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Art can be a lot of things. For some people,  
art isn’t art unless it’s of something; perhaps 

a painting of a bowl of fruit. For them, art has to 
be a true likeness of whatever it sets out to show. 
However, there is more to art that this. Some 
things, like feelings, or ideas, are too complicated 
to depict in a straightforward way. That’s why 
many artists turn to abstract art; their pieces are 
simply meant to communicate the artist’s idea.

Sometimes to get an idea across, artists have to create something brand new.

The birth of abstract art

Patrick Heron

For almost as long as there have been 
humans, there has been art. Early cave 
paintings showed the creatures that people 
hunted for food. These were representational: 
they represented things in the world. By 
the beginning of the 20th century, however, 
artists started to imagine something else. 

In 1906, Sweden’s Hilma af Klint painted 
colourful shapes that didn’t seem to represent 
anything. In 1910, a Russian called Wassily 
Kandinsky stopped painting things in the 
world. Instead, he created wonderful images 
out of colours and lines (pictured above). 
He inspired people to think beyond the real 
world – and abstract painting was born.

BARBARA 
HEPWORTH
Artists haven’t just 
experimented with 
paintings; some of 
the world’s greatest 
abstract artworks 
are sculptures. 
Dame Barbara 
Hepworth was born 
in Yorkshire and has 
a gallery named 
after her there. She 
sculpted incredible 
pieces out of natural 
materials, such 
as hardwood and 
bronze. This is  
“The Family of  
Man” from 1970.

MARK ROTHKO
Mark Rothko is one of the world’s most 
famous abstract artists. He was part of 
a group of painters known as “abstract 
expressionists”. They set out to use paint 
to express their emotions. Rothko would 
use layers of colour to build up incredibly 
powerful works; his goal was to make 
people “break down and cry” – and he 
succeeded. He called this painting,  
which he created in 1950, “No.10”.

Abstract painting caught on quickly. Artists were 
delighted with the possibilities. Free from having 
to copy what they saw in the world around them, 
they found new ways to express their feelings. By 
the middle of the 20th century, abstract art was 
as popular as more traditional types of painting.

One of Britain’s most important abstract 
artists was Patrick Heron. Heron started painting 
at the age of 13, inspired by the pictures he’d 
seen in London’s National Gallery. While he 
was still at school, Heron designed patterns 
for his dad, who owned a textile company, to 
print onto fabric. As he got older, Heron became 
more interested in making paintings that made 
audiences think differently about them than 
representational paintings. He wanted every 
part of his paintings to be interesting – rather 
than just the section where the action was taking 
place. He covered his canvases with amazing 
colours and shapes, inspired by the natural world 
he saw around him at his home in Cornwall.

Now Tate St Ives, one of the UK’s leading 
galleries, is staging an exhibition of Heron’s 
work. Packed full of his inspirational paintings, 
it’ll show how his art developed, and offer a 
chance to learn more about abstract painting  
up-close. For more, see tinyurl.com/TWJ-heron

THREE FAMOUS ABSTRACT ARTISTS

BRIDGET 
RILEY
Abstract images 
aren’t all strange 
forms and shapes. 
Bridget Riley is a 
British painter who 
uses patterns based 
on maths to trick her 
audience’s eye. Many 
of her patterns are 
made up of nothing 
more than squares 
and triangles. This  
is called “Blaze 1” 
from 1962.ABSTRACT IDEA

The word “abstract” means 
something that exists as an 
idea or a thought – without 
actually existing as a thing  

in the world.

EARLY ART
The earliest art dates back at  

least 40,000 years. Early humans 
made art inspired by the world 

around them, using natural 
colouring to paint on rock walls, or 

carving sculptures from stone.

How art became abstract

AMAZING AUCTION
Jackson Pollock’s art used layer upon 
layer of paint splattered straight on 

the canvas. One of his paintings from 
1948 was sold for more than  

£75 million at auction.

These people explored new ways of creating art.

“Azalea Garden: 
May 1956” by 
Patrick Heron.
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