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Line, Form and Colour
Works from the Berardo Collection
“Inventing the world - Even if we cannot see it,
it may still be real.”
Gerhard Richter
This exhibition focuses on the analysis of a set of
works from the Berardo Collection in which the
artists have made free and creative use of line,
form and colour, elements which are intrinsically
linked to our lives, to all that we see, touch and
feel and can be considered the main building
blocks of abstract art since the beginning of the
20th century.
The onset of photography at the turn of the
19th century made all forms of naturalistic and
imitative painting incongruous and led artists
to debate, question and reject the concept of
art. But the 20th century was not just limited to
debating, questioning and rejecting the concept
of art; it also concerned itself with defining it and
redefining it, testing its possibilities through a
profusion of styles and movements.
Based on four artists represented in the Berardo
Collection – Malevich, Mondrian, Josef Albers
and Ad Reinhardt – this exhibition aims to analyse
abstract art, and the vast range of actions and
expressive possibilities it gave rise to, through
the tension that exists between its various
branches (non-objective, non-figurative, absolute
and concrete).
Abstract art emerged at the start of the 20th
century out of the experimentation of Europe’s
avant-garde movements, which rejected the
Renaissance legacy of the art academies and
used the pure elements of the visual arts – such
as colour, line and geometric form – to create art
in a non-representational and absolutely free
way.
However, it was in the 1940s, in the postwar period, that abstract art truly came to
prominence. Beginning in Paris, from seeds sown
by Dutch, Russian and German émigré artists,
it went on to conquer all of Europe and beyond,
crossing borders, continents and oceans. It
reflected the state of mind of the artists, who
had been profoundly touched and affected by
the shock waves that had buffeted civilisation,
culture and art.

It is in this state of mind, coupled with the
sense of freedom that was rife and the belief in
a universal borderless art, that the triumph of
abstract art in the post-war period lies.
Malevich was the first artist to make a serious
attempt at absolute painting, stripped of any
objective allusion, through the supremacy of
colour and form that would allow us to experience
the pure sensation and dynamic nature of the
artwork. His thinking deeply influenced the work
of such artists as Yves Klein, Manzoni and Robert
Ryman.
For Piet Mondrian, the elimination of the
real and the visible was a philosophical and
transcendental principle achieved through an
aesthetic purity created from the elements
and pure colours. Mondrian and the De Stijl
movement influenced the artists of Action
Painting, monochromatic art, kinetic art, zero
painting and Op Art.
Josef Albers, who was influenced by De Stijl,
explored the extreme reduction of form, which
he realised with great pictorial and technical
perfection. His major paintings, the Homage to
the Square series, painted from 1950 onwards,
clearly show how elementary things are
inexplicable. The sense of insecurity that his
works instil is, without doubt, major proof of the
fallibility of our perception. The combination
of the perceptual possibilities is endless and
our gaze’s inability to identify them is painfully
obvious, both physically and mentally. One
requires enormous sensitivity to capture his
nuances and recognise the originality of his work.
For Reinhardt, painting could only be
conceptualised as the product of a culture at
the edge of the end. His paintings draw close to
zero point, the non-visible. In the 1950s, he only
used one colour, switching from blue to black
and its capacity for endless variation through
the addition of primary colours. A black that
includes all colours, that means everything,
precisely because it is negative, creating an art
that is pure and empty, absolute, exclusive, nonobjective, non-representative, non-expressionist,
independent, timeless and non-subjective.
Today, with the detachment that time affords, we
can conclude that abstract art was not unifying;
it neither abolished beauty nor eliminated
individualism. On the contrary, it gave rise to

myriad expressive possibilities, some of which
we will try to analyse in this exhibition through the
concepts, intuitions and feelings that the artists
explore and that trigger different emotions and
interpretations, thus making them emancipating
and renouncing the messages that are imposed
on us.
The “Zero degree” of painting: Malevich,
Mondrian, Albers and Reinhardt
At the beginning of the 20th century, Cubism
breaks definitively away with the function of
painting as an artistic manifestation defined
by the direct copy of reality. Even though it
still derives its forms from objects, Cubism
holds the internal organisation of a painting as
independent from the external reality that it
seeks to represent. This process would culminate
in Abstraction. In the case of painting, this
resulted in a rejection of its historical function as
a window or mirror in order to establish itself as
an autonomous practice whose value stems from
its intrinsic properties and not from the ability to
represent another object.
In this context of rejection of external references
and depuration of its internal elements, Kazimir
Malevich, Piet Mondrian, Josef Albers and Ad
Reinhardt sought to establish the “Zero degree”
of painting. This was the effort to identify the
essential core of painting – its manifestation
in its purest state – completely freed from
everything that does not directly contribute
to its constitution as painting. Their work was
therefore characterised by an attention to the
basic elements of painting: colour, line, form and
flatness, which they isolated and reduced to the
essential minimum. And if, at first, this exclusion
of the non-essential focused on the internal
aspects of the painting, eventually it spread to
the external format itself. Thus, the recurrence
of the square format emerged as a consequence
of this same process of isolation and reduction.
As an equal-sided rectangle, the square moves
away from the vertical format of the portrait and
horizontal format of the landscape, as there is
no place for either of these genres in a purely
pictorial logic.
Kazimir Malevich associated the “zero degree”
of painting with colour. According to Malevich the
true “non-objective” creation (that is, one that
does not derive from objects) should be based on
colour, used not to describe some other object or

subject-matter but as an end in itself. Based on
these principles, Malevich created Suprematism,
a movement that brought painting to a level
of realism hitherto unknown: a realism of a
chromatic nature, based on the actual material
properties of colour, which are every bit as real as
the mountains, the sea and the sky.
The search for essentiality, not just in painting but
one that underlies all things in the world, led Piet
Mondrian to progressively constrain his formal
vocabulary to a system of primary and neutral
colours, and horizontal and vertical lines. For
Mondrian, the essence of non-narrative painting
should be sought in the combination of its basic
elements into a dynamic equilibrium, i.e. a mutual
offsetting of its forces, expressing the universal
tendency for balance and harmony.
Josef Albers attributed a painting’s ability to
create emotion to the interaction of colour.
Noting, however, that colour is highly unstable
(its perception varies with quantity, light and
the influence of neighbouring colours), Albers
developed a rigorous method for documenting
the chromatic effects. Between 1950 and 1976
(the year of his death), Albers produced over a
thousand paintings of his Homage to the Square
series, each with a different chromatic interaction
based on a matrix of three or four squares. The
neutral and stable shape of the square, together
with the application of pure colours straight
from the tube and applied using a spatula,
allowed Albers to eliminate any trace of gesture
or subjectivity that could upset the chromatic
interaction and introduce instability.
Finally, between 1953 and 1967, Ad Reinhardt
created a series of black paintings which he
called the “ultimate paintings”. These combine
two paradigms of abstraction: the monochrome
and the grid. They are named as such because
Reinhardt conceived them as being the last of
their kind, a logical conclusion to the path that
had been made by Abstraction since the advent
of Cubism. These paintings cannot be perceived
immediately, however. The viewer must engage in
prolonged contemplation, as they comprise three
different shades of black, arrived at by mixing
with red (in the corners), green (horizontal bar in
the centre) and blue (vertical bar in the centre).
Far from exhausting the possibilities of
Abstraction, the radical works of Malevich,
Mondrian, Albers and Reinhardt serve as starting
points which were followed by subsequent
artistic manifestations , confronting painting
with its own boundaries and definitions, while

placing an increased emphasis on the viewers’
perception.

Fernando Calhau
Untitled # 115, 1998
Oil on canvas

Monochrome and Grid
Based on the path opened up by Abstraction,
painting sought ways to assert its independence
from the external space and its specificity
with regard to other artistic disciplines, such
as sculpture. The monochrome and the
grid emerged as radical responses to these
aspirations. If, in general, both concentrate the
painting within the physical boundaries of the
canvas, reiterating its flatness, the creation of the
grid would eventually tend towards the expansion
of the painting beyond its frame, into threedimensional space. This challenge to its material
limits would call into question the very definition
of painting as a two-dimensional medium.
Defined as a painting of a single colour, the
monochrome springs from the dissolution of
the fundamental dichotomy of representation
in painting: the inscribing of a figure against
a background. By uniting foreground and
background, the monochrome eliminates the
illusion of depth, highlighting the fundamental
two-dimensionality of painting, that precedes
any sort of representation. Then, by making them
coincide with the outer edges of the canvas, the

monochrome rejects as well the function of a
screen, which repeats the figure-background
relationship of external space, to turn painting
into a figure in its own right, placed against the
background of the real space it inhabits.
Given its characteristics, the monochrome is
deeply concerned with time: it engenders a
sense of accumulation of present time through
prolonged perception and, paradoxically, of
timelessness, as it renounces any intromission
of worldly influences that would upset its purity.
Artists like Fernando Calhau, Pires Vieira, Ângelo
de Sousa, Yves Klein, Hiroshi Sugimoto and
Peter Joseph, whose work directly or indirectly
alludes to the monochrome, would develop this
double notion of time. This ambivalence also
underscores the idea of the monochrome as
a form that while taking shape in physicality,
whose position at the threshold of the visible
simultaneously points to an overcoming
of the material world and access to a nonpalpable, transcendental, reality. This is why the
monochrome is often associated with elements
that cannot be delimited, such as the night, the
sky or the sea.
Before the 19th century, geometric organisation
was used by representation as a means of
composing and arranging figures in the space
of a painting. In the 20th century, and with the
advent of Abstraction, geometry and the grid (its
ensuing form) became the means of granting
the internal reality of painting autonomy from
external space.
The grid is also ambivalent: if, on the one hand, it
reveals the flatness of the canvas and reinforces
its autonomy, as it is manifestly anti-natural and
thus drives out any trace of representation, on
the other, it is a regular pattern of a potentially
infinite extension and, as such, allows continuity
beyond the confines of the painting itself. This
ambivalence is decisive in understanding the
relationship between the internal image and the
external borders in the works of such artists as Al
Held and Imi Knoebel.
Out of this relationship comes, finally, the
possibility of developing pictorial forms beyond
the two-dimensional limits of the canvas, as
seen in the work of Alan Charlton and John
McCracken. In the latter the vertical plane of the
wall is abandoned– painting’s traditional place
– for the horizontal plane, linked to the threedimensionality of sculpture, making way towards
a disciplinary intermingling beyond traditional
categories.

António Sena
Untitled, 1989
Acrylic on canvas

Line and Gesture
As in the case of colour, the abandonment of
representation would also free line from its
traditional functions of delimitation and definition
of form, so that its intrinsic qualities could be
explored. While, as in the grid, the geometric line
favours composition – dividing and organising
painting’s internal space and the coherent and
significant relationship of the parts to the whole –
the organic line, on the contrary, tends to disrupt
the intrinsic stasis of a painting, by introducing
movement, disorder and dispersion. In this
context, the informal line (i.e. one that does not
define form) and gestural line (i.e. the mark left
by the artist on the support) have the quality of
an autograph, or signature. They hark back to the
unique moment of their creation and are often
imbued with an autobiographical dimension.
This perception of line as a direct means of
individual expression would acquire particular
importance during the artistic movements of the
1940s and 50s, such as Abstract Expressionism
and, particularly, in action painting and dripping
techniques, characteristic of Jackson Pollock’s
work.

Although they coincide in the rejection of
composition, that is, the understanding of the
painting’s surface as a planned space endowed
with an internal hierarchy, Frank Stella, Cy
Twombly, António Sena and Ian Davenport also
however devoid the organic and expressive line
of the autobiographical sense which it is usually
associated with.
Frank Stella’s opus works towards a synthesis
of painting, sculpture and architecture. This
mural, which does away with the architectural
support, defines a curved plane, while remaining
two-dimensional (as its surface lacks depth),
whilst also maintaining a three-dimensional
architectural presence. The absence of a
compositional sense results not only from the
sheer dimension and extent of the piece, and
the impossibility of perceiving it as a whole, but
also from the accumulation and profusion of
elements. The simultaneity of stimuli caused
by the use of computerised graphics, stencils,
fluorescent colours, geometric elements,
irregular polygons and arabesques, decals and
graffiti prevent the establishment of a central
point in the composition, as well as a reference
back to the artist’s psychological dimension.
The autography of Cy Twombly is closer to the
graffiti or inscription that disrupts the purity of the
support than to a gesture as a subjective means
of expression. His mark does not communicate
emotion, nor does it point to an individual
subjectivity. It refers, hermetically, to itself alone.
This is how Twombly separates autographic line
from the autobiographical, contradicting the
fundamental principle of a mark: the inscription
thus becomes, paradoxically, a form of occlusion.
In António Sena’s work, autography connects
painting and drawing in a language that lies
on the threshold of writing. The succession of
marks occurs through a sort of automatism,
which, however, rejects the legibility of writing,
and whose irregularity disrupts the notion of
composition. Sena’s mark therefore alludes,
as it were, to a kind of pre-language state,
that precedes the education of the hand and
the formative aspect of gesture towards the
communicational purpose of writing and drawing.
Taking colour as the constituent material of
painting, Ian Davenport makes use of a sort
of dripping technique which, unlike Pollock’s
own, is devoid of action. Davenport’s process
is simultaneously random and controlled. The
colour scheme is determined by the artist but
the application on the canvas is caused by the

vertical drop of the paint via the action of gravity,
which produces an optical effect.
Implosion and Conflict
Generally speaking, it is possible to identify two
major trends in Abstraction: a geometric trend,
of a rectilinear and planned sort, and an organic
trend, curvilinear, aligned with expression and the
spontaneous and intuitive gesture.
Some artistic practices of the 1960s and 70s
were characterised by the dematerialisation of
the work of art. That is, they criticised the notion
that the sole purpose of art is the production of
objects, prone to enter a consumerist logic. In
that sense, they explored aspects concerned
with the process, action, movement and
ephemerality, employing the body as medium,
material and artistic substrate. The emergence of
Happenings, Body Art and Performance Art also
coincided with the acknowledgement of points
of view that up until then had had little visibility
in the art world, such as those linked to feminist
movements. Although alternative to traditional art
forms, these new practices can be understood
as critical developments of historically received
artistic genres, such as painting and sculpture,
now developed in an expanded field, outside their
traditional supports and interweaved with other
practices and media.
In Ana Mendieta and Bruce Nauman’s
performances for the camera, we may recognize
the vestigial presence of the two trends in
Abstraction mentioned above: the organic and
expressive inclination, in the tracks left by Ana
Mendieta, and the geometrical and structural
inclination, found in Bruce Nauman’s repeated
action around a square. The abstract form is
now directed as a criticism, aimed precisely
at the context of its own origins, dismantling
the very notions that it helped to establish: the
autonomy of the work of Art and the fundamental
separation between artistic disciplines.
Ana Mendieta’s work emerges within a
predominantly male dominated context, whether
we take Abstract Expressionism in particular
or the Modernist tradition as a whole. Using her
own body as both medium and plastic matter,
Mendieta’s ephemeral gesture results in an
abstract image, asserting her particularity not
only as a woman artist, but foremost as a subject,
through the use of a material that is exclusive to
her (her own blood). This work is characterized by

different levels of absence: of an object resulting
from her action, of a body, that leaves behind
some trace of its presence, but also manifesting
a reaction to the general absence of women’s
voices in the production of images of the female
body.
Bruce Nauman’s work often involves the
repetition of monotonous actions, testing both
the artist’s endurance, through the mechanical
repetition of a gesture, and that of the viewer as
well. Engaging in a sort of choreography or dance,
Nauman uses his own body to repeatedly assert
a two-dimensional surface: a square outlined on
the floor of his studio. The action of the artist’s
body is analogous to that of a grid, defining and
mapping a two-dimensional plane.

José Loureiro
Untitled, 2008
Oil and gouache on paper

Abstract art as a repository
In the first half of the twentieth century Abstract
Art broke with tradition by affirming the pure
visuality of painting and abandoning any external
reference. However, by the late twentieth
century and early twenty-first century, the
accumulation of experiences and discourses

around Abstraction have made it precisely what
it formerly rejected: a form which is dense and
laden with tradition.
Abstract Art has therefore realized itself as rich
repository for visual and theoretical references
that may be accessed and reintroduced in
contemporaneity, exploring its contradictions
and allowing for new interpretations to be
added. Innovations such as the readymade have
broadened artistic practices and, consequently,
painting itself. As painting expanded its
disciplinary field, by becoming less limited to a
specific set of techniques or materials, it has
as well deepened its regard towards matters
which were always present: painting’s status as
an object, its relationship with representation
and the tension that it maintains with threedimensionality. In this expanded field, objects that
explore the nature of painting, i.e. those which
talk about painting, by referring to the set of forms
and ideas that make up the history of painting,
to a certain extent emanate something which
is pictorial, effectively asserting themselves as
painting, although they have been stripped of the
traditional supports of this artistic practice.
Adopting a quasi-scientific method, Pires Vieira
has created personal inventories of forms and
colours, which he gathers and keeps in numbered
archives, thus constituting a paradigmatic case
of how objects related to painting may acquire a
distinct pictorial nature and presentation.
Gary Hume uses a formal scheme based on the
circle and rectangle, appropriated from hospital
doors (the porthole window and kick-plate,
respectively). This dimension of readymade is
reinforced by the literal relationship between
material and subject-matter, given that Hume
uses in his paintings the same industrial paints
that are used in doors. My Guernica is one of
the last works from his Door Paintings series,
whose title reveals an element of subjectivity,
autobiography and even emotional engagement,
thus contradicting the self-referentiality and the
depersonalised dimension of his paintings.
Combining traditional and industrial materials
with everyday objects, while developing historical
typologies - such as the column, arch, tomb,
monument and totem - José Pedro Croft’s
sculptures often incorporate pictorial aspects.
In this sense, the boxes (a recurrent motif in
Croft’s oeuvre) tend towards the isolation,
circumscription and definition of an interior
space, separated from the exterior. This aspect
evokes the dimension of a painting as a screen

or frame which, in articulation with the sculptural
materiality and scale, requires from the viewer
a perception that is both visual and bodily,
immaterial and present.
José Loureiro’s work seems, in one sense, to
convey an adhesion to the modernist canon,
while at the same time transgressing it. Using
molds to fix and repeat forms, José Loureiro
creates structural compositions with a
handcrafted quality to it, wherein he valorises
the physicality of the brushstroke, and affirms
painting as an exercise that is simultaneously
intellectual and plastic/manual.
In the context of an object-based work, which
explores the nature of space as a concept
and experience, Fernanda Fragateiro uses
a catalogue of Lucio Fontana to explore the
inherent contradiction of translating three
dimensions into a two-dimensional support,
through printed media. From the work of the
Italian-Argentinian artist, who overcame the twodimensional limitations of painting by introducing
depth, Fragateiro reverts Fontana’s incisions
back to the two-dimensional space.
Noronha da Costa’s reference to Fontana is
combined with an allusion to the Renaissance
painter Piero della Francesca. Separated by five
centuries, both artists explored the nature of the
image in painting, and its relationship with depth:
the illusion of depth, from the world to painting, in
the case of Piero della Francesca, and effective
depth, from painting into the world, as in the case
of Lucio Fontana.
Pedro Cabrita Reis
Although it often takes the form of sculpture and
assumes the scale and materials of architecture,
the work of Pedro Cabrita Reis frequently
pertains to a pictorial tradition.
The title of Cabinet d’Amateur #2 (Stockholm
version) harks back to the old cabinets of
curiosities, private rooms in which, until the
19th century, collections of objects of different
kinds, artefacts and natural elements would
be displayed. These pre-scientific forms of
organisation, somewhere between an archive
and a collection, eventually gave rise to the
modern museum. The cabinet was thus a
space for accumulating information, but also
an attempt to organise and categorise it into
knowledge. In that sense, Cabinet d’Amateur
#2 (Stockholm version) is a sort of epitome of

the forms and ideas that permeated the history
of Modernism, and Abstraction in particular.
Some of its paradigms may be identified, such
as the monochrome and the grid layout, as well
as the notion of painting as a construction, not
just visual but as an actual construction, using
the industrial materials of architecture and the
depersonalized bearing and serialised quality
associated with Minimal Art. Nevertheless, it
still refers back to the tradition of the painted
altarpiece, in its polyptych form, and to the
symbolic function of the window, realised through
the use of elements from architectural façades,
such as glass and aluminium profiles. The use
of materials that have had a prior existence and
function (in this case, elements from the façade
of an office building in Stockholm) also entails
a ready-made dimension, in the sense that
Cabrita Reis appropriates and decontextualises
mundane objects, endowing them with a new
artistic and disciplinary nature.
This work synthesises painting, sculpture and
architecture so to take the form of an installation,
in which the cabinet is conceived of as a space
in which one may dwell in and reflect, as it puts
into relation the memory of different moments in
Abstraction throughout the 20th century.

Pedro Cabrita Reis
Cabinet d’Amateur #2 (Stockholm version), 2001
MDF, iron and acrylic on glass
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