
David M. Kessler Fine Art  I   david@davidmkessler.com  I   www.davidmkessler.com

  What is Abstract Painting? 

The term Abstract Painting can have different meanings to different people. The American 
Heritage Dictionary defines abstraction as "the act or process of separating the inherent qualities 
or properties of something from the actual physical object or concept to which they belong." In 
other words, abstraction emphasizes the intangible, rather than the literal. 

To me abstract painting is just like any other type of painting, but with the subject matter removed. 
Subject matter is what typically organizes the composition of a painting, so once you take that 
away, you have to rely on design fundamentals, or formal qualities of art, to organize the 
composition.  This type of painting is typically referred to as non-objective. Just like any other type 
of painting, an abstract piece must have good shapes, readable values, good color harmony, a 
variety of edges and a fully developed center of interest. These design fundamentals are 
extremely important and form the basis for my composition development.  

I personally align myself with painters of the Abstract Expressionist movement which began in the 
1940’s in New York City. The creation of this movement is pivotal in art history for American 
painting and forged the future of art in America in the 20th and 21st centuries. For the first time 
American artists were pursuing the creation of art without any reference to subject matter – a 
stark break from their European counterparts. Some of the names of those artists are familiar to 
you: Franz Kline, Willem de Kooning, Jackson Pollack, Robert Motherwell, Lee Krasner, Helen 
Frankenthaler – just to name a few. Abstract Expressionist painting cared more for composition 
design, gestural movements, and spontaneous and intuitive painting methods. I approach 
abstract painting in this same manner.  

Let me state here that I believe there should be an underlying structure to abstract pieces that is 
created through design fundamentals. This structure provides a hierarchy for shapes, values and 
colors that makes for powerful paintings. I also believe it is critical to have a defined center of 
interest – just like if you were painting a landscape or still life painting. It is very easy to create a 
painting with what I call an overall pattern.I see this all the time with abstracts and they are very 
easy to paint. There is no hierarchy for shapes, values and colors, all edge conditions are the 
same and there is no center of interest – nothing to draw my eye, nowhere for me to look. 

Anyone can do these paintings so I don’t allow them in my workshops. I challenge you to do 
better than others. Make abstract paintings that have a structural foundation and you will see your 
success as an abstract artist flourish.  


