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INTRODUCT IO

Ben Nicholson, was born near Uxbridge on April 10th, 1894. His father,
Sir V¥illiam Nicholson was a painter of still-lifes and landscapes, which were
extremely refined in terms of composition, colour and tone. His mother was also
an artist and the granddaughter of the Earl of Carlisle who was a pre-Raphaelite
pzinter and a patron of art. Mabel Micholson's brother James Pryde, worked with
her husband in the poster partnership which signed itself J & W Beggarstaff or
the 'Beggarstaff Brothers'. The two brothers-in-law designed some of the finest

prints and posters that had been seen in England up to that time.

Ben flicholson grew up in a sophisticated artist setting., His father was
something of a dandy, alwavs dra2ssed in the latest fashions. The house was
constantly visited by artists and intellectuals, to such an extznt that his
mother, as MNicholson recalled "distressad by high flown talk would find herself
wanting to scrub the kitchen tabl2." (1) Because his mother's background was
Scottish and firmly rootad in COmMON sense, she was a stabilizing influence in
the heady circle of family and friends which included people such as Constance

Collier, Max Beerbohm, and Marie Tempest.
b ] b ]

In this setting it was supposed that Ben would naturally become an artist.
211 the conditions seened favourable. Nicholson was not academic, but was natur-
a'ly dextarous, and had the ability to master games and crafts with ease. He
was also 3mbitious and purposeful and did not have parental opposition to contend
vith, He graw up in an atmosphere whers certain things wers taken for grantad,
which other artists had to learn the hard way. For example, his mother taught
him one of the fundamental lessons of space at an early age. She showed him,
that by placing two differsnt colours of the same tone side by side that it
creatad an impression of depth in a picture. His parants both favoured an artistic
carser for their son, and apart fro>m teaching him from their own experiences,
oreparad to support him financially, so he would have no need tn make a liv-
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nd MNicholson toyed with the idea of becoming a writer. However,

his fundamental aptitude was strong enough to persuade him to go to art college.

MNicholson asttended Slsde 3chool in London for little more than a year 1910 -
1911, He made short and infragquent visits to classes during that time. Nicholson
racalled how he spent as much time playing billiards at the nearby Gower Hotel

as 3t his studias, "Although I was not conscious of it at the time, I think that



the billiard-balls, so cleanly geometrical in form, so ringingly clear in colour,
against the matt-green biaze, must have appealed to my aesthetic sense in contrast

to the fustiness of the classrooms at the 'Slade'". (2)

At Slade, Nicholson became friendly with Paul Nash who noticed his lack of
conformity, especially in the life-drawing class, where Nicholson drew small dark
figures in heavy pencil, like manikins and bearing no resemblance to the model,
on emormous sheets of paper. In the cast room he made his own use of the 'antique',
interpreting the casts in hard profile drawings similar to those suggested by
primitive Italian portraits. On canvas his first work (fig. 1) STRIPED JUG (1911)
cost him much time and effort. Nicholson inherited his father's feelings for the
still-life theme, and this painting was delicately stubborn. Nicholson was
impatient with Slade, perhaps because the academic setting seemed too much like

joining the family business and upholding tradition.

After leaving Slade, he spent much time between 1912 and 1918 abroad, mainly
for health reasons. He produced very little work during that time. He visited
Tours to paint and learn French; he succeeded in the latter but only painted one
candlestick. He went to Milan, learnt Italian, but yst again, produced only one
still-life. He visited Madera and Pasadena, producing one still-life in each
place. He returned to England in June 1918, on the death of his mother. Nicholson
felt his way tentatively over a period of years towards an attitude in which he
tried to find an equivalent for familiar experience rather than representing aspects
of this experience. His sense of perfection led him to destroy examples of his

earlier works, and few survive from the period before 1920,

He had reacted so strongly against his family's artistic involvement that it
had seemed he might not become a painter at all. Although he produced few
completed works before 192C, he had begun to realize the significance of some of
the modern paintings he had seen. This helped him to break away from the family
tradition of painting, or as he put it "to bust up the sophistication all around
me”. (3) In London he slowly discovered Cézanne and his attention was attracted
to #yndham Lewis and Vorticism, which compelled his admiring curiosity. The energy
and aggression of Vorticism seemed to provide something he needed, because it
offered an alternative to the sophisticated means, with which he was unsuccessfully
trying to become a painter. Although Vorticism had little direct influence on
Nicholson, it was at least an example to him in that it was a contrast to the art

of his heritage (through which he could not express himself).

Soon after his return to England, Nicholson met Winifred Dacre, a painter of

o



considerable talent. They were married in 1920 and it was then that Nicholson
fully committed himself to painting. In Winifred's company, he was relaxed, and
the tenseness which had inhibited him artistically and prevented him from painting
or making any valid statement dissappeared. A period of productive experimentat-
ion followed. Nicholson had finally found in painting, the artistic means to give

effect to his independance.

1. TOM CROSS, PAINTING THE WARMTH OF THE SUN; ST. IVES ARTISTS 1934 - 1979,

Pzge 23.
2 JOHN ROUTHSNSTEIN, MODERN ENGLISH PAINTERS,VOL IT, NASH TO BANDEN, Page 185,

S IGMEGROSS - op. cit, Page 22.

(fig. 1) STRIPED JUG (1911)



CHAPTER 1

Cubist Influences; 7 + 5 Society.

Nicholson's visits to Paris throughout the 1920's were of great significance
to nis work, because through them he became acquainted with Modern European Art.
In 1912, when he was 27 years old, a particularly memorable event took place for
him: "Iremember suddenly coming on a Cubist Picasso at the end of a small upstairs
room at Paul Rosenberg's gallery. It must have been a 1915 painting - it was what
seemed to me then completely abstract. And in the centre there was an absolutely
miraculous green - very deep, very potent and absolutely real. In fact none of
the actual events in one's life have been more real than that, and it still remains
a standard by which I judge any reality in my own work....". (1) Nicholson also
saw works by Matisse, Braque, African Sculpture and the Italian primitives in the

Louvre.

The experience of Picasso and other combemporary artists in Paris acted as
a cathartic agent on Nicholson's energy. He and Winifred, spent three successive
winters at Castagnola, on the Italian border of Switzerland, working consistently
and at times producing three or four pictures a week. It was a time of fast and

furious experiment, and the couple .often painted outdoors in the snow.

Nicholson's landscapes of the early 20's, under the impact of the Ticinese
light, acquired Cézannesque characteristics of form and colour. In his painting
(fig. 2) CURTIVALLO, LUGANO (1921}, there are motifs treated in a similar manner
to Cézanne; in the treatment of the mountains on the left and the cluster of
#ell-defined buildings in an enclosed space. This painting marks the beginning
of Nicholson's departure from his past (not only from the Edwardian elegance of
immediate family circle, but from the aggressive modernism of the VoTticiistsh)
For the first time, Nicholson was trying to respond to a quality of light with
paint and colour. His wife #inifred encouraged him as she had previously visited
the east and had been impressed by Oriental light and colour (present in Indian
miniatures and used by Van Gogh, Gauguin and Matisse). CURTIVALLO, LUGANO also
owes something to the freshness of light in early Fresco paintings, again demon-
strating Nicholson's admiration for the Italian primitives. In a scrap book,
put together in 1922 Nicholson's loyalties were illustrated by the work of Giotto,
Uccello, Cezanne, the Douanier, Matisse, Deraine, Braque and Picasso. However,

Ne was searching for a personal means of expression and definition for his own
Visual experiences.

Certain characteristics of his later work were beginning to emerge in
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CORTIVALLO, LUGANO. Each element in the painting has it's own identity but is
necessary to the whole, and belongs in the overall harmony of the image. There

is no deception or effort to disguise the fact that paint is paint and line is
line. Nicholson's ability to create space in a painting with a line drawn on

it's surface is also evident, and his use of pure white, characteristically placed

beside a strong colour, is emplcyed to deepen the painting's space.

Nicholson spent four years experimenting under the stimuli which the visits
to Faris provided. #inifred Nicholson described this time as "years of inspir-
ation - fizzing like a soda water bottle". She also described the atmosphere of
hope and idealism which followed the 'great' war when it was believed that tyranny
and poverty were things of the past and the future promised an expansion of thought.
Her account reflects this hopeful spirit and enthusiasm, "#e lived in white houses
#ith new large windows, we ate simple foods - the fruits of the earth. We wore
sandals and ran bearfoot along the boulevards. We talked in cafés of the new
vision, the new scale of music, the new architecture - unnecessary things were to
be done away with and all was to be functional. How young we were!" Of meetings
of artists in Faris she wrote: "Great giants of innovation - our contemporaries.
Ve could go on a bus on which Picasso was also travelling and see him, his eyes
like black raisins, leap off into the traffic, dissapoearing with the movements
of a panther. We could go to the large empty church where Corbusier had his
architects working on the balcony. We could go to the Trois Quartier shop outside
the Madeleine and buy steel chairs by the Bauhaus, tablecloths from the Basque
country and glass and chinaware, all with the simple modern lines that we had
begun to worship, a salvation from all the chaos of civilization". She mentions
visits to Brancusi's studio. "Almost everyone one met was expressing genuis,

inventiveness, dedication to that vision and sharing it with their friends" (2)

This +as a remarkable apprenticeship for both the Nicholsons, and was pur-
sued with greszt energy. Ben Nicholson profitted immensely, especially from
first-hand knowledge of the work of Braque and Picasso. He slowly and patiently
considered the premises of Cubism. This intensive search and his experiments
resulted in a succession of still-lifes, which conform in their subjects to the
contemporzry school of Faris: Jugs, bottles, plates Treposing on kitchen tables.

*Ney are also treated in a similar degree of aostraction as those in the French
paintings.

Yne early painting which shows Nicholson's understanding of Cubist principles
s TROUT (1924), The still-life of this painting is interpreted in terms

of forms arich are reduced to rectangles and colours saturated with light. These
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elements are arranged in the pictorial space between the surface of the canvas

the surface of the depicted table (which is flat and seen from above is typical
Cubist fashion)s The jug which appeared in STRIPED JUG (1911) is also present in
TRUUT but as a totally flattened entity, the stripes at the top left of the paint-
ing being all that remain of the original rounded object. All reference to
natural objects 1s suppressed in favour of a subtly balanced pattern of super-
imposed colour planes. This work shows Nicholson's analytical approach to his
subject-matter, and his desire to reduce, simplify and discard inessential
incidents (which is an abiding characteristic of his stvlle)i™ This painting is
also evidenceof the artist's efforts to identify himself with the challenges of

modern painting which Europe has presented.

TROUT shows an understanding of Cubism far beyond any to that date in England,
where art was not as advanced in Europe and general reaction to new innovations
was mostly negative. The non-figurative work of the Vorticists and Bloomsbury
painters remained virtually unknown and invisible after the war, and there was no
recent tradition of such work in Britain as there was abroad. Communication with
Paris still relied on the 'old' masters of the modern movement. The Tate Gellery
had refused a gift of a Cezanne in 1921, and in the same year two large paintings
by Mondrian went unnoticed at the White Chapel Gellery. The 1920's in Britain

were not condusive to fostering youthful or imaginative talent.

Against this background the 7 + 5 Society was established in 1920. It was
& group originally consisting of seven painters and five sculptors, who worked
in a figurative and lyrical style. It's first exhibition in 1920, had eighteen
participating artists ( Ivon Hitchens being the most memorable name of the involved
group). Seven of the original members left after this first exhibition. The lack
of definite policies resulted in the first four years of the society being a time
of tepid committment to Modernism. In 1924, the future course of the society was
set when Ben Nicholson joined. At the society's fifth exhibition he exhibited
SIRIPED JUG, BERTHA and ABSTRACTIUN, NOVEMBER. P. G. Konody, writing in the
Daily #ail, described the second painting as "a dadaistic futility... a picture
that consists merely of superimposed squares of flat tints and looks uncommonly

like 3 sample sheet of paripan wall paints. (3)

In 1926, Nicholson was elected chairman of the 7 + 5 Society and he pursued
policies broadly in line with the changes in his own work. He led a successful
effort to purge the society of watercolourists and portrait painters. He also
introduced a number of new members, mostly friends who shared his views about the

importance of the abstraction. These included Christopher Nood and Cedric Morris



wsho were elected in 1926 as members, with Nicholson's support. During the follow-
ing years the society exhibited paintings, drawings, sculpture and pottery by a
group of talented young artists. The main characteristics of the group w~ork were:
@ direct and generous application of paint; a strong use of pattern; spatial inter-
pertations using flattened forms. In handling and structural patterning the work
w#as similar to that of the Fauves, but with less intense colours. The hot reds

and strong greens typical of Fauvist colour rarely appeared and in their stead

were the earth colours such as ochres, soft warm greens and fragmented whites which

were descriptive of the English light and landscape.

From the early 193C's the society became a platform for British abstraction.
There was a preoccupation with surface textures, with colour and form and gener-
ally ~ith non-representation which led to a type of austere but assured abstract-
ion. In 1334 Nicholson proposed that the name of the society be changed to "Seven
and Five Abstract Group", but this was not agreed. However the rules were revised
to make the society a forum for non-representatives only: "The exhibition is to
be non-representational. The hanging committee are only empowered to select non-
representational work. The exact definition of 'Non-representational' is left to
the discretion of the committee... but as a general guiding principle a work will

be excluded if it possesses any element dictated only by Natural appearences". (4)

H. S. Ede,¥ho contributed a foreward to the group's seventh exhibition at the
Beaux Arts in 1927, had anticipated this development when he wrote: "We are still
slaves to the insulting habit of comparing the depicted object with the object
depicted - not allowing the picture to stand on it's own merits. This is an age
of surface values, an age which gives glory to the right thing done at the right
moment; it isn't concerned with the past or the future, it has no past, present
or future - it is a state of being. Painting is not now for eternity, it is the
expression of the moment and each monent will bring it's own expression... The
line of the Seven and Five is, I think, to break quite clearly from the represent-
ational in it's photographic sense, though not like the Cubists to abandon known
shapes. It is to use everyday objects, but with such a swing and flow that they
Decome living things, they fall into rhythm in the same way that music does, but

their vitality comes through colour and form instead of sound and time", (5)

However, the ruling thzt the work to be exhibited was to be non-representat-
ional polarized the menbership of the society. Many members resigned or were voted
off, and tne society declined. In it's last exhibition in 1935, only the work of
eight artists was shown, including Winifred Dacre, Ivon Hitchens, Henry Moore,

Ben Nicholson, John Piper snd Barbara Hepworth. This was also the first completely



abstract exhibition of art ever held in England. It was largely due to Nicholson's
influence that the society's transition from an objective to an abstract associat-

ion took ptiace.

T JUEN SUMMERSON, PENGUIN MCUD=RMN PAINTERS: BEN NICHOLSON, cites a letter from
Nicholson, Jan. 3, 1944, Page 7.

2. TOM CRUSS, FAINTINS ThES NARMTH OF THE 3UN; ST. IVES ARTISTS, 1934 - 1975,

it
4. TOMEERUSS, oo, cit, Pagel 44.
5.  DENNIS FARR, op. cit, Page 246.



CHAPTER 2

Links With Primitives And Alfred WNallis.

In the late 1920's, Nicholson's interest in landscape was aroused by the
hills and farms of his wife's family home in Bankshead, Cumberland. The paintings
of the Cumbrian landscape which emerged were romantic, with a warm intimacy and
were made from sketches of groups of oaks and pines, of contoured hills and farm
buildings. They are understated and the colour is of a limited range, rubbed on
to a varm ground. (fig. 4) WALTON WNOOD COTTAGE No 1, painted in early 1928 is an
exanple of these landscapes. Once again, Nicholson's reaction to the softness
end sophistication of Edwardian art is based in the tougher formal qualities of
earlier primitive art. There is an absence of superficizl detail in this paint-
ing which makes it seem almost childlike and naive, but this is deceptive since
the composition is quite sophisticated. The suggestion of 'real' perspective is
suppressed and flatiened by the rectangulzr field in the centre of the picture.
The tree in the centre of the painting divides the space into four planes; right
and left and in front and behind (which deepens the space). The pictorial space
is also divided diagonally by the tree at the extreme right hand side and the

cluster of trees behind the farmhouse. See also (fi;. 3).

In August 1928, Nicholsen visited Cornwall with his wife, at the invitation
of friends and stayed at a cottage in Pill Creek. He visited St. Ives with his
friend Christopher Jood and wrote afterwards: "... this was an exciting day, for
not only was it the first time I saw St. Ives, but on the way back from Porthmeor
Beach we passed an open door in Back Road dest and through it saw some paintings
of ships and houses on odd pieces of cardboard nailed up all over the wall, with
particularly large nails through the smallest ones. #de knocked on the door and

inside found #allis, and the paintings we got from him then were the first he had
made”, (1)

¥allis decided to paint at the age of eighty-eight. His paintings were
mainly of ships, coasts and harbours, not drasn from life, but from memory or

imaginaticn., Wallis usuglly worked on odd pieces of cardooard using left-over

paint from poats, or whatever he covld find. Nicholson recognized in #allis' WOT ks,
Poetic qualities which came from an economy of statement. His saintings of boats

floating on the ses took their rhythm, texture and colour from the irregular shapes

O 1 i T r‘: L . '
f roughly-cut cardboard which he used as canvas. These works were not only

éCcurate impressicns of dallis' reality, but were objects in their own right.

Hicholson wrote of #allis,

1" 3 .
Using the materials nearest to hand is the motive and
netrod of

th . o o 3 - .
e first crestive artist, Certainly his vision is a remarkable thing
b

-10-
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JOD COTTAGE, NO. 1 (1928)
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with an intensity and depth of experience which makes it more than childlike." (2)

¥allis's work eonfirmed Nicholson's tendancy towards simplification, non-perspect-
ival space and a very physical exploration of the shape and texture of the support

on which he was painting. Nicholson's own Cumbrian landscapes had already a child-
like magic and arbitrariness of scale that helps to explain why he should have

gre ted the work of Alfred Nallis with such sympathetic enthusiasm.

Tne town of 5t. Ives itself, was recognized as an artist's colony and was
the home of a number of respected traditional painters and many semi-professional
and amateur artists who enjoyed it's relaxed, protected environment. Painting in
5t. Ives between the wars was conservative and completely divorced from the
innovations and discoveries w~hich had changed art in the capitals of Europe. The
Nicholsons stayed in St. Ives that summer with Kit Wood, returning to London in

the autumn.

About this time, Nicholson seemed, to some extent, to resclve his problem
with landscape., Unlike still-life, it was difficult to reduce to a simplistic
design or divide into a spatial statement, without loosing or destroying the
landscape's character. However, in his paintings of "Pill Creek", Cornwall(late
1928), which were probably done from memory, (like the work of Wallis), he main-
tains a balance between representation and design. In (fig. 5) PILL CREZK (1928),
the texture and painted surface become part of the character of the scene portrayed.
The canves itself seems to have been weathered by the Cornish environment, the
winds and the sea. The undercoat 1is freely applied in rhythmical brush strokes
which reflects a coastal atmosphere. The surface is layered and textured and
scratched to expose the ground underneath. In this way Nicholson again demonstrates
nis ability to use white as a spatial device: the white area 'behind' the boat
on the right-hand side of the painting and the lines scratched out in the trees
on the top left-hand corner give luminosity and depth to the painting. The use
of wnite tones near the immediate foreground emphasize this effect. Nicholson
succeeded in capturing the atmosphere of a landscape, not only through a physical
description of the subject, but through the actual process of painting. The work
itself has it's own physical lik which directly expresses the original experience

Anich lead to it's making.

In (fig. 6, PILL CREEK MGUNLIGHT ( 1928/29) there is a similar approach to
painting although it is notable that Nichclson did not 'fill' the rectangular
pictorial space. The area of tree, sea and land (on the left) is truncated, which
gives tne effect of floating, of freedom as if everything might suddenly spill

out of the canves. Because of this more .of the original surface is visible. The

o8
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colours used are those of Cornwall. Nicholson had previously written about WNallis:
"He used very few colours, and one associates with him some lovely dark browns,
shiny blacks, fierce greys, strange whites, and a particularly pungent Cornish
green. Since his approach was so childlike one might have supposed that this
sovere selection of a few colours was purely unconsious, but I remember one day

he was complaining that he was short of some colcours, and when I asked him which,
he said he needed rcck-colour and sand-colour, and I got these for him in the

yscht - paint he was using. Kit Nood remarked that it might easily spoil his

sork to give him new colcurs when so much of it's point depended on the use of a
fev, but it seemed to me that since he had asked for them he must be ready to deal
with them. Next day he made a new painting, using, of course, rock-colour for any-
thing but reck and sand-colcur for anything but sand, and keeping to his usual
small number of colours: and as I sent out, having admired the colour of the paint-
ing (we had, of course, not spoken to him about the number of colours he used ),

he said 'You don't wan't to use too many colours.'" (3)

Wallis's influence on Nicholson's work was not the superficial naivety it is
generally thought to be. #allis reaffirmed Nicholson's interest in landscape as
3 sunject which could be treated in terms other than zraditional, romantic repres-
entation and perspective. Through #allis's work, Nicholson saw the possibility
of capturing the feeling of landscape by creating it's equivalent in paint. He
#as mostly impressed by the way Wallis used to incorporate the incidental shape
of the cardboard and it's colour and make them precise elements in his paintings.
4sllis's main contribution to Nicholson's artistic development, was that through
watching him work Nicholson became less self-conscious and freer in his approach
to a painting but at the same time remaining truthfull and precise about his
expression of é jiven experience. In the resulting Cornish landscapes, the
sophisticated understanding of Cubist picture arrangement is somewhat disguised,

out given new freedom by the assumed roughness of the naive painter.

1. DAVID LENIS, 53. IVES 1939 - 1964: TAENTY-FIVE YEARS OF PAINTING, SCULPTURE
AND BOTTERY, Page 21.
250 i

S5 Wslon Peree A
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CHAPTER 3

Early 30's; Connections W#ith Europe; First Relief.

In Nicholson's semi-abstract still-life of the mid-20's to =arly 30's, his
pursuit of the abstract idea is evident. He worked towards abandoning 'real’
perspective with it's narrative connotations and lessened his dependancy on
actual events. He worked increasingly with painterly space using the pure
relationships of forms and colcurs. #hen a comparison is made of (fig. 7)
4pPL35 (1927) and (fig. 8) JUS AND MUGS (1930) this progression of idea is evident.
In the earlier painting Nicholson experimented with light and the definition of
objects through negative surrounding space, in a way similar to Cézanne in his
lster watercolours. ANhiles both paintings are concerned with pictorial space and
and the objects contained ~ithin it, in the later painting STILL LIFE NITH JUG
AND MUGS the objects are presentad more frontally. The surfaces are established
by straight-edged planes and space is again evoked by shading 'behind' an object

(echoing his use of white in other paintings).

In May of 1931, Nicholson had a shared exhibition with Kit dood in Paris
and in that vear also he had an exhibition at the Bl-omsbury Gallery in London.
Barbara Hepworth visited the latter exhibition and had been very impressed by
Nicholson's work. In the summer of 1931, Nicholson and Hepworth met again at a
partv in Happisburgh on the Norfolk Coast (at which Henry and Irene Moyre were
also guests). During this work-holiday, the group painted, drew and carved in
praparation for a joint exhibition at the Tooth's Gallary in London. Barbara
Hepworth recallad "#e were free and totally and individually dedicated. They
ier2 hard times but so happy”. (1) By 1932 Nicholson and Hepworth had formed a
chose friendship and at Zaster they travelled together to France where they met
Brague, Brancusi, and Arp. The visit was particularly memorable for Barbara when
she saw in Brancusi's studio primitive forms expressed in abstraction "All in a

7 . : . \
statz of perfection and purposed and loving execution". (2)

In the summer of 1932, they visited France again and stayed at Dieppe where
Braque was living. An important painting was made on this trip - (fig. ) AU
CHAT BUTTE (1932), which is one of Nicholson's most sophisticated Cubist works.
his dependance on particularized fact is less pronounced than previously, al-
though it is still evident. The still life is disclosed through what appears to
be 3 café window, it's namne and location being identified by floating letters on
the picture's surface. The two-dimensional letters seem to have more substance
than the three-dimensional objects behind, which are defined with fragile lines.

‘he featuras of the face on the laft are barely discernible and dissappear into

—
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the paintings surface. Nicholson wrote of this painting in relation to his defin-
ition of the pictorial space: "About space-construction: I can explain one aspect
of this by an early painting I made of a shop-window in Dieppe though, at the
time, this was not made with any conscious idea of space but merely using the
shop-window as a theme on which to base an imaginitive idea. The name of the

shop was 'Au Chatt Botte', - and this set a train of thought going connected with
the fairy tales of my childhood and, being in French, and my French being a little
mysterious, the words themselves had also an abstract quality' - but what was
important was that this name was printed in very lovely red lettering on the

glass window - giving one plane - and in this window were reflections of what

#as behind me as I looked in - giving a second plane - while through the window
objects on a table were performing a kind of ballet and forming the 'eye' or life-
point of the painting - giving a third plane. These three planes and all their
subsidiary planes were interchangeable so that you could not tell which was real
and which unreal, what was reflected, and this created, as I see now, some kind

of imaginitive space or an imaginitive world in which one could live." (3)

Nicholson was excited about this process of defining forms in an ambiguous
space so that the painting appears to 'shift' visually. During the same French
trip he was delighted by the recent work of Mird, which he described as "the
first free painting that I saw and it made a deep impression - as I remember it,

a lovely rough circular white cloud on a deep blue background, with an electric
blue line somewhere." (4) More important however, was Hepworth's and Nicholson's
meeting with Mondrian. The austerity and purity of Mondrian's work played an

important part in their development towards total abstraction.

This meeting made a vivid impression on Nicholson which he recorded in a
letter to John Summerson: "His studio... was an astonishing room: very high and
narrow - with a thin partition between it and a dancing school and with a window
on the third floor looking down on to thousands of railway lines emerging from
and converging into the Gare Montparnasse. He'd lived there for 25 years and
except during the war had scarcely been outside Paris - he'd stuck up on the walls
different sized rectangular pieces of board painted a primary red, blue and yel-
low and white and neutral gray - they'd been built up during those 25 years. The
paintings were entirely new to me and I did not understand them on this first
visit (and indeed only partislly understood them on my second visit a year later).
They were merely, for me, part of the lovely feeling generated by his thought in
the room. I remember after this first visit sitting at a café table on the edge
of a pavement almost touching all tre traffic going in and out of the Gare Mont-

Parnasse, and sitting there for a very long time with an astonishing feeling of

7=
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quiet and repose - the thing I remember most was the feeling of light in his
roon and the pauses and silences during and after he'd been talking. The feeling
in his studio must have been not unlike the feeling in one of those hermit's caves

where lions used t» to to have thorns taken out of their paws." (5)

The changes in Nicholson's work in the early thirties owed much to his close
aquaintence with the S5chool of Paris which had given new forms and confidence to
his work. He reducasd his use of colour; black and brown became more important.

He gontinued to use his method of scratching the painting's surface to economically
revazl an image in s=veral figurs paintings. These references to the female nude
or to a head seen in profile were probably a reflection of his new relationship
with Barbars Hepwvorth. One particular painting commemorates a trip to Provence
vithihen ani9B2R = (f5 gL 10)uSt. REMY, PROVENCE (1933), Nicholson's work was mov-
ing towards what he described as frzedom: "EFreedom from appearances, Or even

roferences to the traditional paraphernalia of the artistic world." (6)

Ther2 are many reasons for Ben Nicholson's rapid development between 1930
and 1934. ANhen Nicholson had visited Paris in the 1920's, he was responding to
art which was new to him, but which in a historical -ontext, was already ten years
013, In the 1930's, when he revisited Paris, he had developed in his own way to-
sards the same end as the continental painters, who w~ere also at that time involved
in investigation beyond Cubism. For that reason, Nicholson returned on equal terms
¥ith the Suropeans, and found himself at home with the common direction of Modern
irt. In England, where his art had littls or no history, he was isolated, but in
Europe he found symnpathic encouragement. Artists like Calder, Arp, Mird and
especislly Mondrian, reaffirmed his ideas and direction.

had 2lso become a member of two srtistic gro one in Europe and

n ups,
d, which helped to keep him abreast of new developments. In 1933,
th oncouraged by Halien to join the Association Abstr-
zctinn-Oréation which had been set up in Paris in 1931. he 3ssociation's aim
3s to promote non-dbjective art by orjsnizing communal exhibitions. The initial
committes includad Atp, Glaizes, ~41ion, Herbin, Kupka and Vantongerloo. The
membership was open to artists of all nationalities and 3t one stage had 4C0
members, It supportzd work of diverse origins from Consturctivism to Neo-Plastic-

ism and from Lyrical ibstraction to Expressionism and included Gabo, Pevsner,

L

Yondrian, Van Doesburg, Lissitsky, Kandinsky and Baumeister in it's ranks. Al-
thoush the association embraced 3 diversity of styles and personalities, all it's
mebers wers abstract artists who shared a common 3%fitude to art. The Neo-

Plasticists emerged 3s the strongest single element in the group and because of

-



this the association revealed a general trend towards Constructivist and Concrete
art forms with formal factors taking precedence over lyrical considerations. The
association produced five annual cahiers under the title "Abstraction-Création,
Art non-figuratif", which represented participating artists. They also held reg-
ular exhibitions until 1939.

This association offered moral support to contributing artists and furthered
tne breakthrough of Modern Art. Both Nicholson and Hepworth were part of a
'‘permanent' exhibition which opened at 44 Ave de Nagram in Paris in Decembter
1933. The association was also important since abstract art was the subject of
oolitical suppression and the principle of abstraction came to be linked with
freedom of thought and action. It benefitted Nicholson through the contacts and
friendships he made within the group, which also led to several European artists

coming to England as refugees from Hitler in the mid to late 1930's.

In England itself, there was also an attempt to provide artists with a
sense of support and friendship. All aspects of modern art were under continuous
attzck and scepticism, and in an effort to counteract this negative atmosphere a
group of artists and architects were united under th= name "UNIT ONE". Under the
joint leadership of Paul Nash and Ben Nicholson, this association was formed in
1931 and encompassed a wide variety of trends, ranging from Surrealism to
Constructivism. The need for a common front againgt public indifference did not
dictete rigid uniformity. Nash announced the formation of UNIT ONE in a letter
to The Times in June 1933: "The peculiar distinction of UNIT ONE is that it is
not composed of, let us say, three individuals and eight imitators, but of 11
individuals. And yet, there is still a quality of mind, of spirit perhaps, which
unites the work of these artists ... UNIT ONE may be said to stand for the expres-
sion of a truly contemporary spirit, for that thing which is recognized as pecul-
iarly of today in painting, sculpture and architecture."” (7) Herbert Read, the
group's spokesman explained that the name was chosen because '"though as persons,
each zrtist is a UNIT, in the social structure they must, to the extent of their
common interests, be one." (8) However 1idealistic this seemed on paper, in
reality the group was split between those with abstract interests and those with
literary and surrealist tendencies. The group held together long enough to hold
an exhibition in April 1934 at the Mayér Gallery in London which subsequently
toured six Municipal Galleries. They also succeeded in acquiring publicity
(although not all favourable) which was one of their main aims. Between 1933 and
1935, Nicholson and Nash, (each representing an idealistic faction within the group)

had developed further away from each other. This caused UNIT ONE's disintegration



soon after the opening of the London exhibition.

A book entitled UNIT ONE, edited by Herbert Read, helped to promote the ideal-
istic combination of art and design as "a hard defence, a compact wall against
the tide behind shich development can proceed and experiment continue." (9) The
book was intended as the first of an annual series, which contained essays by
menbers of the group, reproductions of their work and photographs of their studios.
4s the group had disbanded only two years after it's birth, the book UMIT ONE re-

mained the only documentation of it's existence (along with the exhibition catalogue).

Although UNIT ONE did not provide a totally sympathetic attitude towards
Nicholson's ides, sgainst the background of fundamental differences of intent,
‘2 was forced to define his own stance and direction, to justify his beliefs.
In his statement for the UNIT ON= book, he confronted materialistic science and
quoted Sddington "... not only the laws of nature, but space and time, and the
naterial universe itself, ars constructions of the human mind... to an altogether
unexpected extent the universe we live in is the creations of our minds. The
nature of it is outside scientific investigation. If we are to know anything about
that nature it must be through somsthing like relig® us experience."” he continued
see it, painting and religious experience are the same thing and what we
ate all searching for is the understanding and realisation of infinity - an idea
which is complete, with no beginning, no end, and therefore giving to all things

Fore s time i (g0 )

Nicholson's implication that the artistic and religious experience are link-
ad echoes Mondrian's beliefs. The reason that Mondrian had such a profound effect
on Micholson was because he represented abstraction in it's most extreme and
1o3iz2]1 fora. Mondrian was an intellectual who testifiad to his artistic faith
by painting. Nichclson was morz of an instinctive painter sorking towards the
same and 3s iondrian but through an ioner compulsion. He achieved this goal
through an instinctive orocsss whersas iondrian succeedsd 2n a mor T
D2sis, "I have difficulty in re2ading Mondrian becsuse I much prefer the direct

et from his painting. I have not read more than a few sentences from

(to]

andinsikv.,"” {(11)

4s 3 result of all this activity at hime and especially abroad, Nicholson
0egan to explore the space in painting in an entirely new manner. Instead of
i'1sc:r'1i:)ing the surface, he began to carve into it and produced his first carved
relisf in Docenbar 1933. ~is move towards the relief was not totally surprising,

2lthough collage would have been the more obvinus progression. In his later

D1



cubist still-lifes he was using elements, which were for other artists steps to-
yards collage - lettering, faces and layering of objects. Synthetic Cubism had
developed from the desire to actually manipulate these elements, which used in
conjunction with painted motifs would lead to a more 'real' Cubist space.
Nicholson had chosen another way and had been working towards it for some time

pafore the first carved relief.

He =xperiments with Cubism led him to dealing with a painting as a shallow
space in which planes were defined. His search for the equivalent of an experience
or object had led him to see painting itself as an experizsnce. In the thirties
he began to viaw the resulting work of art as an object: "In a recent HORIZON
there was a description of how Klee brought the warp and woof of a canvas to life;
in much the same was Wallis did this for an old pisce of cardboard: he would cut
out the top and bottom of an old cardboard box, and sometimes the four sides: into
irreqular shapes, using each shape as the key to the movement in a painting, and
using the colour and texture of the board as the key to it's colour and texture.
ihen the painting was completed, what remained of the original board, a brown, a
grey, a white or a green board, sometimes in the sea, or perhaps in a field or a
light-house, would be deeply experienced as the reme inder of the painting.” (12)

In much the same way, Nicholson began selecting pieces of board from a carpenter
which he then prepared with a special plaster and incised with 3 pointer tool.

(£i5. 11) GUITAR {1933) was made in this way. The resulting 'painting' is not just
a painting, but an object in it's own right and can be manipulated in a similar

#zy to the original object, in this case, a guitar.

In another painting of 1933 - (fig. 12) MILK AND PLAIN CHOCOLATE, Nicholson
sttempted to break up the Cubist pictorizl space. He used less 'blocked' forms,
based mope in the world of imagination than that of observed facts. In this
paintirg Nicholson's admiraticn for Arp, Calder and #ird is evident. His under-
standing of free, non-perspectival space ir Mird's painting advanced his move away
. of Ciubism, This painting and ( fig. 12) COMPOSTTION IN BLACK
8D 45172 [ 21so 1933) are larger than Nicholson's previous paintings and so,

hie whole arm movement ir drawing and pairting. In this way
2 became more physically irwvolved with the picture surface, carving the lires

nt into the layer of gesso beneath, Nicholson,

=2

through the covering of suriace pz
nas not only involved ir the physical properties of the pairting as 3
Teans of expression, but in his own physical process of creating., Using his own
Physical participation brought grester unself-consciousness to the work. This

frocess also anticipated the major developments in pairting during the following

tuenty years, particularly those of the Abstract Expressionists in America.
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(fig. 13) COMPUSITION IN BLACK
AND WHITE (1933)
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Mr. Adrian Stokes, reviewing Nicholson's exhibition at the Lefevre Gallery
in 1933, revealed the essential nature of the artist's activity: "Mr. Nicholson's
canvases and panels serve him in the role of the carver's block. Just as the
carver consults the stone for the reinforcement of his idea, so ¥r. Nicholson
has started to paint when he prepares his convases.... Mr. Nicholson can express
the liveliest preceptions in terms of correspondence between two circles, so in-
tense is his power to elucidate the plane on which they lie. Rhythm is not
presented in the guise of objects, but with finality transformed into space:
similarly a stone incorporates in it's very texture the movements of lapsed
centuries as a simple thing," (13) He also anticipated Nicholson's move

towards actually carving the picture surface.

The change in Nicholson's work, from the investigation of painterly space
to the interplay of forms in relief carving, owes much to the ideas of abstraction
shich he had encountered in Europe, especially through contact with Mondrian.
However, thers were other influences close at hand. In his relationship with
Barbara mepworth, he had the example of an abstract sculptor of the most uncom-
primising kind, instead of the lyrical, femenine painting of Winifred Dacre.
Because Hepworth was a sculptor, he also had ready a-:ess to the tools of her trade,
which would have encouraged him in his move towards carving. He also had a sus-
tained interest in architecture. His brother Christopher Nicholson was a dis-
tinguished architect as was Leslie Martin who was a life-long friend of Nicholson's.

He also had contact with many of the progressive architects in Europe at that time.

The first (fig. 14) PAINTZD RELIEF (December 1933), was an independent object,
without reliance on the world of observed fact. As Nicholson became more involved
rith the process of painting his work became more abstract. It was by accident
that Nicholson actually started carving into the surface of the painting but it
#35 toyards that process that he had been heading {i.2. his techniques of scraping
or inscribing the surface which are also means of removal ). Ahile he was incising
the surfzce of a panel, a chip fell out and this tempted him to remove more of
the surface. In this way, forms became more than suggested in space, they became
real entities in real space. This relief had that same quality that Nicholson
Nad zdmired in #allis's work; it was object, freed from the limitations of a flat,

framed picture.

Y. TOW CRUB5, PAINTING THE AARMIH F THE SUN, ST. IVES ARTISTS, 1939 - 1975
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CHAPTER 4

London Before The Nar; Circlej Arrival Of Refugee Artists From Europe.

In 1934, Nicholson and Hepworth were married. Since 1931, after many years
spent away from London, Nicholson had worked in a block of studios called the Mall
studios, which were built in the gardens of large houses in Parkhill Road, near
Haverstock Hill. He shared a studio with Barbara Hepworth for some time, and later
they had adjacent studios. There were other artists living in this area; Henry
yoore had been there since 1929, Cecil Stevenson lived in number 6 and Paul Nagh
qas nearby in Eldon Grove. Later in the 30's this group expanded with the arrival
of European artists, and Hampstead became an artistic centre until the beginning

of the second world war.

Herbert Read moved into No. 3 Mall Studios in 1933. With his close geograph-
ical proximity to these artists, he gained an understanding of their work, defin-
ing their philosophical attitudes and attracting public attention to them. He
described the atmosphere of that community in his article 'A nest of Gentle
irtists': "For five years I lived in friendly and intimate association with this
growp of artists, visiting their studios almost daily, watching the progress of
their work. At the back of the studios were small gardens, and in mine I built
3 #ooden hut, about six by four feet, and there, during the first summer, I wrote
THE GREEN CHILD. It was the happiest period of my life. I remember when we had
just moved into the studio and freshly decorated it, woodwork pale blue, walls
white, Ben Nicholson came in to see the result. "Wait a minute," he said, and
retired, coming back a few minutes later with a round cork tablemat which he had
painted scarlet, He seized a ladder and nailed the scarlet disc high on the white
4ll. The whole place was transformed py this accent of colour, perfectly placed.”

(1) Read helped to spread the wide varietly of ideas of the artists and writers

loosely associated around Parkhill Road. He also became the foremost defender of

d the work of Nicholson, Hepworth, Moore and
4 (1933), ART &

“dern art in Britain and promote

“thers in 3 seriss of articles in publications such as ART NOi

MOUSTRY (1934), and ART & SUCISTY (1936).

However, the efforts of this group of artists were mainly overlooked or

critisized, so that they depended on their own initiative and the understanding

°F 3 small number of colleagues and friends like H. S. Ede, Margaret Gardiner,

20ffrey Grigson, Adrian Stokes, Leslie Martin and John Summerson. This was not

4 : : : sociation of friends
Tovement' with an agreed objective or prografmne, but an assoc

"™Se understanding of experimental art forms, brought them together.
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The first months of 1934 were extremely productive for Nicholson. During the

yine between December 1933 and March 1934, he progressed from the first painted

coliefs to the first white reliefs. He carved on any aveilable materizl, usually

Jarge boards and sometimes the mzhogany leaves of old dining tables bought on

tre Portobello Road. In carving the surface of a board, Nicholson was working in
2 manner close to sculpture, by uncovering an image or experience embedded in the
nterial, and uncovering it by means of pronounced physical action. Even his most
spoarently constructed reliefs of 1934/35 had to be laboriocusly cut and scraped
ot of solid boards, rather than put together out of several lavers of plywood.
The firished reliefs wvere painted white so that the preceeding process (whether
the work was carved or constructed) is not evident. Their method of derivation

is important philosphically, especially since the process of making art was an
intetrel pert in Micholson's attitude towards his work. Michelangelo maintained

ne understood 'sculptural' to be that which is achieved by means of taking away,

snd that which is achieved by means of laying on was 'painting'. Nicholson's

oin statements reflect his sympathy with the process of sculpture: "I've always
likad the idea of a sculptor who sits for 1C or 15 years carving a single object
on the edge 0f 3 primeval forest, not to send to 'Documenta' at kassel but because

he has a passion to make this object, this living t"'rg." (2)

However 'sculptural' his approach to his work has been, it seems paradoxical
that Nicholson is primarily a painter. His concerns have not been the different-
istion between negative interval and positive volumn (space and mass) but, from

nis earliest works, the determination of colour plznes in relation to others in

3 pictorisl space. These planar relztionshiprs were very real to him and he learned

to sxpress any feeling through their manipulation: "If you take a large ultramar-

in2 blue 3nd 2 small cadmium red square and plzce them on a cool white surface
exciting tension between

- - -

&
ri= tension becomes tco exciting, you can

3long with = pencilled circle you can creste a mos
rc and if at any time tnils

thess two porces,
‘s centre, transfix the circle

¢3sily, by the smallest mark made by a coMpass sl e

e i ri me from his need to
e Ml t=nelhy. " (3) Nicholson's move towards carving came 2

; . el g a5, F i the reli was an
‘reste ot just a pictuze, OUT an JbJQCt. His arrival at the T lief v

Fih s 5 - nlz ictorial space.
SXlensicn and development of his experimentzticn with plenar plcticor E

Throuqh S e 2nes but made them physically real
'T0ush carving he not only definad these planes out o phy

3 : %, . i owl nd
3 2live, 1In thie way, Nicholson srrived at extreme abstraction, slowly 3
through an instinctive feeling for the correctness of hiicELocass,

LT=

Ll r ’

b= 1cliefs usually took the form of an Lo

%t aean circles and overlapping rectz ngles. The goii feseneigeometn ool Bysistnple

e resulting objects have an undenizble reslity. el posibieningiotiovenlond
je
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wrhce'SEFBrating the carved planes, gives real depth to the reliefs., Despite
their UNCOMPTIMLSING purity of form and economy of statement the reliefs had an

ic harmony. T ) _
slgosiliEnSee sas=ony here was never any effort to disguise the fact that they

pre nan-made, with gouge marks left intact but un-cbtrusive, which softened the

Nicholson sometimes used a ruler and compass

sc sketch out a plan of the reliefs, but most of the decisions about the place-

-nt and depth of the planes and the scale of the involved elements were made dur-
ing the process of carving. This preserved an instinctive approach to the work.
;n this w2y Nicholson responded to, and interacted with the object in an unself-
conscious mapner, relying on intuition and considerable manual skill to achieve

his image.

l

|

|

|

|

: sorks geometry without destroying it.
|

|

|

|

|

|

l Nicholson zlways retsined the right to work figuratively or otherwise. This
‘ szs not because of flippancy but because his ideas and motifs overlapp. He did

ot zbandon still-life themes or reduce his range of expression, even when his
srk was most formally abstract. His approach to both types of work is identical;
tha concerns involved and execution of which are so similar that they become in-
seperable. ANhether it was the illusion of objects in a shallow pictortal space,
or the actual construction of pure circles and rect: jles in a shallow relief,

ess and idea. There is such a
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the images are revealed through e similar p
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relgrkable unity of purpose in tichol s =2nd other paintings of the
Jij-thirties that the distinction between sbstract and representational elements

oecomes irrelsvant. 211 the work is concerned with the creation and definition
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' F°T“alntln95 which he reworked. In this vay, he not only developed an idea

o 2 physical object. These paintings are double-dated,
| e original paintings completion and the ti

stating the time of
me it was reapproached vith new

| owledge: tierelzon delsertotcily scraped the surface of the old canvas, +~ith a

j re20f blade until only the ghost of the initial image remained. He used the abstr-

foctslees which remained from the process of abrasion as a starting point for the
neq painting, bullding an imaze on the surface which had been affected by time

:nd his own lsbour. Fe used the older peainting as an object to create a new object.
'ot only did this prccess lessen his reliance on the initial observed facts, but
created 3 new painting which was more than a traditional still-life, it was an

abject with it's own life. (fig. 15)

By 1935 both Nicholson and Hepworth had reached a degree of abstraction that
~nzined in their work. They had also become leaders among a small group of art-
ists, architects and designers who reacted favourable towards the medernistic ideas
gnich came from continental cities. However, they were somewhat isolated because
of their sbsolute dedication to abstract principles, especially in their attempts
sy convert the 7 + 5 Society to total abstraction. UNIT ONE was still viable,
st least to the public, and their exhibition was touring the Municipal Galleries
in England. Their continued contact with the Abstrz-tion-Création association

jzve them support and sncouragement, and they worked hard to create in London an

acpivzlant of the Modern Movement in Zurope.

- ] " . : 5
Hitler's growing political power nades lif2 intolerable for many =Zuropean

irtists invalved yith the international movament. London became a raception

santre far the politisally oppressed and those with dessen ting cultural views to

N e : - - Halter
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The meetings, discussions and exhibitions of that time were of grsat import-
ance, and there were two publications which helped to clarify the work and ideas
0y contemporary artists. AXIS, was conceived as a forum for the avant-garde.

The first issue appeared in January 1935, intended as: A QUARTERLY REVIZW OF
CONTEMPORARY ABSTRACT PAINT ING AND SCULPTURE. AXIS ran for eight numbers.

Initially it sought to define abstraction, it's meaning and purpose. It also set
aritish art in an international context by illustrating works by Mird, Mondrian,
Dicass0, Kandinsky, Gonzalez, Arp, Giacometti and Calder alongside works by Moore,
Hepwotth, Nash, Nicholson, Piper and Richards.: It also sponsored an important
exhibition ABSTRACT and CONCRET: in February 1936. However, the quarterly issues
became half-yearly and the approach to comtemporary art broadened resulting in less
emphasis on constructive abstraction. The magazine performed a valuable service

for British art during it's short existence.

The other publication was more important from Nicholson's point of view,
since he was personally involved in it's realization. In 1936 Nicholson had
attended the opening of the international surrealist =xhibition in London. After-
yards he, Hepworth and Gabo discussed ways of promoting and clarifying different
views of constructivist art. These small beginnings led eventually to the public-
ation of CIRCLE in 1937. It's subtitle - "AN INTZRNATIUNAL SURVAY ON CONSTRUCTIVE
‘RT".- identifies it's allegiances. The work began in 1936 and in bringing to-
gether the views of English and European avant-garde artists and architects, it
sought to be cosmogolitan and comprehensive. It included contributions from
paintars, sculptors, writers and architects, who were considered to be of a pro-
gressive outlook regardless of their individual specialisms. It was not intended
35 3 manifasto and had no agreed social or political platform. It excluded real-
is7 and surrealism, proposing Constructive Art 3s an internationally significant

Sevelopment which affectad all the plastic arts.

CIRCLE took two years to assemblz. It's joint editors were Naum Gabo, Ben
Hk-ﬂscn and the architect Leslie .dartin. #hen it was finally published it
inclugeg eithty-two contributions on subjects ranging from biotechnics (Karel
n2{9) to choreography (Leonide sassine). Each participant defined their own
POsitisn in 3 written statement or visual presentation. The contributors included
thBraque, Brancusi, Picasso, Duchamp, ¥ondrian, Lissitsky, Kandinsky, Piper,
Calder, Moore, Tatlin, Corbusier, Gropius and Mendelsohn. It was an impressive
Plicstion. Nicholson again defined his own position and his contribution

1Ncludeg his ideas on the form of reality possiblzs through abstraction: "It must
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be understood that a good idea is exactly as good as it can be universally applied,
that 00 idea can have a universal application which is not solved in its own terms
snd if any extraneous elements are introduced the application ceases to be univer-
sal. 'Realism' has been abandoned in the search for reality: the 'principle

objective' of abstract art is precisely this EeElN eV o) EOT ‘those who part-

icipated in CIRCLE, it was a time of great idealism, when they believed that their
art could play an active role in shaping a new future. This period of hooe in the

arts was reflected in Nicholson's development during that time. His work (espec-

jally his reliefs of the late 1930's) became more architectural as a result of
contacts he made through CIRCLE.

pronounced. This is apparent in (fig. 16) WHITS RELIEF. QUAI D'AUTEIL (1935).

Tne image is not contained within a rectangle on one plane. The edge of the relief
is fragmented, directly echoing the shapes of included elements. Not only does

each part have it's own identity within the whole, but defines the limitations of
the pictorial space - the edge. This edge also gives the impression of the work
continuing into infinity because it is not confined in the traditional narrative
context of the rectangle, In later reliefs, in spit= of their smaller scale,
Nicholson conveys a greater sense of space and distance. The elements in these

raliefs seem less crowded and restrained by the rectangular frame than previously.

l
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' In 1935, Nicholson's efforts to create independent art objects became more
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; This progression is apparent when (fig. 17) NHITZ RELIEF (1934) is compared with
t

(fig. 18) NHITE RELTSF PROJECT (1938).

From 1938 onwards, circles appearing in the reliefs were often drawn with a
Pencil, or engraved lightly with a pointed tool rather than carved. This empasized

the circles placing and provided a contrast to carved elements by making the

©3ved shapes seem softer (as they reliad on shadow, not line for thelr existence).

his process, used in WHITE RELTZF (1938), opened up a new range of concerns and

sensations which Nicholson explored in the 1940's. Using line on the carved

2 nt q : WA . 1 e
*Iface of the relief helped unite abstraction and drawing which became a featur

™ later work, (£i5. 19)

.
-

The optimism and energy experienced during the late thirties was brought to

N 2brupt halt with the beginning of the second world war. The foreboding atmos-

Phers #hich eventually ruined these dreams of synthesis in the arts, was the sub-

| . / o . A = ]
Setiof Herbert Read's introduction to the exhibition 'Living Art In England

(e
Hn : . i Faci has everywhere
Mich yas dominated by surrealist work ): "The triumph of Facilsm has )/

e o Ultant forces of philistinism, so that over more D
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(fig. 18) WHITE RELIEF PROJECT (1938)
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(fig. 19) WHITE RELIEF (1938)
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half of Europe, art, in any vital sense, can no

longer be said to exist... even

in those countries which are still professedly democratic, a wave of indifference

has swept the art w~orld." (6)

In August 1937, 3 week before war vas declarsd, Nicholson, Hepworth and their

five-year-old triplets laft for Cornwall, away from the threat of bombardment in

London.
leave.
aspecially
ists cre=d: "Mondrian showed us how complately
equaticn, through courage and exceptional faith
intrinsic rijht to assume entire responsibility
No srtists in our time have had such a powerful
and Brancusi.” (7)

1

with the arrival of war, and the movement

The last person they visited before leaving London was Mondrian.

Nicholson and hepworth, since he was a living example

They

begged him to go w~ith them, but he was essentially a city-dweller and refused to

dondrian had been a particular source of encouragement to English artists,

0f the abstraction-
possible it was to find a personal
in life itself, and for the artist's
for the development of his own art.

and silent influence as Mondrian

>f major cZuropean artists to

America, Nicholson and hepworth were again isolated by their position in a remote

part of England, 3 country again divorced from main- ream artistic development.
UL GROSE & PATNT ING THE WARMEH \GE THE SUM, 5T. IVES ARTISTS, 1939 - 1975
Page 44,

2. NORBZRT LYNTON, NICHOLSUN, THE WADDINGTUN
3

CHARLES HARRISUN, BEN NICHOLSON

Page 21.

4. TOH CRUS3, op. cit, Page 48.

5. CHARLES HARRISON, op. cit, Page 30.
DL TU CRUSS, op. cit, Page 48.

S Nabig
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CHAPTER 5

St. Ives

Jhen the Nicholson's went to Cornwall in 1939, they stayed with Adrian Stokes.

He was a friend from the Hampstead days who had supported their work. He had

written enthusiastically about them since the early 1930's. There was a close
friendship between the Nicholsons and the Stokes and they lived together for
about four months. Naum Gabo and his wife Miriam also stayed with the Stokes

for some time, having come to Cornwall at the Nicholson's suggestion.

The artistic climate in England was mild and there was a return to narrative
art with Romantic revivalists and early realists thriving on insular nationalism
that rejected foreign concerns. The internationalism of the thirties dissappeared
into an increasingly conservative art. Gabo was the only remaining connection
#ith the important association before the war, and only a tiny group of artists

remaired devoted to non-figurative art.

For Ben Nicholson, the early war years were neither highly productive or
adventurous. As he worked under drastically reformed conditions, his work seemed
to sbandon it's previous objectives, but it also developed in unexpected ways.

In the work of this time, there is a sense of Nicholson rediscovering his visual
#orld, directly responding to his environment, which was no longer urban. The
Cornish landscape became an essential ingredieqt in his painting. He returned to
0rawing, which had not played a central role during the years of abstraction.
These changes illustrate his self-sufficiency and openness to change with his
physical environment; his ability to find #n a new environment, subjects which

Ne could use to investigate his artistic concerns. As it was also a time of ex-
treme firancizl hardship, Nicholson was obliged to produce saleable work, which

In view of the srtistic climate, was preferably figurative.

This was how Nicholson actually embarked on drawings of lendscape, calling
them "pot boilers" because he thought they would sell. (1, However, drawing in
l2ndscape in remote plsces, Nicholson found a personal concern in the formal
iﬂterrelationships between the rugged landscape and man-made geometrical buildings.
This ig the subject of (fig. 20) ZENNOR (1941), where the soft curve of the hill-
top is out by a church tower and a telegraph pole. In paintings like this,

Perspective is sacrificed to planar geometry, which often produces taut divisions

*f space, tightly compressed.

Nicholson also worked with still-life, using objects close at hand in his
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(fig. 21) MOUSE HOLE (1947)
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' studio. His collection of jugs, bottles and mugs were also subjects in these

paintings. He bDegan mixing elements of still-life ang landscape together, with

the still-life objects in the foreground and landscape (often seen through a
window), behind. This was another direction for Nicholson, and many of the paint-
ings were unresolved and purely experimental. He continued with his reliefs, but

they became coloured and although small in scale, still retained their classic

formality.

Nicholson kept the two attitudes to work separate during the war years:
refiring form and defining order with precision in the world of abstract geometry
or resolving the more hap-hazard relationships of the seen world, particularly
in lzndscape. These two attitudes inevitably overlapped and expressed a need to
synthesize visual stimuli with aesthetic harmony. Although he was removed from
the group-activity of the pre-war years he was anxious to clarify his position
as an abstract artist and put his thoughts into "NOTES ON ABSTRACT ART," in an
effort to reconcile the two seemingly contradictory aspects of his work at that

time.

NOTES ON ABSTRACT ART, contains an important irsight into Nicholson's way of
thinking and attitudes towards art: "A great deal of painting and sculpture to-
day 1s concerned with the imitation of life, with the imitation of a man, a tree
or a flower instead of using colour and form to create its equivalent; no one will
ask what a tree is supposed to represent and yet, with the most innocent express-
lon in the world, they will ask what a painting or sculpture or a construction in
space is supposed to represent. This equivalent must be conceived within terms
of the medium, it must be pure painting and sculptural expressiocn, since the
introduction of anvthing extraneous means that the conception is adulterated and
therefore that it can no longer have a complete application to other forms of

Lifa,

Une of the main differences between a representational and an abstract paint-
i3 is that the former can transport you to Greece by a representation of blue
skies, and seas, olive trees snd marble columns, but in order that you may take
Pert in this you will have to concentrate on the painting, whereas the abstract
Version by its free use of form and colours will be able to give you the actual
qUslity of Greece itself, and this will become a part of the light and space
°"d life in the room - there is no need to concentrate, it becomes a part of
living,,_ I think that so far from being a limited expression, understood by 3
feu, abstract art is a powerful, unlimited and universal language. Within the

BEens of bstract expression are intense possibilities and it is a language with

0.



me in monthly instalments of £1, it will be ok 99 mgo® (Ao | Beera e
ces also dictated the scale of the work produced, and in 1948 most of Nicholson's

paintings were small, on paper or hardboard. They were based on textured suffaces

anich were built up in layers of thin pigment applied with broad brushes, or wiped
on with rags soaked in turpentine. This surface was then scraped with razor blades
to form a ground, which was painted and drawn on with pencil or inscribed with a

tool, so that the colour and texture were set to work on several planes at once.

Post-»ar Britain brought new support for the visual arts and an increased
popular interest. Towards the end of the war the British Council which had
acquired persuasive promotional stalls with wartime information services, began
to mount a series of exhibitions in England and to take the work of British
srtists abroad. As Europe became safe, a regular programme of exhibitions was
held in it's capitals. In Britain, several important exhibitions displayed con-
temporary work by Eurcpeans: in the Victoria & Albert Museum, December 1945 3an
exhibition included work by Picasso and Matisse, while the Tate exhibited work by

Bragque and Roualt.

It was after the war that Nicholson and Hepwort® found any real audience in
8ritain. Their work had been humanized during the years in Cornwall and included
many direct references to landscape. However, they had kept faith with the ideaas
of the '30's and the attempt to unite 3ll forms of art towards a better future.
Thersfore, after the war, they were seen to offer a message of optimism and their
aspirations wers in keeping with the national spirit of rebuilding and reconstruc-

tion,

This atmosphers was raflectad in the Festival of Britain, held in 1951. The
“rt's Council's contribution was 60 paintings for 51, and commissions were offered
2 sixty artists. The work was to be larze and 60 x 45 inches was the smallest
size stipulated, ror this festival, Nicholson produced the largest abstract paint-
ing he hag yet sttempted; a curved panel for the (fig. 22) REGATTA RESTAURANT.

It was divided into three rectanglas with a precise rectilinear construction cut-
ting across the panels. The contrast between the curved panels and the linear

Stricturs drawn on it's surfsce, gave the worx tension without destroying it's

e .
*9rmal balance.

The public reaction, especislly to the more abstract paintings of '60 paint-

s for 59+ was mostly critical and Nicholson 3gain defended modern art: "People

9 dhom this freedon in painting and sculpture is nos asked, 'But what is it

A H 4+ - : .
SUBD0seq to represent?’ The answer &9 that is very much the same one might give
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5 poweT peculiar to itself. But the kind of painting which I find exciting is
ot necessarily representational or non-representational, but it is both musical
and architectural, where the architectural construction is used to express a
inusical ' relationship between form, tone and colour and whether this visual,

tqusical ' relationship is slightly more or slightly less abstract is for me beside

the point." (2)

For Nicholson, abstract art was an active force in everyday life, it's reality
sas undeniable. His proposal that abstract art should have been on the list of
England's war aims was not based in esoteric supposition but in the understanding
of abstract art's real permeation in society: "About 'abstract' art: I have not
yet seen it pointed out that this liberation of form and colour is closely linked
sith all the other liberations one hears about. I think it ought, perhaps, to
come into one of our lists of war-aims. After all, every movement of human life
is affected by form and colour, everything we see, touch, think and feel is linked
up with it, so that when an artist can use these elements freely and creationaly,
it can be a tremendously potent influence on our lives. The power, for instance,
to create space (not 'literary' space but actual space) is surely invaluable. I
think too, that so far from 'abstract' art being the vithdrawal of the artist from
reality (into an 'ivory tower') it has brought art once again into common every-
day life - there is evidence of this in its contemporary architecture, aeroplanes,
cars, refridgerztors, typography, publicity, electric torches, lipstick holders,
etc, But like all the more profound religious, poetic, scientific, musical or
artistic idess its deepest meaning is only understcod by a few and the process
seems to be that these interpret it to a few more who pass it on to the rest of
the world who unconscicusly incorporate it in their lives. A Raphael is not a

painting in the Naticral Gallery - 1t is an active force in our lives." (3)

The period of wartime in St. Ives was for Nicholson and Hepworth one of

reflection and consolidation. Nicholson retained the right to preserve the dual-
1ty between working from observation or in complete sbstraction. By 1947 he had
imise solution in which he combined particularized information
from observation x»ith elements of complete abstrzction. In (fig. 21) MOUSE HOLE
"1947) tris mixture is evident, where the abstracted still-life objects are
©Nirasted with the expanse of s3ilboats, hills and rural houses. The two parts

°f the composition are unified by shared colours.
In view of increcasing finmancial difficulty paintings were sold cheaply and

Patrick Heron recalls Nicholson selling "one of his Lest hard edge abstractions

£ my friend Fello Atkinson, for £15 and (Ben) wrote: if you would like to pay
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R =kedRlinE R BEloWe R s BSUpposed) tofrepresent.  Each flower exists in its own
right - it does not represent anything but itself." (5)

the war, Ni ;
After the w~ar, Nicholson experienced a new lease of energy and new confidence

and assurance appeared in his work. This came from two sources: his awareness
of a #ider audience that the few friends and collectors who had supported him in
sartime isolation; the respect and admiration he was receiving in St., Ives from
a group of younger artists for w~hom he provided example and encouragement (1in
much the same way as Mondrian had been a source of encouragement for him). He
w25 3ls0 receiving international recognition with shows at the Dularcher Gallery
in New York and he won the first prize at the 39th Carnegie international in

Pittsburg 1952 for his painting POISONCUS YELLOW (1949 ),

1. DAVID LZNIS, ST. IVES 1939 - 64: TNENTY-FIVE YEARS OF PAINTING, SCULPTURE
AND POTTERY, Page 22.
2. ANDRS/ BRIGHTPN & LYNDA MORRIS ( SDITURS),TUNAR: @ ANOTHER PICTURE: AN ANTHOLOGY

\ =

OE ARTISTS' NRITINGS, Page 163

(98]
-

ibidi¥Page! 230, 231.
DAVID LE4IS, op. cit, Page 30.
PAINTING THE WARMTH OF THE SUN: ST. IVES ARTISTS 1934 - 1975,

S
-

tter by Nicholson to editor of DAILY MAIL, Aug. 7. 1951, Page 92.

ffiq. 22) NICHOL3ON IN FRONT OF PANEL FOR

REGATTA RESTAURANT (1951)
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CONCLUSION

—————

By 1950, Nicholson had arrived at all the artistic characteristics w~hich
O SR R0 e oS oyl thiat hel stopped! developing since his
work has always been part of a step-by-step process of redefining familiar themes,
in landscape, still-life and in the world of elementary geometrical forms wshere
he moved ~ith the freedom to which he aspired. His work after 1950 was involved

to a greater extent with reappraisal ang synthesis than formerly.

In the mid to late 'S0's, Nicholson produced a series of work which combined
his still-life and landscape themes of the '40's, with the reliefs of the '30's.
These ra2liefs sometimes took on stone-like qualities and forms, which identified
them with the texturss and structures of the known world. These reliefs also
had 'matural' colours which related directly to landscape. In later reliefs he
used colour to accentuate the 'realness' of the work, (although independent of
natural sources), ~ahich imbued it with the feeling of landscape (similar to the
feeling of architecture associated with the reliefs of the late '"30's): (fig. 23)
CARNAC (RED AND BRUAN) (1966).

In 1957 Nicholson married Dr. Felicitas Vogler {his marriage to Barbara
fepworth dissolved in 1955), and he returned to Ticino where he had spent many
ninters with his first wife, Ninifred Dacre. He began a series of paintings on
paper, using a light o0il w~ash of colour and drawing over it. The colour-wash
established the desired effect of light, w~hich gave these drawings a geographical
context (because the light varied from country to country) and feeling: (fig. 24)
SINA CATHEDRAL (1956). This process was continued and in the '70's, Nicholson's
still-lifes assume the monumentality of landscape or architecture, by the object's
placement within the frame of the painting: edges become horizons, handles become
irches and black enclosing shapes of pots give a force and grandsur similar to
shapes in these paintings, such as (fig. 25)

v of hills or rock faces. The
ks T [~ - I . 1 1 \ ] .
AN JUG (1973)' overlapp in usual Cupist fashion, but they zre placed in an open

(\¥)

5¢2Ce rather than clusterad and refracted as in earlier still-lifes. In his
COMined still-1ife and landscape paintings during the years at St. Ives, archit-
tursl and still-life objects remained seperate to some extent, but in the '70's

tre tuo finslly pecame indivisible.
As he reconciled aspects of landscape and still-life in his paintings, in

N3 hb e A 3 ]
tholson's reliefs of the '70's his paintings and reliefs converge: with the

N3l Loy space of the painting being expressed Dy the actual depth of the reliefs,
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(fig. 23) CARNAC (RED & BROWN) (1966)

(fig. 24) SIENA CATHIDRAL (1956)
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(fig. 26) ROCK LANDSCAPE {1976)
17,
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nerienca of life ; i : A
The €xy » the exparience of nvorking and the exparience of painting
ne together to produce + : : :
o J £ = Mot only an independent object with it's own terms of
istence, but with it! :
BRI 1t's own atmosphere and feeling., This is becausn the artist

B oed to the colour of ik .
TR ® oLl OF g Bect sl i could oe changed oy texturing, rubbing

4 pzinting. WNich : 3 ;
ERenp 3 ‘icholson was sgain aperoaching his material, like #allis and the

otk farned through the i ; : ; _
& ? i = iontor idea, object and hand. Nicholson als®

sed patcheg of +hita 4 i i 3 i i
used petehes of whits to enliven his compositicns {a device used since the still-

3

e, l_p sl ) l,.\ — . . FN~T = ~
Jifestef the 1920%s J, oresent in (fig. 26) ROCK LANDSCAPE and (fig. 27) NIGHT

Nicholson's strength as an artist liss not only in his considerable tachnical
of his subjects, whioh he never ceased

re-examining, re-defining or re-living. He worksd steadily and acquirasd great
intimacy and fluency with his materials, so that the process of his art-making
rtist with such hesitant beginnings, who developad
nherent reality of what he was making, and the power
y affect life, he never became didactic or dogmatic in his
approach, His moififs and ideas zlways overlapped and he moved back and forth

5
petveen fisurative and abstract elaments, always rec :ptive to new experiences,

alvays keeping his options open. He maintained that any form of dogma was harm-
ful. However, he pursued a particular line of thought consistently within several

Wicholsan always had difficulty explaining his paintings and rarely gave
intervie 43, thon he did talk about his sork it wvas ususlly #n analogies with
*sfarencas to9 architecturs, music, landscape, and particularly the rhythm and

us2 of wandering line, used for des-

(11}

lanc= of ball gzames { which reflectad ni
f b3 25
ke ), He refused to be pinned down about the

~ hoy he arrived at 2 particular arrangement. Becauss he was

}—t

tin

(L9)

nTJCes5, the resu imzg= could not be

~oart from it's own and finally the wock must stand in

#lkiny in 3 fisld 2r over 3

3 the nniat anjoh 3 nainting becomes an actual experience in the artist's life,
poi z

- -nd mors or less capable of apolication according to the

3
+rat it is capable of becuming 2 part also of the lives

take it's place in the structurs of the world,



jn everyday life.” )

e " s lite, Nicholson painted enthusiastically "having all

that he has learnt at his disposal, with Nis weaknesses left behind, his certain-

:ies 2t @ maximum, his i i ; T
ties at a max ) s 1llusions at 3 minimum, his senses continuing open for

esent innovation and future : .
L : §ov=lopment S ) e had returned to London in

1972 after a four year stay in Switzerland.
in the Tate in 1969,

There was a retrospective exhibition
and a touring exhibition in America - "Ben Nicholson: Fifty

c > N Q - s ;
years Of hisvart® an 1978 - 79, He died on February 6th, 1982 at his home in

Hampstead.
neo At % abE . . . A s
Une was wanting to get right back to the beginning and then take one step

formard at a time on a firm basis and a painting for me if it's anything is a

living thing and should achieve a form of life more real than life itself." (3)

1, JOHN SUMMERSON, PENGUIN MODERN PAINTERS:; BEN NICHOLSON Page 11.

2 JOHN ROTHENSTEIN, MODERN ENGLTISH PAINTERS,VOL II, NASH TO BAWDEN, quotes
GEOFFREY GRIGSON, Page 202.
3, CHARLES HARRISUN, NICHOLSON, Cites a letter from Nicholson, Nov. 1960. Page 28.

(fig., 27) NIGHT BLUE {1976)
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