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Does Abstraction Have Meaning? 

“What you see is that.” No matter, again, in what sense the 
representative relation is posed – whether the painting is referred 

to the visible world around it, or whether it independently 
establishes an invisible world that resembles itself.1 

 

Michel Foucault’s essay on René Magritte’s paintings – Ceci n’est pas une pipe (1926) and Le Deux 

Mystères (1966) – aims at presenting, in philosophical language, the linguistic problem posed visually 

by Magritte2. While most of the essay discusses the relationship of the painted words and images on 

Magritte’s canvasses, chapter three offers a short but dense consideration of the wider notions: 

“resemblance” and “affirmation” which, for the moment, can be taken as a substitute for the word 

meaning. Foucault’s explanation of the problem of finding meaning in abstract art is given in this 

chapter. Traditionally for art to have meaning, it seems that “resemblance and affirmation cannot be 

dissociated.” However, non-affirmative or abstract art claims to have meaningful content while 

dissociating these concepts. The point of departure from a notion of artistic meaning based on 

“resemblance” and “affirmation” is ascribed, perhaps unsurprisingly, to Wassily Kandinsky who, for 

Foucault, is responsible for the initial “rupture of [the] principle” The following essay will attempt to 

show that abstract art can and does have meaning. To do this it will establish a two tier theory of 

meaning beginning by finding qualities shared by all painting. Presenting this philosophical argument 

alone would be a very dry way of proceeding. The essay will therefore also compare the processes of 

abstraction used by Kandinsky and Wyndham Lewis; in doing this, the intricacies of the theory will 

become clearer. 

Before discussing the art following Kandinsky’s “point of departure”, it is important to 

understand what his art departs from. What Foucault is accrediting to Kandinsky is the initial 

                                                           
1 (Foucault 1983, 34) 
2Magritte’s canvasses and Foucault’s writing focus on a linguistic problem posed by French linguist Ferdinand de 
Saussure whose theory expresses the arbitrariness of the way in which meaning is assigned to linguistic signs whose 
relationship to the objects that they signify is only circumstantial. Saussure points to the fact that the historical bond 
between sign (word/image) and signifier (object in itself) is arbitrary. Magritte’s canvasses are an excellent illustration of 
how these relationships can actually cause a lot of problems for a theory of meaning based upon them. Foucault explains 
what Magritte is attempting to show and helps to clarify a theory of meaning based, not on a sign-signifier relationship, 
but rather a system of meaning that does not require reference or resemblance. Instead, as is seen in the extract above, 
signs get their meaning from the system in which they operate. A more detailed explanation of this can be found in the 
Translator’s introduction to the second edition of (Foucault 1983, 1 - 12). 
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deviation from the assumption that the visual content of art – or the set of iconic signs3 in a work – 

must resemble or refer to objects in the nominal world if it is to express a meaningful sentiment. 

That is, if there is no resemblance to the recognisable external world in a work, then it has no 

meaningful content4. The process of assessing whether a work of art has meaning based on its 

mimesis of the world is traceable back to Ancient Greece. Henry Moore made note of this by 

describing the movement away from representational art as a process of removing the “Greek 

spectacles”. In doing this, he argued that the modern sculptor – and by extension the modern 

painter – was able to “realise the intrinsic emotional significance of shapes instead of seeing mainly a 

representational value.”5  

The tendencies towards abstraction in the first two decades of the twentieth century are 

some of the first deviations from the ‘Greek’ or mimetic paradigm. However, it is important to make 

sure that in a theory of meaning both abstract and representative art can be allowed meaningful 

content. Because of this, it is very essential to begin with a common factor that is shared between 

representational and non-representational art. The most useful commonality to begin from is the 

recognition that before they are anything else paintings of both kinds are a combination of colours 

and lines marked onto a surface6. Dissociating the constituents of art from their representative 

capabilities is not something that is found only in proponents of abstract art. John Ruskin, whose 

artistic school of thought was very much not an abstract one, put it that, “in the first place, the 

arrangement of colours and lines is an art ... entirely independent of representation of facts.”7From 

the understanding of this shared principle, it is possible to draw out the first part of a theory of 

meaning. When a viewer looks at a canvas with marks on they do not only see a canvas; instead, 

their perception goes beyond that and makes the inescapable assumption that the virtual painted 

                                                           
3 The term “iconic signifier” is used in the interesting discussions of Matisse’s attempt to create the visual or iconic sign 
of a tree in (Damisch 2009, 145).  
4 This use of language here is deliberately loose. Abstract art aims to express a great many things in a great many ways; 
here though, I will keep the terms ‘meaningful sentiment’ and ‘meaningful content’ as ones that hopefully captures the 
entire set of expressions that might have a meaning or not.  
5 Henry Moore (1930) quoted in (Gayford and Wright 1999, 347) 
6 There are many generalisations and omissions being made here; I refer to paintings and moreover only include those 
whose constituent parts are colours and lines. There are a number of works, for example Lucio Fontana’s Spatial Concept 
Waiting (1960), that use other types of mark to achieve the affects that line and colour do in the works I will discuss 
presently. These ought not to be dismissed nor forgotten in a theory of meaning, however, because this essay focuses on 
Kandinsky and Lewis who were both primarily canvas painters, I will tailor the theory slightly towards their medium.  
7 (Gayford and Wright 1999, 357) 
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space is in some way plausible as a ‘real’ one. All paintings therefore consist of the primary illusion 

that the fictive space within a canvas is in some way a real space.8 

 Because of this illusion, the meaningful content of a work can express itself. Within the 

fictive space of the painting there is an inherent, expressive quality to the interactions between the 

constituents of painting listed above. When marks are made on a surface, there are tensions between 

the individual marks and also between the marks and the surface. Kandinsky’s writing can be read as 

a discussion of the ability of these tensions to be expressive before the marks that create them become 

anything representational or abstract. In discussing the formal powers of a point for example, he 

argued that “the moment of first contact with charcoal, pencil or brush” gives the “the first sign of 

life” to a painting. From this, “the point [becomes] the germ of corporeality, the embryo of 

creation.”9 Points, lines, planes and colours for Kandinsky clearly have expressive power. This it 

seems is due to the tensions that arise because the viewer is required by the primary illusion to 

believe in the plausibility of the fictive space in the canvas.  

  Kandinsky saw the ordering of points, lines, planes and colours as a genuine formal 

alphabet10 that was able to express non-linguistic sentiments through tensions. While it is possible to 

see this thought process early in Kandinsky’s career, it becomes most obvious in the canvasses 

conceived at the Bauhaus to which he was invited in the autumn of 192111. In particular, the large 

canvasses, Through-going Line (1923) and Composition VIII (1923) 12 , show great interest in the 

expressive use of geometrical form. At this time, his main formal protagonists were abstract 

constructions in particular: dark lines; circles; triangle and squares. These have no mimetic value but 

are undoubtedly expressive. They express tensions that escape linguistic description because, by its 

nature, linguistic description denotes resemblance. For example the six intersecting straight lines 

with one hemispherical line in the upper right of Composition VIII13 or the point occupying a white, 

                                                           
8 This argument is expressed in far greater depth in (Langer 1964, 381-4). 
9 Quoted from Kandinsky in (Haldemann 2008, 243). The order of the quotations has been altered slightly. 
10 (Haldemann 2008, 245) 
11 In two earlier works from Kandinsky’s time in Munich – Improvisation (Konzert) (1911) and Composition IV (1911) – there 
is a clear interest leaning toward abstract form but it has not quite reached the maturity of the work from 1921 onwards. 
The difference is that in the earlier work the abstracted forms are not totally autonomous in terms of their meaning. In a 
way that they are not in the Bauhaus work, the forms are actually traceable back to objects; in the Composition, for 
example, it is possible to discern mountains and people (figure 1) while in the Impression the abstraction of seated viewers 
of the concert can be seen in the curved arabesques on the left hand side of the painting (figure 2).  
12 Figures 3 and 4 
13 Figure 5 



Ben Price  22/11/2013 

12318717 

4 

  

circular space enclosed in a triangle14 on the same canvas resemble nothing external to the painting. 

Kandinsky’s art dissolved the need for these real-life motifs which led inexorably to the most 

important development found in this later work; the development that allowed abstract shapes 

become things in their own right15 and for the relationships between these things to be meaningful 

without the need for resemblance or words. 

Wyndham Lewis’ interests in Kandinsky’s theories of abstraction are most obvious in his 

work prior to the First World War. His experiences during the war had caused him to abandon his 

purely abstract style by the time Kandinsky was invited to the Bauhaus. Despite their relative 

immaturity at this time, Kandinsky and Lewis were both very prolific contributors to contemporary 

philosophical debates concerning art 16 . Lewis praised Kandinsky’s ideas often; his ‘Review of 

Contemporary Art’ published in BLAST no.2 (1915) for example, commended Kandinsky for being the 

only purely abstract painter in Europe 17 . Before examining the larger abstract canvasses like 

Workshop (1914-15) and The Crowd (1915), which show the culmination of this period, Lewis’s early 

drawings and watercolours as he broke away from cubism and futurism18 provide an interesting 

insight into how he understood and used the realisation of the power of lines and colours as 

                                                           
14 Figure 6 
15 In Langer’s paper, which formed the basis for the first part of the theory of meaning outlined above, she uses the 
word “Gestalt” in reference to an image of an object that has been abstracted beyond recognition and has thus become 
something in and of itself as well as an abstract representation. Kandinsky, and as will be seen presently, Lewis’s early 
works are certainly ones that show a process of abstraction from something. However, in these later Bauhaus canvasses 
the idea of abstraction from an object is less important; that is, by this point, the felt need for an affirming object to give 
meaning to the work has vanished.  
16  Several aesthetic theories were debated at the beginning of the twentieth century. Kandinsky’s was one of the 
prominent voices in these debates following the publication of Concerning the Spiritual in Art in 1910. The theories he 
expands on are similar to those of Wilhelm Worringer who Kandinsky was in contact with at the time of writing. 
Worringer’s theories found an English voice in the form of T.E. Hulme whose 1914 lecture, ‘Modern art and its 
Philosophy’, was influential on Lewis and the Vorticists. Lewis and Hulme both attack Roger Fry who was the leading 
guide of English aesthetic taste at the time and ‘blast’ his theories of disengagement. Accounts of Lewis’s interaction 
with the philosophical world of the time can be found in chapter 4 of (Harrison 1981).  
17 Edward Wadsworth who was also part of Lewis’s Vorticist movement also praised Kandinsky in BLAST no.1 with his 
essay, ‘Inner necessity’. He praised Kandinsky’s scholarly attitude to painting which he claimed was shared in by Vorticism. 
(Harrison, English Art and Modernism 1900 - 1913 1981, 111). 
18 In looking at Lewis’s work through the frame of this essay, there will unfortunately not be enough time to discuss his 
relationship to futurism or cubism in enough depth. He was influenced greatly by both from trips to Paris in the first 
decade of the century and from Marinetti’s visiting exhibitions and lecture series in 1913 and 14. He was praised by 
Marinetti as bringing one of the artists who could save English art. However, fearful of this colonization, Lewis broke 
away from Marinetti stating that Italian Futurism only amounted to “impressionism up-to-date” with the addition of 
“Automobilism and Nietzsche’s stunt” (Lewis, Vorticist Manifesto II, 75). These incredibly strong words were 
deliberately insightful and have the venom that characterizes Lewis’s critique of current affairs in art. Similar attacks were 
made on Roger Fry and the Bloomsbury group.  
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autonomous objects. This influence of Kandinsky is particularly obvious in Lewis’s watercolours: 

Cabaret Theatre Scene (1913-14) and Figure Composition (1912-13).19 

Figure Composition is almost totally abstract in form and obviously heavily influenced by 

cubism which Lewis would have seen during his time in Paris until 1908. The geometrical division of 

the background, the central alignment of the main subject and the lack of a ranging palette makes 

this watercolour as hard to read as some of the complex pieces by Picasso and Braque in their 

analytic cubist style of the early 1900s. One of the few reference points afforded20 to the viewer is 

the profile portrait of a man’s head towards the top right hand side of the page21. The head is already 

abstracted; both because it is in profile22 and its angular form. However, Lewis picks out the head 

very carefully with the addition of a dark navy, a gradated grey and a faint orange all against a brown 

background. Without this careful demarcation, the image would be incredibly hard and practically 

impossible to read figuratively. The use of colour here then, illustrates Ruskin and Kandinsky’s point 

that art is at first, colour and line, and, moreover, shows that this must be a more fundamental 

element than the representative or abstract elements of a work23. Without the colour here, there 

could be no figurative reading of the head.  

So far, the marks on a surface have been established as expressive in that they create 

tensions between themselves before they become anything else. In Kandinsky’s Bauhaus work these 

tensions were seen to show non-linguistic expressions that could not be verbalised. Lewis was 

working by a reverse process to draw figuration from abstraction using colour alone. The lines and 

colours therefore did become something but Figure Painting showed the power of lines and colours 

before this occurs. Illustrating the primary illusion as such is helpful. However, while the primary 

illusion allows the existence of meaningful non-representational content, this content must in some 

                                                           
19 Figures 7 and 8 
20 Other semi-discernible images include two bulldogs in the bottom right of the page and another person, a woman, 
behind the male figure. These motifs are picked out from the abstract background by the use of colour in a similar way 
to the head. 
21 Figure 9 
22 The fact that the head is in profile is significant. When a portrait is least concerned with the sitter’s expression and 
most concerned with representing other things, for example particular clothes or iconographical sets, the artist will often 
paint them in profile. In a sense, it seems possible to say that profile portraits are more abstract than their frontal 
counterparts in that they resemble the sitter less. 
23 To go one step further, the use of a watercolour  allows the lines to exist independently of the colour patches both 
when it suits the colour to remain in the line or to spill, translucently, over it. If the construction in figure 5 is 
Kandinsky’s expression of the interplay between curved and straight lines, it might be possible to read into this choice of 
medium as one that explores the interplay of colour and line when they occupy the same space. This is obviously 
speculative but its intentionality is not necessarily linked to whether or not it is an interesting example of non-linguistic 
meaning from tensions under the primary illusion.   
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way be comprehensible which requires that it is codified in some way. In a sense then, part of a 

theory of meaning in art is a theory of codification. Unlike a language, in art this codification does 

not have to be ubiquitous but there must be a scheme whereby the artist establishes a separate world 

that loads the tensions they have created with meaning. The establishment of this ‘world’ can be 

called the “secondary illusion.”24  

In the earlier discussion of Kandinsky’s Bauhaus work it was apparent that by this point in 

his career, Kandinsky had created paintings with no reference. Instead he was using autonomous 

geometrical forms that were only, in fact, referential to themselves as the meaning content of his 

work25. Their meaning appeared to be derived from the fact that – returning to Foucault briefly – 

there was no need to answer the question, “what is that?”, with anything other than a self-referential 

response of, ‘this work is a composition’ or ‘this form is a line’. These Bauhaus works are essentially 

canvasses that successfully manage to “independently establish an invisible world that resembles 

[only] itself.” A technique used in canvasses like Painting with White Border (1913), Painting on Light 

Ground (1916) and White Oval (1919)26 demonstrates a real understanding of this process. In each of 

these works, Kandinsky uses a painted border as another metaphorical layer of separation between 

the external world and the interior painted one. The border almost functions to protect against 

accusations that the self-referential secondary illusion is in some way not allowed to give meaning to 

the work.  

 Painting with a White Border is primarily abstract27. Because it is earlier than the Bauhaus 

paintings, self-referentialism is not fully established and the forms are actually abstracted from 

                                                           
24 This term is also from Langer so, as with her argument for the existence of the primary illusion, a far more detailed 
and careful account of secondary illusion can be found in (Langer 1964, 389-91). 
25 This statement is not as blindly accepted as it is made it out to be here. In the latter half of the twentieth century, 
Bertolt Brecht criticised non-representational artists in his essay ‘On Non-Objective Painting’. He argued that there was an 
inherent hypocrisy in abstract artists who also wished to be called socialists. While Kandinsky and other artists had the 
social comfort and leisure time in which to find the beauty in the abstract forms of landscapes for example, the workers 
that they supposedly championed politically had no such time and were committed to a life of pounding stones into the 
same landscape. Similarly, Jean-Paul Sartre criticised his own early work (which was largely abstract) as having no 
content; “A writer”, he said in retrospect, “writes because he has something to say.” The relevant part of Brecht’s 
criticism is found in chapter 22 of (Modern Art and Modernism 1982) while Sartre’s reflections are found in (Sartre and 
Pucciani 1961). 
26 This list is part of a list given in (Haldemann 2008). These canvasses are earlier than the Bauhaus pieces above and, 
while there are later examples (In the Black Square (1923)), but in calling attention to these works created primarily in 
Moscow, it is possible to illustrate a further point about Kandinsky’s formal development, that is, that even as early on as 
1912, he was formulating what would become later, his abstract vocabulary. Figures 10 – 12. 
27 It is abstract actually in a slightly different sense to the one employed in discussion of the Bauhaus canvasses. 
Kandinsky notes certain motifs that survived from his sketches of the impressions of Moscow. In this case he left the 
Troika motif in the top left of the work as three parallel lines curving at the top.  
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sketches Kandinsky made of his impression of Moscow following a visit in 1913. Despite this, the 

forms are sufficiently abstracted that the work can be thought of in terms of abstract art28. Ignoring 

the white border briefly the visual content of the inner painting is unsurprising; the forms are not 

geometric but the colours, the contrast of straight and curved lines and the smaller groupings of 

forms coming together into one whole are typical of Kandinsky. The white border, after which the 

painting is named, skews the meaning away from an abstracted treatment of the artist’s thoughts on 

his return from Moscow. Instead, by framing it in this way, Kandinsky allows the abstract world 

inside to become expressive in a similar non-linguistic way to the later geometric work. It acts as an 

intermediary through which the viewer must look to see the painting. In ordering the abstract 

contents in this way, the border becomes an excellent visual metaphor for the mechanism of 

secondary illusion.  

An affect similar to this is found in the abstract perspective of Wyndham Lewis’s large 

Vorticist canvas Workshop (1914-15)29. There is no frame surrounding the inner world of the painting 

here; instead the whole work functions as a frame around a patch of primary blue30, painted with 

thick impasto, slightly above the centre of the painting. This blue forms, first, a focal point as if it 

were the vanishing point in a painting employing linear perspective. However, its emptiness and 

brightness do not quite allow it to assume this role. Instead, it is a still point at the centre of a 

vortex31 of different picture planes that converge here. The vortex, which here takes the role of 

secondary illusion like Kandinsky’s frame, loads the central blue with expressive power and gives it 

the means to be meaningful. From Workshop then it is possible to see how secondary illusions not 

only clarify tensions in visual content, but also have the power to load particular visual motifs with 

more meaning than others. 

                                                           
28 See footnote 15. 
29 Figure 13 
30 Figure 14 
31 The name Vorticism and use of the word ‘vortex’ was employed by Ezra Pound to describe the wide mix of artists and 
writers working in London in the early 20th century whereas Wyndham Lewis used it to “signify the still place at the 
heart of a whirlpool ... where all the energy is concentrated.” Obviously the second usage is more important here but 
both are interesting. It has been suggested that this stillness associated with the centre of the whirlpool is a response to 
the ideas propagated by Henri Bergson who posited that space and time were in a state of constant flux. (Harrison 1981, 
87). This is despite the fact that Bergson is among the “blasted” in the first issue of BLAST. This essay has and will not 
discuss the developments of Vorticism. Given its brief existence (two years) the movement was incredibly active. A 
conference held during the major retrospective in 2011 at the Tate Modern provides very interesting discussion and new 
interpretations of the movement, its origins and impact. Audio and video recordings of the conference can be found, 
beginning with part one, in (Antliff, et al. 2011). 



Ben Price  22/11/2013 

12318717 

8 

  

Meaning in abstract art then, arises firstly from the recognition that there is a primary illusion 

which is common to all painting. Under the primary illusion, marks on the surface create tensions 

that become expressive through their interactions with one another and with the canvas. 

Recognition of this principle was best observed in the Bauhaus canvasses of Wassily Kandinsky who 

used these tensions to express non-linguistic sentiments. Wyndham Lewis’ pre-Vorticist 

watercolours provided an interesting reverse example by using the interplay between colour and line 

not to bring a work away from a representational paradigm, but instead to pick out points of 

reference. The establishment of a secondary illusion on top of this common principle then allowed 

for the differences that have been achieved in painting. Kandinsky used this principle with such 

potency that his canvasses achieve self-referential meaning through his own formal alphabet as well 

as providing an excellent visual metaphor of the process in his ‘framed’ paintings. Lewis’s Workshop 

then showed that secondary illusion can in fact distribute the weight of meaning onto certain motifs, 

in this case the central blue, to express the content with greater power. The content therefore, of 

abstract as well as representational art, has meaning.  
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Figure 1: Kandinsky, Wassilly, Composition IV, 1911 
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Figure 2: Kandinsky, Wassilly, Improvisation III (Konzert), 1911 
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Figure 3: Kandinsky, Wassilly, Through Going Line, 1923 
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Figure 4: Kandinsky, Wassilly, Composition VIII, 1923 
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Figure 5: Kandinsky, Wassilly, Composition VIII, 1923, Det. 

Figure 6: Kandinsky, Wassilly, Composition VIII, 1923, Det. 
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Figure 7: Lewis, Wyndham, Cabaret Theatre Scene, 1913-14 
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Figure 8: Lewis, Wyndham, Figure Composition, 1912-13 
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Figure 9: Lewis, Wyndham, Figure Composition, 1912-13 Det. 
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Figure 10: Kandinsky, Wassilly, Painting with White Boarder, 1913 
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Figure 11: Kandinsky, Wassilly, Painting on Light Ground, 1916 
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Figure 12: Kandinsky, Wassilly, White Oval, 1919 
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Figure 13: Lewis, Wyndham, Workshop, 1914-15 
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Figure 14: Lewis, Wyndham, Workshop, 1914-15 
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