezanne's paintings were influential because of his 

adherence to remain working with landscape. Cezanne's 

influence enabled me to create a longer, more synthesized 

method of observation and reaction. Previously I had 
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painted a likeness of what I was looking at. Now I recorded 

and then let time elapse, which diminished my recall of 

detail and allowed me to invent more on the canvas. I had 

approached perspective in a predetermined Renaissance-based 

manner; that is, the shapes receded towards the horizon in a 

mathematical formula. 

I began to break old habits based upon likenesses and 

representation. Shapes began to interact with colour to 

form relationships that I had never before combined. These 

new paintings were awkward but also produced a new unity. 

This unity I did not fully understand but it held a 

freshness and excitement for me. The more successful 

paintings were better pictures qualitatively and 

formalistically. Geometry became important and I recognized 

that my pictures were more unified when the coloured 

geometric shapes interlocked forming a network of shapes 

dependent upon each other. 

In late 1981 and early 1982 I used thin washes on raw 

canvas without primer. The colours were more saturated and 

looked fresher than on a gessoed ground. This combination 

of thin washes and heavier impasto paint in juxtaposition 

set up a relationship more dependent on the physical nature 

of material and less on the use of illusion. Acrylic gel, a 

transparent medium used for glazing, gave an even further 

modulation to the surface. Because I adhered to acrylic 

paint rather than returning to oil paint I was able to 

experiment more freely in order to understand the inherent 

19 



qualities of the paint. Monet's large water lily pictures 

forced him to understand the inherent qualities of oil paint 

in a way that no artist would understand by strictly 

creating easel paintings. 

Experimentation and my quest for information both past 

and present led to the first painting in a series of 

paintings I will discuss in the next section. 
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III. An Analysis of Three of My Recent Paintings 

I selected these three pictures to help explain how I 

was influenced by the paintings of Monet and Cezanne. 

I have maintained two basic motifs: one concerns 

density, the other atmosphere. When studying Monet and 

Cezanne's work, I realized that Monet consistently portrayed 

landscapes with water and that Cezanne's landscapes focused 

mainly on land. Perhaps a reason for both of these motifs 

recurring in my work could be that I lived on the coast most 

of my life and worked on tug boats with my father. Being 

around water was therefore an integral part of my life. 

When I moved inland I was mostly confronted by land: 

however, now I find myself repeatedly considering areas on 

the prairie that include water. The first two paintings 

that I discuss both have water as a central element. 

Blue Dugout and Yellow Field and Eye Ordered Grey are 

influenced by Monet's paintings. The third painting, End of 

Mountain Pasture, has a more geometric make-up aligned with 

Cezanne's pictures. 

Blue Dugout and Yellow Field (Plate 2) is approximately 

4 feet by 6 feet, acrylic on raw canvas. A central tree 

shape and its reflection break the basic horizontal format 

to form a vertical configuration that splits the picture 

surface into a quadrant. 
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Instead of using eighteenth-century academic landscape 

formulae that split the picture into two-thirds sky and 

one-third land or visa versa I found it more challenging to 

split the format into equal sections. After laying in the 

central shape there were problems of unifying the sides with 

the centre. It would have been easier to carry the 

background across the whole painting which would have 

automatically unified the composition. This painting was 

one of my first successful pictures in which the unity 

resulted from the simultaneous treatment of similar coloured 

shapes in many areas of the picture. 

Previous to this my method was to work on one area at a 

time and logically progress with careful attention to a step 

by step process. In this particular painting I threw out 

caution and attempted to let my intuition play a larger part 

in solving problems as they arose. For example, in this 

painting I felt the shape of the reflection had to differ 

from the shape of the foliage above; otherwise, I was just 

repeating the reflected image to fill the space easily. 

I feel that this painting is an all-over type of 

painting like a mosaic and all the individual parts link 

throughout the picture plane. The sky and water are thin 

and have transparent washes that help modulate the surface. 

The thicker areas of foliage are in the foreground and 

middleground. The flatter, horizontal open areas of water 

and sky reacting in harmony with the ordered vertical 

strokes of land shows devices similar to Monet's painting of 

"Poplars 1891".
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Eye Ordered Grey (1983) (Plate 1) was also influenced 

by Monet but the reflection is more cubistic and planar in 

construction. The surface of the water consists of thick 

'areas of impasto paint set next to thin washes, a device 

evident throughout this painting. The values of colour are 

closer together and darker than normal and was a departure 

for me. In this case, rather than working from light to 

dark as I previously had, I worked from dark to light. The 

built up density of overpainting and spraying increases the 

more atmospheric effect. Previously when I overpainted in 

an area of a picture the result was a loss of surface 

vitality. It was dull and flat. As this painting 

progressed I was able to allow its suggestions throughout 

the working process. This method of acting and reacting 

allows me greater sensitivity to the surface of the 

painting, and the fresh or active surface modulation is 

retained. 

The value range in this painting is close and tends 

towards elegance as does a sunset in nature; but the shapes 

are rough and add a roughness which accentuates the 

differences of elegance and rawness. The shapes form an 

equal figure and ground relationship within a simpler 

composition than the previous picture. 

In as much as each painting that I do differs from the 

other they are usually grouped in a series of paintings with 

similar concerns and often I paint the same subject many 

times. Two concerns that repeat throughout my work are open 
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and closed areas of shape and colour forming a shallow and 

deep effect. Along with this effect, cluttered or full 

pictures and open airy pictures have been integral parts of 

my history in painting. 

I have noticed that this trait parallels periods of 

time in which I became introverted and extroverted. In 

1982, I painted a number of flamboyant paintings that were 

open and atmospheric, immediately followed by a period 

during which I painted barriers between the viewer and the 

horizon. These barriers were like screens set up to slow 

the viewer down and make him look longer. One such picture 

"End of Mountain Pasture" (Plate 3) is a frontal painting in 

which the viewer is barred by the short foreground leading 

into a barrage of jumbled and agitated foliage. This is in 

opposition to "Eye Ordered Grey" and Monet's haystack 

paintings, in which the viewer is distanced from the main 

object of the picture. The space is shallow but emphasizes 

the atmospheric space created by the step back behind the 

haystack into a shallow distance. Although a three 

dimensional illusion is apparent in my painting it is clear 

the ragged flatness of planes within the foreground and 

middle ground form a definite barrier and hold attention in 

the picture plane on the surface. 

My observation of this particular scene in the 

mountains was clear and strong and this picture was again 

the result of a blend of observation and analysis. The 

construction is one of its strongest features. Its 
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foreground is made up of planes of colour, distinct in 

shape and formation. By tilting and constructing receding 

forms in the foreground a link is made between the open and 

closed forms of the middleground. Each shape in the 

middleground is bounded by a space or interval, which places 

a stop or rest between the shapes. This space between 

generates a vibration that acts like a visual pulse, as in 

Cezanne's paintings. It also divides and simultaneously 

unites the enclosed volumes of the objects and along with 

the modulation of the surface it helps to intensify the 

movement of objects throughout the painting. This

modulation speeds up and slows down irregularly. 

In the middleground are open areas of untouched canvas 

that were inspired by analyzing space in Cezanne's still 

lifes. There are many reasons for unfinished quality, one 

of which is stated by Cezanne: 

The sensations of colour, which gives light, are 
the reasons for the abstractions which prevent me 
from either covering my canvas or continuing the 
delimitation of the objects when their points of 
contact are fine and delicate, from which results 
that my image or picture is incomplete. 12 

Sam Francis, one among many of today's Modernist 

painters who use this unfilled or unpainted notion, 

exclaimed, "I have the feeling that white is like the space 

existing between objects." 13 

These open areas are evident throughout my work. In 

the older works I left open spaces of unpainted areas 

thinking that they fitted, but later I returned and coloured 

these areas because my training had prevented leaving any 
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areas unfinished. Thinking that a picture is finished when 

all the canvas is covered is an old habit that was hard for 

me to break. Each picture has a difference but I know that 

if it is necessary for the sake of the painting I will leave 

areas open. This knowledge is based on an aesthetic 

judgement and not habit. 

The influence of Monet and Cezanne among others has 

helped me to understand my own methods and paintings and to 

form a more intelligent attitude towards painting. I have 

come to recognise that I am intrinsically a landscape 

painter and that my primary source material comes from my 

response to my observation of land and water. The quality 

of surface variation and density versus atmosphere is 

inherent in nature and I observe carefully the many changes 

in texture. Wet and dry areas in nature tell me about the 

fluid and opaque qualities in paint. It is a natural link. 

As a realistic painter of recognizable images I 

gravitate back and forth between naturalism and abstraction. 

Each picture fluctuates in this respect according to the 

degree of abstraction necessary to represent the feeling or 

make the picture more about a particular place. Often the 

more abstracted pictures are dependent upon abbreviated or 

simplified shapes. I notice that as I paint, methods and 

ideology change, and I am affected by trying new ways of 

working and use new materials or tools to change old habits 

and add to my repertoire. 
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I feel that Monet and Cezanne's pictorial influence and 

the newer painting concerns of abstraction and expressionism 

extend my vision and increases my abilities. I also feel 

that by using land as my subject I have many ways to express 

my sensibilities and can leave doors open to take advantage 

of new information and influences. By downplaying the 

physical aspects of the paint can heighten the 

recognizable and associative content; by heightening the 

physical aspects of the paint, I can diminish the 

recognizable and 

attention between 

as I paint. I do 

associative content. By alternating my 

these two factors I can be most responsive 

not think that these concerns differ other 

than in degree from those of Monet and Cezanne or their 

predecessors. 
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NOTES 

1. Robert Gordon and Andrew Forge, Monet (H. Abrams, 
1983), p. 78. 

2. Grace Sieberling, Monet's Series (New York: Garland 
Pub., 1976), p. 18. 

3. Gordon and Forge, p. 191. 

4. J. Clay, Impressionism (Secaucus, NJ: Helvetica Press, 
1971), p. 254. 

5. Gordon and Forge, p. 280. 

6. Sieberling, p. 224. 

7. Ibid., p. 254. 

8. Gordon and Forge, p. 223. 

9. Raymond Cogniat, Monet and His World (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 1966), p. 111. 

10. Sieberling, p. 285. 

11. Genevieve Monnier, Essay - Cezanne, The Late Works (New 
York: MOMA), p. 117. 
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APPENDIX 

'The following research trips were made in the years 
indicated. 

London (1981) 
- The National Gallery 
- Victoria and Albert Museum 
- The Tate Gallery 
- Courtauld Institute Gallery 

Scotland (1981) 
- Museum of Modern Art 

Paris (1981, 1984) 
-.The Jeu de Paume 
- The Musee Marmottan 
- Musee National d'Art Moderne 
- Musee de l'Orangerie 
- The Louvre 
- Monet Museum (Giverny) 

Boston (1982) 

Chicago (1982) 

London (1983) 

Oxford (1983) 

- The Museum of Fine Arts 

- The Chicago Art Institute 

- National Gallery 
- Courtauld Institute Gallery 
- Tate Gallery 

- Huntarian Museum, University of Oxford 



FIGURES 

1. Gare Saint-Lazare, 82" x 101", 1877, 

Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University. 

2. Four Poplars, 32 1/4" x 32 1/8", 1891, 

Metropolitan Museum, N.Y. 

3. Le Nymphias, Paysage de'Eau (Water Lilies), 

35 1/2" x 36 1/4", 1904, Louvre, Paris. 

4. Wisteria, 39 3/8" x 118 1/2", 1920, 

Musee Marmottan, Paris. 

5. Les Nuages (Clouds), triptich, 80" x 170" each, 

1916-26, Musee de l'Orangerie, Paris. 

6. Glycines Wisteria, 60" x 160", 1918-1920, 

private collection. 
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