
Shaking off tradition 

To shake off = to get rid of 

People rejected different aspects of the past traditions 

When you are bored / have enough / want something new. 

It is a real revolution: everything is transformed 

Traditions = habits /  rules / tastes → in visual arts: a new vision  /a new cultural or artistic vision 

Beauty is SUBJECTIVE 

It depends on your tastes, education, culture, feelings, personality … 

A piece of art can be interpreted in various ways → it can also be liked or abhorred by different 

kinds of people 

Saying: “Beauty lies in the eye of the beholder” 

New forms of art emerged in the 1940s and 1950s, up to the 1980s: these forms of art ran counter 

to the existing norms and values of “figurative art”. 

Figurative art is when you can identify different elements in a painting for example; there are 

recognizable subjects and scenes. 

!! With abstract art spectators have to play a more active part. They have to interpret works of art 

and accept that different people may look at them in radically different ways, according to 

individual ideas and sensitivities. 

With figurative art people could share more objective ideas about more realistic subjects. 

Art criticism was revolutionized with abstract art. It introduced a far more subjective side to the 

understanding of art. 

Rothko and Pollock are classified as abstract expressionists. 

Basquiat combined both figurative and abstract elements: the meaning of certain “concrete” 

features were quite obvious but others were open to a more metaphorical interpretation. 

These artists were either loved or hated because they represented a new form of expression, which 

was maybe too abstract for people. They were more interested in emotions, feelings, spontaneity 

and improvisation while painting. Hence, it can be seen as a very personal form of expression.  

Express your opinion about the three pictures: 

Original / Innovative / Radical / Provocative → say if you like it or not and why… 



 Is there a special dimension?     Expressing emotion and getting an emotional reaction is often one 

of the aims of an artist.  Sometimes it’s a way to escape reality because it’s too gloomy … Artists can 

express their feelings and their views on society in their works. 

You can say things like: 

   I think it’s a very interesting evolution because it provides an original and innovative perspective 

to art in general. I think art allows us to open our minds and I like the idea of breaking down 

boundaries. It’s a new form of expression which has allowed many artists to express personal 

emotions without focusing on specific subjects. This “freedom of expression” is in keeping with our 

modern world, with the evolution of mentalities: it’s about accepting the variety of people’s ideas 

and visions of the world.  

   However, because it’s so subjective, it also created a sort of confusion in people’s minds. Abstract 

expressionism may seem too radical because it doesn’t catch the eye in the same way and people 

who are not used to it might be a little bewildered / confused. 

… 

Abstract art             From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

Abstract art uses a visual language of form, color and line to create a composition which may exist 

with a degree of independence from visual references in the world.
[1]

 Western art had been, from the 

Renaissance up to the middle of the 19th century, underpinned by the logic of perspective and an 

attempt to reproduce an illusion of visible reality. The arts of cultures other than the European had 

become accessible and showed alternative ways of describing visual experience to the artist. By the 

end of the 19th century many artists felt a need to create a new kind of art which would encompass 

the fundamental changes taking place in technology, science and philosophy. The sources from 

which individual artists drew their theoretical arguments were diverse, and reflected the social and 

intellectual preoccupations in all areas of Western culture at that time.
[2]

 

Abstract art, nonfigurative art, nonobjective art, and nonrepresentational art are loosely related terms. 

They are similar, but perhaps not of identical meaning. 

Abstraction indicates a departure from reality in depiction of imagery in art. This departure from 

accurate representation can be slight, partial, or complete. Abstraction exists along a continuum. 

Even art that aims for verisimilitude of the highest degree can be said to be abstract, at least 

theoretically, since perfect representation is likely to be exceedingly elusive. Artwork which takes 

liberties, altering for instance color and form in ways that are conspicuous, can be said to be partially 

abstract. Total abstraction bears no trace of any reference to anything recognizable. In geometric 

abstraction, for instance, one is unlikely to find references to naturalistic entities. Figurative art and 

total abstraction are almost mutually exclusive. But figurative and representational (or realistic) art 

often contains partial abstraction. 

Both geometric abstraction and lyrical abstraction are often totally abstract. Among the very 

numerous art movements that embody partial abstraction would be for instance fauvism in which 

color is conspicuously and deliberately altered vis-a-vis reality, and cubism, which blatantly alters 

the forms of the real life entities depicted.
[3][4]
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See also : abstract expressionism                            http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abstract_expressionism 

Abstract Expressionism Art 

Abstract Expressionism – a movement with a difference 

A diverse range of  Abstract Expressionism art produced during the late 1940s and throughout the 

1950s shifted  the centre of the art world from Paris to New York for the first time in art history. 

However,  abstract expressionism differs from other art movements in that the artists who are 

identified with it did not come together as a group to express similar ideas and approaches to 

painting. Although they all lived in New York and knew each other, for each of them painting was a 

highly personal means of self-expression and that was their primary concern.   They did not see 

themselves as being part of an art movement unified by common aims.  The process of making art 

was what really mattered. 

Art for a New Age 

In the wake of the Great Depression of the 1930s and the turmoil of the Second World War, these 

artists were searching for a visual language that would express their feelings about a world that had 

become darker and more complex. Jackson Pollock commented in an interview in 1950: 

“It seems to be me that the modern painter cannot express his age, the airplane, the atom bomb, the radio, 

in the old forms of the Renaissance or of any other past culture.  Each age finds its own technique.” 

  Number 18,1950, Jackson Pollock Image from Easyart 
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   Blue and Grey, 1962, Mark Rothko  Image from Easyart 

For the New York based artists, abstract art enabled them to express more powerfully their responses 

to the times in which they lived.   They did not seek to be labelled or to form a cohesive group.  

Instead, it was the art critics of the day who coined the label ‘abstract expressionists’.  They saw a 

common thread running through the work of these artists. 

Art critic Harold Rosenberg wrote in 1952: 

“At a certain moment the canvas began to appear to one American painter after another as an arena 

in which to act – rather than as a space in which to reproduce, re-design, analyze or ‘express’ an 

object, actual or imagined.  What was to go on the canvas was not a picture but an event.” 

The New York School – Action and Color Field Painting 

With the development and growing popularity of abstract expressionism art, a whole new generation 

of artists known collectively as the New York School (artists such as Willem de Kooning, Jackson 

Pollock, Arshile Gorky, Lee Krasner, Mark Rothko, Franz Kline, Barnett Newman, Clyfford 

Still, among others) were on course to achieve world-wide influence. 

These  painters ‘enacted’ their emotions and responses to the world onto the canvas.  Their canvases 

were large and their brush-strokes bold, rhythmic and energetic, reminding the viewer that we are all 

part of something greater, something beyond our reality, a universal truth. 

The style of their work can be divided into two categories:  ‘action painting’ which was gestural, 

bold, energetic  (Pollock, De Kooning, Kline)  and ‘color field painting’ which used expanses of 

color to convey a more reflective approach to the world (Rothko, Newman, Still).   

By the mid-1950s, abstract expressionism art was being exhibited across Europe as well as the 

United States and was firmly established in terms of popularity and market value. 
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Neo-expressionism                  From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

Neo-expressionism is a style of modern painting and sculpture that emerged in the late 1970s and 

dominated the art market until the mid-1980s. Related to American Lyrical Abstraction of the 60s 

and 70s, Bay Area Figurative School of the 50s and 60s, the continuation of Abstract Expressionism, 

New Image Painting and precedents in Pop painting, it developed as a reaction against the conceptual 

art and minimal art of the 1970s. Neo-expressionists returned to portraying recognizable objects, 

such as the human body (although sometimes in an abstract manner), in a rough and violently 

emotional way using vivid colours and banal colour harmonies. … 
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Jean-Michel Basquiat            From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

 

Born 
December 22, 1960 

Brooklyn, New York City, NY 

Died 
August 12, 1988 (aged 27) 

NoHo, New York City, NY 

Nationality Haitian-American 

Field 
Graffiti, painting, poetry, musician, 

producer 

Movement Neo-expressionism, primitivism 

Jean-Michel Basquiat (December 22, 1960 – August 12, 1988) was an American artist.
[1]

 Basquiat 

first achieved notoriety as part of SAMO, an informal graffiti group who wrote enigmatic epigrams 

in the cultural hotbed of the Lower East Side of Manhattan, New York City during the late 1970s 

where the hip hop, post-punk and street art movements had coalesced. By the 1980s he was 

exhibiting his Neo-expressionist and Primitivist paintings in galleries and museums internationally, 

but he died of a heroin overdose at the age of 27 in 1988. The Whitney Museum of American Art 

held a retrospective of his art in 1992. 
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Basquiat's art focused on "suggestive dichotomies," such as wealth versus poverty, integration versus 

segregation, and inner versus outer experience.
[2]

 He appropriated poetry, drawing and painting, and 

married text and image, abstraction and figuration, and historical information mixed with 

contemporary critique.
[3]

 

Basquiat used social commentary in his paintings as a "springboard to deeper truths about the 

individual",
[2]

 as well as attacks on power structures and systems of racism, while his poetics were 

acutely political and direct in their criticism of colonialism and support for class struggle.
[3]

 

 

 

 

Other types of visual arts: 

Drawing is creating pictures using a pencil, pen or a crayon (=cayon gras) 

Tapestry consists in making pictures on a large piece of cloth using coloured threads 

Engraving consists in printing pictures from a plate on which designs have been cut 

Sculpture is the art of producing works be carving or shaping stone, wood or clay 

Photography is the skill of producing pictures using a camera 
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