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Abstract: This article explores abstract art as a unique language of form
that transcends representational boundaries, inviting viewers into an
interpretive experience driven by shapes, colors, and textures rather than
literal subjects. Abstract art which developed as a response to realism,
challenges traditional perspectives by emphasizing expression over
depiction. This paper examines the evolution of abstract art from its early
Z0thcentury origins to contemporary forms, analyzing key movements,
influential artists, and the theoretical underpinnings that drive
abstraction. By delving into the elements of form—such as line, color, and
composition—abstract art constructs a visual language that
communicates complex emotions and ideas. The paper also explores
cultural impacts, psychological interpretations, and the diverse methods
artists use to achieve abstraction. The analysis incorporates a range of
tables, graphs, and charts to highlight stylistic trends, cultural reception,
and formal elements, offering a comprehensive understanding of abstract
art’s evolution and significance.

Keywords: Linguistic Discourse Analysis, Arabic Media, Critical Discourse
Analysis, Ideology, Language and Power, Media Texts, Arab World.

Introduction:

Abstract art emerged in the early 20th century as a radical departure from the realistic
portrayal of the visible world, challenging traditional notions of art as a representation of
reality. Artists like Wassily Kandinsky, Kazimir Malevich, and Piet Mondrian pioneered
this shift, seeking to express emotional and conceptual ideas through form alone. Rather
than depicting landscapes, portraits, or still lifes, abstract artists embraced pure form—
shape, line, color, and texture—as a language that could convey meaning beyond the
literal.

This transition from representational to nonrepresentational art was fueled by a growing
interest in psychology, spirituality, and the exploration of subjective experiences. Abstract
art thus became a new visual language that conveyed the intangible, offering viewers a
space for personal interpretation. This article provides an in-depth analysis of the
principles, movements, and artists that define abstract art. It examines how abstract art has
evolved over time, the theoretical frameworks that underpin it, and its impact on both
artists and audiences. Through visual aids and detailed analysis, this paper seeks to uncover
the communicative power of abstraction and its ability to transcend cultural and linguistic
boundaries.

16


https://jorlcs.com/
mailto:sara.naveed@uok.edu.pk

Volume: 1 Issue: 2 2024 Journal of Religious, Literature and Cultural

1. The Origins of Abstract Art: Breaking from Realism

Abstract art emerged as a radical shift from realism, aiming to convey meaning through
forms, colors, and textures rather than through lifelike representation. This transition was
spurred by a range of cultural, philosophical, and scientific developments at the turn of the
20th century, challenging conventional artistic practices and pushing the boundaries of
visual expression. Key factors that influenced the shift from realism to abstraction included
the rise of new scientific understandings, like Einstein's theories of relativity, which
questioned traditional perspectives on space and time; the psychological insights of
Sigmund Freud, which emphasized subconscious influences on human perception; and
technological advancements that transformed society's visual experience.

Early Influences: Fauvism, Expressionism, and Cubism

Three early movements played a crucial role in the evolution toward abstraction, each
contributing unique perspectives that would ultimately converge into abstract art:

1. Fauvism (c. 1905-1910)

Fauvism, led by artists like Henri Matisse and André Derain, rejected realistic color and
perspective in favor of expressive, no naturalistic colors and simplified forms. Fauve artists
used bold, vivid hues to convey emotion directly, often disregarding the conventional use
of color to represent the natural world. This approach freed color from its descriptive
function, allowing it to become a powerful tool for emotional expression. Fauvism’s
vibrant palette and emphasis on feeling laid an essential foundation for abstraction by
highlighting color as an independent element of artistic expression.

2. Expressionism (c. 1905-1920)

Expressionism, particularly prominent in Germany, focused on conveying raw emotion and
subjective experience. Artists like Wassily Kandinsky, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, and Emil
Nolde emphasized emotional intensity over realistic depiction, often distorting forms and
using exaggerated colors to evoke moods. Expressionism’s focus on internal experiences
resonated with the psychological theories of the time, encouraging artists to represent inner
realities rather than external ones. Kandinsky, in particular, believed that abstract forms
could express universal emotions and spiritual truths, laying the groundwork for
nonrepresentational art.

3. Cubism (c. 1907-1915)

Cubism, pioneered by Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque, broke away from the linear
perspective and single viewpoint of traditional realism by fragmenting forms into
geometric  shapes. This approach presented objects from multiple perspectives
simultaneously, challenging viewers to see beyond the physical appearance of subjects.
Cubism's analytical nature underscored the concept that reality could be interpreted and
reconstructed in myriad ways, aligning with abstract art's goal to represent ideas rather than
appearances. By deconstructing space, Cubism shifted attention from representational
content to form itself, a fundamental step toward full abstraction.

The Path Toward Abstraction
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The combined influence of Fauvism, Expressionism, and Cubism provided artists with new
tools to explore the expressive possibilities of art. Moving beyond physical representation,
artists began to see color, line, and shape as communicative elements that could convey
deeper truths and emotions. As these movements progressed, artists like Kandinsky,
Kazimir Malevich, and Piet Mondrian developed the first purely abstract works,
completely detaching form from representational subject matter. This shift not only
transformed the purpose of art but also expanded its potential, allowing viewers to engage
with artworks as purely aesthetic or symbolic experiences rather than as depictions of the
material world.

Abstract art ultimately reflects a desire to communicate the intangible, transcending the
limits of realism by offering a visual language rooted in emotion, spirituality, and
intellectual exploration. The foundations laid by early 20thcentury movements provided
abstract artists with a platform to explore these concepts, creating a new form of art that
remains influential and transformative today.

2. Theoretical Foundations: Understanding Abstraction

Abstract art developed not only as an aesthetic movement but also as a philosophical
exploration of the nature of art, reality, and the spiritual. Key theoretical foundations laid
by artists like Wassily Kandinsky and Kazimir Malevich provided a basis for
understanding abstraction as a language of visual expression that transcends material
representation. By focusing on form, color, and line, abstract art aims to convey emotional,
spiritual, and intellectual experiences that are often intangible.

Theories of Abstraction
1. Wassily Kandinsky’s Concerning the Spiritual in Art

Kandinsky’s 1912 treatise Concerning the Spiritual in Art argued that art should reflect the
inner, spiritual experiences of the artist rather than the physical world. He believed that
colors and forms could evoke spiritual states, akin to the effects of music on emotions.
Kandinsky’s theory introduced the idea of art as a direct communication of emotion and
spirit, using abstract forms to conwvey inner truths. His work and writing positioned
abstraction as a means of transcending earthly concerns, creating a visual language that
accesses the metaphysical and the universal.

2. Kazimir Malevich’s Supremacism

Kazimir Malevich, through his concept of Supremacism, pursued “pure feeling” m art,
stripped of any representational content. He argued that art’s highest purpose was to
express pure emotion through geometry, as seen in works like his iconic Black Square.
Supremacism emphasizes the supremacy of artistic feeling over depictions of the material
world, focusing on basic shapes and forms that elicit direct responses from the viewer.
Malevich’s theory aligns with the idea that abstract art can access universal emotions and
experiences without the interference of representational meaning.

Influence of Spiritual and Philosophical Ideas on Abstract Art

The development of abstract art was heavily influenced by spiritual and philosophical
movements of the time. Theosophy, a spiritual philosophy emphasizing the search for
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divine knowledge, resonated with many early abstract artists, encouraging them to look
beyond physical forms. Additionally, the psychological theories of figures like Carl Jung
influenced artists to explore archetypal symbols and the collective unconscious, further
reinforcing the notion that abstract art could tap into universal, shared experiences.

These spiritual and philosophical ideas positioned abstraction not as an abandonment of
reality but as an evolution of art’s purpose. Abstract art, then, became a tool for exploring
nonmaterial dimensions of existence, offering viewers a space for personal interpretation
and introspection.

3. Principles of Abstract Art: Form, Line, Color, and Composition

Abstract art, unlike representational art, communicates through the language of formal
elements—form, line, color, and composition—rather than depicting the physical world.
These elements work together to create moods, evoke emotions, and invite viewers to
interpret meanings personally. In abstract art, each element takes on a heightened
significance, as artists use them to construct images that resonate on an emotional and
psychological level.

The Formal Elements of Abstract Art
1. Form

Form in abstract art often replaces recognizable figures or objects with basic shapes such
as circles, squares, and triangles. The arrangement and interaction of these forms create a
sense of balance, tension, or movement within a piece, allowing the artist to convey
complex concepts. For instance:

Kazimir Malevich used squares and rectangles in his Supremacist compositions, where
simple forms embodied pure emotion and ‘“nonobjective” spirituality. His Black Square
(1915) is iconic in its use of minimal form to express a void, inviting viewers to reflect on
meaning itself.

Piet Mondrian employed rigid geometric forms in his Neoplastic works, using a grid of
vertical and horizontal lines to explore universal harmony and balance, as seen in
Composition with Red, Blue, and Yellow (1930).

2. Line

Line serves as a dynamic tool in abstract art, establishing direction, movement, and
rhythm. Unlike in traditional art, where lines outline objects, abstract artists use lines as
standalone elements that guide the viewer’s eye or evoke feelings.

Wassily Kandinsky used flowing, curvilinear lines in works like Composition VIII (1923),
where the interaction of lines suggested musical rhythms, reflecting his belief that art could
evoke sensations akin to sound.

Joan Mir6 integrated organic lines that appear whimsical and spontaneous, creating
playful, dreamlike compositions that convey subconscious thoughts and emotions, such as
in The Garden (1925).

3. Color
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Color in abstract art is often unbound from its descriptive role, taking on psychological and
emotional significance. Artists use color to set moods, influence viewer perception, and
emphasize relationships within a composition.

Mark Rothko used large, saturated color fields in works like No. 61 (Rust and Blue) (1953)
to create a meditative atmosphere, immersing the viewer in layers of color intended to
evoke deep emotional responses. His color choices encourage introspection and evoke a
sense of spirituality and transcendence.

Helen Frankenthaler, in her Color Field paintings, used thinned paints that soaked into the
canvas, creating subtle, almost fluid colors that emphasize mood and allow for a more
intimate, visceral response to color, as seen in Mountains and Sea (1952).

4. Composition

Composition in abstract art is the arrangement of forms, lines, and colors within the
artwork, shaping the viewer's experience and interpretation. Abstract compositions can
vary from structured and harmonious to chaotic and expressive, reflecting the artist's
intention.

Jackson Pollock revolutionized composition with his drip paintings, such as Autumn
Rhythm (Number 30) (1950). By layering lines and colors in a seemingly random yet
controlled manner, Pollock created a dense web that invites viewers to explore each detail,
conveying spontaneity and emotional intensity.

Agnes Martin used grid-based compositions to create meditative, minimalist works, often
in muted tones. Her compositions, like those in Untitled (1960), emphasize subtle
variations within repetition, fostering a quiet, contemplative experience.

The Language of Abstract Art

In abstract art, these formal elements interact to form a visual language that communicates
without explicit representation. By manipulating form, line, color, and composition,
abstract artists invite viewers to participate actively in interpreting the artwork, engaging
with emotions, ideas, and sensations rather than concrete narratives.

Through these elements, abstract art becomes a language of form that speaks to universal
human experiences and emotions, allowing each viewer to find personal meaning within
the work. This principle of abstraction—a language that transcends boundaries of subject
matter—Ilies at the heart of what makes abstract art enduringly powerful and open to
diverse interpretations.

4. Abstract Expressionism: The Rise of Emotional Intensity

Abstract Expressionism emerged in the 1940s in the United States as a dynamic and
influential art movement emphasizing emotion, spontaneity, and individual expression.
Moving away from representational forms, Abstract Expressionist artists sought to create
works that could convey deep emotional states directly, bypassing the need for literal
imagery. This movement marked a radical shift toward art as a form of personal and
psychological expression, where the process of creation was often as important as the
finished work. Two main approaches emerged within Abstract Expressionism: Action
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Painting, exemplified by Jackson Pollock, and Color Field Painting, seen in the works of
artists like Mark Rothko.

Key Elements of Abstract Expressionism
Abstract Expressionism was characterized by several defining traits:

Emotional Intensity: The movement prioritized conveying intense, often raw emotions,
allowing artists to express their inner experiences, struggles, and existential questions.

Spontaneity and Gesture: Many Abstract Expressionists emphasized the physical act of
painting. Brushstrokes, drips, and splashes became integral to the artwork, capturing a
sense of immediacy and movement.

Scale and Impact: Large canvases were common, creating an immersive experience that
invited viewers to engage emotionally and physically with the artwork.

Nonrepresentational Forms: Abstract Expressionists abandoned recognizable forms in
favor of abstraction, freeing viewers from predefined interpretations and inviting personal
responses.

Key Artists and Their Contributions
1. Jackson Pollock

Jackson Pollock revolutionized painting with his “drip” technique, in which he poured or
dripped paint onto a canvas laid on the floor, moving around it in a dynamic, almost
dancelike process. His approach, seen in works like Autumn Rhythm (Number 30) (1950),
emphasized spontaneity and the physicality of painting, making the act itself an integral
part of the art. Pollock’s style captured an unfiltered, visceral energy, allowing viewers to
experience his emotional and psychological state through the chaotic yet controlled
layering of paint. This technique embodied Action Painting, where the gesture became the
content of the work, symbolizing raw creativity and individual freedom.

2. Mark Rothko

Rothko’s contributions to Abstract Expressionism took a different approach, focusing on
color fields rather than physical gesture. In works like No. 61 (Rust and Blue) (1953),
Rothko layered large, soft edged blocks of color to create a meditative, atmospheric effect.
His intention was to evoke an emotional response that transcended verbal explanation,
drawing viewers into a contemplative experience that bordered on the spiritual. Rothko’s
work exemplified Color Field Painting, emphasizing color as a means to explore and
communicate profound emotional and existential states. The simplicity and subtlety of his
compositions encouraged viewers to confront their feelings, offering a space for
introspection.

3. Willem de Kooning
De Kooning’s style blended figuration with abstraction, using aggressive brushstrokes and
bold colors. In works like Woman | (1950-1952), he merged abstract forms with

representational elements, creating powerful, often unsettling depictions of the female
figure. His technique combined the spontaneity of gestural abstraction with a visceral
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representation of emotion, resulting in works that are both expressive and ambiguous. De
Kooning’s work demonstrated how Abstract Expressionism could encompass a range Of
approaches, each reflecting the artist’s psychological state and conveying emotional
complexity through layered, textured surfaces.

The Legacy of Abstract Expressionism

Abstract Expressionism not only reshaped the art world but also redefined the role of the
artist, positioning the artist’s personal experience and emotional expression as central to
the creative process. The movement encouraged the viewer’s active engagement,
transforming art from an object to be observed into an experience to be felt. The emphasis
on spontaneity, emotion, and nonrepresentational forms laid the groundwork for later
movements like Minimalism, Conceptual Art, and contemporary practices that continue to
prioritize process and personal expression.

By focusing on artists like Pollock, Rothko, and de Kooning, Abstract Expressionism
demonstrates how art can transcend the representational, offering viewers a direct, often
profound encounter with emotion and individuality. Through bold innovation and intense
personal expression, these artists forged a new path in modern art, one that continues to
influence and inspire to this day.

5. Geometric Abstraction: Order and Rationality in Form

Geometric abstraction developed as a contrasting approach to the emotional intensity of
Abstract Expressionism, emphasizing order, structure, and rationality over spontaneity and
subjective expression. Artists like Piet Mondrian and Kazimir Malevich used clean lines,
precise shapes, and a limited color palette to convey a sense of harmony and universal
beauty. Rather than using art to explore individual emotions, geometric abstractionists
sought to distill reality into essential forms, using geometry to represent timeless principles
of order and balance.

Examination of Geometric Abstraction
1. The Pursuit of Universal Harmony

Geometric abstractionists were often influenced by philosophical and spiritual ideas that
emphasized unity, balance, and order in the universe. The movement’s strict forms and
limited color schemes reflect a desire to find purity and universality within visual
language. By stripping art down to its basic elements, geometric abstraction sought to
transcend cultural or individual experiences, aiming for a universal aesthetic that could
communicate beyond personal emotions.

2. Contrast with Abstract Expressionism

While Abstract Expressionism celebrated the artist’s subjective experience and used
spontaneous, gestural techniques to convey emotion, geometric abstraction prioritized
clarity, precision, and control. Artists like Mondrian and Malevich believed that art could
reach higher truths by removing personal expression and instead focusing on universal
ideals. This approach created a visual language grounded in rationality and order,
providing an alternate path for abstraction that appealed to viewers seeking calm, balance,
and intellectual engagement.
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Case Studies of Key Artists
1. Piet Mondrian

Mondrian, one of the pioneers of geometric abstraction, developed a style known as
Neoplasticism, which used only vertical and horizontal lines and primary colors (red, blue,
and yellow). His compositions, such as Composition with Red, Blue, and Yellow (1930),
reflect his belief that art should strive for purity and balance. By using a grid structure,
Mondrian created an aesthetic of harmony and order, symbolizing a balanced world. His
approach represented an idealized form of reality, striving for universality by removing any
trace of individual expression.

2. Kazimir Malevich

Malevich’s work, particularly through his Supremacist movement, similarly embraced
geometric abstraction as a path to spiritual purity. His Black Square (1915) is one of the
most iconic examples of geometric abstraction, reducing art to a single, monochromatic
form devoid of any representational content. Malevich believed that geometry could
express pure feeling and transcendence, with the simplicity of shapes like squares, circles,
and crosses representing ultimate truths. His emphasis on nonobjective forms provided a
meditative experience that invites viewers to contemplate the essence of being.

This table highlights the distinctions between geometric and expressive abstraction,
showing how each approach emphasizes different aspects of the abstract art experience.
Geometric abstraction is more cerebral and structured, prioritizing universality and
balance, while expressive abstraction is deeply emotional and individualistic, emphasizing
freedom and personal expression. Both approaches, however, contribute uniquely to the
language of abstract art, offering diverse pathways for viewers to engage with and interpret
nonrepresentational art..

6. Color Theory in Abstract Art: Beyond Representation

In abstract art, color serves as a fundamental communicative tool, liberated from the
constraints of representing real-world objects. Instead, artists use color to evoke emotions,
create atmospheres, and convey psychological states directly to the viewer. This focus on
color as an expressive element allows abstract artists to communicate through visual
experience, connecting with viewers on an intuitive, often subconscious level. By
manipulating color intensity, contrast, saturation, and temperature, abstract artists build
emotional landscapes that resonate without relying on identifiable subjects.

Role of Color in Abstract Art

Color in abstract art does not merely serve to decorate or describe; it embodies the core of
the artwork’s meaning. Artists use color to convey everything from calmness to mtensity,
from spiritual transcendence to existential crisis. Abstract artists often experiment with
contrasting hues, gradients, and saturation to create dynamic or meditative effects, guiding
the viewer’s emotional response. The abstraction allows color to transcend literal
representation, enabling viewers to interpret the art through personal experiences and
emotions.

Psychological and Emotional Effects of Color Choices
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1. Mark Rothko

Rothko’s Color Field paintings, such as No. 61 (Rust and Blue) (1953), use large, soft
edged blocks of color to create immersive visual experiences. Rothko’s choice of deep
reds, blues, and blacks invites viewers to confront feelings of introspection, melancholy, or
contemplation. His paintings are often intended as meditative spaces that provoke personal
reflection. Rothko believed that color could access profound emotional states, using it to
evoke the sublime—a sense of awe mixed with existential questioning. His compositions,
dominated by somber and intense colors, draw the viewer into a psychological journey that
bypasses intellectual analysis and engages with the soul.

2. Wassily Kandinsky

Kandinsky, a pioneer of abstract art and color theory, viewed color as a means to evoke
spiritual and emotional resonance. In works like Composition VII (1913), Kandinsky used
vibrant, contrasting colors to suggest harmony, chaos, and the interplay of forces. He
associated specific colors with emotional or spiritual qualities: yellow was energetic and
mtense, blue was calm and meditative, and red was lively and grounding. Kandinsky’s
synesthetic approach—his belief that colors, shapes, and sounds could evoke sensory
experiences—underscored his theory that abstract art could act like music, stimulating
emotions and altering mental states. For Kandinsky, color was a direct language of the
soul, capable of expressing spiritual truths beyond words.

Theories and Effects in Color Use
1. Warm vs. Cool Colors

Warm colors (reds, oranges, yellows) tend to evoke feelings of energy, passion, or warmth
and can create a sense of closeness or intensity within a composition. Cool colors (blues,
greens, purples) are often associated with calmness, introspection, or distance, producing a
more relaxed, contemplative atmosphere. Abstract artists utilize these associations to
modulate the emotional tone of their works, drawing viewers into energetic or tranquil
states.

2. High Saturation vs. Muted Tones

Saturated colors convey vibrancy and immediacy, grabbing the viewer’s attention and
creating a powerful emotional impact. Muted tones, on the other hand, suggest subtlety,
introspection, and sometimes melancholy. For example, Rothko’s saturated color fields
create intense emotional experiences, while Agnes Martin’s soft, muted tones evoke calm
and meditation.

3. Contrast and Color Relationships

Artists like Kandinsky employed contrasting colors to heighten visual impact and convey
dynamic interactions between forms. Complementary colors (such as blue and orange)
produce strong contrasts, while analogous colors (like blue and green) create harmony.
These relationships can influence a viewer’s emotional response, with contrasts generating
energy or tension, and analogous schemes offering harmony and balance.

In abstract art, color becomes the primary language, speaking directly to the senses. By
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exploring how color affects mood, spirituality, and perception, artists like Rothko,
Kandinsky, and others redefine art’s purpose as an emotional and psychological
experience. These artists leverage color’s psychological effects to create works that
resonate on a deep, often unspoken level, encouraging viewers to engage with abstract art
as an intimate encounter with emotion and perception. Through color, abstract art
transcends representation, offering viewers a portal to personal introspection and universal
experience.

Dr. Ersin Irk is a scholar in public governance and institutional reform, with research
interests centered on welfare market regulation, leadership in public administration, and
institutional entrepreneurship in developing economies. His work critically examines how
structurally weak subsidy-dependent welfare systems can transition toward legally
autonomous and performance-driven governance authorities. In this study, Dr. Irk employs
a leadership-centered analytical framework, combining longitudinal data analysis with
statutory and operational evidence to demonstrate how institutional design, regulatory
enforcement, and digital performance monitoring can produce durable welfare reform
outcomes even under fiscal constraints and inflationary pressures.

Naveed Rafagat Ahmad is a researcher and policy analyst specializing in artificial
intelligence governance, digital government, and public sector innovation. His academic
work focuses on the responsible integration of emerging technologies within government
institutions, particularly in developing states where institutional capacity and regulatory
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accountability, and ethical safeguards in the deployment of Al systems in public
administration. Through his scholarly contributions, he examines how risk-based regulatory
models, algorithmic  impact assessments, and governance frameworks can help
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Summary:

This article investigates the language of form in abstract art, tracing its development from
early 20thcentury roots to its current influence in contemporary art. By analyzing the
formal elements—color, shape, line, and composition—abstract art offers a communicative
language that transcends representational art. Movements like Abstract Expressionism and
Geometric Abstraction illustrate contrasting approaches to abstraction, highlighting the
diversity within the genre. Visual aids, including graphs and charts, illustrate key trends,
emotional themes, and cultural reception of abstract art across different eras. Abstract art’s
power lies in its abilty to evoke personal, emotional responses, inviting viewers to
participate in the interpretive process.

The findings suggest that abstract art’s visual language remains relevant and continues to
evolve, reflecting a universal human capacity for symbolic understanding. This analysis
encourages a deeper appreciation of abstraction’s role in reshaping art history and its
capacity to connect with viewers on an emotional level.
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