
 

Piero Manzoni 1933-1963 

T01871 Achrome 1958 

Inscribed 'PIERO MANZONI 58' on stretcher 

China-clay on canvas in squares, 39 1/2 x 39 1/2 (100.3 x 100.3) 

Purchased from the Onnasch Galerie (Grant-in-Aid) 1974 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/work/T01871


Prov: With Galleria Notizie, Turin; with Galerie Mathias Fels, Paris; with Onnasch Galerie, 
Cologne 

Exh: Piero Manzoni 1933-1963, Galerie Mathias Fels, Paris, December 1969-January 1970 
(works not listed); Piero Manzoni 1933-1963, Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich, 
October-November 1973 (10); Kunsthalle, Tübingen, January-February 1974 (10); Piero 
Manzoni: Paintings, Reliefs and Objects, Tate Gallery, March-May 1974 (22) 

Lit: Germano Celant, Piero Manzoni: Catalogo Generale (Milan 1975), p.116 repr. 

Manzoni began to give his white paintings the title 'Achromes' in the autumn of 1957 to 
emphasise that he was concerned with 'rendering a surface completely white (integrally 
colourless and neutral) far beyond any pictorial phenomenon or any intervention extraneous to 
the value of the surface. A white that is not a polar landscape, not a material in evolution or a 
beautiful material, not a sensation or a symbol or anything else: just a white surface that is 
simply a white surface and nothing else (a colourless surface that is just a colourless surface). 
Better than that: a surface that simply is: to be (to be complete and become pure)' (P. Manzoni, 
'Libera Dimensione' in Azimuth, No.2, 1960). 

His first 'Achromes' were made with rough gesso which was scratched and marked, or with 
irregular rectangles of canvas impregnated with china-clay and glue, but this one comes from a 
slightly later series, begun in 1958, formed from regular squares of canvas. Some of his later 
'Achromes' made in 1959 had seams made by machine stitching, while in 1960 he began to 
make a number in cotton wool and expanded polystyrene. 

*** 

Achrome is a one-metre square, monochromatic artwork made of china-clay on canvas by the 
Italian artist Piero Manzoni. This painting-like object consists of canvas squares which have 
been soaked in kaolin, a specialist china clay used in the making of porcelain. The rough and 
uneven surface reveals the folds and wrinkles formed in the canvas as it sagged under the 
weight of the wet clay and hardened into irregular rigid folds. The complete absence of colour 
acts to focus the viewer’s attention on the material qualities of the object’s surface. 

The work was made by Manzoni in 1958 while he was living in Milan. He made Achrome by 
soaking the canvas in china clay rather than applying it directly by hand. Wrinkles and creases 
that developed in the process of making and drying were allowed to set without any physical 
intervention from the artist. Manzoni coined the term ‘achrome’ to indicate the absence of 
colour, or what might be termed ‘uncolour’. His aim was not to achieve a pure white but rather a 
total absence of colour. He gave the title Achrome to all of the white works he made from 1957 
until his death in 1963. 

Manzoni wanted to rid painting of narrative content, and for him this involved removing colour 
from his works. The absence of colour, coupled with working methods that removed the need 
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for any gesture or action, allowed Manzoni to further his aim of creating an artwork that was 
without content beyond its immediate materiality. In his Achromes Manzoni brought together an 
interest in the artist as anti-expressionist and in the materiality of the art object. He insisted that: 

We absolutely cannot consider the picture as a space on to which to project our mental 
scenography. It is the area of freedom in which we search for the discovery of our first images. 
Images which are as absolute as possible, which cannot be valued for that which they record, 
explain and express, but only for that which they are: to be. (Quoted in Celant 1998, pp.55–6.) 

Lucio Fontana, who had published his ‘Manifesto Blanco’ (‘White Manifesto’) in 1946, was an 
influential artist for Manzoni. Fontana was a familiar figure in the small Italian town of Abisola 
where Manzoni spent summers with his family, and he regularly encountered the older artist. 
Early in 1957 Manzoni visited two exhibitions in Milan that were also to become important for 
the development of his ideas: Proposte monochrome. Epoca blu by Yves Klein at the Galleria 
Apollinaire, and an exhibition of work by Alberto Burri at Galleria del Naviglio. Manzoni began 
making his Achromes the same year. In January 1960 he would formulate his thoughts in a text 
entitled ‘Free Dimension’. In this Manzoni wrote: 

My intention is to present a completely white surface (or better still, an absolutely colourless or 
neutral one) beyond all pictorial phenomena, all intervention alien to the sense of the surface. A 
white surface which is neither a polar landscape, nor an evocative or beautiful subject, nor even 
a sensation, a symbol or anything else: but a white surface which is nothing other than a 
colourless surface, or even a surface which quite simply ‘is’. (Quoted in Harrison and Wood 
2003, pp.723–4.) 

In later years the Achromes were made with colourless materials such as cotton, felt, fibreglass 
and polystyrene, which were adhered to a board but otherwise untransformed. For instance, 
Achrome 1960 (Herning Museum of Contemporary Art, Herning), is made from cotton wool 
squares. In these works, as critic and curator Germano Celant has observed, ‘even the 
transformation process is reduced to nothing: Manzoni chose his “achromatic” material and 
displayed its capacity for visual self-determination’ (Germano Celant, ‘Piero Manzoni: The Body 
Infinite’, in Celant 1998, p.27.) 

*** 

Like a number of his contemporaries, Manzoni wanted to banish narrative content from painting. 
For Manzoni, this meant removing even colour from his works. In 1957, he began to produce 
the achromes, which he described as ‘a single uninterrupted and continuous surface from which 
anything superfluous and all interpretative possibilities are excluded.’ He began by soaking his 
canvases in kaolin, a soft china clay used in making porcelain. The kaolin eliminated colour to 
the point of his desired ‘nothingness’. The weight of the material caused it to sag, creating folds 
across the surface of the canvas. 



 

 

Robert Ryman born 1930 

T03550 Ledger 1983 

‘Enamelac' on a composite panel of glass-reinforced plastic, aluminium and wood 763 x 711 x 
36 (30 1/16 x 28 x 1 5/8) 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/work/T03550


Inscribed on back 'RYMAN '82 "LEDGER"' along top 

Purchased from the Mayor Gallery (Grant-in-Aid) 1983 

Exh: Robert Ryman, Recent Paintings, Mayor Gallery, Nov.-Dec. 1983 (repr. on announcement 
card in col.) 

The following entry is based principally on written answers by the artist, dated 27 February 
1987, to questions posed by the compiler. 

T03550 is one of a series of about nine paintings from the same period. It is predominantly 
white and is painted in ‘Enamelac', a trade name for what Ryman has described as ‘essentially 
pigmented shellac ... It produces a very hard, non-porous surface and the pigment is inert' (reply 
to questionnaire composed by the Department of Conservation). Beneath the plastic surface, 
commonly referred to as fibreglass, the work is edged with wood of a reddish hue which shows 
through the fibreglass where it is unpainted, thereby adding a yellowish colour to an otherwise 
white painting. The wood serves three purposes: to locate fixings, aesthetic appearance and 
support. Ryman ‘particularly wanted the Red Wood for its colour'. The central section of the 
white paint is separated from a band of white paint, which surrounds the work, by a strip of more 
or less unpainted fibreglass. The band of paint has the appearance of tape in that an illusion is 
created of overlapping strips of tape by the denser application of paint in certain areas. 
According to the artist the width of the band corresponds to the width of the brush he employed. 
No tape was used in making this work and the illusion of having used it is unintentional. The 
application of paint in the central area is uneven and thin with variable transparency depending 
on the number of layers. The brush strokes are not stressed as they are in earlier works by 
Ryman. Three types of hogs hair brush were used in applying the paint: one inch, two inches 
and three inches. The paint was applied in sweeping motions rather than by dabbing and the 
painting was executed in an upright position, always being orientated the same way. 

Ryman previously used ‘enamelac' in 1969 in a painting on corrugated paper entitled ‘VII' 
(Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, repr. Robert Ryman, exh. cat., Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, 
Feb.-March 1974, p.40), since when he has generally employed oil paint on canvas. Ryman 
states that he returned to ‘Enamelac' because it ‘seemed appropriate to use with fibreglass as I 
could achieve the translucence'. He chose fibreglass because it is a stable means of support 
and ‘will not crack or warp and is not affected by moisture or heat'. The support for the fibreglass 
is aluminium honeycomb which was chosen for its durability. 

‘Core' 1983 (repr. Robert Ryman, Peintures récentes, exh. cat., Galerie Maeght Lelong, Paris, 
April-June 1984, p.11 in col.) is closely related to ‘Ledger' in both medium and shape although 
the application of paint is more even in ‘Core' and the painted area is edged on only the two 
vertical sides by unpainted fibreglass. Unlike paintings of 1981, for example ‘Chapter' (Sidney 
Janis Gallery, New York, repr. Robert Ryman, exh. cat., Musée national d'art moderne, Centre 
Georges Pompidou, Paris, Oct.-Nov. 1981, p.91), the paint surface of ‘Ledger' is not so heavily 
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worked and flatness is stressed. This emphasis on flatness is reminiscent of earlier works on 
paper such as ‘Exeter' 1968 and ‘Medway' 1968 (both repr. ibid., p.55). 

Above and below the painted area of T03550 are two horizontal strips of aluminium which are 
integral to the work itself but which also act as fixing brackets. The surface of the aluminium has 
been deliberately textured with a wire brush so that the metal absorbs light evenly. One of the 
functions of the wood edges is to permit the fixing of these aluminium strips to the body of the 
work. 

According to the artist ‘since the painting is not a picture of or about something, the title has no 
significance other than identification'. It was titled on completion. It is Ryman's general practice 
to find names that will not trigger association. 

This entry has been approved by the artist. 

*** 

This is one of about nine paintings from the same period and is painted in a pigmented shellac 
laid over glass re-inforced plastic. The strips of aluminium which are part of the work act as 
brackets to attach it to the wall. Ryman pays great attention to the marks of the paintbrush and 
uses white because he regards it as less emotionally charged than other colours. His works are 
about surface, texture, grain and luminosity rather than spatial composition. 
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Painted ‘weyroc’ chipboard, 457 x 457 x 96 mm (18 x 18 x 3 ¾ in) 

Inscribed by the artist on back in black paint ‘Mary Martin’ top left, ‘MARY MARTIN | 9 ETON 
AVENUE | NW3 | “Spiral Movement” | 1951’ bottom centre; label inscribed ‘C 28233/3’ top right 

Purchased from the artist (Grant-in Aid) 1963 

Exhibited: 

London Group, New Burlington Galleries, London, October-November 1952 (138, as ‘Relief’) 



Dimensions: British Abstract Art 1948-57, O’Hana Gallery, London, December 1957 (45) 

Konkrete Kunst, Helmhaus, Zurich, June-August 1960 (85, reproduced) 

Mary Martin Kenneth Martin, Arts Council tour, Museum of Modern Art, Oxford, May 1970, 
Towner Art Gallery, Eastbourne, June-July, Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter, 
July-August, Leeds City Art Gallery, August-September, Wolverhampton Municipal Art Gallery 
and Museum, September-October, Faculty of Art & Design, Manchester Polytechnic, October, 
Mappin Art Gallery, Sheffield, November, Ferens Art Gallery, Kingston-upon-Hull, December 
1970 - January 1971, Norwich Castle Museum, January, Scottish Arts Council Gallery, 
Edinburgh, February, Welsh Arts Council Gallery, Cardiff, March, Bristol City Art Gallery, April 
1971 (not in catalogue) 

Henry Moore to Gilbert and George: Modern British Art from the Tate Gallery, Palais des Beaux 
Arts, Brussels, September-November 1973, as part of Europalia 73 Great Britain (70) 

Mary Martin, Tate Gallery, London, October-November 1984 (2, reproduced p.13) 

Forty Years of Modern Art, Tate Gallery, London, February-April 1986 (no number) 

Home and Away, Tate Gallery Liverpool, November 1995 - April 1997 (no number) 

Literature: 
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Drawings and Sculpture, II, London 1965, pp.428-9 

Alastair Grieve, ‘Charles Biederman and the English Constructionists 2: An Exchange of 
Theories about Abstract Art during the 1950s’, Burlington Magazine, vol.126, no.971, February 
1984, p.68 
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Constructionists, c.1948-60’, unpublished MA report, Courtauld Institute of Art, University of 
London, 1988, pp.23-4, pl.11 

Penelope Curtis, Modern British Sculpture from the Collection, Tate Gallery Liverpool 1988, 
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Un Siècle de Sculpture Anglaise, exhibition catalogue, Jeu de Paume, Paris 1996, p.470, 
reproduced 
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Reproduced: Lawrence Alloway, Nine Abstract Artists, London 1954, p.41 

Alan Bowness, ‘The Constructive Art of Mary Martin, Studio International, vol.175, no.898, 
March 1968, p.120 

Adrian Lewis, ‘British Avant Garde Painting 1945-56, part II’, Artscribe, no.35, June 1982, p.30 

Spiral Movement is one of Mary Martin’s earliest reliefs. It consists of squares and wedges - 
which she called ‘tilts’ - cut from chipboard and glued within a 3 x 3 grid on a base board of the 
same material. The whole was attached to a larger backing board with butt-jointed battens on 
the reverse; at the corners, the heads of the pairs of screws used to fix the board have become 
visible. All surfaces were thickly painted with two coats of emulsion, with the upper coat being 
slightly greyer in tone. The selection of the materials and their assembly betray an experimental 
stage of development, as wood or plywood were preferred for later works to brittle chipboard. 
Martin herself acknowledged: ‘There are technical problems, certainly. I knew nothing about 
carpentry and all the cutting and shaping had to be done by hand with a saw and sandpaper’.[1] 

 

It is characteristic of Martin’s reliefs that the composition should be determined by a complex 
layering of geometrical relationships. This is true of all of the elements of Spiral Movement. 
Thus, the base board measures 9 x 9 x 15/16 inches (228 x 228 x 23 mm), its sides being very 
nearly equivalent to the diagonal of the relief grid - a relationship which follows root-two 
geometry. The relief area itself occupies a square with 6 inch (152 mm) sides and follows a 
chess board pattern of five (negative) voids and four (positive) volumes, each constituent 
square measuring 2 x 2 x 15/16 inches (52 x 52 x 23 mm). Within this grid, subdivisions were 
made along the Golden Section division in five squares: the upper left, middle right and all of the 
lower squares. Each of the resulting Golden Section rectangles is filled with a tilt. The treatment 
of the central void and the four adjacent positive volumes (in the middle of each side) is 
symmetrical about the diagonal from bottom right to top left. The bottom right square also 
comes close to complying with this symmetry, as the two tilts there leave a square void in the 
extreme corner. This establishes a progression of squares, increasing in size and moving up the 
diagonal, which forms a spine for the composition: from the small corner square (the reciprocal 
of the Golden Section), through an implied square set up by the two tilts (the Golden Section), to 
the central void. Against this symmetry, a rotation is implied by the introduction of the longer tilts 
in the left column (top and bottom left). 

Spiral Movement was acquired a dozen years after its completion and Martin’s recollection of 
the circumstances were published shortly after.[2] She wrote: 

The most interesting thing about the work ... is that it is the first relief which I ever constructed. 
Abstract painting gave me a desire to use three-dimensional materials and this first essay was 
based on the same concept I had used in painting. That is to say that I took a simple element (in 
this case a parallelepiped) and subjected it to a system of changes, not knowing what would 
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happen to it, and without any knowledge of the final appearance of the work. I think all my work 
has been based on this kind of curiosity.[3] 

As well as acknowledging the introduction of chance as a balance to the rationality of geometry, 
this provides a significant glimpse of Martin’s methods. It suggests that an assembly of physical 
parts had followed the preliminary application the ‘system of changes’ to one or possibly a 
sequence of parallelepipeds, in diagrammatic or solid form. A parallelepiped has six faces 
arranged in parallel pairs; the perfect example of such a solid is a cube. Approximate half-cubes 
provide positive volumes in the relief (top centre and middle left) and the adjacent tilts can be 
considered as half parallelepipeds. Taken together, all the elements may result from the cutting 
up of a single large parallelepiped. Alternatively, the ‘system of changes’ may have been 
applied to individual elements within the grid, each divided, cut or shifted in turn, a sequential 
scheme which would comply with the artist’s subsequent practice. 

Martin’s letter also made clear that Spiral Movement embodied a pivotal moment in her career 
between two dimensional work and her concentration upon constructed reliefs. This shift 
involved the transfer of systems devised in plan to those being developed in three dimensions. 
Referring elsewhere to her use of the tilt, Martin clarified this relationship: 

my use of it goes back to the first relief I made. This was a straight translation of preceding 
paintings, which I had constructed by movement of a format through positive and negative areas 
(chess board). The positive areas were painted white and the negative areas black but those 
areas which partook of both positive and negative were painted earth red. Grey, the logical 
colour, was illusionistic and dead, but red, its opposite, lived up to the black and white.[4] 

In this way the tilts became the three-dimensional equivalent to the red transitional areas of the 
paintings. The ‘first relief’ referred to here was the carved plaster Columbarium, 1951 (artist’s 
estate),[5] which immediately preceded Spiral Movement, but the coding of the parts by the 
colouring of the paintings provides an important insight into Martin’s working development. 

Following this coding it is possible to recognise that the composition of Spiral Movement derived 
from Square Form, exhibited in Abstract Painting, Sculptures, Mobiles at the Artists International 
Association in May-June 1951.[6] This was amongst the last of Martin’s exhibited paintings, as 
Columbarium appeared in the London Group exhibition five months later (November 1951) and 
Spiral Movement in the equivalent exhibition in the following year. The relationship between the 
painting and the relief is clear, as Square Form (though rectangular rather than square) was 
also divided into a grid of nine units. Its subdivisions in the extreme corners were white, while 
the top centre and middle left areas were black; both correspond in general terms to the voids 
and the cubes of Spiral Movement. The remaining red areas correspond generally to the 
subsequent tilts. 

The plan of Spiral Movement has been the point of departure for other analyses. Michael 
Compton has noted: ‘The secondary lines are used to generate a series of six golden section 
rectangles arranged in a spiral - the last two are easy to see in the left and top registers. Where 
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a rectangle overlaps a square (as it always does) it becomes a tilt’.[7] The six rectangles alluded 
to are made up of a square and the Golden Section rectangle of its neighbour. This was 
explored by the artist’s son Paul Martin: ‘The system of rectangles starts at the centre then 
moves in a clockwise direction outwards by 90º turns making a spiral movement. The rectangles 
are either incised out of or added to the half-cubes by tilted volumes ... In “Spiral Movement” the 
tilts follow the direction of the spiral and activate the surface’.[8] The accompanying diagram 
actually begins the spiral from the tilt in the bottom centre, but identifies the six square + tilt 
rectangles as overlapping in the centre and opening out in the course of the spiral. 

Such an approach exemplifies the overlaid geometry of Martin’s reliefs. In a summary account 
of her career, she shed further light upon her method by stating: ‘The first constructed reliefs I 
made were based upon the moving format of Cubism combined with a system of positive and 
negative spaces (1951-4)’.[9] The ‘moving format’ was a geometrical device identified by J.W. 
Power in his 1933 book Elements of Pictorial Construction,[10] which Martin and other 
Constructionists (such as Victor Pasmore) consulted. It described the movement of a unit, such 
as a rectangle, across a plane by sliding and rotating, with each stage determining the location 
of related elements within a composition. By adapting rotations from Power’s ‘moving format’ to 
the sequence suggested by Paul Martin’s analysis of Spiral Movement it is possible to develop a 
spiral from the centre using the same unit. Such a scheme could be described thus: rectangle 
middle centre + bottom centre tilt (1) rotates 90º anticlockwise about the centre point to (2) 
middle centre + middle right tilt, slides down to (3) bottom centre + bottom right tilt, rotates 90º 
anticlockwise and slides to (4) middle left + bottom left tilt, rotates 90º anticlockwise and slides 
to (5) top centre and top left tilt. 

 

This analysis traces a waltzing motion of anticlockwise turns describing a larger clockwise spiral. 
However, it encounters certain difficulties: it overrides the important interplay of positive and 
negative volumes, and it fails to determine the important reciprocal square in the extreme 
bottom right corner. Furthermore, it is not easily reconciled with the artist’s specific account of 
the genesis of Spiral Movement in the manipulation of a three dimensional solid (the 
parallelepiped). With these inadequacies as evidence of the conceptual layering of an 
apparently simple work, it may be that the original composition was determined by the symmetry 
about the rising diagonal, and that the spiralling movement generated by the asymmetrical tilts 
emerged during the process of making. Such an evolving method would be consistent with the 
experimental nature of Spiral Movement as Martin’s first constructed relief. In this connection, it 
is notable that the present title was not the original, and that the work was first exhibited simply 
as Relief; of this the artist remarked that the fact ‘that I had once exhibited it as “Relief” ... is a 
comment on that particular time’.[11] Nevertheless, the recognition of the spiral reflected 
emerging concerns and the flexibility of the format is even suggested by the plywood relief, also 
called Spiral Movement, 1954 (Arts Council),[12] which was based upon a modification of the 
Tate work. 
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Like Power’s analysis of the ‘moving format’, organic developments such as the spiral were 
important to the work of Martin and other Constructionists around 1950-1. They were informed 
by scientific findings such as those brought together in D’Arcy Thompson’s On Growth and 
Form (Cambridge 1917 and 1942) which formed the basis of the exhibition Growth and Form 
organised in the summer of 1951 at the Institute of Contemporary Art by Richard Hamilton. The 
serial developments described by Thompson were adapted by the Constructionists as an 
alternative link to nature from pictorial realism; Martin would topically describe her resulting 
works as ‘nuclear building’ because of their cellular development.[13] Such spiral forms were 
also the basis, in rather different terms, of Kenneth Martin’s mobiles, such as the Small Screw 
Mobile (Tate T00552). 

If the formal progression within such works as Spiral Movement was related to organic sciences, 
Martin’s use of the technique of relief had particular resonances to European modernism. The 
exclusion of colour recalled Ben Nicholson’s White Reliefs of the 1930s, as Lawrence Alloway 
remarked in 1954,[14] even if Martin’s definition of volume differed from his shallow planes. 
Nicholson was in direct contact with Pasmore and Adrian Heath by 1949, and he showed works 
with the Constructionists in 1951 (in Abstract Paintings, Sculptures, Mobiles, Artists International 
Association) and at the exhibitions held in Heath’s 22 Fitzroy Street studio in 1952-3. He also 
provided a link to Mondrian, whose formally and colouristically reductive painting was 
considered by the Constructionists as the pivotal example of a constructive modernism. 

The younger artists’ enthusiasm for Mondrian was also shared by the American Charles 
Biederman. His idiosyncratic survey of the history of art, Art as the Evolution of Visual 
Knowledge,[15] proved influential both through its argument and its illustrations of his own 
reliefs, and those of European artists such as Jean Gorin and Cesar Domela. The depth and 
rectilinearity of Martin’s reliefs - and those of Pasmore and Anthony Hill - reflect a debt to these 
sources. Although, as Grieve has shown,[16] Biederman differed from the Constructionists in 
many fundamentals, his conviction that the relief was the next logical step from the position 
attained by Mondrian was shared by Mary Martin in particular. By the end of the 1950s this 
would find resonances elsewhere, as Spiral Movement was chosen by the Zurich Constructivist 
Max Bill to appear alongside works by Arp and Georges Vantongerloo in the Konkrete Kunst 
exhibition.[17] 

*** 

‘Abstract painting gave me a desire to use three-dimensional materials and this first essay was 
based on the same concept I had used in painting’, Martin wrote. ‘I took a simple element (in 
this case a parallelepiped – a solid figure whose faces are six parallelograms) and subjected it 
to a system of changes, not knowing what would happen to it…. I think all my work has been 
based on this kind of curiosity.’ The composition was determined by a complex layering of 
geometrical relationships, in this case based on the Golden Section. 
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ARTIST Bram Bogart 1921–2012 

ORIGINAL TITLE Witvlakwit 

MEDIUM Mixed media paint on canvas attached to board 

DIMENSIONS Support: 2045 x 2790 x 150 mm 

White Plane White 1974 is a large monochrome white painting in which a thick layer of paint has 
been applied to the surface of the support and pulled to the edges. The middle area of the work 
remains relatively flat and smooth, with just the margins of each stroke visible, running vertically, 
with a frame of thick, impasto paint accumulations around the edges. 

The work was made after Bogart had moved from Brussels, where his studio had become too 
small for his work, to Ohain where his work went through another shift. Keeping one of the 
largest rooms in the Manoir d’Ohain empty, he described how ‘the influence of this emptiness 
was soon noticeable in my work’ (quoted in Museum voor Moderne Kunst 1995, p.249). At over 
two metres high and nearly three metres wide, this painting is illustrative of this expansive sense 
of space. In the 1970s, Bogart said, ‘I started to see how important the borders of a painting 
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were … extending the material over the borders of the painting. It gave me a certain looseness 
or broad outline.’ (Quoted in Museum voor Moderne Kunst 1995, p.250.) 

Bogart began making his first oil paintings in 1939, having worked as a decorator and painter of 
cinema advertising and went on to study at the Academy of Fine Art in The Hague. His early 
influences included the work of Vincent van Gogh (1853–1890) and the Belgian expressionist 
Constant Permeke (1886–1952), and in Paris he got to know both Antoni Tapies (1923–2012) 
and Alberto Burri (1915–1995). In 1955 he saw an exhibition of American art held in Frankfurt in 
1955 and another in Paris in 1959, through which he became familiar with the work of Jackson 
Pollock, Mark Rothko, Franz Kline and Barnett Newman. These influences inform works such as 
Threatened Cockerel 1956 (Tate T14201) in its highly gestural near-abstract approach to its 
figurative subject. Moving from Paris to Rome and then back to Belgium, Bogart’s work went 
through a number of successive shifts, from early figuration to gesturalism and eventually to a 
thickly applied surface of pure and dense colour in works such as Rye Summer 1963 (Tate 
T14203) and the monochrome White Plane White. Through constant experimentation, he 
developed a distinctive style of painting that nevertheless continually responded to his central 
preoccupation with the materiality of paint and its application on the picture plane. 

*** 

Bogart trained as a house painter before finding success as an artist. His work foregrounds 
paint as a physical substance, and he became particularly interested in the borders of his 
paintings. A curator observed Bogart’s method: ‘Working on the floor, he spreads his unique, 
cement-like, paint substance…over a surface of jute attached to canvas and wood. For this he 
employs huge brushes and trowels which can be up to six feet wide. A giant of a man, Bogart 
likes the width of his largest paintings to be within his own wingspan.’ 
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Monochrome White Painting is a white canvas with subtle relief elements set within a narrow 
white frame. Four small cardboard circles are mounted upon the painted canvas, slightly below 
and left of centre. The two larger circles sit to the left, while two smaller circles are placed closer 
to the middle. The circles are coated in the same white paint (possibly a house paint) as the 
surface on which they are fixed. Li described these collaged circles as ‘Cosmic Points’, a motif 
he developed in the early 1960s and which remained central to his subsequent practice. The 
asymmetrical placement of the Cosmic Points in Monochrome White Painting gives a casual 
impression which is belied by the austerity and simplicity of the canvas as a whole. 

Li was born in the Guangxi region of southern China and trained as an artist in Taipei, where he 
made some of the earliest abstract paintings in Taiwan. He moved to Italy in late 1962 or early 
1963 and became associated with Il Punto (The Point), an international group of abstract artists 
that included Hsiao Chin and Antonio Calderara. An inscription on the reverse of the canvas 
identifies Monochrome White Painting as having been made in the San Lazzaro di Savena area 
in Bologna, where Li lived and worked for several years in a furniture factory. It also bears an 
earlier title, ‘2=2–2’. 

For Li, the Cosmic Point became a way of expressing the position of the individual in the infinite 
space of the universe. It constituted a distinctive synthesis of his interest in the Eastern 



philosophies of Taoism and Zen with the predominantly Western practice of abstract painting, 
and was a concept that lent itself to endless variation. In a poem written on one of his folding 
handmade scrolls in the early 1960s, he explains: 

The point is the beginning of everything 

and also the end. 

If you can really understand it 

you will feel indeed the great life of the universe 

and the value of your existence. 

(Quoted in Brett and Sawyer 2000, p.19.) 

Li’s art centred on the four colours of black, red, white and gold, each representing a universal 
value. According to his system of symbolic colour, the all-white palette of Monochrome White 
Painting (and other related works, such as Tate’s 0+1=2 1965, Tate T13218) denoted purity. 
The majority of these reliefs were titled with simple, nonsensical mathematical equations that 
suspend conventional logic. 

After moving to London in 1966 and becoming involved with David Medalla and Paul Keeler’s 
short-lived Signals Gallery, Li became increasingly interested in interactive works of art and 
began to explore photography and installations. From 1968, his ‘Cosmic Points’ were often 
moveable, intended to be placed and re-placed by the visitor, as with the installations in Moon 
Show, his 1969 exhibition at the Lisson Gallery in London. In 1968, Li settled in Cumbria, where 
he remained for the rest of his life and where he founded the LYC Museum and Art Gallery 
(1972–82). 

Although Li’s work had been critically acclaimed in the late 1960s, it appeared only once in 
London between 1969 and his death in 1994, in the Hayward Gallery’s landmark 1989 group 
exhibition The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-War Britain. However, following a major 
retrospective at Camden Arts Centre in 2001 organised by long-time admirer Guy Brett, Li’s 
contribution to post-war British art has attracted renewed attention. 

*** 

Li Yuan-Chia arrived in London in the early 1960s. Considered one of the founding fathers of 
abstract art in Taiwan, his work combined aspects of Western and Eastern thought. He used the 
bare language and spatial freedom of abstraction to convey existential conditions, focusing on 
the situation of the individual in the universe. The surface of Monochrome White Painting 
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includes Li Yuan-Chia’s most personal visual mark: the dot or circular form, which for him 
symbolised the beginning and end of all things. 

 

 



Ben Nicholson O.M. 1894-1982 

T04119 sculpture c.1936 

Painted wood 228 x 305 x 241 (9 x 12 x 9 1/2) 

Inscribed on underside ‘Ben Nicholson 193[...]-3[...]' towards t.l., ‘[symbol comprising an 
equilateral triangle above an 'equals' sign] 3 Mall Studio Parkhill Road London NW3>' b.l., ‘To | 
Nicholson | Chy an Kerris | CARBIS BAY | CORNWALL' circumscribed by a pencil line vertically 
on right and ‘BOTTOM' diagonally towards top centre 

Purchased from Waddington Galleries (Grant-in-Aid) 1985 

Prov: Given by the artist to Dennis Mitchell 1943 by whom sold to Waddington Galleries 1983 

Exh: Groups VII, Waddington Galleries, Jan. 1984 (96, repr. p.53, as ‘Untitled 1930s'); Modern 
British Sculpture: From the Collection, Tate Gallery Liverpool, Sept. 1988-1991 (no number, 
repr.) 

Lit: Tate Gallery Report 1984-6, 1986, p.76 repr. 

T04119 is one of only two known sculptures by Ben Nicholson. The other sculpture, which is in 
a private collection, is made of plaster and is reminiscent of a wall relief (repr. Jeremy Lewison 
(ed.), Ben Nicholson: The Years of Experiment 1919-39, exh. cat., Kettle's Yard Gallery, 
Cambridge 1983, p.77). T04119 is made from a mahogany block and is reminiscent of 
modernist architecture. It was created by a combination of sawing, sanding and planing. 
Although the surface is reasonably smooth it is pitted in certain areas. One corner has been 
damaged, possibly when it was stored by the artist in an outhouse. All the faces have been 
painted white with the exception of the underside which remains in its natural state. 

Nicholson began to carve reliefs in 1933. These were intended to be hung on the wall. 
Nevertheless their three-dimensional quality was of particular interest. The earliest reliefs were 
painted in different colours, generally in the darker range, but in 1934 Nicholson began to make 
reliefs which were all white. The change from painting to carving was described by Nicholson as 
arising from an accident which occurred when working on a painting in Paris (see Charles 
Harrison, ‘Notes on Ben Nicholson and Commentary on Selected Works' in Ben Nicholson, exh. 
cat., Tate Gallery, 1969, p.28). A piece of gesso fell away from the surface at the intersection of 
two lines and Nicholson began to exploit the accident. Apart from the circumstances of this 
occasion, Nicholson must also have been encouraged to carve into the surface of his paintings 
by his experience in making linocuts, by the stimulation provided by the sculptors Barbara 
Hepworth, with whom he shared a studio from 1932, and Henry Moore, who was a neighbour, 
and by his evident pleasure in engaging physically with materials. Even in the earlier two 
dimensional works Nicholson would incise the paint surface with sharp instruments and 
continually scrape and rub it down. The creation of two sculptures should be seen as a 
development of the three-dimensional reliefs, even though the former are free standing. In 
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addition, Nicholson had painted a number of boxes in the early thirties, as well as some items of 
furniture for his children, and had carved reliefs into at least two boxes in 1933 and 1934, the 
later example being painted white (both in private collections, London, the latter repr. Tate 
Gallery exh. cat. 1969, p.30) 

The earliest reliefs contained circles that were freely drawn but by 1934 Nicholson began to plot 
the configurations of the reliefs with greater accuracy. As he stated in an article in Horizon in 
October 1941, ‘later I valued more the direct contact that could be obtained by flat planes of 
colour made and controlled to an exact pitch and the greater tension obtainable by the use of 
true circles and rectangles' (‘Notes on Abstract Art', Horizon, vol.4, Oct. 1941, pp.274-5). The 
first such paintings (as opposed to reliefs) were executed in 1935 (see for example ‘Painting' 
1935 repr. Lewison 1983, p.31 in col.). T04119 has very regular planes and for this reason must 
have been made sometime after 1934. However, it seems likely to have been made later in the 
decade since the reliefs most closely related to it are ‘Painted Relief' 1940 (private collection, 
repr. Herbert Read, Ben Nicholson: Paintings, Reliefs, Drawings, 1948, no.114) and ‘White 
Relief' 1938 (repr. ibid., no.130). Since T04119 is signed and dated in such a manner as to 
make it certainly a work of the thirties, and since the other known sculpture is dated by the artist 
to 1936, it is likely that T04119 was made around the same time. 

The strongly architectural nature of this sculpture recalls Nicholson's collaboration with Leslie 
Martin and Naum Gabo in the production of Circle: International Survey of Constructive Art 
(1937), in which painting and sculpture were united with architecture in a book which was to 
have been a periodical, but which was never published beyond the first issue. According to Jake 
Nicholson, the artist's son, Nicholson was very interested in modern architecture and when he 
visited his family in Paris in the thirties he would always take them to see new modernist 
buildings (conversation with the compiler). In addition, Nicholson lived in Hampstead in the road 
parallel to Lawn Road, where Wells Coates built a block of flats (1930), and a short distance 
from Highgate where the architectural practice, under the name of Lubetkin & Tecton, built the 
influential Highpoint I 1933-5. Both of these projects were of considerable architectural 
importance in Britain. Wells Coates had been a member, with Nicholson, of the short-lived Unit 
One. 

The planar quality of T04119, however, also relates to the work of de Stijl artists and, in 
particular, to such works as Vantongerloo's ‘Interrelation of Volumes' 1919 (T02306), although 
Nicholson would not have seen this particular work. The latter is, in any case, more complex in 
its planar relationships. 

T04119 was given by the artist to the sculptor Dennis Mitchell, Barbara Hepworth's assistant, 
when Nicholson was on the point of moving from Carbis Bay to St Ives in 1943. It was spotted 
by Mitchell when Nicholson was clearing out the outhouse and he expressed a liking for it, 
whereupon Nicholson offered it to him informing him that he, Nicholson, had put it away 
because, on completing it, he had shown it to Hepworth ‘who had laughed at it' (conversation 
between Dennis Mitchell and the compiler on 19 May 1988). Nicholson gave the work to Mitchell 
stating that he may use the block to make his own sculpture. Mitchell, however, decided to 
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preserve it. When it was acquired by the Tate Gallery the sculpture had a greenish hue which 
was the product of bronze dust from Mitchell's studio where it was kept. T04119 has now been 
cleaned so that it is once again white. 

*** 

This work, c.1936 (sculpture), is one of two sculptures by Nicholson in the Tate's collection. 
Made from a block of hardwood, it was created by a combination of sawing, sanding and 
planing. All the faces have been painted white with the exception of the underside, which 
remains in its natural state. The second sculpture (Tate Gallery T07274) is carved from a block 
of plaster. 

Nicholson's practice of carving reliefs led him naturally to explore the possibility of making 
sculpture, which he was encouraged to do while sharing a studio with his second wife, the 
sculptor Barbara Hepworth. He wrote to his estranged wife, the artist Winifred Nicholson, on 24 
February [?1936] that he had just made his first sculpture 'which feels pretty exciting I can tell 
you ... It is cut out of mahogany & painted white. Tomorrow I am going to hunt for some chunks 
of wood ... Cutting wood is easy & the free movement & quickness of the whole thing is 
refreshing after the tremendous & meticulous concentration of the new ptg.' (quoted in Lewison, 
p.221). These remarks were accompanied by a sketch of a sculpture which is now lost, probably 
destroyed. c.1936 (sculpture) was probably made in March, for on 13 March 1936 Nicholson 
wrote to Winifred that he had made four sculptures, two in wood and two in plaster. 

Nicholson's sculptures differ significantly from his reliefs in their emphasis on architectural 
qualities. His hardwood piece resembles buildings of the period, while the plaster work in the 
Tate collection is suggestive of a wall. The sculptures were made at the same time that 
Nicholson was collaborating with Leslie Martin and Naum Gabo in the production of their 
intended periodical Circle: International Survey of Constructive Art (1937), in which painting and 
sculpture were united with architecture. The planar quality of c.1936 (sculpture), however, also 
relates to the work of artists associated with the de Stijl movement, for example, Georges 
Vantongerloo. 

This piece was given by Nicholson to the sculptor Dennis Mitchell, Barbara Hepworth's 
assistant, when Nicholson moved from Carbis Bay to St Ives in 1943. It was spotted by Mitchell 
when Nicholson was clearing out the outhouse and he expressed a liking for it, whereupon 
Nicholson offered it to him. Nicholson told Mitchell he had put it away because, on completing it, 
he had shown it to Hepworth 'who had laughed at it'. Nicholson gave the work to Mitchell telling 
him he could make his own sculpture from the block if he wished. Mitchell, however, decided to 
preserve it. 

*** 

Nicholson’s interest in the ability of a work of art to create space led him to make reliefs and a 
small number of sculptures. This piece was made from a block of mahogany that Nicholson 
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sawed, planed, sanded and painted white. The way it projects out into the space around it 
recalls the modernist architecture of the period. In a letter to his estranged wife Winifred, 
Nicholson wrote: ‘Cutting wood is easy & the free movement & quickness of the whole thing is 
refreshing after the tremendous & meticulous concentration of the new ptg’. 

 
 

 
T02314 RELIEF 1934 1934 
 
Inscribed ‘Ben Nicholson’ and ‘title: relief 1934’ on back 
Oil on carved mahogany panel, 28 1/4 × 38 × 1 1/2 (71.8 × 96.5 × 3.8) 
Purchased from the artist (Grant-in-Aid) 1978 
Exh: (?) Work by Members of the Artists International Association, Brighton Art Gallery, August 
1939 (71) 
 
Ben Nicholson made his first completed relief in Paris in December 1933. This and the other 
reliefs made in the next month or two were usually painted in greys and browns. The first relief 
painted completely in white was executed in March 1934, the month in which he exhibited a 
white relief ‘2 circles’ at the 7&5 Society exhibition at the Leicester Galleries. In most of the 
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white reliefs the excavated areas were bounded by circles; a rectangular excavated area as in 
the right-hand side of T02314 is unusual. 
 
The artist told the compiler in April 1979 that he could not recall exactly when he made T.2314. 
Seven reliefs dating from 1934 were included in Nicholson's exhibition at the Lefevre Gallery in 
September 1935 and one dating from 1934 was included in his exhibition there in May 1947, but 
it is impossible to say whether this particular work was among them. The remains of an Artists 
International Association label on the back makes it almost certain, however, that it was 
included in the Exhibition of Work by Members of the Artists International Association at 
Brighton Art Gallery in August 1939. 
Nicholson was interested in the ways in which paintings can represent space. In the 1930s, he 
made shallow reliefs in which areas of different depths define actual space. In the most radical 
of these, colour was reduced to just white or grey to achieve a sense of purity. Depth and plain 
colour make the play of light and shadow an intrinsic part of the work. This emphasis was 
related to new ideas about living and, especially, to modern architecture, in which natural light 
and formal simplicity were major concerns. 
 
 

 
 
T00049 WHITE RELIEF 1935 
 
Inscr. ‘Ben Nicholson 1935’ on reverse. 
Carved out of mahogany mounted on plywood and painted white, 40×65 1/2 (101·5×166). 
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Purchased from the artist (Grant-in-Aid) with the assistance of the Contemporary Art Society 
1955. 
Exh: Lefevre Gallery, September–October 1935 (one of Nos.8–19; repr.); Golden Gate 
International Exposition, San Francisco, 1939 (Decorative Arts, 779); Tate Gallery, June–July 
1955 (21). 
Lit: Herbert Read, ‘Ben Nicholson's Recent Work’, and Jan Tschichold, ‘On Ben Nicholson's 
Reliefs’, in Axis, II, April 1935, pp.15–18, repr. p.15; Paul Nash, ‘Ben Nicholson's Carved 
Reliefs’ in Architectural Review, LXXVIII, 1935, p.143; J. M. Richards, ‘Ben Nicholson at the 
Lefevre’ in Axis, IV, November 1935, pp.21–4; John Rothenstein, Modern English Painters: 
Lewis to Moore, 1956, p.280, repr. pl.27. 
Repr: Read, I, 1948, pl.91; Summerson, 1948, pl.20. 
 
Repainted in 1955. Ben Nicholson's first abstract relief was executed in December 1933, his first 
strictly geometrical ‘white reliefs’ in 1934, e.g. Read, I, 1948, pl.69. Of T00049 the artist has 
written: ‘This relief contains one circle drawn by hand and one by compass and therefore 
represents the transition between the more freely drawn and more “mathematical” relief’ (letter 
of 13 September 1958). 
 
The interest aroused by this new development was reflected in the articles listed above. The 
artist has described his approach to non-representational art in ‘Notes on Abstract Art’, Horizon, 
IV, 1941, pp.272–6 (reprinted in Art of this Century, New York, 1942, pp.93, 143–6, and revised 
version, in Read, I, 1948, pp.23–7; extracts in exh. cat., Tate Gallery, 1955): ‘... The problems 
dealt with in “abstract” art are related to the interplay of forces ...the geometrical forms often 
used by abstract artists do not indicate, as has been thought, a conscious and intellectual, 
mathematical approach - a square and a circle in art are nothing in themselves and are alive 
only in the instinctive and inspirational use an artist can make of them in expressing a poetic 
idea.... You can create a most exciting tension between these forces...’; in reliefs, ‘you can take 
a rectangular surface and cut a section of it one plane lower and then in the higher plane cut a 
circle deeper than, but without touching, the lower plane. One is immediately conscious that this 
circle has pierced the lower plane without having touched it ... and this creates space. The 
awareness of this is felt subconsciously and it is useless to approach it intellectually as this, so 
far from helping, only acts as a barrier.’ 
*** 
Ben Nicholson was, with his second wife Barbara Hepworth, a leading figure in the international 
modern movement in Britain. With artists in continental Europe and North America such as 
Mondrian, Moholy-Nagy and Calder they worked together to achieve and promote an art that 
was abstract, synthesised with architecture and design. In defiance of the increasingly 
antagonistic nationalism engulfing Europe, position was explicitly internationalist and utopian. 
The compositional quietude of Nicholson’s white reliefs provided an aesthetic model for a 
possible social harmony. 
 
  



 
 
ARTIST 

Ryan Gander born 1976 
MEDIUM 

Perspex 
 
Associative Ghost Template #2 is a wall-hung work that comprises two layers of 
Perspex, each punctured by apertures of various shapes and sizes. Each layer of 
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Perspex relates to a collage made by the artist, and the laser-cut openings show the 
size and location of the objects originally used in the collage. It is one of a series of 
works that allude to invisibility and loose associative methodology, both recurring issues 
in Ryan Gander’s work. Gander encourages the imaginative possibilities created as the 
human brain struggles to find a connection between incongruent objects. 
 
 


