
The Aesthetics of Abstraction

Introduction

Barnett Newman was an influential  artist  and writer 

who  played  a  central  role  in  the  development  of 

abstract  expressionism.  His  innovative  approach  to 

painting  and  his  passionate  defense  of  abstraction 

made him a controversial figure in the art world. This 

book examines Newman's life and work, exploring the 

key  themes  and  ideas  that  shaped  his  art  and  his 

impact on the history of modern art.

Newman  was  born  in  New  York  City  in  1905.  He 

studied  art  at  the  Art  Students  League  and  the 

Académie Julian in Paris. In the early 1930s, he began 

to experiment with abstraction, and by the mid-1940s, 

he  had  developed  his  signature  style  of  large-scale, 

color-field  paintings.  Newman's  paintings  are 

characterized by their simple forms, bold colors,  and 
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expansive scale. He often used vertical lines or bands 

of color to divide the canvas, creating a sense of tension 

and dynamism.

Newman's  work  was  met  with  both  praise  and 

criticism. Some critics praised his innovative approach 

to  painting,  while  others  dismissed  his  work  as 

simplistic  and lacking in  content.  However,  Newman 

remained  steadfast  in  his  belief  in  the  power  of 

abstraction.  He argued that  abstraction was the only 

way  to  express  the  true  nature  of  reality,  which  he 

believed was beyond the reach of words or images.

In addition to his painting, Newman was also a prolific 

writer. He published numerous essays and articles in 

which he defended abstraction and outlined his own 

artistic  philosophy.  Newman's  writings  have  been 

praised  for  their  clarity  and  insight,  and  they  have 

helped to shape the way we think about abstract art.

Newman died in  1970,  but  his  work continues  to  be 

exhibited  and  celebrated  around  the  world.  He  is 
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considered one of the most important artists of the 20th 

century, and his influence can be seen in the work of 

many contemporary artists.

This  book  provides  a  comprehensive  overview  of 

Newman's life and work. It examines the key themes 

and ideas that shaped his art, and it explores his impact 

on the history of  modern art.  The book is  illustrated 

with numerous reproductions of  Newman's paintings 

and drawings, and it  includes a selection of his most 

important writings.
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Book Description

Barnett  Newman  was  a  pioneering  artist  and  writer 

who  played  a  pivotal  role  in  the  development  of 

abstract  expressionism.  His  innovative  approach  to 

painting,  characterized  by  large-scale,  color-field 

paintings  and  a  passionate  defense  of  abstraction, 

made him a controversial figure in the art world. This 

book offers a comprehensive exploration of Newman's 

life and work, delving into the key themes and ideas 

that shaped his art and examining his lasting impact on 

the history of modern art.

Through insightful analysis and rich illustrations, this 

book  provides  a  deeper  understanding  of  Newman's 

artistic journey. It traces his early influences, including 

Cubism, Futurism, and Surrealism, and examines how 

he gradually moved towards abstraction, culminating 

in the development of his signature style. The book also 

explores  Newman's  relationship  with  other  artists  of 

his  time,  such as  Jackson Pollock,  Mark  Rothko,  and 
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Clyfford Still, and sheds light on the vibrant artistic and 

intellectual climate of mid-century New York.

In addition to his artistic practice, Newman was also a 

prolific  writer  and  critic.  This  book  delves  into  his 

writings, offering a glimpse into his artistic philosophy 

and  his  passionate  advocacy  for  abstraction.  It 

examines Newman's ideas about the nature of reality, 

the role of the artist, and the relationship between art 

and society.  Through his  writings,  we  gain  a  deeper 

understanding of  Newman's  creative process  and his 

unwavering commitment to pushing the boundaries of 

artistic expression.

This book is essential reading for anyone interested in 

abstract expressionism, the history of modern art,  or 

the  work  of  Barnett  Newman.  It  provides  a 

comprehensive overview of Newman's life and career, 

offering fresh insights into his artistic practice and his 

enduring  legacy.  With  its  rich  illustrations  and 

engaging narrative, this book brings Newman's art and 
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ideas  vividly  to  life,  inviting  readers  to  explore  the 

complexities  of  abstraction  and  the  transformative 

power of artistic vision.
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Chapter 1:  Abstraction and the Avant-

Garde

The  Rise  of  Abstraction  in  the  Early  20th 

Century

The early 20th century witnessed a profound shift in 

the  art  world,  as  artists  began  to  move  away  from 

traditional  representational  forms  and  towards 

abstraction.  This  radical  new  approach  to  art  was 

pioneered by a group of avant-garde artists who were 

determined to break free from the conventions of the 

past  and create  a  new kind of  art  that  reflected the 

modern age.

One of the key factors that contributed to the rise of 

abstraction  was  the  emergence  of  new  artistic 

movements  such  as  Cubism  and  Futurism.  These 

movements  challenged  traditional  notions  of 

perspective  and  representation,  and  opened  up  new 

possibilities for artistic expression. Cubist artists, such 
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as Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque, fragmented and 

rearranged objects into abstract forms, while Futurist 

artists,  such as Umberto Boccioni and Giacomo Balla, 

sought  to  capture  the  dynamism  and  energy  of  the 

modern world through abstract lines and shapes.

Another  important  factor  that  influenced  the  rise  of 

abstraction  was  the  changing  social  and  intellectual 

climate  of  the  early  20th  century.  The  world  was 

undergoing  rapid  transformation,  with  new 

technologies and ideas emerging at an unprecedented 

pace. This sense of change and upheaval was reflected 

in the art  of  the time,  as artists  sought new ways to 

express the complexities of the modern world.

In the United States, the rise of abstraction was closely 

associated with the emergence of the New York School. 

This group of artists, which included Barnett Newman, 

Jackson Pollock, and Mark Rothko, were inspired by the 

European avant-garde and began to experiment with 

abstraction in their own work. The New York School 
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artists were drawn to abstraction as a way to express 

their  own  unique  experiences  and  emotions,  and  to 

create  a  new  kind  of  art  that  was  relevant  to  the 

modern world.

The rise of abstraction in the early 20th century was a 

major turning point in the history of art. It marked a 

break from the past and opened up new possibilities 

for  artistic  expression.  Abstraction  allowed  artists  to 

explore  new  ways  of  seeing  and  experiencing  the 

world,  and  it  continues  to  be  a  vital  force  in 

contemporary art today.

9



Chapter 1:  Abstraction and the Avant-

Garde

The Influence of Cubism and Futurism

Cubism and Futurism were two of the most important 

avant-garde movements of the early 20th century. Both 

movements  rejected  traditional  notions  of 

representation  and  sought  to  create  a  new  visual 

language that could express the modern world.

Cubism, which emerged in Paris in the early 1900s, was 

characterized  by  its  use  of  geometric  shapes  and 

multiple perspectives to break down objects into their 

component  parts.  Cubist  paintings  often  depicted 

objects from multiple angles simultaneously, resulting 

in a fragmented and disjointed composition.

Futurism, which originated in Italy in the early 1910s, 

was  characterized  by  its  celebration  of  speed, 

technology,  and  violence.  Futurist  paintings  often 
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depicted  dynamic  and  chaotic  scenes,  with  blurred 

forms and exaggerated colors.

Both Cubism and Futurism had a profound influence 

on  the  development  of  abstract  art.  Cubism's 

fragmentation  of  form  and  Futurism's  emphasis  on 

dynamism and energy helped to pave the way for the 

emergence  of  abstraction  as  a  distinct  artistic 

movement.

Barnett  Newman  was  one  of  many  artists  who  was 

influenced by Cubism and Futurism. Newman's early 

paintings  often  incorporated  elements  of  both 

movements.  For  example,  his  painting  "Onement  I" 

(1948) features a large, vertical black line that divides 

the  canvas  in  two.  This  line  is  reminiscent  of  the 

geometric shapes used by Cubist artists to break down 

objects into their component parts.

However,  Newman  eventually  moved  away  from 

Cubism and Futurism, developing his own unique style 

of  abstract  painting.  Newman's  mature paintings  are 
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characterized by their  large scale,  simple forms,  and 

bold colors.  He often used vertical  lines  or  bands of 

color to divide the canvas, creating a sense of tension 

and dynamism.

Newman's work was often controversial, but it has also 

been  highly  influential.  He  is  considered  one  of  the 

most  important  artists  of  the  20th  century,  and  his 

work continues to be exhibited and celebrated around 

the world.
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Chapter 1:  Abstraction and the Avant-

Garde

The  New  York  School  and  the  American 

Avant-Garde

In the early 20th century, New York City emerged as a 

major center of artistic innovation. A group of young 

artists,  known  as  the  New  York  School,  pushed  the 

boundaries of abstraction and helped to establish the 

United  States  as  a  leading  force  in  the  international 

avant-garde.

The New York School  was  a  diverse  group of  artists 

with  different  backgrounds  and  artistic  styles. 

However,  they  shared  a  common  commitment  to 

abstraction and a belief in the power of art to express 

universal truths. Among the most prominent members 

of the New York School were Barnett Newman, Jackson 

Pollock, Willem de Kooning, and Mark Rothko.
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Newman  was  a  key  figure  in  the  development  of 

abstract  expressionism.  He  believed  that  abstraction 

was the only way to express the true nature of reality, 

which he believed was beyond the reach of words or 

images. Newman's paintings are characterized by their 

simple  forms,  bold  colors,  and  expansive  scale.  He 

often used vertical lines or bands of color to divide the 

canvas, creating a sense of tension and dynamism.

Pollock  was  another  leading  figure  in  the  New York 

School.  He  is  best  known  for  his  drip  paintings,  in 

which  he  poured  paint  directly  onto  the  canvas. 

Pollock's  paintings are characterized by their  chaotic 

and  energetic  surfaces.  He  believed  that  the  act  of 

painting was a  form of  self-expression,  and he often 

used  his  paintings  to  explore  his  own  subconscious 

mind.

De  Kooning  was  a  versatile  artist  who  worked  in  a 

variety  of  styles.  He  is  best  known  for  his  abstract 

expressionist  paintings,  which  are  characterized  by 
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their  gestural  brushstrokes  and  vibrant  colors.  De 

Kooning's paintings often explore themes of sexuality 

and violence.

Rothko was a color field painter who is known for his 

large-scale,  abstract  paintings.  Rothko's  paintings  are 

characterized  by  their  simple  forms  and  subtle 

gradations  of  color.  He  believed  that  color  could  be 

used to evoke emotions and spiritual experiences.

The New York School artists were heavily influenced by 

the  European  avant-garde.  They  were  particularly 

inspired by the work of Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque, 

and Wassily Kandinsky. However, the New York School 

artists  also  developed  their  own  unique  style  of 

abstraction,  which was more gestural  and expressive 

than the work of their European counterparts.

The New York School artists played a major role in the 

development  of  abstract  expressionism.  Their  work 

helped to establish New York City as a major center of 
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artistic innovation, and it had a profound impact on the 

development of modern art.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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