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The works of Ellsworth Kelly have long been categorized as part of the minimalist, hard-
edge painting, and color field movements. Kelly takes his experiences from the natural world and
translates them into abstract works. Audiences tend to search for subject matter and meaning in
art, and thus may not be satisfied with Kelly’s abstracted works that lack physical representation.
However, to gain meaning from Kelly’s art, audiences are required to rely on their personal
interpretations rather than the intent of the artist. Though Ellsworth Kelly’s work is traditionally
viewed as a reinterpretation and simplification of the “ready-made,” the public significance of
his pieces rests not only in their formally minimalist design but also in their physical and
emotional embodiment of the viewer’s space that shifts the focus away from the artist’s intention

and towards the interpretation of the viewer.

Perhaps the most effective way to evaluate Kelly’s color field paintings is through an
analysis of their form. With minimalist works, it is often difficult to fully understand their
emotional impact as the lack of recognizable imagery does not directly tell the viewer how to
feel. Thus, an emotional response towards Kelly’s paintings must be triggered by their simple
formal qualities. In his essay titled “The Beauty of Form and Decorative Art, August Endell
argues for the involvement of the viewer’s eye and its impact on their response. Endell writes,
“...the alert eye will everywhere observe forms of superb, soul-shattering magnificence. This is
the power of form upon the mind, a direct, immediate influence without any intermediary stage,
by no means an anthropomorphic effect, but one of empathy.”! What Endell describes is a way
for the deceptively plain elements of form, especially line, to create an empathetic response
within the viewer. Meaning, minimalist works such as those by Kelly create empathy in the

viewer just as representational art does—a viewer sees themselves in relation to the work, and

! August Endell, “The Beauty of Form and Decorative Art” in Art in Theory, 1900-2000, 2" ed., ed.
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they can fully understand the piece. For example, Kelly’s Blue Green Curve (1972) is a
seemingly plan piece that, through its use of line, color, and form, elicits an emotional response
from the viewer. The piece is an isosceles triangle, with its apex pointing left. It is split in half by
a gently sloped curve, with its lower section painted an emerald green and its upper a cobalt blue.
The key element in this piece is its curve, which presents an interesting implication of
movement. Endell continues, “Whereas during the observation of curved lines there is always
something new to grasp, the straight line always looks the same. As we look our perception is
quickened, and this is accelerated, the further the straight line extends...”? Endell’s arguments
about the nature of curved and straight lines help to better understand the dynamism and
movement we experience when viewing Blue Green Curve. The straight lines of the triangle, as
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well as the triangle’s pointed shape itself, create what Endell calls “’the feeling of speed.’”
While some may argue that the curved line is what creates this sense of motion, the curve
actually slows down the movement of the piece. The straight lines that point to the left, with a
sharp incline, accentuate the speed and directness of the piece, while the curved line presents an
opposition. The curve is softly sloped and evenly proportioned, thus inducing a feeling of ease—
as if a speeding car is gently breaking. These formal elements and their respective emotive
qualities are what allow the viewer to be engrossed in Blue Green Curve. Though the piece lacks
the figurative elements traditionally associated with expressing emotions, its combination of

straight and curved lines create opposition: the piece is propelled forward through its triangular

shape while simultaneously stalled by the central curved line.
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Another central element of Kelly’s paintings is his use of color. His color field works are,
as their classification suggests, extremely reliant on color. Thus, their impact on the viewer is not
only determined by form and line, but also by Kelly’s choice of hues. In his piece entitled
Concerning the Spiritual in Art, Wassily Kandinsky outlines two different effects of color: one
physical, the other psychological. The physical effect, Kandinsky writes, is where “...they eye
itself is charmed by the beauty and other qualities of the color. The spectator experiences a
feeling of satisfaction, of pleasure, like a gourmet who has a tasty morsel in his mouth.”*
Kandinsky asserts that the psychological effect of color is, by contrast, “a more profound effect,
which occasions a deep emotional response...The psychological power of color becomes
apparent, calling forth a vibration from the soul. Its primary, elementary physical power becomes
simply the path by which color reaches the soul.”® Kelly’s Gaza (1956) presents a warm color
palette dominated by hues of red and yellow. The piece is comprised of four joined panels: from
the top, a thinner stripe of orange-red, then a golden yellow stripe of the same thickness,
followed by a thicker, darker yellow block, ending with the tallest stripe of the same golden
yellow. A physical effect of these colors may be warmth or heat. A psychological effect goes
further, as it elicits from the viewer an emotional response purely based on color. Perhaps one
viewer may feel comfort from the warm colors, while another feels excitement by their intensity.
By contrast, a psychological response to the colors of Blue Green Curve may be calmer and

more relaxed, influenced by the work’s cooler palette.

Kelly’s approach to abstraction is simple yet unique. In her essay “Red Green Blue:

Distillations of Memory in Ellsworth Kelly’s Art,” Roberta Bernstein asserts that Kelly’s work is
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derived from his personal experiences and memories, taking physical images and abstracting
them into works of art.® Bernstein writes: “For Kelly form is a means to retrieve his experience
of the transforming nature of vision and the sensory delight and spiritual awareness it can bring.
Even when an image is not directly inspired by a specific visual event, its elements are derived
from perceptions recorded and remembered.”” What Bernstein describes is a level of abstraction
that retains its roots in the representational world. Though Kelly removes all recognizable
imagery from his works, thus creating minimal and abstract paintings, the pieces still preserve
the artist’s personal memories. An example of Kelly’s process is his piece titled Meschers
(1951). Kelly cut up a drawing into 25 uneven rectangles, then randomly rearranged them to
create an abstracted blue and green collage. Kelly then enlarged the collage into a painting. The
process of disintegrating a familiar image (in this case, a drawing) into a reassembled collage
and, later, a painting creates a final product that, at first glance, is undeniably abstract. However,
though the work appears nonrepresentational, it is rather a translation of a memory, experience,
or another representational medium into a work of abstraction. Kelly deprives the viewer of his
ability to immediately understand the subject of his works. The minimalism of his pieces
prevents the use of iconography to analyze them—~because the work offers no symbols, the
viewer cannot use symbols to interpret meaning. Instead, the viewer must rely on their emotional

response to the works if they want to determine their meaning.

Kelly’s paintings go beyond the traditional—though his materials are typical of the
painting medium, the finished work has sculptural qualities. Robert Morris notes that, while

painting has historically concerned itself with illusionism, sculpture consistently presents itself
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literally.® In a similar fashion, Kelly’s paintings do not attempt to illusion the viewer; rather, they
present themselves honestly and concretely. Because Kelly does not directly reference his
original subject matter, and because he removes all representation, his paintings do not offer
recognizable imagery through which to deceive the viewer. Instead, the viewer’s response is
entirely reliant on the paintings’ form, line, and color. Morris continues, describing another
sculptural quality as that of a work’s size. It is through the size of his paintings that we can
understand the physical effect of Kelly’s works. Morris writes that smaller objects have the
quality of intimacy, while larger ones that of publicness.® In this sense, Kelly’s larger works such
as Blue Green Curve and Gaza do not encourage private, intimate relationships between the
work and its audience; instead, they control the physical space they inhabit, including that of the
viewer. Therefore, the emotional response they illicit is heightened. The competition between
speed and idleness present in Blue Green Curve is amplified by the work’s over seven-feet-tall
form. The similarly-sized Gaza maximizes the physical and psychological effects of its color
palette. All intimacy in these works is lost. Not only does the paintings’ size emphasize their
publicity, but the viewer’s emotional response is strongly affected by the works’ physical

embodiment of their surroundings.

Ellsworth Kelly’s color field paintings are deceptively simple. Though they are formally
minimalist in design, his works elicit responses from the viewer based on their physical and
emotional qualities. Kelly’s paintings can be analyzed in several ways: through the viewer’s
emotional response to formal qualities such as line and color, as nonliteral translations of abstract

ideas, and as works with sculptural characteristics. Paintings such as Blue Green Curve, Gaza,
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and Meschers exemplify these concepts. Kelly’s works are best explained through their
minimalist design, as it is in their design that they are able to create meaning by placing
emphasis on elements other than recognizable imagery. His paintings encourage viewer
interaction by consciously replacing traditional subject matter with pared-down form, making
Kelly’s paintings simple yet obliquely impactful. In the words of Donald Judd, “It isn’t necessary
for a work to have a lot of things to look at, to compare, to analyze one by one, to contemplate.

The thing as a whole, its quality as a whole, is what is interesting.”*

0 Donald Judd, “Specific Objects” in Art in Theory, 1900-2000, 2" ed., ed. Charles Harrison and Paul
Wood (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 827.



Ellsworth Kelly, Blue Green Curve, 1972

Oil on canvas, 87 ¥ x 144 Y4 x 2 in. (222.89 x 366.4 x 5.08 cm)
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Ellsworth Kelly, Gaza, 1956
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Ellsworth Kelly, Meschers, 1951
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