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Abstract 
 
The title Speaking Through Paint draws its sense from the comment made by the painter Hans 

Hofmann concerning the importance of the painter to think in the medium: ‘Painters must 

speak through paint – not through words.’  Hofmann suggests that we shift our point of view, 

turning our attention away from thinking in words - to thinking in the medium.  He insists that 

an idea cannot be communicated until it is ‘converted into material terms.’ In an analogous 

statement, the author Paul Carter stresses the importance of thinking in the material stating 

that ‘the matter is not passive … the quality of the material must lend itself to the 

transformation.’ 

 

This paper focuses on the materiality of paint, particularly on the links between the surface 

and the subject represented on it being related to each other. The painter marks the surface to 

elicit recognition, so that we see the surface and see ‘something’ in the surface. Richard 

Wollheim refers to this duality as a distinctive phenomenological feature that he calls 

‘twofoldness’, meaning two aspects of a single experience – not two experiences.  

Throughout the paper, I shall indicate some of the ways in which the feature of ‘twofoldness’ 

is discussed as exemplified in Wollheim’s book Painting as an Art.  

 

According to Wollheim, the twofoldness of ‘seeing-in’ is a distinct kind of perception that is 

triggered off by the right kind of surface in order to experience a certain phenomenology that 

is distinctive about seeing-in.  On the other hand, Ernst Gombrich denies the possibility of 

‘twofoldness’, that is, the viewer’s ability to be aware of the subject as well as the painted 

surface.  He argues that we cannot experience alternative readings at the same time.  

Therefore, in order to test the method, ‘twofoldness’ is applied to the study of work by the 

following three painters whose painting surfaces are right for seeing-in to occur.  

 

A discussion of the work by Mostyn Bramley-Moore, Claude Monet and Michelle Bainbridge 

shows some of the ways in which painters can, and do, exploit ‘twofoldness’. A characteristic 

of their work is that they do invoke, indeed they attract, attention to the marked surface, 

where seeing-in occurs. The painter who uses this method places demands on the viewer to 

acknowledge the surface and the subject. The consequences of the relationship between 
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surface and subject such as, “recognition”, “complications”, “depiction” – are explored in the 

remainder of the paper. 
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SPEAKING THROUGH PAINT: 

THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF STUDIO RESEARCH 
 

INTRODUCTION: 
A RAPPORT BETWEEN THE MEDIUM AND THE SUBJECT 
 

‘Painters must speak through paint – not through words’, observed the painter Hans 

Hofmann. [Hofmann (1959) in Wilkin (2003:11)]  His statement suggests that we shift 

our point of view, turning our attention away from thinking in words to thinking in 

terms of the medium.  Hofmann insists that an idea cannot be communicated until it is 

“converted into material terms.” [Hofmann (1955) in Seitz (1987:10)]  

 

In an analogous statement, the author Paul Carter stresses the importance of thinking 

in the material.  He writes that ‘the matter is not passive … the quality of the material 

must lend itself to the transformation.’ (Carter #177 March 2005 Art Monthly 

Australia)  This notion of thinking in the material or the medium, describes our 

interest: of the surface and the subject represented on it being related to each other. 

What will concern us is the way in which the painter marks the surface to elicit 

recognition, so that we see the surface and see something in the surface.  These ideas 

gave rise to my determination to provide an account of what actually happens when an 

artist paints, and when a viewer looks at a painting.  

 

This account of painting attempts to describe the experience involved in looking at a 

work and seeing something in the work.  I shall discuss the feature of ‘twofoldness’ as 

exemplified in Richard Wollheim’s book Painting as an Art.  I have chosen to 

approach the work by means of twofoldness in large part because of the success one of 

its key supporters Richard Wollheim, has had in analysing art using these very means.  

Throughout the paper, I shall indicate some of the ways in which this method has been 

applied to the study of painting by the writers Ernst Gombrich, outlined in the book 

Art and Illusion, Michael Podro in Depiction, and Michael Baxandall in Patterns of 

Intention: On the Historical Explanation of Pictures and investigate the problem of 

this paper in those terms.  
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Hofmann concerning the importance of the painter to think in the medium: ‘Painters must 

speak through paint – not through words.’  Hofmann suggests that we shift our point of view, 

turning our attention away from thinking in words - to thinking in the medium.  He insists that 

an idea cannot be communicated until it is ‘converted into material terms.’ In an analogous 

statement, the author Paul Carter stresses the importance of thinking in the material stating 

that ‘the matter is not passive … the quality of the material must lend itself to the 

transformation.’ 

 

This paper focuses on the materiality of paint, particularly on the links between the surface 

and the subject represented on it being related to each other. The painter marks the surface to 

elicit recognition, so that we see the surface and see ‘something’ in the surface. Richard 

Wollheim refers to this duality as a distinctive phenomenological feature that he calls 

‘twofoldness’, meaning two aspects of a single experience – not two experiences.  

Throughout the paper, I shall indicate some of the ways in which the feature of ‘twofoldness’ 

is discussed as exemplified in Wollheim’s book Painting as an Art.  

 

According to Wollheim, the twofoldness of ‘seeing-in’ is a distinct kind of perception that is 

triggered off by the right kind of surface in order to experience a certain phenomenology that 

is distinctive about seeing-in.  On the other hand, Ernst Gombrich denies the possibility of 

‘twofoldness’, that is, the viewer’s ability to be aware of the subject as well as the painted 

surface.  He argues that we cannot experience alternative readings at the same time.  

Therefore, in order to test the method, ‘twofoldness’ is applied to the study of work by the 

following three painters whose painting surfaces are right for seeing-in to occur.  

 

A discussion of the work by Mostyn Bramley-Moore, Claude Monet and Michelle Bainbridge 

shows some of the ways in which painters can, and do, exploit ‘twofoldness’. A characteristic 

of their work is that they do invoke, indeed they attract, attention to the marked surface, 

where seeing-in occurs. The painter who uses this method places demands on the viewer to 

acknowledge the surface and the subject. The consequences of the relationship between 
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surface and subject such as, “recognition”, “complications”, “depiction” – are explored in the 

remainder of the paper. 
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As a student of painting, I have noticed that a problem exists where a painter tends to 

focus on the subject, and the painted surface is neglected.  Granted, some paintings are 

successfully resolved in the sense that these two experiences do merge, and all the 

parts of a work relate to each other.  However, the concern is that the two experiences 

are not contributing fully to the experience.  Consequently, I feel that it is imperative 

that we concentrate on the medium and the subject matter, and to investigate how they 

enrich or support one another.  Interestingly, Wollheim points out that the artist has to 

build up a rapport between the two visual experiences, so that one does not merely 

float above the other, that is, one experience is returned to the other. (Wollheim in 

Podro 1998:6) The writer refers to this duality as a distinctive phenomenological 

feature that he calls ‘twofoldness’, meaning two aspects of a single experience. 

(Wollheim 1987:46)  

 

Chapter I examines a selection of my own work from the 2008 doctoral series entitled 

Speaking Through Paint: Moreton Bay Series. I will discuss specific works that 

combine two media – that of the wood medium and the paint medium, in order to see 

how an alliance or rapport has been created with one another. If a rapport is created, 

what are the outcomes for the work? I will introduce the twofoldness of “seeing-in” – 

the perceptual structure that I suggest the paintings rely on. 

 

Chapter II is organised around the notion of seeing-in a painting surface something 

that may, or may not be recognisable.  A good example of seeing-in can be observed 

in the second group of paintings selected from the solo exhibition by the painter 

Mostyn Bramley-Moore at the Brisbane City Hall Gallery in 2002, entitled ‘Tuesdays 

and Thursdays’.  The viewer sees heavily textured, seemingly abstract paintings that 

are, in fact, based on observation.  Bramley-Moore produces the kind of surface in his 

painting, so that when we view his work, ‘an experience with a certain 

phenomenology will occur, and it is this phenomenology that is distinctive about 

seeing-in’ states Wollheim (1987:46).  ‘Bramley-Moore does not set out merely to 

describe the ‘what’ of the scene; he is chiefly interested in the ‘how’ of what he 

represents’, writes Paul Jolly in the painter’s exhibition catalogue. It is the ‘how’ that 

is of interest here.   
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Wollheim’s writings are fundamental to the concept of a duality of perception or 

‘twofoldness’, crucial to the viewer’s experience of Bramley-Moore’s paintings.  I 

argue that twofoldness is necessary for a painter’s depiction that is complicated.  In 

this case, the work generally leaves a lot of information out, and we must find the 

clues or suggestions of things that we might recognise in order to follow the work.  

Jolly observes that, ‘Individual details, colours, spatial relations, proportions are often 

lacking’, and the painter provides us with ‘just enough information taken along with 

the title, to tell us where we are.’  On the other hand, in relation to twofoldness, Ernst 

Gombrich’s argument in his book Art and Illusion (1960:5) and [Gombrich in 

Wollheim (1987:360)], denies the possibility of ‘twofoldness’ by what he calls the 

nature/canvas dichotomy. To Gombrich, ‘twofoldness’ is impossible, that is, to see 

two aspects of a single experience simultaneously.  The author denies the possibility 

of ‘twofoldness’ from the outset with the assumption that the two experiences are 

incompatible.  Gombrich states that ‘we cannot experience alternative readings at the 

same time.’ (1960:5)  I disagree with Gombrich’s position, because ‘twofoldness’ is 

an important key to understanding the dual nature of painting, that is, a synthesis of 

abstract and representational elements.      

 

Chapter III takes as its starting point, the ideas of Michael Podro, whose book 

Depiction (1998) is crucial to our understanding of the business of artistic depiction, in 

relation to the various ways in which painters can, and do, depict subject matter.  It 

would be useful here to examine a painter who depicted the subject and something 

more.  The exhibition of ‘The Belle-Ile Painters: Monet, Russell and Matisse in 

Brittany’, at the Queensland Art Gallery in 2002, provides such an opportunity.  

Within this third group of works by the painter Claude Monet, the discussion is 

organised around the rapport point between the medium and the subject.  We look at 

the conditions of depiction and how our recognition is sustained in a distinctive way in 

depiction.  

 

Chapter IV returns to the method most fully articulated by Michael Podro, to throw 

more light upon my own working methods, particularly in relation to that of Claude 

Monet with reference to his Haystacks series in the 1890s. The fourth group of 

paintings that will be examined are my earlier works that are based on a respect for 

surface, emphasising the process by which the canvas is covered.  I will discuss the 
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works in relation to Monet.  Using these paintings with reference to the method of 

Podro, the question is asked: what benefits arise for the painter and the viewer where 

representation and abstraction coexist and support one another?  

 

CONCLUSION: 
THE BENEFITS OF TWOFOLDNESS 
 
Throughout the conclusion, I shall indicate some of the benefits of the method of  

‘twofoldness’ as outlined by Wollheim that will be applied to the study of paintings to 

be considered. The question is asked: what benefits does an awareness of 

‘twofoldness’ have for practitioners and viewers? 

 

The analysis of the pictorial elements in the works of each painter, I argue, will show 

the paintings to rely on the same perceptual structure: the ‘twofoldness’ of ‘seeing-in’.  

We see the surface, and we see ‘something’ in the surface, that are, it must be stressed, 

two aspects of a single experience, not two different experiences. 
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I 

MATERIAL THINKING: 

    THE ALLIANCE OF MEDIA 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

This thesis arose from the reflections on paintings that address us in various ways. I 

will begin the discussion by examining work from the doctoral show entitled: 

Speaking Through Paint: Moreton Bay Series.  In this series, I attempted to explore 

the expressive nature of two media - interwoven with an experience of place, with 

regard to my approach to the motif.  The work in the show comprised panels of 

Queensland red cedar (roughly 23cm x 12.5cm or 9” x 5”) painted with the medium of 

gouache. The nature of the supports employed for the paintings refer to the work of 

the Heidelberg School painters and their famous 9 by 5 exhibition which was held in 

Melbourne in 1889.  The video accompanying the show was recorded at dawn in 

Scarborough on the Redcliffe Peninsula in 2008.  It was filmed and edited by Erik 

Roberts.   

 

The exhibition of a large number of small paintings formed an installation of a 

sustained investigation of the site chosen for the subject. I will look at a selection of 

these works that combine the wood medium with the paint medium, in order to see 

how an alliance or rapport has been created with one another.  If a rapport is created, 

what are the outcomes for the work? These points will be developed below. 

 

1.  Beginning: Choosing a Subject 

 

From the beginning, decisions had to be made about the choice of subject matter.  I 

was drawn to the sea, and started a series of work that depicted beach scenes around 

Redcliffe - focussing on the wave structures and rock formations of Margate and 

Scotts Point (figs. 1, 2), the mudflats at Sandgate (figs. 3, 4) and the eroded red cliffs 

of Scarborough (figs. 5, 6). Early morning and overcast settings are a matter of 
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preference, but there was an artistic challenge in these choices.  I chose to paint subtle 

lighting and evanescent effects based on a palette of muted tones over primary 

colours, as opposed to harsher light - shown in the preference for dawn over midday 

sun (fig. 7), or overcast days over clear days (fig. 8).  

 

  

  

 

 

 

fig. 1   fig. 2 

fig. 3 fig. 4 

fig. 6 

fig. 5 

fig. 7 
 

fig. 8 
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In one way, the Moreton Bay Series shows my desire to return to nature, to capture the 

way it may have been prior to the human development of the place.  The decision to 

avoid human-made structures and objects such as jetties, boats, buildings and so on, is 

evidence of this idea.  Further, I have experienced consciously the way the eye 

inevitably focuses on the human figure, and I deliberately challenged this habitual 

reaction by removing figures, so that interest is concentrated on place.  Therefore, the 

work is void of figures, without the distraction or disruption to the scene that these 

may bring.  By using this strategy, I also felt that I could conjure up a mood of some 

kind: perhaps one of melancholy or quietness.  Interestingly, in relation to these ideas, 

John Smith wrote:  

… tension is underpinned by the spectators (sic) gradual realisation of the 
significance that there is no human subject in any of the paintings whatsoever.  
The result … has a strangely unnerving counterpoint of a sense of lonliness (sic) 
for the spectator as the eye begins to almost search these bare landscapes … for 
some kind of human company.  (John Smith, personal communication, 10 
October, 2008). 
 

The function, then, of the landscape was to provide me with a view of the world for 

contemplation; a place that I could attempt to understand and empathise with, and 

draw close to.  However, both the place and the genre of landscape painting were 

unknown to me, so a few questions were asked: “What view do I select for each 

painting?”  “How will these views be painted; what mood will they be in, and will 

they relate together as one piece?”  “Will the number of smaller scale paintings work 

in relation to the subject matter?”  The answers were found through beginning a 

painting, with the aim of creating an alliance or rapport between the nature of the 

wood supports for the intended work and the quality of gouache. 

 

2. The Wood Medium 

 

The wood shares organic properties with paint.  The wood splits and bends; the 

gouache is creamy and delicate. Each piece of wood has its own irregular texture yet 

with a specific dimension; these determine the approach to the subject matter.  Put 

boldly, the wood tells me what to paint.  For example, how much of the wood do I 

want to reveal from panel to panel?  A scene might be understated that reveals the 

warmth of the wood support (fig. 9), perhaps fragments of wood can be seen through 

the paint (fig. 10); a work may be developed to the point that the wood is concealed 
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(fig. 11).  Some supports provide an edge that is crooked and not exactly square, while 

other surfaces have an uneven texture, adding resonance to the paint layer (fig. 12).  

Canvas or paper supports, by contrast, are flat and symmetrical. They lack the textural 

properties inherent in the medium of wood.  The addition of clear pastel primer to 

achieve a more stable surface results in a slightly milky, paint layer: grittier and more 

permanent than without the primer, wood contrasts are not concealed.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

The comments by Terry Batt indicate how the series was enhanced by using wood as a 

support for the work in the exhibition: 

… The paintings collectively created a resonance within the gallery space despite 
their individual scale … the small scale of the individual paintings created an 
engaging and intimate relationship with the viewer.  On first inspection they read 
well collectively and the balance between the vertical, square and the horizontal 
format was sensitive and intelligently considered upon close inspection. The 
installation context gave over to a sensual experience between colour and 
surface.  These elements were enhanced by the use of Queensland Red Cedar 
panels as a support for those paintings, creating a rich and earthy relationship 
between colour and form. (Terry Batt, personal communication, 4 October, 2008)

 

 

 

 
fig. 9 fig. 10 

fig. 11 fig. 12 
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Like other painters who prefer to work in a medium without the surface quality of 

sheen or gloss, I followed a path which led from oil paint to gouache. This medium 

has a characteristic dry texture, which gives the work a chalky quality.  There is a 

comparison to be found with this quality of surface in painting; the most obvious is 

with the works by Eduoard Vuillard, which have the same tactile surface. This 

comparison is justified and validated by Batt who stated: ‘… I was reminded of the 

organic nature of many of the supports [Vuillard] used for his own paintings, such as 

cardboard, the intimate scale of his paintings and his sensibility and facility with 

surface quality.’   (Terry Batt, personal communication, 4 October, 2008) 

 

Similarly, I choose to work in an awareness of the small size and organic nature of the 

supports combined with the dry texture of the medium, in composing a work.  In 

relation to composition, my concerns are centred around what can be left out of a work 

purely for the sake of visual interest. In order to sustain the interest of the viewer and 

to create a harmonious balance between implicit and explicit ideas in a large suite of 

works, the size of the works vary in relation to the depiction of different scenes.  For 

example, the small square formats depict the edge of the shoreline, whereas, the 

horizontal and vertical formats depict the landscape.  Therefore, several paintings are 

more descriptive while others appear abstract – the term I prefer to use is ‘abstracted’ 

because of the presence of subject matter, even in the most seemingly abstract works.  

 

An example of ‘abstracted’ work can be seen in a group of three paintings (figs. 13-

15).  Figure 13 shows the exclusion of all detail but the pure geometry of the elements 

of the edge of the shoreline.  A number of calligraphic brushstrokes in white, cobalt 

blue, yellow and red ochre, raw and burnt umber, as well as grey which is a 

combination of those colours, were used to indicate the interactions between shore and 

sea.  I continued to explore the idea of understating the subject, by concealing a wave 

gradually coming into the shore as if shrouded in an atmosphere of mist or fog (fig. 

14).  The nuances of colour are sometimes so delicate as to be imperceptible at first 

sight, but they convey an intimacy of observation quite different from the paintings of 

the shoreline. 

3. The Paint Medium  
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In (fig. 15), an area of light suggests the silky reflective water that seems to fill the 

space above the simplified form of a wave and the damp shore in the foreground.  The 

overall sensuousness of the painting seems almost abstract, because one comes to see 

the depictions simplified into three areas of colour.  However, the composition that 

appears ‘abstracted’ is a vehicle of more acute observation.  It is interesting to note 

that when one or more of these works are placed near a more descriptive work; the 

painting is made more replete through the addition of other work. Using this method, 

the depiction has been elaborated on, or extended upon, for a fuller experience of 

place. (figs. 14, 8 and 13). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In relation to small, understated paintings, Smith observes that: 

My experience of landscape artists making plays upon the interrelatedness of 
medium and image is that they have generally concentrated on relatively thick 
use of paint; and primarily large or even heroic, oil paintings.  [The] quite 
unusual strategy of gradually drawing the viewer into the discourse with small, 
sustained thinly painted works plays on a delicate understating of [the painter’s] 
position that captivates the audience.  (John Smith, personal communication, 10 
October, 2008)      

  

What are the implications for the viewer when a work is understated? How can a work 

be understood if detail is left out?  How we view a work will be developed below.      

 

 

   
fig. 13 fig. 14 fig. 15 

  

 

fig. 14 fig. 8 fig. 13 
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4. Conclusion: The Perceptual Structure 

 

In this series, thinking in the material of wood and paint requires a viewer to develop 

an ability to see beneath the painted surface, to look beyond the obvious. Optically, 

the wood support is revealed at times through sparse use of paint, and the tendency is 

deliberately counteracted where the wood is concealed by layering the paint.  Further, 

as the number of paintings grows, relations of colour, mood, and size bring about 

differences in approach to the work, and places demands upon the viewer to find 

something that might be recognisable.  

 

Consequently, the analysis of the materials and the pictorial elements given in the 

works, I suggest, has shown the paintings to rely on the perceptual structure, namely, 

the twofoldness of “seeing-in”.  To see-in to a work, might enable a viewer to figure 

out the complexity of its structure, or it can help us to discern how a painter worked in 

a certain way.  If the work is in continual flux because the approaches to the subject 

vary,  I argue, that the notion of “seeing-in” is crucial to a fuller understanding of the 

work, than might otherwise occur.  According to Richard Wollheim, the feature of 

“seeing-in” can only be used when the viewer is aware of the materiality of the 

surface.   In the next chapter, I examine work by a painter whose surfaces are right for 

“seeing-in” to occur.  I will discuss the work by Mostyn Bramley-Moore. 
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II 

TWOFOLDNESS: 

TWO ASPECTS OF A SINGLE EXPERIENCE 
 
INTRODUCTION  
 

In this research essay, the hypothesis is that painting as a dialogue of the abstract and 

the observed involves a duality of perception that produces an experience in the mind 

of the viewer.  The essay will address the paintings of Mostyn Bramley-Moore with 

two methodologies; that of Richard Wollheim outlined in the book Painting as an Art 

and Ernst Gombrich outlined in the book Art and Illusion in order to test the character, 

strengths, weaknesses of the two methods. 

 

To test the hypothesis, I focus on the concept of ‘twofoldness’ as a phenomenological 

feature in the sense of two aspects of one experience; an important key to 

understanding the dual nature of abstraction that is characteristic of Bramley-Moore’s 

work. Throughout the essay I give my reasons for preferring the account of 

twofoldness advocated by Wollheim, but dismissed by Gombrich as an impossible 

theory of visual perception. 

 

Paul Jolly writes in Bramley-Moore’s exhibition catalogue (2002) that the works are: 

‘narrative paintings, not in the sense of telling a story, but more by way of embodying 

the relevent facts about something. And the ‘something’ that Bramley-Moore is 

interested in is an experience.’  With reference to the quotation, what exactly are these 

‘relevent facts’ about something, that relates to an experience? 

 

1. Richard Wollheim:  Two Aspects of a Single Experience 

 

According to Wollheim, mark, surface and edge are the facts of the matter, that 

produce a seeing-inexperience.  A duality of visual perception occurs with an alliance 

of seeing the marked surface and, seeing something in the surface.  Here, we have the 

‘what’ of the scene in relation to the marked surface and, the ‘how’ of the projection 

of a certain experience.  Jolly states that ‘he is chiefly interested in the ‘how’ of what 
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he represents.’  In other words, how is an experience conveyed  by Bramley-Moore?  

Is ‘seeing-in’ evident in the work?   

 

Consideration of a painting like Bramley-Moore’s Garden (1987) (fig. 16), should 

clarify the point. Bramley-Moore’s arrangements of shapes and colours act as 

opportunities for the artist to play variations on yellow/yellow green, violet, blue-

violet and so on.  Deep space is barely suggested, the drawing is sketchy.  The 

important feature of the work is this: the colour moves backward and forth in the 

pictorial space.  The composition of (fig. 16) requires the viewer to see some planes of 

colour in front of other planes and that we see something in the surface that may or 

may not be recognisable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 16   Garden, Mostyn Bramley-Moore, 1987, oil on canvas  (170cm x 150cm) 
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Wollheim refers to this duality as a distinctive phenomenological feature that he calls 

‘twofoldness’; meaning two aspects of a single experience. Wollheim (1987:46) 

comments: ‘When seeing-in occurs, two things happen:  I am visually aware of the 

surface I look at, and I discern something standing out in front of or (in certain cases) 

receding behind, something else.’  

 

It is worth noting that Wollheim chose Hans Hofmann’s painting: Pompeii (1959) (fig. 

17), in order to show what he meant by ‘twofoldness’; the ‘something else’ in 

painting.  Consequently, a brief discussion of Hofmann’s philosophy of painting is 

necessary to determine how duality of perception works in abstraction in relation to 

Bramley-Moore’s work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

fig. 17 Pompeii, Hans Hofmann, 1959, oil on canvas (214cm  
x 132cm)   
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2. The Nature of Abstraction 

 

I argue that both Hofmann’s Pompeii and Bramley-Moore’s Garden are genuine cases 

of seeing-in, and both cases relate to the twofoldness classification as outlined by 

Wollheim and, to Hofmann’s philosophy of painting.  First, however, it is important to 

clarify if Bramley-Moore’s work is abstract.  Is it a ‘Touch of the abstract’ written in 

the caption by the arts reviewer Phil Brown in the Brisbane News (2002:27) in relation 

to the Garden painting and the works entitled The Origin of the Coconut (1997) (fig. 

18), and I Swim with Sharks (1995) (fig. 19)?  Brown refers to Jolly’s catalogue essay 

and comments that the works: 

…mix abstraction and rudimentary figurative art…the figurative in these paintings 
hints at, rather than depicts, actual figures.  So the palm tree in The Origin of the 
Coconut is more of an outline and suggestion than the real thing and the shark in I 
Swim with Sharks is more a childish outline and motif than a real representation.  

 

In other words, at the core of the artist’s pictorial approach is the recognition of 

subject by its narrative content and, this remains so even when the subject is radically 

transformed through abstraction.  To understand this apparent synthesis of dualities in 

the nature/abstract dichotomy, I refer to Hans Hofmann’s “Laws” of painting. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
fig. 18 The Origin of the Coconut, Mostyn 
Bramley-Moore, 1997, oil on canvas (185cm  
x 150cm) 
 

 
fig. 19   I Swim With Sharks, Mostyn Bramley-
Moore, 1995, oil on canvas (101.5cm x 91cm) 
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3.  Hans Hofmann:  The “Laws” of Dialectics 

 

Consideration of the brief statement by Bramley-Moore is particularly significant to 

the nature/abstract dichotomy:  ‘People often think of me as an abstract painter but I 

don’t think I am.  I am like a narrative painter – I like to tell stories’ (Bramley-Moore 

in McLean 2002:4).  As a response to the artist’s comments and with regard to the 

laws of dialectics, in his essay, Irving Sandler writes in Goodman (1990:77) that 

Hofmann taught three interacting factors: ‘… nature and its laws; the painting as a 

medium with its inherent abstract qualities; and the artists own psychological and 

spiritual, intuitive, and imaginative “feeling into” both nature and painting.’ 

 

Therefore, in both Hofmann’s and Bramley-Moore’s pictorial approaches, nature is 

the starting point, that is, some reference to visual reality for even the most seemingly 

abstract compositions. Here, Hofmann’s philosophy of nature in abstraction is applied, 

whereby, each canvas is to be an arena in which the opposites vied: nature and 

abstraction. (Goodman 1990:70) 

 

4.  Ernst Gombrich: Impossibility of Twofoldness 

 

According to Wollheim’s notes (1987:360), Gombrich denies the possibility of 

‘twofoldness’ by what he calls the nature/canvas dichotomy.  To Gombrich, 

twofoldness is impossible, that is, to see two aspects of a single experience 

simultaneously.  Gombrich gave an example of the writer Kenneth Clark’s viewing of 

a Velazquez and, Clark’s subsequent inability to be aware of the subject as well as the 

painted surface.  Gombrich (1960:5) states that ‘we cannot experience alternative 

readings at the same time.’  It is important to recognise that Gombrich’s argument 

relies on models used by perceptual psychologists that could trigger reactions based on 

minimal configurations: patterns that reversed themselves, inkblots and so on.  

Michael Podro (1998:7) made that point succinctly in his book Depiction and 

articulates how Gombrich searched for a ‘rational explanation of the mental 

mechanisms underlying depiction by assimilating them to other models of 

psychological effect.’  
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While these models show us the kinds of optical effects experienced in relation to 

perception, the crucial point is this: the effects are in isolation.  In such cases Podro 

writes (1998:8): 

… we do not expect them to be absorbed into some larger configuration or to be 
transformed by substructures within its components; and the contrast with 
depiction holds even if we take demonstrations not of single transformations but 
of seemingly endless instability. 

Undoubtedly, in both Garden and Pompeii, these paintings differ from psychologists’ 

models in relation to some structure within each painting.  To accommodate the sense 

of an illusion, the sense of an internal structure must not be lost.  Podro states that ‘one 

aspect [is] given meaning by another, one feature transformed by its’ relation to 

another …’ (1998:8) 

5. Abstraction: Exploitation of Seeing-in 

When we now turn to Garden, a paradoxical manner of painting is revealed: a 

dialogue of the abstract and the observed (observation includes a relation of colour 

planes to other colour planes).  The figurative title of the painting is the embodiment 

of contradiction; it places demands upon the viewer to experience representational art 

that is abstract. 

Arguably, correct perception of the work is characterised by twofoldness because the 

painting involves attention to the marked surface and, the spectator seeing something 

in the surface.  The integration of the surface and seeing-in the surface allows two 

aspects of a single experience to occur simultaneously.  Bramley-Moore works within 

this important framework.  In Jolly’s words: ‘… the ‘something’ that Bramley-Moore 

is interested in is an experience.’ 

CONCLUSION 

The phenomenological account of ‘twofoldness’ which I favour, and which I have 

been pushing in this essay, roots meaning in perception – the ability to experience 

alternative readings at the same time to the surface and subject, which, when it finds 

an outlet in the activity of painting, will induce in the mind of the viewer a related 

experience.  But and this is the big question on which everything that I have said 

depends – ‘how’ does an artist project a certain experience?   
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I find myself in agreement with the principal claim by Wollheim, that the key to 

understanding an abstract painting like Pompeii involves the attention to the marked 

surface where seeing-in occurs to produce an experience in the spectator.  Wollheim’s 

theory of seeing-in is the key to understanding work based on paradox and duality; the 

nature/abstract dichotomy.  Hans Hofmann’s philosophy of nature in abstraction is 

consistent with Wollheim’s notion that abstract art is representational and abstract.  It 

is worth noting that, if there are certain abstract paintings that are representational; for 

example: Garden and Pompeii, and the work does invoke attention to the marked 

surface, then it is plausible to think that seeing-in occurs.  On the one hand, the marks 

on the canvas transform themselves into an experience, supporting the notion of a 

duality of perception.  On the other hand, Gombrich’s argument partially lacks 

plausibility because twofoldness is denied from the outset with the assumption that the 

two experiences are incompatible. 

What marked the phenomena of ‘twofoldness’ was that the painterly effects were 

experienced as occurring in our perceiving and in the object perceived.  The depiction 

elicits an effect in us which is combined with what we know is there - the material 

surface.   
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III 

COMPLICATIONS OF DEPICTION 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The title that I have chosen for this essay: ‘Complications of Depiction’, draws its 

sense from the various ways in which painters can, and do, depict subject matter.  In 

this essay I will continue the examination of the business of artistic depiction. I will 

base my inquiry into the nature of depiction on the methodology of Michael Podro 

outlined in the book Depiction.   In order to test the strengths and weaknesses of the 

method, a study of works by an artist who responded to a particular place, looks at the 

various ways of depicting it.  Based on those works, the hypothesis is that, in the 

character of the artists’ depiction, there exists a rapport between the medium and the 

subject.  

 

I will turn to Podro’s discussion that examines the nature of depiction to find answers 

to the questions:  What are the conditions of depiction?  Within those conditions, how 

is recognition sustained?  I will attempt to find answers to these questions through a 

study of Claude Monet who depicted the island of Belle-Ile.  It is argued that there is 

something that we recognise which is extended and transformed beyond mere 

appearance.  There is the subject, and something more.  We look at the way ‘the 

conditions of representation, the medium, and the psychological adjustments the 

painting invites, become absorbed into its content.’ (Podro 1998:2)  In the case of 

Monet, this is bound up with an outward attention to things as they are and an inward 

reference to subjectivity made explicit in the painter’s claims that what he painted was 

his sensation. 

 
The present chapter arose from the reflections on the paintings of Belle-Ile that 

address us in various ways.  Monet attempted to find meaning through the expression 

of the medium interwoven with an experience of place, in his approach to painting the 

motif.   We could surmise that Belle-Ile symbolised the painter’s desire to return to 

nature as an escape from the chaos of human society.  The isolation of the place is 

evidence of this idea and the subsequent choice of motif, that might enable the painter 
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to experience an unfamiliar place and perhaps paint in a different manner in order to 

capture a sense of place.  The function, then, of the landscape was to provide the 

painter with a view of the world for contemplation. This “contemplation” entails an 

act of selection for each painting ‘taking a particular scene or aspect of life as it 

unfolds before one and empathising – knowing, understanding, feeling it as a part of 

one’s own experience.’ (Awakawana 1977:30)  

 

In an analogous statement,  Monet wrote to his friend Gustave Cailebotte concerning 

the depiction of Belle-Ile that: ‘I had to get my bearings but I am beginning to 

understand this landscape and what to extract from it.’ [Monet (1886) in Russell 

(2000:68)]  The word ‘extract’ is of interest here.  It indicates that his engagement 

with the subject involves a continuous adjustment as he scans the subject and his 

painting for suggestions on how to proceed. What is at issue is not how Monet 

conveys the look of the subject; rather, how recognition – the way in which the painter 

and the viewers of the work, relate to the world – functions in a distinctive way within 

depiction. As a consequence of the subject matter that is being understood and 

explored in different ways, our recognition is extended in new and complex structures 

of its own.  It is a matter of clarifying certain notions connected with perceiving 

painting – like the notion of depiction, of recognition, of the synthesis of the surface 

and the subject, and seeing how they relate to each other in the practice of painting.  

  

At this stage, we need to refine our question concerning the broad conditions of 

depiction.  How do we use our imagination in response to what comes into view in a 

painting?  How can we describe the mesh between imagining and the use of our 

capacities for recognition?  What is it in the case of Monet’s Belle-Ile paintings that 

constitutes the mesh? 

 

We will now consider the work of Monet, in order to discuss how the painter’s marks 

elicit recognition by which he focused attention on certain elements in his works and 

endowed them with expressive qualities. There are four elements of the mesh that we 

will discuss between imagining and the use of our capacities for recognition: line, 

texture, brushmarks and colour. 
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 Line, Texture, Brushmarks and Colour 

(i) Line 

There are a range of marks and approaches that elicit recognition - these include line, 

texture, brushmarks and colour.  Podro (1998:13) asks us to proceed with caution to 

ensure that these aspects are offered without interrupting their interdependence and 

their absorption in our synoptic view, our sense of the subject emerging within the 

painting.  In this context, the elements that we will discuss are not isolated but are 

mutually related so that the works are made more replete.  

 

The most obvious elements determining the appearance of the subject emerging within 

the painting are the numbers of seemingly separate but interrelated lines that are 

drawn in paint. Working as Monet did by building his representations from an 

accumulation of lines, whose individual existence almost always remains visible to 

one degree or another, he kept that unique quality of each line to the fore.  In Monet’s 

Port-Goulphar (1887), and Cave at Port-Domois (1886), (figs. 20 and 21), we 

recognise the forms of rocks and the forms of waves in the linear composition of the 

painting.  We imagine that the lines form a recognisable shape of a rocky coastline, 

supported by lines that help us imagine the sense of movement of the waves.  Podro 

(1998:9) succinctly states that ‘The line connects shape to movement … shape and 

movement become projected onto each other, so that recognition takes on a structure 

that has no equivalent outside depiction.’  

 

As in the paintings of Belle-Ile, the quality of the line that depicts the movement of the 

waves may itself be something we only imagine, and only come to imagine by virtue 

of the structural representation of the rock’s shape.  Monet set up complicated 

relations between the rocks and the waves ‘allowing the subject to emerge in the 

accumulation of the marks.’ (Podro reviewing Lucien Freud, Times Literary 

Supplement, June 28, 2002)  What this shows us is that Monet’s linear ability was 

used in the cause of the greatest possible intensity, and he does so in a few ways: by 

the quality of the drawn line, by the quality we imagine the line as having by virtue of 

the subject it depicts, but also by the complexity of the linear composition itself. 
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fig. 20  Port-Goulphar, Claude Monet, 1887, oil on canvas (81cm  
x 65cm) 

 
fig. 21   Cave at Port-Domois, Claude Monet, 1886, oil on canvas (65cm x 81cm) 
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(ii)  Texture 

In the synthesis of the paint surface and the subject there is a similar situation to that 

of line.  We do not simply see the rock formations or the movement of the waves 

depicted in the surface, but the texture of the surface central to the depiction.  For, just 

as the drawn line was not a matter merely of miming the wave’s motion, so the quality 

of the line must lend itself to the transformation of the subject.  We find the texture of 

impasto set against linear areas with its layers brushed into each other as well as over 

each other.  Monet frequently built his brushstrokes into varying thicknesses of 

impasto from repetitive strokes and dabs of thick paint to heavily encrusted lines. ‘The 

paint is dragged, scumbled, or loaded onto the canvas … touch after touch is 

superimposed, sometimes a long brushstroke is dragged over dry paint in such a way 

as to pick up the new colour on the raised grain of the dry impasto, giving a broken, 

crumbled appearance.’ (Dunstan 1983:48)  Consequently, one simply cannot view a 

work as a smooth, continuous surface - evident in Monet’s earlier work  Headland of 

the Heve River at Low Tide (1865) (fig. 22), rather, we have a rough, ‘broken’ or 

discontinuous surface, that is a common characteristic of the Belle-Ile paintings.   

Monet complicates his depiction through heavily textured paint surfaces that gives us 

a sense of visual density into which we look: we see the surface, and we see 

something in the surface.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 22   Headland of the Heve River at Low Tide, Claude Monet, 1865, oil on canvas (90.2cm  
x 150.5cm) 
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(iii) Brushstrokes 

Monet showed an interest for the potential of the medium to express how he felt about 

the place that he depicted; for example, the painter wrote: ‘I have to make tremendous 

efforts to work in a darker register and express the sinister and tragic quality of the 

place …’ [Monet (1886) in Kendall (1989:121)] However, our concern is not how 

Monet translated particular emotional effects or moods that we find in one painting of 

Belle-Ile as opposed to another, but of an expressiveness that arises from the nature of 

depiction as considered so far in relation to the application of the brushstrokes.  In 

order to clarify the sense of expressiveness in relation to Monet’s brushstrokes, I shall  

discuss the writer whose remarks on painting are most pertinent for our present 

argument - Michael Baxandall. 

 

In the book Patterns of Intention, Baxandall (1985:62-63) observed that a static notion 

of intention, to which the final painting either more or less conforms, would deny an 

encounter with the medium and would deny a great deal of what makes paintings 

worthwhile.  Baxandall outlines that there are two slightly different sorts of intention: 

the static notion of intention to which the final painting more or less conforms; and the 

numberless sequence of developing moments of intention to which the picture is liable 

to be a continually developing and self revising one.  Monet scans the subject and he 

scans the painting for suggestions on how to proceed - as his experience of the subject 

advances, so does his experience of painting.  It becomes evident that in the character 

of  his depiction the fact that this is a record of sustained perceptual and intellectual 

engagement with the object of representation as he reworked and sometimes 

completely repainted works from Belle-Ile in his studio at Giverny.  We can conclude 

that Monet’s intention is not static – it is continual flux.  Therefore, we can surmise 

that the subsequent brushstrokes are modified by the previous brushstrokes, and this 

procedure is repeated during the activity of painting.   

 

 In relation to this method of working, Baxandall (1985:62) stated: 

Cezanne had said, and Picasso later quoted him … as saying, that every 
brushstroke changes a picture.  The point they were making was not that a 
finished picture will look different if even one brushstroke is removed or 
changed.  They meant in the course of painting a picture each brushstroke will 
modify the effect of the brushstrokes so far made, so that with each brushstroke 
the painter finds himself addressing a new situation. 
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For instance, if we consider Cave at Port-Domois (1886) (fig. 21) the addition of a 

new colour such as alizarin crimson in the depiction of the recesses of the rocks, can 

modify the relationships and the character of the previously placed colours; and 

because of the simultaneous presence of these elements this effect is very powerful in 

the final work.  Baxandall (1985:62) states that ‘in painting … the total problem of the 

picture is liable to be a continually developing and self-revising one.  The medium, 

physical and perceptual, modifies the problem as the game proceeds.’ In an analogous 

statement, Podro (1998:8) defines this notion as ‘… some structure within the painting 

such that we perceive one aspect given meaning by another, one feature transformed 

by its relation to another and that these are relations we can find and re-find …’  The 

sense of Monet’s process, of contemplation, of reworking, of refinement, is important 

to our enjoyment of the painting and also to our understanding of how the work 

evolved and changed from one series to the next.  

 

When Monet says, ‘I am beginning to understand this landscape and what to extract 

from it’, he means, I submit, that he has come to take as a matter of course that 

painting itself is an act of exploration and discovery.  He does not know exactly how 

the completed painting will look, rather, he watches the subject that seems to arise in 

the matiere of paint under his hands and assume a life of its own.  ‘The whole vexing 

question of what we mean by “intention”, observed Ernst Gombrich (1960:301), ‘and 

how far we are ever in control of our movements is in a state of flux.’  

 

(iv)  Colour 

In the synthesis of the paint surface to colour, there is a similar situation to that of 

texture. The painter’s use of thickly applied strokes of colour that are dispersed across 

the canvas, weld the surface into a unity.  The colours often harmonise with one 

another, and the viewer feels compelled to scan the canvas to catch glimpses of a 

colour that is repeated elsewhere.  However, he emphasised that colour is relational; 

not just in terms of adjacent contrasts, but in terms of the total effect of luminosity 

reflected from the surface.  These colours often modify each other, for instance, in 

Cave at Port-Domois (fig. 21) strokes of alizarin crimson painted in the recesses of the 

rocks can take on a red-brown appearance heightened by the intense blue-green sea, 

similarly,  a stroke of vermilion red placed near a brown tone at the top of the rock 

structure can appear orange.  Concerning the psychological impact of colour on the 
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viewer, William C. Seitz (1983:67) observes: ‘One must realize … that the total 

colour effect of the painting – though the essential character of its relationships can be 

said to endure – is also in flux.’  The colour structure within the painting allows us to 

perceive one colour transformed by its relation to another, one colour given meaning 

by another, and these are relations we can find and re-find. (see Podro 1998:8)   

 

2.  Repletion and Extension   

 

While these examples show us how various elements of the medium’s material and 

procedure may be recruited in order to elicit recognition – it may also be utilised to 

make our grasp of the subject more replete and extend our recognition. Podro 

(1998:26) states: ‘Repletion and extension are essentially related to each other, two 

aspects of how recognition keeps itself going.’  Monet pursued the subject through the 

medium but at the same time he utilised the subject in the cause of the imaginative 

project of depiction.  For instance, landscape provides an opportunity for exercising 

imaginative use of colour.  We gain a hold on the sense of depiction as having its own 

sense of purpose through the way that Monet depicted light through colour, in what he 

called the “enveloppe” of interactive coloured light.  The painter stated that ‘I realize 

how much I have to work in order to capture what I am looking for: “instaneity”, 

above all, the same enveloping light spread over everything.’ [Monet in Holmes 

(2001:112)]  Interestingly, the writer Charles Stuckey (1995:9) made the observation 

in Claude Monet 1840–1926: ‘… this transparent enveloppe was the most complex, 

poetic, and animating component of visual reality.’  We find that when the paintings 

are presented together, the colour-saturated enveloppe constantly transforms how and 

thus what we see.  In this sense, colour enhances the vividness of imagining rather 

than undermine it. 

 

We could argue that the Belle-Ile works extend the original goals of Impressionism 

from a glimpse of reality to a sustained engagement with the motif.  The rapport point 

between the two experiences of the medium and the object of representation is 

different from previous modes of depiction - leading to productive complications of 

the artist’s depiction. Within Monet’s experience and that of the viewer, an adjustment 

would have to be made concerning the rapport between the materiality of the surface 

and the subject that interact and have been transformed.    
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One painter who failed to make an adjustment in relating the surface to the subject in 

Monet’s Belle-Ile work is Camille Pissarro.  The problem is revealed in a letter to his 

son Lucien Pissarro. He wrote that it is ‘an incomprehensible fantasy … absolutely 

incoherent.’  Such heavily textured paint surfaces puzzled him: ‘their aspect is 

evidently decorative, but instead of refinement, their roughness is accentuated.’ 

[Pissarro (1887) in Prunster (2002:21)]   Pissarro’s puzzlement illustrates the point in 

Podro’s argument, as outlined by Richard Wollheim, that the surface and the subject 

need to be held together in an awareness of the rapport between these two visual 

experiences. [see Wollheim in Podro (1998:6)]   In the case of Pissarro, he is aware of 

the subject but is forced to acknowledge the painted surface that seems to dominate his 

response to the painting.  He experienced an incompatibility between the attention to 

the surface and subject. In this case, one experience is not returned to the other and 

becomes incoherent in the mind of the viewer.   

 

3.  Sustaining Recognition 

 

On Podro’s view when we view paintings it involves ‘a continuous adjustment as we 

scan the work for suggestions on how to proceed and for confirmation or 

disconfirmation of our response.’ (1998:vii)  He opens up a truism that we may not 

have fully appreciated: the fact that recognition is a distinct kind of perception.  We 

are alerted to the notion that recognition itself is triggered by our capacity to recognise 

through difference, and to be aware of a difference, in addition to the intention to 

imagine what we recognise within it.   Podro states in Depiction (1998:5): 

At the core of depiction is the recognition of its subject, and this remains so even 
when the subject is radically transformed and recognition becomes 
correspondingly extended; it remains so, not because we seek the subject matter 
despite the complications of painting but because recognition and complication 
are each furthered by the other, each serves the other.  

 

The painter’s complication of depiction as Podro has described it, shows how 

recognition and complication are essentially related to each other: two aspects of how 

recognition is sustained.   

 

Within those conditions of depiction, how is recognition sustained?  The answer that 

Podro (1998:7) gives us, draws our attention to the fact that when we look at a 
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painting, ‘alterations occur within us not within it.’  This idea has complicated the 

notion of depiction because we are alerted to the function of our own perceptual 

mechanisms – in relation to painting, our interest is in imagining.    

 

CONCLUSION  

 

This account of depiction roots meaning in perception which when it finds an outlet in 

the activity of painting, highlights a distinction between optical effects and the way 

that the imagination is engaged.  A line was drawn between two distinct purposes, 

between demonstrating how painter’s marks elicit recognition and imaginative seeing.  

One implication of the difference is that our engagement with painting depends on 

certain elements in the surface that elicit recognition.  The question on which 

everything I have said depends on ‘how do painter’s marks elicit recognition and 

imaginative seeing?  I find myself in agreement with the principle claim by Podro, that 

the key to our engagement with painting involves our attention to the mesh between 

imagining and the use of our capacities for recognition.  We have found that     

although depiction elicits an effect in us, it does not follow that it is experienced as 

separate from what we know is there – the material surface. 

 

According to this account of depiction, having our attention drawn to the material 

characteristics of the painting does not necessarily disrupt our imaginative seeing.  

However, in relation to Monet, the disruption of the depicted image is caused by the 

painter imagining what exists between himself and the motif.  His greatest interest was 

to paint the air that surrounds the objects – which he could only imagine.  In the case 

of Pissarro, what he recognised within the works, its imaginative content, is sealed off 

from his comprehension of the represented object that is literally in front of him.  

Further, Pissarro’s account excludes his capacity to see the subject take on qualities it 

can have only in depiction.  At the very least our interest in how things appear in 

painting is related to how they appear in a way that is distinctive in painting.   For 

Baxandall, there is a compatibility between the interest of depiction as it has been 

characterised so far and the notion of intention.  In this account, the procedures of 

painting and the notion of intentional flux are interdependent.  This interdependence is 

evident in the claim that with each brushstroke the painter finds himself addressing a 



 29 

new situation.  It is plausible to think that the works are a record of an intention that is 

in continual flux, and not a static notion of intention. 

 

The concern of this chapter has been to discuss how depiction utilises vision in the 

work of the imagination.  Eliciting recognition requires a multitude of factors 

including the materiality of the surface, the use of the medium, and our own 

psychological adjustments.  Such imagining is not restricted by our views about the 

world; rather it is how our recognitions can sustain and expand themselves to take on 

the painter’s contemplation of the world - how it was understood by the painter and 

what was extracted and elaborated upon.  We learn to make adjustments, as we scan 

the painting - paying attention to its elements and gestures - connecting them for a 

fuller engagement with the work within our own experience.          
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IV 
 

ABSTRACTING THE SUBJECT 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter continues the examination of artistic depiction.  Chapter I is organised 

around the duality of perception called ‘twofoldness’ which involves the viewer’s 

being aware of the subject as well as the painted surface.  Chapter II looks at the 

relationship between the medium and the subject.  What is at issue in this chapter is 

not how the painter conveys the look of the subject; rather, it is how recognition 

functions in a distinctive way within depiction. The present chapter returns to the 

method most fully articulated by Michael Podro in order to throw light upon my own 

working methods, particularly in relation to that of Claude Monet with reference to his 

Haystacks series in the 1890s. 

 

In order to test the strengths or weaknesses of the method, a study of my work in 

relation to the paintings of Claude Monet, looks at the various ways of extending yet 

sustaining the viewer’s recognition of the subject matter. I discuss the way in which 

abstract elements are worked into my representations that initiates a partnership 

between the two categories of painting. This point will be developed below. 

 

The aim of the chapter is not to discuss the complex development of some of the ideas 

of the painter Monet; rather, it is simply to observe some of the conceptual shifts made 

by him which I have picked up and developed.  Put boldly, Monet did something 

which I found useful.  This is bound up in an interest in Monet’s ability to hold the 

subject in mind without miming it; to leave things implicit.   

 

We can now return to the method of Podro in order to find answers to the question: 

what benefits arise for the painter and the viewer where representation and abstraction 

coexist and support one another?  It is around this question that Abstracting the 

Subject has been constructed. 
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1. Abstracting the Subject 

 

(i) Monet and Kandinsky: The Implicit Object 

In the last chapter, it was observed that Monet’s work at Belle-Ile involved an  

emphasis upon texture and surface qualities that had repercussions for the viewer.  It 

was observed that one viewer had problems with comprehending the work: the painter 

Camille Pissarro.  He was puzzled by the roughness of the surface, that he felt was 

accentuated at the expense of the subject.  Nevertheless, Monet continued to work on 

the surface qualities of his work in the next series entitled Haystacks (1890-91).  

Wassily Kandinsky too was initially puzzled by what he saw in Monet’s work but 

unlike Pissarro who found the Belle-Ile work confusing, Kandinsky found the stacks 

intriguing and commented: 

  I found  this  nonrecognition painful … I had a dull feeling that the object was 
lacking in this picture.  And I noticed with surprise and confusion that the picture 
not only gripped me, but impressed itself radically upon my memory … And 
albeit unconsciously, objects were discredited as an essential element within the 
picture. [Kandinsky (1901) in Podro (1998:23)]    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
fig. 23  Stack at Sunset, Claude Monet, 1891, oil on canvas (60cm x 100cm) 
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Who today, familiar with reproductions of the works of the Impressionists could miss 

the object in one of Monet’s haystacks?  Yet it is quite understandable that Kandinsky 

should have done so used only as he was to “realistic paintings”.  ‘Previously I knew 

only realistic art … Suddenly, for the first time I saw a ‘picture’. That it was a 

haystack, the catalogue informed me.  I could not recognize it …’ wrote Kandinsky. 

[Kandinsky (1901) in Moffett (1984:144)]  [According to a few writers, the work by 

Monet that Kandinsky viewed is more than likely the Stack at Sunset (1891) (fig. 23) 

shown in Moscow in the 1890s and the Munich Seccession in 1900.  The date remains 

uncertain.] 

 

Podro leaves out of the quotation a sentence by Kandinsky that I found useful to a 

fuller comprehension of what is meant by the implicit object.  Kandinsky wrote: 

‘What was entirely clear to me was the unsuspected power of the palette, which had 

up to now been hidden from me …’ [Kandinsky in Overy (1969:48)] Paul Overy 

observes that: ‘Kandinsky apparently saw in these works not only the liberation of 

colour but also its power to dissolve the object.’ (Overy 1969:48)  Later Kandinsky 

stated: ‘From the unconsciously intended effect of painting on the painted object, 

which can dissolve itself through being painted, derived my ability to overlook the 

object within the painting.’ [Kandinsky in Overy (1969:48)]  The simple consequence 

of these ideas would be shown in later work (see fig. 25) whereby forms are beginning 

to be simplified through his use of colour and line that leaves the objects, implicit.  

‘What is left unexpressed is more important than what is expressed in this aesthetic of 

the implicit, this art of understatement’ observed Michel Lacoste in Kandinsky 

(1979:24). 

 

Upon consideration of Kandinsky’s early work around 1900, for instance, Rotterdam 

(1904) (fig. 24) we see that it is representational: it is an attempt to come to terms with 

Impressionist tendencies. In the crucial years that followed, his move to abstraction 

can be seen in Improvisation 26 (The Rowers) (1912) (fig. 25); the rowers are left 

implicit.  In the case of Kandinsky, Podro (1998:23) concludes: ‘The nonrecognition is 

not an absence of the search for recognition but assumes it’… [that reveals] …‘how 

the confusion was also charged with an excitement that he sought to retrieve.’  
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fig. 24  Rotterdam, Wassily Kandinsky, 1904, oil on canvas (23cm x 31.7 cm) 

fig. 25 Improvisation 26 (The Rowers), Wassily Kandinsky, 1912, oil on canvas (97cm x 
107.5cm) 
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Interestingly, in relation to the paintings of haystacks, Monet observed: ‘For me, it is 

only the surroundings which give value to my subjects.’ [Monet (1891) in Moffett 

(1984:145)]  His assertion that the subject was virtually inconsequential would prove 

problematic for the viewer.  It is plausible to think that Monet’s interest in his 

ostensible subject of the haystack was secondary: his primary interest is in the real 

subject - the atmosphere.  Therefore, the question is asked: how did Monet build up 

the rapport between the two visual experiences - of the real subject and of the abstract 

qualities such as line, texture, brushmarks and colour?  The point will be developed 

below.  

 

2.  Representation and Abstraction  

   

(ii)  Bainbridge and Monet:  An Art of Understatement  

Not unlike Kandinsky, I took from the paintings by Monet an interest in the problem 

of his representations that suggest, rather than describe things. The notion that his 

work can appear ‘abstracted’ is of interest to me, in that abstracted painting can still 

represent the external world.  The Stack at Sunset (fig. 23) is demonstrative of Monet’s 

abstracted work that I chose to develop.  I understood in relation to the work he had 

‘an ability to select and leave out, to hold the subject in mind without miming it - the 

wit to leave things implicit’ [that] ‘allows the viewer to imagine what is left 

underdetermined.’ (Podro 1998:150-151)  

 

I extracted from Monet’s depiction, the idea of atmosphere through colour in a relation 

with objects that are left implicit and modified it, towards my own intention and into 

my own world of representation.  Here, I wanted to grasp these qualities evident in 

Monet’s paintings, which was more than just depicting the ostensible subject.  For 

instance, in the depiction of a Queen Street building - Queen Street Refurbishment 

(1999) (fig. 26) the dissolution of form in and around the buildings creates an 

atmosphere or mood of some kind - doubling to soften harsh vertical outlines while 

giving imaginative extension to the object that the painter depicts.  On the other hand, 

in the case of a West End building - Mr Money Bags (2000) (fig. 27), we see the work 

becoming more extreme in the breakdown of the structure of the building into 

simplified forms and colours, that allows the viewer to imagine what is left out so that 
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the work ‘maintains a fluid boundary between the explicit and implicit, what is 

manifest and what is inward.’ (Podro 1998:151)   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 26  Queen Street Refurbishment, Michelle Bainbridge, 1999, gouache 
on wood (23cm x 13cm) 
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fig. 27  Mr Moneybags, Michelle Bainbridge, 2000, oil on canvas (110cm x  90cm) 
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The last two paintings represent the point of simplifying representational elements to 

their essentials. I show a greater interest in the possibilities of line and colour to depict 

form, revealing even further than previous work that drawing and painting are not 

separate categories.  Hence, drawing in paint plays a major role in my compositions.  I 

settled on an apparently simple set of the pictorial elements, and these elements were 

so deployed as to set up a complication of my painterly concerns that involved the 

mutual coexistence of abstract elements and representational elements within a work.   

After giving up the representation of subject mater to some extent to focus more on 

the medium, I set up flat areas of colour against or within which lines were given play.  

These defining lines can have many variations – thin, thick, long, short, scumbled, 

gestural and so on, but these lines can also represent something.  The variation of lines 

in the The Wheel Room (S.S. Forceful) (2003) (fig. 28) can become separate from their 

representational function, by combining each line into a structure of its own.  Each 

line is woven into this structure that combine to form geometric shapes that still have 

associations with realism.  

  
At the extreme limits of this method of working, we find a painting entitled The Oil 

Lamp (fig. 29) where the drawing in the composition is so carefully controlled that the 

slightest hesitation would throw it off balance.  An object literally appears in an 

accumulation of short painted dashes, where delicacy of feeling comes through the 

controlled placement and fragility of line.  In the aesthetic of the implicit to which I 

adhere, this work is an art of understatement - concerned with what is left unexpressed 

that is more important than what is expressed. (see Lacoste p.24)   Podro succinctly 

summarises my concerns that interest me: ‘Scrutiny of the subject is crucial for most 

representational painting but it is not necessarily dominant in the completed work: 

sometimes it is simply a starting point for invention and elaboration.’ (Podro in a 

review for Lucien Freud, Times Literary Supplement, June 28, 2002) 
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fig. 28   The Wheel Room, Michelle Bainbridge, 2003, oil on canvas (170cm x 
110cm) 
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fig. 29   The Oil Lamp, Michelle Bainbridge, 2005, oil on canvas (60cm x 30cm) 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The concern of this chapter has been to sketch out how representation and abstraction 

enrich and support one another in depiction that utilises perception in the work of the 

imagination.  The examples given of three painters, however different, ‘seized on 

painting’s complication of recognition while disengaging it from what had been and 

would continue to be its central imaginative potential.’ [Podro (1998:27)]  For 

Kandinsky, the centrality of representation was a crucial part of the painting being as 

he was only used to realistic painting. In Monet’s painting of a haystack, he 

experienced a disruption of the depicted image that was caused by his giving value to 

the imaginative surroundings of the object and not the object itself, therefore, in 

Kandinsky’s mind the object seemed to be lacking. What he recognised within the 

work was not the ostensible subject of the haystacks but, the real subject of 

atmosphere, having his attention drawn to the abstract qualities of paint.  Kandinsky’s 

account includes his capacity to retrieve the notion of the implicit object in his later 

work that constituted to the development of abstraction.  

 

In my case, I found Monet’s work useful in relation to his ability to leave things 

underdetermined or implicit. What I recognised within his work was the real subject of 

atmosphere - the centrality of representation was not a crucial part of the painting, 

because of my awareness of abstracted work. There exists a compatibility between the 

ostensible subject and the real subject in Monet’s depiction whereby, formal relations 

do not replace subject matter but extend it to make the visual experience more replete. 

I suggest that the question of representation and abstraction is not one of separate 

categories; it is a duality or a synthesis.  We can experience the connection between 

the surface and the subject; however, we cannot observe where one turns into the 

other, as I work in a continuum.  Here, the concern is to return the experience of the 

medium with its inherent abstract qualities to the object of representation, constantly 

seeking a rapport between the two experiences.  Therefore, I exploit twofoldness in 

the sense that the viewer is invited to look at the surface and to see something in the 

surface for a fuller engagement with the painting.   
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CONCLUSION: 

THE BENEFITS OF TWOFOLDNESS 
 
Throughout the conclusion, I shall indicate some of the benefits of the method of 

‘twofoldness’ as exemplified in Richard Wollheim’s book Painting as an Art that will 

be applied to the study of paintings considered so far.  The question is asked: what 

benefits does an awareness of ‘twofoldness’ have for practitioners and viewers?   

 

I will begin with seeing-in.  According to Wollheim, seeing-in is a distinct kind of 

perception that is triggered off by the right kind of surface then  

an experience with a certain phenomenology will occur, and it is this 
phenomenology that is distinctive about seeing-in. The distinctive 
phenomenological feature I call ‘twofoldness’ because, when seeing-in occurs, 
two things happen: I am visually aware of the surface I look at, and I discern 
something standing out in front of or … receding behind, something else. 
(Wollheim 1987:46)   

 

The analysis of the pictorial elements given in the works of each painter, I argue, has 

shown the paintings to rely on the same perceptual structure; the ‘twofoldness’ of 

seeing-in.  The feature of twofoldness depends on the markmaking of the surface.  We 

see the surface, and we see ‘something’ in the surface, that are, it must be stressed, 

two aspects of a single experience, not two different experiences.  In the sense of 

seeing-in as used by Wollheim, seeing-in can only be used when the viewer is aware 

of the materiality of the surface.  [Throughout the conclusion, I usually refer to the 

feature of ‘twofoldness’ as ‘seeing-in’.]  

 

The first chapter shows the alliance of two media – the wood medium and the paint 

medium, interwoven with an experience of place. In (figs. 1 – 15), there was a variety 

of approaches in depicting selected sites in Moreton Bay. For example, some paintings 

are understated that reveal the wood support, while others conceal the wood allowing 

only fragments to show through the paint. This manner of working requires a viewer 

to develop an ability to see beneath the painted surface. When a viewer is aware of the 

materiality of the surface, the feature of “seeing-in” is crucial to a fuller 

comprehension and enjoyment of the work. 
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In the second chapter, the viewer’s perception of Mostyn Bramley-Moore’s Garden 

(1987) (fig. 16) can be characterised by Wollheim’s ‘seeing-in’ that occurs due to his 

heavily worked surfaces that are seemingly abstract, yet at the same time he 

encourages us to see something recognisable in the surface of the painting - an outline 

of a leaf or a patch of earth that make up the subject.  We see the surface, and we see 

‘something’ in the surface, that are, two aspects of a single experience, not two 

different experiences.  Consideration of Hans Hofmann’s painting entitled Pompeii 

(1959) (fig. 17), shows the painting to rely on the same perceptual structure of ‘seeing-

in’.  There is a requirement in viewing both Garden and Pompeii that ‘we see some 

planes of colour in front of other planes, or that we see something in the surface.’ 

(Wollheim 1987:62). According to Wollheim, the viewer’s perception of such 

paintings is characterised by ‘seeing-in’.  

 

In the third chapter, consideration of Claude Monet’s Point-Goulphar (fig. 20) and 

Cave at Port-Domois (fig. 21) shows the connection between representation and 

seeing-in.  For us today in relation to these works by Monet, we can accept the heavily 

textured paint surfaces that give us a sense of visual density into which we look: we 

see the surface and we see something in the surface.  A duality of visual perception 

occurs with an alliance of seeing the marked surface and seeing something in the 

surface.  On the other hand, when Monet’s Belle-Ile paintings were first exhibited in 

the 1880s, the viewers may have been puzzled by these rough surfaces, being as they 

were used to smooth, continuous surfaces of earlier work.  For example, Monet’s work 

entitled the Headland of the Heve River at Low Tide (1865) (fig. 22), is an example of 

these kinds of surfaces in which the connection between representation and seeing-in 

would be unwarranted.  The viewer is aware of the subject and is aware of the smooth, 

polished surface of the painting in which Monet seems to hide his brushmarks.  

According to Wollheim’s notion of ‘seeing-in’, this kind of surface is not right for 

‘seeing-in’ to occur.   

 

Interestingly, in relation to (figs. 20 and 21), Monet offered highly textured surfaces 

that were densely painted.  An example of a viewer who failed to see what Monet was 

offering in these surfaces was the painter Camille Pissarro.  The problem is revealed 

when he wrote that it is ‘an incomprehensible fantasy … absolutely incoherent … 

their aspect is evidently decorative, but instead of refinement, their roughness is 
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accentuated.’ [Pissarro (1887) in Prunster (2002:21)]  Here, a characteristic of the 

work is that they do invoke, indeed they attract, attention to the marked surface, where 

seeing-in occurs.   In the case of Pissarro, he is forced to acknowledge the painted 

surface that seems to be the dominant factor in the work, at the expense, he thought, of 

the subject.    

 

It is argued that Monet’s central interest of painting is in twofoldness - an  ability to 

hold the surface and subject together in awareness.   In Wollheim’s words:  

the artist … who exploits twofoldness to build up analogies between medium 
and the object of representation cannot be thought content to leave the two 
visual experiences in such a way that one merely floats above the other.  He 
must be concerned to return one experience to the other.  Indeed he constantly 
seeks an ever more intimate rapport between the two experiences. [Wollheim in 
Podro (1998:6)] 

 

Pissarro’s puzzlement illustrates the point outlined by Wollheim, that the surface and 

the subject need to be held together in an awareness of the rapport between the two 

visual experiences. [see Wollheim in Podro (1998:6)]  In this case, Pissarro was not 

concerned to return one experience to the other, therefore, he failed to see the rapport 

between them, while simultaneously rejecting the connection between Monet’s 

abstracted work and seeing-in.  

 

The fourth chapter continues with Monet’s paintings in order to throw light upon my 

own working methods, particularly in relation to the Haystacks series of the 1890s 

with reference to the work entitled The Stack at Sunset (1890-91) (fig. 23).  We have 

observed Pissarro’s puzzlement of the Belle-Ile rocks because of Monet’s treatment of 

the painted surface. Monet’s depiction of haystacks also caused confusion in the mind 

of another viewer who proclaimed that he was only used to realistic work - the painter 

Wassily Kandinsky.  On the one hand, Pissarro was repelled by the brushmarks that 

dominated the work at the expense, he thought, of the subject.  He was unwilling to 

make the connection between more ‘abstracted’ work and ‘seeing-in’.  On the other 

hand, Kandinsky was intrigued by the painting of a haystack (fig. 23) even though he 

failed to recognise the object (the stack), that he felt was discredited as an essential 

part of the picture.  Monet’s primary interest is in the real subject of the atmosphere; 

his secondary interest lies with the stack.  In other words, Monet puts more value on 

the atmosphere that is depicted through the abstract qualities of line, texture, 
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brushmarks, and colour, than describing the look of the stack.  What Kandinsky saw in 

the work was ‘not only the liberation of colour but also its power to dissolve the 

object.’ (Overy 1969:48)  He found Monet’s stacks useful for his own work as in time 

he made the connection between abstracted painting and seeing-in.  In Kandinsky’s 

later work, Improvisation 26 (The Rowers) (1912) (fig. 25) the objects are implicit and 

seem to emerge only partly through colour and line.   

 

Similarly, I took from Monet an interest in the problem of his representations that 

suggest, rather than describe things.  The notion that Monet’s stacks can appear 

abstracted is of interest to me, in that abstracted painting can still represent the 

external world.  Not unlike Kandinsky, I exploited the feature of ‘twofoldness’ 

through understating the objects in the painting, so that they are left implicit.   

  

For instance, in the painting Queen Street Refurbishment (1999) (fig. 26) I dissolve the 

form in and around the buildings to create an atmosphere of some kind – doubling to 

soften harsh outlines while giving imaginative extension to the object that the painter 

depicts.  Consideration of a West End building entitled Mr Money Bags (fig. 27) will 

show the viewer that the representational work becomes more abstracted through 

simplification of forms and colours, that allows the viewer to imagine what is left out 

of the picture.  Further, the interior of a boat called The Wheel Room (S.S. Forceful) 

(2003-05) (fig. 28) invites the viewer to see ‘into’ the work, lines that combine with 

each other into some kind of structure that still have associations with realism.  The 

title becomes crucial for an engagement with the work in order to give the viewer 

clues as to what the subject might be. The Oil Lamp (2005) (fig. 29) demonstrates my 

adherence to the aesthetics of the understated or the implicit object for the sake of 

visual interest.  Perhaps the object will remain unknown to us; I feel that this aspect is 

unimportant.  What is important is what is left unexpressed rather than what is 

expressed in the painting, in order to allow the viewer to imagine what is left 

underdetermined.   

 

For the painters discussed, a great strength is achieved though the rapport of the two 

visual experiences - the medium with its inherent abstract qualities and the object of 

representation.  To appreciate the benefits of twofoldness, we need to get clear, first, 

the full scope of seeing-in and, second, the nature of abstracted painting, or the 
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demands that it characteristically makes upon the viewer.  In one respect the examples 

that I have given of seeing ‘something’ in the work that might be recognisable in the 

world (for instance a garden, rocks, stacks, buildings and so on) leads to the viewer’s 

fuller engagement with painting than might otherwise occur.   
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