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Benne -7, Jaaee J. (■.r:.A:. • Fine Arta: C...aUv• Artef 

Tb• Qoality of Space 111 :Paintlna 

'?heals directed by Aaaociate Prof•aor ,wend•ll B .. Black 

Por purposes of clau1Ueat1011• the space of dQth ln. 

a palntina baa loaa been couldered 1n tU'IIII of the bta-­

toric.al apatlal concept prevalent at tbe ti.ae ot the exe­
cution of the paintlng. Palntiq today doea not necu-­

sarlly require a llte.rary or apbollc preconception on the 

part -0f the v18"r,. Jt uka ortlY that be look at the 

painting; the pal·nttnc la coDSidered an independent entity 

in that its colldllllllicatlon la totally within itself and not 

dependent on its provoJd.q a great &IIOllnt of usoc.latlonal 

re•ponae tn the vte .. r in order to sun aeaninc. With, this 

in alnd, the author of thia easay ls proposlQC a clu&L• 

f1cat1on of palntinc• on the baai•· of the visual cauallty of 

the apace ezLatent ln thea .. ftthla this claasiticatton 

paintinaa are found io, be grouped into tilr••· aajor cate­

aortea co_natructed on the lluls of the vlaual taqlb111ty 

aaawaed by the ■pace ln tbe particular palnt:lq. The 1nd1-

vldual1ty of the artiat 1a aanifeated, w1th1a the clus1-

f1cat1oA, throqb tbe speclflc •• be Mk•• of the •an• at 

hi• dtepoaal in order to crea'te apace. The degr" of v.laual 

tan,1b111 ty ,of tile apace in two patnttngs bf two different. 

painters may be usentially the same, but the co.natruction 

of the apace 1• not the aaae due to th• neceasar11J 



individual means and th• 1ndiridu.al expresston character­

istlc of each indlvidual painter. 

Tbis abstract o1 about ,:;2oo words 1• approved as to 
form and content~ l r IIIJD(tD4 its publl .tlon • 
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~DDAL lfOl'.88 OIJ SPJCI. 

''To repr•ent OD a flat aarface. -•ea that arr 
situated 1n apace: this la tbe probl• o:f draw~ng." 
-Pierre Bonnarcl,. 

"Palntlnc •- a thingalracaloua, llllklnc thing• in­
tangible appear tancible, presenting ln relief tblug• 
which are flat, in dlatance thiqa near at hand." 
---Leonardo Da'flncl. 

The repr•antat1on of tile third dlaeulon on a two­

cliaemaional aur:face bu loq been. and contln11ea to be, 

a aa,:Jor probl• of ~t•n paintlus. Tbla repreaentatlon 

of the apace ot depth bu been aad• through aya'bolic -an• 

and percep-tlaal aeana. As shall be dlacuaed 1D detail 

later, the extent of the intended space of depth in aya­

bollc pictarea i• dependent on tbe viewer's Jm.owledse of 

the •lanificance of the ayabols ued 1n the paintlna and 

the lliatorical spatial concept that contributed to the 

execution of the painting. However. this easay is pri­

marily concerned with the pure Yi.aual taag1bil1tJ of the 

apace of d,-pth aa lt axlau in the apeclflc p-&lnt.iag. 

8,-bolic painting shall be discussed iii the subsequent 

1P1erre BoDDard, quoted in ldeaa and _I~es in World 
.!!:,!, by Bene Bunhe, B. Y., Abrm, l95'J,, p~ .. 

2i..onardo DaVinci, Jlotebooka. v. 1, p. 230, quoted 
by a. Huyghe, ibid., p. l30. -
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pages in terlla of its perc;eptible apace in contrast to its 

symbolic space The author,, sopporb the follodng state­

aent by Budolf .Arnheim. "The location t.n deptb of front-
, f , t I 

ally orienticl surfaces baa been shown to be d•tend.n_ed_ by 

a nwaber of perceptual factors. Artists -s,ply tbeaa rules 

1ntait1vely or qlllte conaclouslJ,. in order to aake depth 

relatloubipa nalble, and thwe is no other way of repre­

aentlng apace than by aa.ld.ng the.,,. pup it ·directly • . 

lt la true that knowledJe of the ■ubject matter will ofte.n 

allow the beholder intellectually to 1nfel" the rfltlatlve 

aptLtlal poaltlon of objects in a p&Lnt.lng; but such know-
.. 

ledge bu hu'dly any influence on the perceptual eff~t 

of the picture. and it 1• the perceptual effect that con­

veys the apreaaive Maning of the work .. ..S 

Tbe 118jor concern here, then, la .cot with historical 

spatial concepts or afllbollc approaches to ■pace but rather 

with the perceptible quality of the space in the coapleted 

work.• 

Tangibility,. in this context~ J.s a matter of the de­

gree of the naual perceptlble4aalit7 UJ1IUJleCI by the apace 

of depth in the particular painting; that 1s. the degree 

3awtolf Arnbeim, ut and Visual Perc3ouon,. Berkeley• 
UnJ.vera1ty of Cali:tornla h••• DA. p. • · 

4Percept1ble-Apprehene1ble as real or existent 
through the range. of a s.ue. (in tb1a cue the sense of 
vialon). Webster's !few Collegiate J>1ctionm, 9th ed. 
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of the inherent visual reality o:f the space, without re­

ference ·to nonperceptual agenta. The author propoees that 

thr- dep'eee of thlrd-diaensioaal visual tanslblllty 

ed.et. These degreea are reprNented bJ tile tollowin& pro­

posed divlalona: lconocraphical Space, Pm'• Plutie Space 

and lcon-llluaionilltlc Space.• apace coaposed of a com­

bination of lconoaraphical and plaa-tlc el ... nta.~ lcono­

graphical Space repr•enta the least IUIOIUlt of v.-aal 

tangib111t,-, Pure Plaatlc Space 1■ repr-81ltative of the 

areatNt deer- of vl■ll&l tancib11ity and lcon-Illu­

lold.atic Space aacouata for the vut area between the 

pi-ecediq eztr-. Tbe84, thr .. idloas of apace in palnt­

iq are no1: bJ.atorlcally chrODOloSical; all three are in 

ev1deDCe- in the painttna of today. Thu, this ill not a 

history of spatial concepta but rather a diac1111S1on of 

the apace of depth as it appear• ln palntiaca and lts 

conco11i:tant ■icDificance aa an eapr•alon of the 1nd1vic:tu­

a11tJ of the artist. 

Tbe tera apace, regardless of application,. ls cor­

relative to dlatance and illpliea the existence of at least 

:two d1at1nct Wllts. Thea• unlta _, either be physically 

separated or be· eztr- of a ■insle whole. In each c_... 

that which ■eta the uni ts apart can be tenaed apace.. In 

the toraer exawple, the ~:..1tcnce between the Wlita ia 

space, whereas in the latter, apace 1a the difference 

between the eztr- of the ■tnale whole,. Por ezaaple. 



the .. differ nee" space of a flat shape ls the• parat1ng 

area between the ntop" of th• ahape and th "bottoa" of 

the shape and/ r between the left and right extreaes of 

th~ hap • 'this i two-dbaensional space. Tbree-cUaeD'!"" 

slonal apace wlthln a a1nc,le 11Dit la alao constituted by 

difference between ez:tranea. For exaaple, in a chl­

aroacaro itrawl o'f a s1ncle unit th difference in tonal 

Yilue bet een a hish- lighted area and an are . o:f darker 

val•• -1• visually equated to spatial distance. 

In painting, distance and difference cu exist ln 

essentially lateral and longitudinal terms, or two-diael)­

aiona. In Bcn,t1 p inting. the dlataace between dlatl.nct 

units is either lateral or longitad:laal, and the space 

occupied by a si.Dcl• 1111lt la detendned bJ its flat con­

tour. Thia two-dillena1ooal ordering of the height and 

width of the pictur plue baa continued to be of gre t 

iaportanca to artists troa the ICJ'p'tlan ~a to OIU' own day. 

However. even ln the 1110at two-dlaeuioaal paint.inc aa 

el-•nt of depth or thlrd-diaem1lon ts percei•ed. A space 

in d..»th be't"w9en the flaaratlve el ... nt and the ground 

plane ls vi.sually conflnaed tbroash the pbeDC>ll9DOD of the 

huaan aye 1n "aaUac difference to diatance. Paycho­

loelc 117, accordt.ng to llaclolf ArDhel••,,. v1saall7 tend 

to aaintaln ~ integrity of tbe ground plane u con• 

tinuous whole. With the intrusion of a shape or line upon 

the ground plane,. the siaplest solution le:ft to t.he eye 1•· 
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to r•ort to a depth JNU"Cept.ton whereby. "th• peroe1ved 

surface 111 free to thrust tM in.truder foren.rd, Just enouch 

to ealn COIIIJ>l•tednesa."5 

Jn pain:tlna. the apace of depth 1• achl•ved tbrouah 

the difference between eleaeata o:f the plctare, which 1111-

tai.s or gives the lllaaion of di.atance in the pbyaical 

sense. Tb1a ■patlal quality la interpreted tbroqb the in­

hllectaal and/or perceptual action of th• viewer in re­

spoue to the painter'• lllllti,pulatton of one of the proposed 

three 1d1ou of apace in painting. Tile -.jor difference 

between tbelle idioms is the :relative perceptible •aality 

of the apace preeented ln each. AQO'.ther differ..-ce closely 

/ related to the firat, ia that palntige in each ldioa are 

dependent upon be1q &ND 1:n a apeclflc fr- o:f reference. 

or visual ay■tea, in order to tally tranaalt their special 

type of spatial repr•entatlon to the newer. l'or exalllPle,­

the spatial quality of a p&JntiDc esecut4td in the lco~ 

graphical id101119 dependent ~n the viewer"• awarenesa of 

the intellectual syst-.of a:,llbola proPDJled by the artlat. 

Oil the other hand, a palati11& in the Pure Plutlc 1dioa is 

dependent QPOD an optical r•poase to pare' fOl'II la order 

to have ltil spatial cuallty fully ~cled: by the viewer. 

In the third 141011 (the cOllbinatioa ot. 1coaoaraphlcal ele­

aenta and plutic el-.nts). the spatial cuality of the 

-------
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paLnting ls dependent apon both 'the lntelleetual reapoose 

to the symbol and the perceptual respoue to the a_ppl1ed 

plastic elements on the part of the beholder. 

In hia choice of a spatial idiom and a related form• 

language, the painter 1118llifetrts a relatio.-hlp of aelf to 

reality. The fora-language le the particular ut1.11zat1011 

that a painter, or a group of cloaelJ related painters. 

wakes of the dnign eleaenta which, in turn, •becolle charac­

teriatlc of hia ., or their, finished work. ln tbia senae,. 

it is through the fora-language that we are able to recog­

nise the work of a given artist or group of artists. Tbe 

"Pauves", for lnatance, aalntained a general f'ora-language 

characterized .by the followinc ele•nta: "a anifonaitJ 

of light, space construcUon bJ color, puritJ and slapli­

flcatlon of aeana, and an abaolu,te c02TeSpondence. between 

expreaalon and decoration by COIIUM)slt1on.n6 However, 

despite their adherence to this aaae general fora-luguage. 

div rgent individual approaches are readilJ endent 1n a 

comparison of the works of llatiase,. Vlmdnck, and Derain. 

In the art of the ancient put. when a style eabraced an 

epoch of great duration, the aan1feetat1on of individuality 

is difficult to perceive. The art of Jrgypt civea evidence 

of a COIIIIIOD acceptance of a fona-langa_age by a group of 

artist■, a shariQ&• as it wu • . of generalitl•. Despite 

6Fernand Bazan, ed.,, Dictton-.r,: of Jlodern Palnt1y; 
B.Y., Parts Book Center Inc-. n.d., p. 102. 
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the codification of :fonaa, personal nuanc• or imprOYi­

sationa incU.cative ot the individuality ot the artist 

a:ziated within the over-all lancuace. As Bene Huyghe 

states. "In the case of the true artist, the individual 

character ot the creative act 1• so involuntary that even 

if he trJ.• to produce an ezact copy of another'• work., 

he ineYitably aarkll it with his own laprlnt, ntb what 

pedanta llliabt call the personal factor. Indefinable~ 

yet umdstakable, this factor~• J.apllcit in the artist's 

way of perceivlq u well u of painting, in his -,e as 

-.11 aa hla hand; it ta taplicit in bla very nat~re.fl7 

Jn one way or another, the ataap of the 1nd1v1dual artist 

1• on hi• work and bla foraal asaa- are definitely related 

in analoa7 to the cond1t1ona of hia existence. This analogy 

ls not neceesarily the cue of a certain p-apbic repr .. en­

tation equ tins to a known quality of hla beiDS, or a sort 

of code, the decipherins of which indicates the artiat'a 

llOllt personal deptha. However, often the spatial element 

of the fora-laacuaae ■er•" as a priaary uaertion of the 

artist's orientation to the world in peraonal terms and in 

societal terms. In the invention or selection of a spatial 

ldioa, painters haYe manifested reltalous, hWIWllstJ.c or 

actentific concepts in accordance with the idiosyncracies 

of their hlatortc agea. Paintings, through their spatial 

properties, serve as icons to the beliefs of their authors. 

7 
B. Buygbe, EJ!· .£!!., p. 262. 
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The polarities or extr .... of approach to the probl- of 

apace in paintinc throughout histor,- aa1 be represented 

through the lconogr.aphlcal and Pare Plaatic 1dio-. These 

serve respectively as the ultimate division of painters 

i nto the camps of neg Uon or acceptance of the reality 

of visual perception. As shall be diacusecl ind tall ln 

the follow1na pages• the painter worJdzw. within. the Icono­

graphlcal ldioa denies the reality of Tiaual perception; 

inat ad, he represents the apace ot depth through symbols. 

Though the apatial •J111bol aay 1n41c·ate a vast space to the 

conditioned viewer. the viewer unable to read the e,-bol 

finds the painting to be essentially f~at due tot.be denial 

of vlaual perception by the painter and the couequent lack 

of visual tansibiltty in the sJllbollc repreaentation of 

apace. On the other hand, .tlie painter working within the 

Pure Plastic idiom accepts the reality of visual perception 

and the conaequent plastic apace in I'd.a pictves 1a vlau­

ally tangible to all viewers who look at tbea without a 

dom.1.nani associational ref.-ence to qualit1• or ol)jects 

outside of the paintins. These are the extr .... ; . the l.argeat 

camp, c011poaed of painters wor.ldng with.in the lcon­

lllasionlstlc spatial idioa, lies between 'tbeJa. 

\ 



ICOBOGRAPBlCAL SPACE 

:The intended space in Icooocraphical plctur- ls lus 

reliant upon the intrlnaic plastic perceptual elements of 

the picture and aore reliant on an •tabliahed way of read-
. . 

ing syabola. ·The correct readlr.ac of these s)'llbol• leads 

to the viewer•• intellectual extension of the allbject 

11atter into the apatlal context intended by the artlat. 

his cone ptual approach to apace can be exeapl~fied in 

t~~ ,c&!e _of a h.JPOthetlcal palntine faaturiag flat repre­

sentaUons of a hmaan figure and a aountain fora of equal 

a~, ~alue, and color on the a- plane. The space in 

thla painting is confirmed by truf viewer throueh bia coDUDOn 

k.11owlqe of the nature of the eubject aatter .. Despl.te the 

flatn~s of repr ... ntation ot both the IIOUDtain and the 

fiaur•• the tend ncy will be for the viewer to relate the 

spatial realiti .. of hle ezpertence of IIIOUntalna ua a.en 

to the ■)'llbqls. Consequently. the aountain wlll no.raally 

be releg ted to the 41atance and the fisure to the fore­

around in order to coaapenaate for the equal aih of the 

aymbols of subjects known intellectually and thr~h ex­

perience to be unlike 1n size. Thia exaapl.e pr-apposes 

that the hypothetical painter'• spatial orderiq is de­

pendent apon the viewer'• 11 tin& ot the reality of h1a 
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knowledge of the subject to the representative a)'Jlbol. 

Thia le not always the ease. As we shall aee in the sllblle­

quent pagea, thoqh the artistic means and the perceptible 

;,pac::e tn lconographical painting■ are very aia1lar, the 

.ldnd of ar,~c• extended by the vi-r is largely determined 

by the ■patial concept conditioning bis vlaion. 

We cannot deny that a Yiaaally perceptible space exists 

in Icono1raph1cal pictures. The space of depth eziata the 

JlOIIMtnt a line is drawn or one fora OYerlaps anoth8X' fora. 

Bat. the perceptible depth in the Icono,raphical idiom 

reaalne essentially two-d~aension 1., A case in point .-ould 

be BsyptiAD painting wherein the difference bei,,..n the 

figurative •1-nts and the background plane produces a 

basic depth between the two planea. Boweyer., the ap­

pearance is not that of a three-di-nalonal whole, but 

rather of two separate two-dlmenaional aarfaces with a 

•hallow space between th-. In the .leonographJ.cal idiom 

the subject aatter and the lntellactaal orientation of the 

viewer to the concept are the real detenainera of space .. 

The artistic means of lcono,rapbical pictures vary 

ali1htl7 froa epoch to epoch, but the apatial ends provoked 

by the paintings range frc:a a negll1ible apace in depth 

to the space of infinity. The extent of the space .implied 

la detenalned by the concept to which the painting is a 

vehicle. The polarities of th•• spatial ends aent1oned 

above, brought abo11t through the conceptual det.endnation 
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of space, may be readily seen 1n a c~parlson between tbe 

Struacan wall paintings at Tarcaw.n11 and B)'&&Dtlne aosdcs .. 

In both axaaples, · the figurea are flat nth no essay 

into the· space of depth through conventional plastic aeau. 

The perceptible difference-distance 1• tile IIOSt siJBple re­

lationabip between a flat groUDd plane and flat ft.curative 

eleaents. Pb,-ical distance between these separate ftgura­

tl •e eleaenta exiats in lateral and long1tud1Dal terms only. 

Were it not for soae internal treataent both the Btruacan 

and Bysatine figures would becoae sLlhouettes. Line serves 

to bound shapes as well as to decorate the surface but it 

neyer approacbea a cross-contour, in active denial ot the 

two-diaensional wall, plane. llodeling ia abtlent and color 

la assigned loeally with no real concern for its spatial 

pro!)9rtlea .. ID the Btruaean paintings. the feet of the 

figures, as well as the baa .. of trees -and furniture, are 

firmly planted on a colored band .allowing for no represen• 

tation of depth throuch foreahortenlng or parapectiv•• but 

only a two-diaensional. sp tlal placeae.nt. Likewise, in the 

aavenna Mosaics, notably th~ Processions of Virgins and 

Saints in Sant' Apolllnare HuoYo, the feat of the ._rtyra 

are planted on the aaae level and each occupi,q u equal 

:two-dimensional space, the only eaceptiona being the hier­

archical doainance of size -waed by more divine beings 

through theological necessity .. Thia is 1n .keeping nth 

the •Jllbollc conception of the 110&aics Jrhere:ln tbe formal­

ised occup~tion of a certain quantity of two-dimensional 
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space serves to aid the viewer in his identification and 

sub&eqae.ut eztenalon of the subject. One example of wha't 

could be regarded u a apatlal device ls the depiction of 

'theBpantine Baperor and Sapress overlapping their cohorts 

in the aoaaic in the Church of San Vitale. BOwever,. this 

overlapping is not conceived in terms of •tablishi.ng • 

perceptible depth but rather aa • h1erarch1cal el ... nt. 

·Th• a11tbor believ• that the Bpantine aoaaiclst did not 

conaciouely ue the el-nt of overlap u a spati.al device 

bat rather as a meana of 1ndlcat11)8 •salted rank through 

the ao11archa' s)'llbolic doaiD&DCe by vi.rtu of their 1111-

lnterrupted contours. Thi■ 1a a possible Yariation on the 

SSn,tian aeana of 1Dd1catiq rank throaah t.he relatJ.ve s:lze 

of flsurea. 

The slailarity o:t the Btr11&can a;nd Byzantine works 

extenda beyond aere conaicteration of the artistic means 

8Jllployed, but into the kind of expression as well. Both 

the ftrwacan and Byzantine paintiug■ are conceruecl with a 

"world beyond". ·Ta ftrWJCan works are tollb paintiqs and 

the Byzantine aosaica truaalt the precept• of the Church. 

Both are re11g10WI works (as are the areat aajorlty of 

Iconop-aphical paintlnca), but here the aiailarity ends. 

Thouah both styles share approzl11ate approaches in execu­

tion, they differ 1n th• extent of space implied, as a 

result of the conceptual diff ~enc• of 'the groups who, 

fostered them. 
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Tbe Btruscan paintings are flat and decorative. They 

are aymbols indlcat1.Q& nd fulfilling the needs of the dead 

in the afterworld, as well as d pictions of gods and other 

reliciouslJ s:i.plticant aubjects. This art ts man-oriented., 

tborougbly ll&Difesting the intellectual tendencies ot the 

er preceding transcendental thought. BYen the gods are 

represented u perfect example• abstracted from man nd 

ar conceived in a localized, concr te, aeuur le, sp ti.al 

a.ue. Often the extent of a gods reala is a nati.onal 

qua.lit7 eaployed by the Btruscan 

~nter fully reflecu the local and logical tenets of tbe 

period, paralleling the then con~porary conce t. of apace 

as being "411 litati:ve rath r than qu.antitat1vet',, it was- a 

two-dlaensionality in accord&Dce with the feeling th t "the 

lim.lts of space are def:lD.ed b7 the geometric aurfacas of 

tM aollds which contain or confine it n8 

In COIBJ>&rison, "the moaaicist of llonreale .st'!!li,v-ed bis 

figures so as they might participate' 1n h1s v1slon of tru­

acendence."9 The .Byzantine artist JBaDifeated s e and 

self through his orient tion to the symbol and his subju­

gation to a system. Be affirmed his created h&ve.n throueh 

contrast to his earthly being and the . chaos of worldly 

8xrv1ng L. IUpnick, "Concept of Space and Spatial 
Qrganiaatlon in Art", .Journal o1 Aeathetlca . and Art 
criticiaa, Vol. DIii, Die. 1959, p. 14. · 

· 9 Andre, ~iraux, Voices of Sile.nee# Garden City, 
Doubleday, 1953, p. 106. 



appearancea. ••What they, (the Byaantine), depleted waa 

neither wbat they ■aw, nor a dr-tlc acene; lt 'WU a superb 

n-caUon. Like ao aaoy oriental· styles, thelra arose froa . 
a passionate desire to represent that. which,. ratlonallJ 

•JHtaklng, cannot be represented: to depict the auperhWIAD _ 

tbrousb the hWll&D. llot the world but that which,, in thla 

world or beyond lt., is worthy of depletion. ,.lO Though 

viaually, B,aantlne painttaa l• eaaotially two-dlaenatonal. 

its spirit creat• a space throucb- both eJlibol (blue and 

aold bacqro11Dd8 syabolic of 1nf1n1ty) and tbe gulf of 

difference bet...n Heaven and earth aanifeated by its ..,ati,­

clam. The coeval Byzantine viewer, aware ot Christian doc­

ulne, applied tbe aystical spatial concept ot the divine 

in reapoue to the cond1t1olling a,-bols ln tbe painting. 

In this way the beholder slvaa the work a :spatial ex~ension 

wblcb, tboqb not wholly inherent in the work ~uelt, 1a 

none the lees proaptecl by 1 t. 

· The apace, like the paintlq (:mosaic), is eaotlonal, 

evoked by the symbol, and requires ·no tangible perceptual 

confiraatlon for the Bysantine viewer. In the ,.,world" 

created on the walls of Ravenna. the earthly cuality of aaas 

1• dellied by the ethereal symbol. ~ Bysantlne artist ez­

pr••••• the apace· of 1D11n1ty while at tbe saae t1 .. denJina 

10 Ibid., p. 208. 
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the space of worldly ,for-.. Por as Andre Malraux stat•,, 

"Christianity cla1ms to be the truth,, not reality. 011 

11Ib1d., p. 217. 



PUB PLASTIC SPACB 

PalntiDSfJ representative of the Pure Plastic . idiom 

present a apace in depth encendered with the createst :U1011nt 

ot pe~ceptlble spatial qadity. This space is independent 

of the viewer's intellectu-1 preconception~ ·instead. depth 

is manif .. ted la purely visual tenas as a result. of tbe 

total interplay of plaa.tic elements. 
' 

Pu.re Plastic Space~ as stated previ.oualy,, presents the 

createst degree of visual tangibility u 1J 1a 'the natural 

space of palntlnc. beiq d91ktndent solely ,on the 1ntriuic 

spatial ,flU&lities of plastic •1--nta rather than the pl.utlc 

enhancement gained by a s1Jlll>ol of· a known 111&88 or space as 

is tbe case in palatinsa representative of the Jcon-Illulon-

. tatlc id1oa.. "When Ucello put a diqoaal in IU.• pict~• .. 

tt had to .be a lance .. "12 The diatanca-difference quotient 

of the Pure Plastic Space iJf reliant u.pon natural tenai.on 

differences b tween variations of a d•i&n el-n.t; for 

example. the teuioa between warm and cool color,,, or between 

adjacent value areas or areu of tnu»isity. or the te.DB1on 

betweeu a strai.ght and carved line .. In its 1Dd..,.ndence of 

the world of natural ·appearancea. Pure Plaatic Space h 

12 
P. Bazan, ~- .!:!!· , p. 136. 
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endowed with the gr•test degree of visual reali.ty ln tbat, 

wben controll«I. the space J.n no way denies the two­

dlaensionali. ty of the, pieture plane thl"Otlgh re.ference 'to 

qualitiNbeyond itself" iJ1Stead 1t transmits the ap~­

anees natural to a pamel of color and line. 

Cubism in. I.ts ct11veloped s.taae,, .ta exemplary of Pure 

PlastJ.c Space ln lts affirutton of the two-dimensi:onal 

plane. Though Braque and Picasso aed recQS1llzable sub­

jects as points of departure, thia in no,,_,. alters the 

.uguaent in that the level. of abs'traction is such aa to 

render the •ubjects tota.ll.y :within the _p-lutic reality of 

the. P-J.nting thereby counteractt.ng their iconop,Qhi,cal 

value. In the Analytical phUe of CUbi.911 (190'1-11),. Braque, 

and Picuso intelleotuall7 denJ.ed the uaclltional me.as of 

the thr ... ctiaenaion:al r•preseatati~n of volwae; 111atead,, 

they ••r• intent upon del1mitat1ng volwae by aeuur-able 

planes and subjugating tba· subject utter to the eelt­

suff:1c1ent order o,f the picture. The lor•l -1:stenc• ot 

the picture plane becue the primary cons1deratlo11 of Cubist 

painting to the extent: 'that al.l space 'lla8 conc-1ved in 

reference to it:. Consider the collagEt; space no loncer 

exists solely within and behind tfa(I plane. or as la the 

case ,of Giot'to, aa a bas-relief,, but both before .iad behind .. 

As Daniel Kahnweiler •tatea, ~1 the painting• and collages 

push the objects out into tbe rooa to make the object~ a 
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it were" partake ,of the same, apace as the spectator. 013 

The collage element, originally conceived as a point ·of 

identification for the viewer, becom.es equally important 

,as an ultllllate spatial device and yet retains the two­

dillenalonality deaandecl by the rigorous discipline of the 

Cubtsts. 14 

The aesthetic theories of Cubla• provided an impetus 

for other painters in whoa• work Pure Plastic Space is 

realized in a non-objective fora. In the Jfeo-Plutic1sm 

of Piet llondrian and the Supr•atlna of Casiair llalevitch, 

we find a dlaclpllne bas-4 on _plasticity extending to pure 

color, line, and g80lltttrlc shape to the ultimate deni,al of 

s.ubjec.tive ueoclat1on. The paintings of W:assily Kandinsky 

13Daniel Kahnweiler, ca11oted by P. G. Pavia, "The Second 
Space: T.he Alllerlcan 8enee of Bt>ace on Spac•," It la,. Ko. 
2,, p. 4, Autman, 1958. 

14"For many years it was to be the aJ..11 of Olbtst paint­
ing to combine color and fora el ... nts into objects which 
recalled only this or that upect of the accustomed n•tural 
things but which were ·Just as individual as natural objects 
because tbey were born of individual creative imaglnation. 
It was thus iaportant to get the beholder to discover u­
soci tlve clues within the picture that would enable him to 
lin.k the new kind of object with what was already fudl1ar 
to him. To guid the beholder's eye, the Cubists first re­
sorted to rather clW118y devic- - 'the ao called details 
reels, realistic details which were intended to aerve as 
sign posts in the neceaaary re-translation froa the labguage 
of abatraction into that of reality. The technique of 
miera colles, or collage. waa particularly favored from 

• early cliys of Synthe"tic Cub:laa, bec&11Se it ls more suited 
to the two-clilllenaional character of the picture surface 
than illu.a1onistically painted details." 
Boeck and Sabartes. Picuso., ••• York .. , Abrams, 1957, p. 166. 
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also exemplify a pure plastic or1en"tation in both the 

Amorphous and the Geometric phases ot his work .. In his 

book,, Glimpses of the Past,, Kandinsky wrote.,_ "The separa­

tion between the domain of art and the domain of Bature 

grew wider for me, until I could consider thea u absolutely 

distinct, one froa the otber . I knew then that objects 

banaed my pilnti~. 1115 

The use of pure plastic space is an aff1rmat1oa by tbe 

painter of the reality of perc ptual existe,nce and of him­

self as a pure creator by virtue of both bis intellectual 

and aeuory abilitiea. 

15wass1ly .kndluky, Gll!P!!9 o:f the Past, quoted by 
P .. Hasan, ~· !!_!. , p. 136. · 



IC01'0GllAPBICAL-lLLVSIOIJISTlC SPACB 

The third ldiOlll of space in painting has an 1cono­

graph1cal el ... nt or repr•entation plus the atrencth of 

lllusioniatic or conventional plastic aeamr which, in 

combination, tend to make the spatial configuration of the 

subject matter even more convincinc to the Yiewer. Consider 

-'' again the ezaaple of the figure fora and the aountain fora 

of 84'111al size aaed previoas1y ·1n reference to the lcono­

graph1cal spatial idiom. Through the utilisation of 

conventional plastic .. ana the artist can approzillate with­

in tbe . palntlq the spatial realities of -n and 11.0Untains 

uh• aees th-. In thia context.- conventional plastics 

u defined by the author as those aeans arr1Yed at tor the 

purpose of strengthening the spatial reality of the aabject 

aatter of the painting in relation to the appearances of 

the actual object it repreaenta. On the other hand, pare 

plaatJ.cs are those which aaaert th ir own spatial reality 

foremost, being independent of the identlficatlon of subject 

-tter for the expression of three-dbaellalonal apace. Con­

ventional plaatlca aay be arrived at ither intellectuall7 

or senaor1ly. , and examples of both can be applied to the 

•an-aoWltaln situation.- Aaong the poaalbiliti.-es WOllld be 

linear perapectlve, which ie a product of a logical calcu­

lation of space as wel.l as the visual reality of dilllinishing 



fona ~eceding into the di.stance. Atmospheric perapec-tive, 

or the depiction of the seDSor7 pbenomenon by which fonm 

in the distance beco- increaalqly obscure in relationship 

to fonaa near at hand, could also be applied. The use of 

.111oc:lelina on the figure and the use of the receding and 

advancing qualities of color :are other examples of conven­

tional pl-tics winch coald serve to make the relationablp 

of man and IIOWltain aore convincing apatJ.ally. These 

element• When applied to the subject present• third df.-

1181181on aore perceptibly real thall the quali'ty of apace 

taplled through the ldentlficatlon of tbe subject aatter 

alone. 

Spatially, the great majority of Western paintings are 

coapoaed of fractions of 1.conog,raphtcal representations: .of' 

objects known to have Qatial existence, combined with 

fractio1111 of 1llaaloniat1c,or conventional, plastic eleaent.a 

in reciprocal affirmation; thus, a dual difference-distance 

quotient exists in lcon-Illua1oniat1.c paintings. The first 

quotient is that between recognizabl7 distinct ob,jects, 

distinguished through subjective identificatloa, and the 

second, between their applied plastic f1Ual1t1•• which 

:further differentiate the objects froa one aDO"ther tbrOQ&h 

vlaually perceptible aeans. Through the .ReDai8aance, the 

Baroque,_ and up to our own ti••• u-tuta have been concerned 

nth creatig the spatial reality o:f recoenizable aubjecta 

1n denial and in affirmation of the two-dimensional nature 
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of the picture plane 'through the plastic potentials at 

their dlsposal. 16 

Giotto is toreaost 1n the evolution of the conv1nc1ng 

repr•entation of three-dtllensional for•. tieaenta of the 

Byzantine., channelled throuah the Gothic~ reaala in his 

work, plua a huaaniatlc strain as opposed to the earlier 

Byzantine denial of appearancea. "When be (G1ot.to) recon­

ciled Gothic love wlth BJsantine reverence he did this by 

upholdins the honor of m•• .. tate. Bia nobleat figures 

are a worthier court of that Beau Die11 who at .1111eu 1a 
. . . 17 

aurrounded only bJ a ret1ue of groveling hencbaen ... •• .In 

Gio:tto·~s pa1nt1qa, Christ walks aaona men :rather than 

dOJBiaates "tbalil and la Hiaaelf a IB&ll; Hi• divinity is 11aDl­

feated only by the halo. In this treatment of Christ, 

Giotto atf1ras ''self" throqh a belid in the perceptual 

realitlft ot this world which ·r1aure in the plastics of 

hla pictures. 

Giotto•• space la a1Jllilar to claaaical space ln its 

16Por ezample1 as P. Bazan states., llatisae affirms the 
two-dimensionality of tbe plane thoqh dea11na: with recoa­
nizabla allbjecta and a perceptible space .of depth.---"lle­
fuatna the techlliqua of trompe-1'-oeil and perspective-­
tor h (Matisse) did not want to hollow oot the pictu.re and 
conceal i ta natur,e aa a plain aurtac-e--he resorted to oppo­
si tiou ot tone: behind the c.olored figar-, for example. 
he spread out tones of various colors which, ln ~heir re­
lation to one another and to the figures themselves, give 
an llllpression of apace, a apace tl111 of llgbt, w1.tbout b1.d-
1ng the fact that the picture is a plane covered w1 tb color." 
Ibid.,. p. 180. -

17 A. llalrauz, 3?· ill·,. p. 268., 



loelcal receaalon of discrete parallel planes~ wilt.ch through 

their lack of coDDection beco- ••ataae sets" ·for his power­

fully aodeled ft.cures. Conaider, for example• Giotto•• 

paintlQC, .Joachi and the Sheparde, at the Arena Chapel in 

Padua. Thia paintJ.ng 1.a coaposed ot three clletlnct planes; 

the fiC\ll'&tiYe (including the abed), a aiddle grOWld (the 

JIOQntai1111)~ and a ak7 plane. The :relatiouhip of the lliddle 

ground to the •kJ' plane presents a YffJ' shallow apace due 

to a liai ted plutic differentlaUon between th•• The 
' 

difference-distance between the alddle cround and the sky 

plane la aiailar to that apoken of earlier in recard 'to 

Ssyptiu paiD-tiDC.; that 1■,. the appearance le that of two 

separate, parallel, two-cH-.-naional sarfaces wi tb a Yery 

shallow perceptible apace between 'thea. OD th• other hand,, 

'the differ nee behMD the f1gurat1Ye plane and the back­

ground (■Jr.J and lliddle croulld) pr•enta a Yer, distinct 

space in depth as a raalt of tile pluUc strencth leu.t 

t.broagh the heayY IIOdellDC of the figw:es. Oonsequ.entl71 

the space occupied by the aaaa ot fipres ls conv1nclq blit 

the background appears aa a theatrical "'flat", due to tta 

l•• CODY1DC1q plutlc tr-taent. Thi• 41ualitT ot differ­

.. bet,.... the f1sur• and the bacqrounct teads to ct•e-­

tbe palatine a apaUal character llUCh llke that of a bu­

relief. 

Da to the afor►-•tJ.oaed hmlaaisUc strain io refer­

ence to Ylaual reall ty, tba basic apa:tial probl- o.f the 



Benaissanc• continued to be that of ,relating the traditional 

clu lcal plan to a continuma. 18 In keeping with this 

eluate 1 orientation boweYer, the schemata arrived at as 

poa•ible solutions were conceived in rational, :mathematical 

t ,eraa and included such concept• aa linear perapecti ve and 

for-hortentnc. Th precision .of drawn edg•, characteristic 

of ao aucb of Benalaaance painting, often rendered these 

optical effects iapotent. Thia point _,. be ueaplifled by 

Jla.ntegu'a palntlnc of the Dead Christ ln which the plastic 

difference between Chri t•a feet and the pillow beneath 

R1a head ta not relative to the distance required by the 

tor-hortened figure. 

The ultlaat solution of the probl- of thrae-dilll8D~ 

aional representation follow the overthrow of tbe Betaaia­

aance practice of nbjugatiag aeuory data to theoretical, 

-th Ucal aysteaa of representation. Thia revolutl.on 

was brought about through the dlacover7 of the plastic. ele­

ments of senaory or .BIIQ)lr.ical ,space. through which apace 

181n reference to the haaanitlUc atrain of the ltenals­
aance and lta spatial aanifNtation. Wylie Sypher atat•, 
"for the architect. aculptor, and p.ainter r.eeollltely set 
about attacklnc the probl- of the third ·dtaenalon which, 
beins solved, furnished an &clequat• theater for the iJBage 
of aaD created bJ Gothic arttsane. lnevltablJ this new 
rende.ri.Q&' Qt space brought JUD into new "ychologic-1, as 
.. 11. u pbyaical. relatlou with reality." 
Wylie Sypher, Four Stasa of Benalaaance st71e. GardeD Ci tJ, 
Doubleday, 1956, p. 587 . 



25 

was painted more cloaelJ to the wq in which lt •u llffll 

in nature. 19 l'oremoat of the plutic el-nts of Sapirlcal 

9pace 1a the quality of a1:llloapbere and its application o 

ataoapheric perspective. Ataotapheri.c pers»-etJ.ve 1a the 

adaptation of. the na'tural d1ffereace-41atance quot1ent in 

terms ot tbe contrut between hazy ctistant objects and tbe 

areater precieton and clarity of objectll near at band. 
' 

Leonardo•• Ilona Lisa demoutz-at• the perfection of th1a 

•thoc:I. Though the p.aint!JW i& one cc-.posed •nntially 

of two a-.;Jor plan•, the trauition frGII :foreground to deep 

space ia totall.y conri.nc.lq in the relative gradation :troa 

clarity to obacarity. 20 Ano,ber lJ11pOrt:ant •leaent of 

-.,1rlcal. apace la the utlliaation of l.icht - an nantago­

nist" to the prillacy of idealized forJ18. Previously licbt 

had served aerely u an area in which fonu1 become visible. 

Unaltered, .-ven illlllld.natlon contributed to the preci••• 

.... arable, Classical fol"III. 

191rv1nc L. Zapnlck deilnea bperlcal apace as that 
in whlcb J:.pirleal observation supplants conceptual Jmow­
lqe and he apec1:t1• paintings 911PloY1rw Bllplric&l apace 
to be those in which the aubj-ect 1• a recreation of what 
h observed without the inhibiting factor ,of a theory or 
precept. 
!?I· clt. 1 p. 14. 

20Tbe Ilona Lia& ,la COIUJ-ldered by the au.tho'!" to CODS18t · 
of two QJor planea, for41gr0111ld and bac.kp'OWlCl• throaab 
baste d1fference-diatance,. althoqgh it ls .-ecognized that 
eacb of tlullle aajor planea la further 11bdinded into a 
nwaber of llinor planes through the applied. pl.utlcs. 
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Through :the sensory concern for things aa they seem 

to be, u opposed to the cl.aasic concern for the measurable, 

light no longer r .. 1u neut.ral but becom• a convincing 

spatial •1-nt. The manifestation of light u a con-

ditioner of thrae-di•nsio-1 space be found in the 

punting• of Caravaggio who aanifeats "self" throqgh tile 

"asaarUon of (Ilia) right to auesa sOJM aspects at the 

expe e of othera."21 An exemplary Car :v.aggio palnting, 

Tbe Conversion of Palll. la 1Ddicatlve of the Bu-oque con­

cept of COD~DQOUS apace in which he worked. Through light, 

the doalD&Dt ilirMltma of bis form-lanpaage. and the ordering 

of' .bJ.a allbjectlve el-ents. be ci-•tes a fluid Qa.Ce that 

seeks to project thr011Ch the plane of the canvas u well 

u throqh the depth of th apace field. The dynaalc 

1 1a bod:, la such u to project the head to 

the lt.a1ta of the clo,se foregrOQlld• and the conuut of 

extr .. dlfference-dlatance 

caaot1ent through which deep apace u- a lJ.aitl .. a 

quality. 

· 1Ul7t)ul ia alao an Sapirical apatial 4:11all ty that 

culid.qted :ln the Baroque co~ of a continUOWt,- incor­

poreal apaoe. Bubena la the aui of th1a dynud.c d.evlce. 

Min the woru of Caravaggio. the apace of a tabena' 

painUna attempts to tranecend the ~ct.are plane. lloweYez',, 

this attel\pt ta aade not only 'through pla.at1-c aeana tiat also 
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with the addltlon of an eleaent of psychological involve­

•nt, ~ Ti..,_. ia swept tllrough tlHt contiDUWll of th 

pictQJ'e by the cvv1linear rhytbll of 1 ts totall ty. Jtqbens • 

:torte was the ere tlon of a whirling crand1099 apac which 

moves back and forward through the apace f t.eld of the canvas .• 

Space is naYer arbitru-y 1n the work of BubellS, exlBtlQB 
J 

111erel7 because of baalc necessity a.s an arena tor his 

figures to enet in. bat is a prhaary ~ttloaal factor 

serving to relate all e-1ements to the tot.al.tty .of the paint­

ing. 

To dicreas tor a moment, once the Bllp1rical means for 

represent1ug three-dlaen81onil space on the two-dlllens:l.onal 

canvas were reeol•ed,. painting in the IconogrJIJ)hical­

Illuaionlstic spatial idiom 1111ffered a schiem of dlrecUon .. 

Bach direction is characterised by its fractional reciproci• 

ty of 1conograpbical elements in relation to Ulu1on1stic 

plastic elaaenta. Briefly stated. tbe one extr... ia the 

applic tlon of the illu■ionistic plaetlc spatial elments 
. . 

tor the total benefit and enhancement of the subject -tter; 

tbe ultimate aan1festat1on qf thia direction fa the troape-

1•oe11. Tbe other direction,. whlch.,. atght -call the aain­

spriq of modern art• ls that in which the primal"y e:011Cer11 

ls for the formal manipulation of the plastic spatial el• 

menta in the lnteree:t of developi.ng aore personal e.zpreasive 

aeanings. Edouard 11anei,, for example,, ret•ined recognizable 
' 

subject matter but found new meanings through the· investi­

gat~on of 'the sp tial ciualltles of ,color. In this second 
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approach, the subject matter, as such,, takes an in­

creasingly subservient position 1n relation to the assertion 

o:f plastic reality. This does not mean that meaning and 

expression are, subjugated and lost to tachni.cal gym.nasties,. 

but that the importance of the reality o'f painting over­

COll88 the iaportance of the realisUc appearances of 

the object. thua opening new areu of meaning which tran­

scend naturalistic object&. Thls attitude can be sen in 

the dolllnan.ce of fora-language over subject .. tter in the 

paintlncs of the French Iapresslolliata. Tlletr fonr.-1_..uae, 
. . . r 

related as it was to the contemporary acient1t1c concept 

of optic, wu one of lisht and color ill which form ·was 

deacribed by the l.icht catchiDC qualities of its surface. 

Since. llsht is a tuclt1ve •laaent, this concept 11lpli.es a 

relative reality and carriea a concoai:tant relative apace 

which 1a subject to the variable fact<>r. light. It follows 

that relative lieht ls in need of a aecliwa on which to 

work,. in this cue, recognizable sUIJject aatter; however, 

the nature of the subject matter is, in turn, relatively 

unimportant. The only laportant thing about the subject 

la that it exists. 

,f 
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w have e n t t the el ... nt of •pace 1n painting 

its diriaibl into tbrff aajor idiOIIS ~ued on the degree 
\ 

of viaaal t&IC1b1lity maid by the third-dimension in 

each. Tide division ls coape>W>.ded in tenl8 of . th• per­

ceptible depth ex1 tent in the particular painting ud not 

in t81"118 of the preYalent historical concept that ll&Y have 

contributed to the pil tins'• ution. The. cone-em here 

is not with theory but. fltb tbe finished product. Despite 

a great div ge y between tbeorlea of apace expreaaed tn · 

particular painti.Qca, oft n the pa1nt1Dgs of dl•er•e cal­

turea lll&intain a illilar v1 · al tanglblllty inteJ:• of 

their spatial realization. Certa1nly all prbdtive paint-
~ 

inga fit into the Iconographical d .. ipatlon, ~ would 

GrNk •as• painting• and Byzutlne aosaica, but not 

through virtue of c011JDOn concept. The logical baa la of 

the Greek painting 1• as far divorced froa the eaotlonal, 

rellgloas concep't of Bysutiqa ult., in tarn. 18 divorced 
/ . froa the naiyete of the prillitiYe. The a11dlar1ty tbat the 

palnt~nps share ls that of the kind o1 diffei-ence-dia'tance 

cauotlent, which la the•- in all or th .. • exuapl .. despite 

the variaace of concept& that fostered th•, ud that they,, 

in tarn, expr••· Thia qua1111caUon •xtencta to t.be Icon-
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lllulontstic differentiation in a aoaewbat different way, 

as this clusiflcation eabrac• the evolution of the repr-►. 

■antatlon of ttiree-dlllenaional fora, which follows a more 

or less cbronoloe.ical order. Bowever, even in thl• case. 

the eYOlation up to aDc:I surpaaaing the conviDC1DC repre-

enta'tion of the eztended dilleu1on 1• paral.leled by a 

llhiftillg of rciprocal fractioaa of icon to plaartlca; that 

111. the gradaal dillliJllflhiac of the iaportaaee o:r tile aubject 

tter as a deterainer of apace and the ucenclance of the 

iaportanca of plut1c el....-nta in their apatlal capacities. 

The ahlftinc of fractlona accounts for the inclulon, IIDder 

one pneral claaaificaUon, of auch 41Yff88 apatial con­

cepta u tho■e of Giotto, Carav-10. ud llonet. TbNe 

paiatera are reprNentatiYe of varyt~ dep-- of reciproci­

ty between icon and plut1ca. Thia J.a not ta say that the 

space of CaraYqgio and that of Yel ... aes are of clifferent 
' fractional COllblnatlou, nor that the apace la the •aae in 

two finiahed woru it the fractional eflll&Uon of icon to 

pluttca 1• th •-• The apace la different bee-• of 

the lndlvict.wil artist•• cboice of the el-.nt of fora­

language with which to work. Downer, it l• an -,,ual space 

ln repreeeatins tbr...,dlaenaiona b7 the degree of the 

dlfference-41atanc• r-111t1nc froa a abd.lar fract10Dal 

cod,1nation • 

.In eplptltic upect of th Icon-llluloni•tic apatlil 

claa■ificli.tlon ls tbe leYel of the ..,_traction of the subject 
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matter. If th• subject is recognizable as a specific form 

strengthened tbrOQCh plut1c spatial al ... nts, regardless 

of the identific tion or non-identification of the form, 

i't is Icon-Ill 1oniat1c. AD esampl.e of this aspect 1• 

the work of Y'flNl!i Tanpy. The raclproc1 ty of applied 

plastics .is auch as to make Tanguy•s forms appear ,q,atially 

conrtncing though thy lack reference to object& of every­

day expert~. On the other hand, the Synthetic Cubist 

paintings of Picuso and Braque are of the Pure Plastic 

•patial cl-iflcation d•pit-e the atste~ of recogniZable 

allbjec't •ati.r. The level of UBtraction in these CUbiat 

pd.ntiqa ia such as to ll&ke the subject matter subordinate 

to the reality of the palntiag thus llilliaizing the dep'ee 

of its iconographic reference to a known object. 

The perceptual ~lb1Uty of apace 1D contemporary 

paintlQ& 1a repr•ented in the aaae ranee of d.,reea 

covered tbu far by our 'three PJ'.'opoaed atial 1d10JDB. 

Contaaporary painting 1D th United Stat•, and for that 

11&tter, the r--1nder of the 1'eStern World,•- to be 

-entlally divided int11.> two lllajor directlou; these 

II&)' be repreaented by the "l'lcur ti ve Painters" aa.d •'The 

School of Kew Yorkn (for la.ck of better designations) .. 

Both directlona have been the subjects of aajor ezhib1t1ona 

at tbe Rew Tork llwl-811111 of llodern Art within the put year, 

therefore, all specific paintings referred to in the sub­

sequent pages of this easay uy be found reproduced i.n the 



22 catalogu sot these ezhibltions. 
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Though each group. ma:, be said to adhere to one kind 

of conceptual space, a non-objective plasti.c space in the 

Kew York group and an objective plastic space in the J'igur-· 

a.'tlve group, the perceptible space in the finished 90rk8 

varies greatly from painter to pai ter as . t~ result of 

an lndivldual. llUlllifestation of tbe form-.l ·anguaga. Though 

Alfred Barr collectively characterizes t~e spac · of the 

0 New American Pi intlng" thusly, "Their flatness is,. ratha., 

a conseqwtDCe of the artl$t's concer-n with the actual paint­

ing process as his prime instrwaeut of expression. a concern 

which also tends to elimin te imitative &11&aestlon of the 

forms,. textures aud spac•s of the real world., s1nc.e 'these 

might c~t• with the primary reality of paint on can-

vu, ,,23 we find, 1n looking t individual wo.rks. that · 

Arshile Gorky, Robert Jlothenell and Will• de Koonina eacb 

manifests an individual apail l resolution. In Gorky's 

painting,. Agony, 1947, d•pite the fact that the objects 

are non-representational, the pure plastics eaployed leave 

no doubt as to which fonm exist in :front of other fol'IUIJ. 24 

~he perceptible space 1n this painting puts goo7 in the 

22ilfred ii. Barr._ Bew .Aaerican Paint:L!f, a. Y.,. lluseum 
of llodern Art, 1958. · 

Peter Sels., lfew lmges of.llaa, B. Y ... lluseWA of 
llodern Art, 1959. 

23 , • 7 A .. Barr, !!2· ci .... p. l ,. 

24 IbJ.d., plate, p. 36. 
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Pure Plastic apattal idiom,, but :in a different way, than 

tbe workll of llotberwell and de Kooninc. Gorky approaches 

the lcon-,lllu1oniatic J.clioa in somewhat tbe •- senae aa 

Tanguy. Robert Jlotherweli ll&Dif eats a very difterent Pure 

Plastic space. Bis painting, The Tome, 1949, la a 

collage 1n paint, fully :reflectins lts two-dimenaional 

nature, yet at the•- tliae presenting a ,-ceptlbly r..i 

space ill depth by virtue ,of the plutlc 4111aliti .. oF color 

and sJiqe.25 Will de iooning's ~ 1, 1950-2,. further 
\ 

illustrat- aa ind1vid11&1 1space within the fold of a con-

cept.._i headiq.26 The space in hu pdnt1DC. regu-dleea 

of recogn.laable ~•• la totally 1d.thill the Jave Plastic 

idioa ln terms of its nsaally perceptible qualities. All 

ThOIIU B~ Besa statee. "de Ioonina ...Uthe critd.■ of IIOd­

ern art (that atlpalatee an ethical flatness 111 painting 

and then adds that flat. 1a an acad4Nllic D.Otion), by aata­

rat1nc the pictllr4t wf..'th his on ahapea. Be reaptlll"88 

co11plez tlluioaa of depth by aating the 1-• all of a 

plec•t with no P•••• or r•ts,, DO ln-betweeu. The artist 

fiD1■bea a picture aa the lllac• becoaea coap-1ete, ult 

-- ita OWD COUDt«UWC6j all aeparat-e sbpea are 0~ 

liter•tect 111 the fora. &a be has aaid~ •1 pain:t ■y:a:eLf 

out of the ·picture.• 1fben th• artist la tlnlahed, the 

25Jb1d. • plate, p •. 59. 
26 Ibid •• plate. p. 53. 



picture begins its own life."27 

In the realm of :flgur tive pa1nt1uc~ represented by 

the New laages ot ■an" exhibi tton.. we fi.nd that the great 

majority of paint.lnga fall into the lcon-lllusionistlc 

idiolll on the basis of their perceptible space. We also 

find that tbe 1q,ace ia leu reliant upon the identification 

of subject matter and more dependent QpOn th• aanipulation 

ot plutic el-.nta. The pat,nUnga of Alb~to G1acoaett1,. 

Richard Diebenltorn and Bathan Oliviera are abd.lar in that 

each creates a space 1n r f erence to recognit.ab.le images; 

however• thta is the extat of the siailan. t:,. The klnde 

of apace and the plutlc eleaents ln'folved in creating tbta 

~ear individual,. u ts th cue with the Ifft York 

Painters" as well. The perceptible ct.pth 1n Giacoaett.1 •s 

figure painting• J.a broqght abou't through a aaze of diagonal 

and. cross-contour 11nea·ner aa., Dlebenkorn•s Girl on a Ter­

race, owea its space to the plutic •aalitles of color. 28•29 

lfathan Ollviera's Standig llan nth a Stick pr•ents a very 
- : . 

shallow space u a r•ult of the rel_at1vely fWll>l• differ-

ence-distanc ..-otlent extatent ~- the figure and the 

cround plane. 30 Bowffer • in Jan walkiDf, Oliviera crea't• 

27Tboal8 B. B••· n11- de Kooniy, R.Y. BrazJ.ller. 
1959, p. M. · 

28 -
P. Bel.st !f.• !!!,., plate, p. 14. 

29 Ibid., plate, p. 56 • . 

30tbid., plate~ P• 112. 
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a vast apace u a rea~lt of an tncreiUMMI eleaent of differ­

ence between the 'fiaur• and the p--OWld. 31 In both paintlnaa.­

tbe fona-lansuaae la the aue, a heaYily painted figure, 

qainat a broad vold-llke crowul, but the slightaat varia­

tion hu coapletely altered the perceptible 4aality of the 

.apace troa one paintlna to tile other. 

Th•• e:x ... \- of thAt cliYergenci• between the spatial 

zesoluUona ot llldiYidll&la wi"thin a:eneral conceptaal CUIJ)S, 

1ndicat• the probl-of apeakina of the apace ln a painting 

ill t .... ot tbe concept precedi11g 1ta execution rather than 

of 'the actual aaal:f•tation of apace iJl Ce flrilahed work. 

A aillilar patial conc9t aay be •hared• bQt the apace is 

different in each ·apeciflc painting u a r•11lt of the :fon 

of repr entation ...... ed by the individual painter. As 

we have aeen, nea to-tally dif'ferent concepu of space haYe 

been llaDifated with th••- d-.i"• of visual taQSibllit7. 

The 1dent:lfioat1on ot an ·~DdiYidUal artlat and the space in 

h:Ls paintings cannot be accurately made 1n terms of that 

concept which preced- the a:ecutlon of the work. Wt, cannot 

deny that concepts influence th• palnter, however, the 

painter·r• influence on the concept resu.lta ln the finished 

painUnc. The painter•• ue of an incllYidual ;fora-language 

is responaibl• for "the vi ual perceptible 4ualtt7 o1 . tbe 

apace ln hl• painting and this, the apace ln the finished 

work,. .la what .aaat be COD11:Ld.-ed. To 4uote JbldOlf Arnbeim 

31Ibtd., 1 t 115 P a ••· p.. · . • 
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once aore, .. there is n.o othw ftJ' of representing s1u1ce 

·than bJ aa.king the IIY• grasp it dir-ect11- •32 'the J.nd1rect* 

e,-bo11c repr ... ntat.ion of apace tn the lconographical 

idloa 1a. not th space of painting becaus:e it cloea not 

-1st in the. pa1n't:lq but in the aind o~ the condiUoned 

b.iaolder. By the .... token., theunJfeetation of "aelf" 

by the painter i• conald•ablJ l•• appareat in thia idioa 

hecwse of the atrtct co11ventlonal fona-lanauae• through 

which he works. tlodern art begins with the· dominance of 

the will ot the 1nd1v1dul painter over the restrictions 

of preaent and past oanou. The apace :ln paintiD.c tod-, 

ia, aore than ffer,, lDdlYidoal and auat be comd.dered :lD 
' 

and of itself 011 the baaia o1 lta existence as the apace 

of pa1.nt1ag rather tban through the aed1ua of a collec"tive 

concept before th fact. 
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