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ROBERT OWEN: THE TEXT OF LIGHT…

WHAT IS THERE? WHAT IS THERE!
Works of art mean certain things within their differing and 
developing contexts. This statement reflects, what might be 
termed, a relational approach to art.  A relational position is 
useful, for it allows a fuller recognition of how a work func-
tions and what its contents are. It suggests that we look at 
art in relation to context(s).

Meanings therefore are not static, they shift and are 
dependant upon how we perceive things and in what 
context. This does not mean that things mean anything, 
but that certain things mean certain things, in their given 
contexts. If we apply this relational approach to Robert 
Owen’s practice, it amplifies and extends our understand-
ing of his content. 

Too often Owen’s contribution, like many non-representa-
tional artists in Australia, has been undervalued. I do not 
mean his reputation, or a general respect for his work, 
which remains high. I refer to the partial understanding of 
his content, for the broader context(s) of his work are rarely 
explored.1 

For example, his work has generally been seen as part of 
an Abstract tradition, and left at that, whatever that means. 
Owen does not abstract things, nor has he, in my view, 
since his drawings of the 1960s. He constructs things, 
which, refer to many other things.  Owen’s practice devel-
oped out of a Modernist Constructivist tradition. He uses a 
formal visual language to create works of art.2 

In Australia there has been a limited attempt to understand 
the context for “Abstraction”, beyond a Formalist interpreta-
tion, usually derived from the USA, or the later reactions to 
it, via Minimalism, or post minimalist practice. In English, 
there is not an appropriate linguistic label for a non-figura-
tive, non-mimetic art. At least the French use the term “art 
plastiques” as frequently as “art visuelles” to talk about 
art, providing a balance between its imagist and material 
properties. 

Art Concrete, or Constructivist art seems better, but 
too mechanistic, materialist or hard.  Owen’s work how-
ever is closer to, and has developed out of this essentially 
European stream of Practice, having been modified by the 
non-European context of Australia, his own sensibilities 
and thought.

1. Key exceptions being the essays of Carolyn Barnes and Margaret Plant in the exhibition 
catalogue Robert Owen: Between Shadow and Light , Monash University Gallery 1999, 
George Alexander’s exhibition catalogue Transits, Wagga City Art gallery 1988 and Vicki 
McInnes’ essay for the TarraWarra Museum of Art exhibition, the text of light.

2. His formal pictorial and visual language including: line, plane, shape, tone, colour, surface, 
gesture, size, scale, materiality and facture has been extended to include site, ideology and 
History.



ARC
o n e  g a l l e r y

THREE SCULPTURES: A MATTER OF MEANING OR 
MEANINGS OF MATTER.
Owen’s three sculptures in The text of light  are reduced 
and minimal, but they are not Minimalist, as in Donald 
Judd’s 1960’s definition of his “specific object”. They do 
not fall in between categories of practice, between painting 
and sculpture, like Judd’s  “specific objects”. Nor do they 
tightly claim their media specificity, in a purist manner as 
in Clement Greenberg’s Formalist exhortations. Owen’s 
sculptures and paintings remain Sculptures and Paintings, 
but not Formalist Paintings and Sculptures. 

As Nelson Goodman suggests: “A media specific approach 
is all right and all wrong.” 3 To paraphrase him: It is all right 
because it renders the properties of the specific media but 
it is all wrong because each of its properties; colour, for 
example, is linked to all the other uses of colour in art, that 
we are aware of. This awareness of colour does not stop 
at art, but extends to the everyday world, and the various 
connotations, which we understand it has there. 

LINES OF COLOUR
The readings of the greys and blues in Owen’s sculptures 
are not only self-reflexive. What are they then? What is 
grey? What does grey, this particular grey, suggest? Does 
it signify… mixture? What sorts of mixtures?  Does it sig-
nify… balance? Is there an equal balance of white and 
black? Does the grey have a temperature, warm or cool?  
What does it mean? Does a mid grey, neither warm, nor 
cool, light, nor dark reinforce the materiality of the work or 
dissolve it? Does it signify neutrality, blankness, a non-col-
our? Is it strong or weak? Active or passive?  Can it do all 
of these things in turn? 

We do not have to be artists or theoreticians to consider 
these things. By being attentive to them, we sensitise our 
perceiving, thinking and feeling about, not only art, but 
also our world. We have to decide and interpret. Is colour 
employed symbolically in Owen’s work, is it used as a 
metaphor for feeling, or is it a phenomena which generates 
its own dynamic energy?  And once we look at this we 
can think about how these readings of colour are affected 

by structure, form, materials, scale, size and placement 
in a particular site. This includes its ideological or political 
context. 

These man-made constructions, signify a particular art 
practice, (derived initially from a Western cultural history), 
set amid a cultivated landscape, near bushland in the Yarra 
Valley, placed in a particular time and situation, they signify 
things about  Australia in 2004.

These are the edges of practice where Owen operates. He 
is aware of history, of matter and of spirit. These are the 
extensions of, the limits of art practice, which exist beyond 
a formal interpretation, but can only be revealed by a sen-
sitive and articulate use of  formal language and attentive, 
informed looking and questioning. These works demon-
strate that art, as a particular category of existence and 
experience need not be illustrative of something external 
to itself in order to connect with content. We need only to 
recognise what it is and where and when. And perhaps, it 
is through these unique objects that we can more appropri-
ately reflect on meaning, by questioning where the space 
of art and the space of the world entwines.

LINES OF MOVEMENT
And what of the form of the three sculptures, in the The 
text of light? 

They are not minimal or cold, or mechanical, or industrial, 
even though he uses materials and process associated 
with these terms. The three sculptures are free standing 
rounded “geometries”, which cast transitory two dimen-
sional pictorial shadows on the plane on which they sit. 
They are static, fixed, but yet still seem to unfold. They sit in 
relation to each other, connected by their similar language, 
permitting differences to be noticed. 

My attention moves from the denser one, the more tightly 
“crumpled” darker grey form in a corner, through to the 

3.  Nelson Goodman, Ways of World making. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 
1978, cited in Guy Lelong,  Daniel Buren Paris: Flamarrion. 2002. p.114.

Messenger 2003. 103 x 160 x 140 cm.

Vessel #2 (Blue) 1997 - 2003. 450 x 350 x 300 cm.
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more open lighter grey work.  (WHAT DOES that Grey refer 
to again? What is the shift in tonalities doing?). The sculp-
ture is seemingly unfolding into space and light, towards 
the expansive space of the blue work placed on the 
external balcony. Again, I sense an expanding movement 
towards light air and space. What does this constructed 
blue coloured form do in relationship to the natural order in 
which it is placed? What readings are put into play?

Each work operates both as a particular set of relation-
ships and a complex framing device for space.  Each 
work activates the space as a positive form, creating fluid 
geometries in movement; at the same time they frame 
our viewing. Positive and negative spaces interplay, inter-
changing their function as lines or as frames. 

Their shapes change, as do the framed views, as we move 
and our position changes in space and time. If we consider 
further the function of this movement, we can see a tra-
jectory of shifting relationships and ideas in motion, from 
object to space, to time. 

From coloured form to framed images of the world, from 
implied movement through the linear construction, to sud-
denly recognising the actual world amid its forms, from 
shape, tone to colour. There is, in my mind, a movement 
from the art object towards the reality of the perceived 
world. 

These works are not abstractions of or a movement away 
from the world towards an ideal balance or Utopia. Each 
piece is what it is …and what it is about. It directs us 
towards thinking about the status of the art object amid the 
world… it becomes a model for thinking and feeling… it 

enables us to become aware of our own perceiving.

If one accepts this interpretation, we can see that Owen’s 
practice is not some left over form of late 20th Century 
Formalism, or Post Modernist appropriation. It asserts its 
reality as form in the present, which permits a range of 
associative responses. It is about certain things. These cer-
tain things range from aesthetics to politics, from personal 
to public constructions. These works exist in a historical, 
phenomenological and linguistic context. It is not a mat-
ter of style, it is a matter of meaning… or the meaning of 
matter.

LINES OF CONNECTIONS
Owen’s heritage comes as much from Europe as from 
Australia, Asia or the USA. His ideas are internationalist 
seen from an Australian context. 

LINES OF TIME: HISTORICAL CONSTRUCTIONS
By the 1920's, Suprematism and Constructivism in Russia, 
Unism in Poland, de Stijl in Holland and the Art Concrete 
of Theo Van Doesburg - to mention but a few movements 
- were manifestations of a desire to create a new non-
mimetic art for a new era.

Art Concrete’s ideas had influenced the Bauhaus in 
Germany. They had also found support in Paris, where art-
ists such as Ozenfant, Herbin and Le Corbusier wished to 
develop a visual and socially engaged practice in opposi-
tion to what they deemed the literary art of Surrealism. 

By 1929, Joaquin Torres-Garcia, a Uruguayan artist liv-
ing in Paris, helped form the group Cercle and Carré that 

Installation view: TarraWarra Museum of Art
Foreground: Symmetria and Messenger.  Background: Blind Spot and Afternoon Glow 2003
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embraced Van Doesburg’s Elementalist and Art Concrete 
ideas. By 1930, it had united with a larger group of artists 
to form Abstraction-Création, which lasted formally until 
1936. It included artists such as: Max Bill, Sophie Tauber-
Arp, Jean Arp, Kandinsky, Antoine Pevsner, Josef Albers 
and the Italian, Lucio Fontana who later in Italy formed the 
Spatialists. 

After 1945 Jean Gorin,  Auguste Herbin and the members 
of the Salon des Réalites Nouvelles, under the title of the 
Synthesis des Arts exhibited at Galeries René Drouin and 
later, at the Galerie Denise René. This formalised into 
Le Groupe Éspace, founded by Felix Del Marle in 1951. 
Attached to this grouping, were the new and innovative 
generation of post war artists that included: Francois 
Morellet and the Americans, Ellsworth Kelly and Jack 
Youngerman who were then living in Paris. 

TWO ABSTRACTIONS
At the end of World War Two, there were two important 
streams of European non-representational “geometric” 
painting:  one deriving from Piet Mondrian, and the other 
from Art Concrete.4  

Mondrian influenced artists through his use of abstraction, 
to transcend the everyday world. He wished to create paint-
ings which functioned as models of reality, beyond materi-
ality, as visual thinking whilst remaining true to the intrinsic 
properties, materials and structure of Painting, through 
the use of its elemental pictorial language. This included a 
compositional structure based on the grid, line, plane and 
primary colour. 

His painting, although non-representational, signifies not 
only its material component elements, but also a higher 
reality through his sensitive use of composition, geometry 
and mathematical proportion. 

The  ideas of Constructivism and the Art Concrete of 
Theo Van Doesburg were transmitted to a new generation, 
particularly through the work of the Swiss artists, Max Bill 
and to a lesser degree Richard Paul Lohse. For them the 
visual sensation was paramount, optical movement was 
created through composition, repetition, colour and tonal 
contrasts. 

The elementary components of a work generate readings 
that reference the harmony and energy of the relationship 
created in and from the work. Its reality is self-reflexive, not 
referencing things external to the artwork. 5 

Concrete Art, after the closure of the Bauhaus, the occu-
pation of France and most of Europe by the Nazis, had 
survived in Switzerland and the UK. Its influence reached 
as far field as South America, particularly in Rio. 

The paintings of the Swiss Constructivists, Max Bill and 
Richard Paul Lohse, and the French based movement 
GRAV, in particular the artist, François Morellet, are useful 
to consider in relationship to the paintings in this 
exhibition.6  

GRAV (Groupe de Récherche d’ Art Visuel), 1960-1968, 
was a group of 11 international artists including: Morellet, 
Yvaral, le Parc, Sobrino, Stein, Garcia, Rossi, who viewed 
Abstract Expressionism and Art Informel as an exagger-
ated form of individualism and as mystification. 

GRAV also formed the Nouvelle Tendance in 1961 by mak-
ing links with international Constructivist movements such 
as, in Spain, Equippe 57, and in Italy, with Gruppo N and 
Gruppo T. It had parallels internationally, including the Zero 
Group in Germany, formed in 1958 by Otto Piene, Heinz 
Mack, and later, Gunther Uecker and Leo Erb.

The Optical art movement led by Vasarley, as well as the 
developing Kinetic Art movement, influenced by Moholy 
Nagy, found popularity amid the reconstruction of Europe.  
The idea of the “new” was embraced in reaction to the hor-
ror of war and the failure of old moralities and ideologies. 

By the 1960s and 70s similar ideas were being explored 
in the USA by Charles Beiderman, and in the UK by 
Passmore, Nicholson and Anthony Hill. 

ENTER ROBERT OWEN. 
Owen met Anthony Hill, amongst others in England in the 
1960s and through them, the ideas of Kinetic, Op and 
Constructivism fused into his own unique language.7  

4.  “Geometric” here is too specific a word ,for not all these artists included were interested 
in Geometry, but I use it to differentiate from those Abstract movements, which included 
matter, gestural or expressive painting and sculpture such as Art Informel.  

Slippage 2003. 1980 x 1980 cm.

4

5.  Both these streams have importance to Owen, as well as non-Western forms of abstrac-
tion. These were also of interest to many of the European artists described above. 
6.   I also think of Ellsworth Kelly’s randomly placed colour square collages of the 1950s 
and Gerhard Richter’s Colour Chart paintings, as works, useful to compare with Owen’s. 
They reveal chromatic and structural similarities to his grided paintings, as well as important 
material and content differences.
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PAINTING PICTURES
The influence of Constructivist, Op and Kinetic art remain 
evident in Owen’s current paintings. Their pictorial struc-
tures of squares and grids have a function beyond that 
of formal composition. As paintings they generate optical 
phenomenon, which become manifest as energy or force, 
through the creation of active visual fields of colour.

Owen’s paintings: Cadence #1 (A short span of time), 
Afternoon Glow #2, Slippage and Blind Spot, all of 2003, 
employ the grid and the square as their basic structural ele-
ment. The colours used are of intense hues, high chroma 
and of diverse tonal values. The grid provides stability 
on which complex chromatic diversity is distributed. The 
squares are modules forming the grids, which balance 
the apparent randomness and diversity of colour. Colour 
choice and distribution appear intuitive, not preordained by 
any mechanistic or symbolic system.

PAINTING OBJECTS: EXPERIENCING PAINTING
I have been describing these works as pictures, as optical 
images, but they are also objects which we confront bod-
ily in space and time, when we experience them in their 
actuality. 

The scale and size of work in Cadence #1, (A Short Span 
of Time), 259 x 6705 cm, sets up a dialogue with the archi-
tecture, the environment and with our own bodily scale and 

size.  The function of size in this work is important, for it 
prevents us from grasping it all at once. We have difficulty 
in taking it all in, seeing only parts. It is large yet not 
overbearing, for the size of each square is intimate.  The 
painted individual squares invite us closer to inspect, col-
our, edge and surface texture. The colours are matt, soft, 
and in being so, amplify the glow of colour. The contrast of 
values sets up a striped affect, so as we pass in front or 
along the work, we participate in its rhythm, and interval.

PAINTING IN TIME: COLOUR AS DURATION
The work may be viewed as a sequencing of experiences 
in time. I do not mean here a rigid sequential order with a 
beginning and end, for the work is of a non - linear order 
of experience. We can approach it from any position, look 
at it up close or from afar. We can start anywhere in its 
structure and it will give us the same contents.

 Owen’s paintings take time, the time it takes to view 
them, to pass along them, the time it has taken to make 
them, the time it takes for our eyes to permit the full satu-
ration of colour to affect them.

COLOUR AS LIGHT
The illusion of colour space in this work is limited, I keep 
returning to its surface, which is emphasised both by the 

7.   I have taken time to outline this lineage, for it is often overlooked, not only in relation 
to Owen’s work, but in general with regard to contemporary readings of Abstraction, which 
usually shifts to the USA  after World War Two. If we are to understand art of this order 
in Australia and elsewhere, we need to understand its complexity, diversity and sources. 
Obviously there are other influences on Owen’s practice from the scientific, technological 
and philosophic disciplines, but they are not within the scope of this essay.  

Cadence #1 (a short span of time) 2003. 259 x 6705 cm.
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matt, flatness, softness of the polymer paint, and by its 
modularised surface, like a giant mosaic of surface and 
colour. The quality of colour has a high - keyed energy and 
diversity, modified by the deeper tonal resonance, which 
grounds its 1536 squares. Colour transforms itself into a 
glowing intensity of light, the light generated by paint. The 
painting hovers between being a picture and a light wall.

Owen’s paintings accommodate both lumen and lux. 
Merleau - Ponty in discussing light makes a “distinction 
between the scientific understanding of light, as actual 
measurable light, which the medieval world knew as 
Lumen, and the qualitative experience of light, ‘phenom-
enal light’, the internally experienced light of thinkers and 
mystics, known as Lux. He sees these, as not oppositional, 
but as co-existing in a continuum." 8  

COLOUR’S PLACE IN PAINTING: PAINTING’S PLACE IN 
THE WORLD
Matisse’s latent assumption was that “painterly chroma can 
never escape its condition of grounding vision in nature 
and thus its referential relationship”.9 

Although colour may be an independent reality, it cannot 
escape its referential or associative function, for that has 
been the way we have been taught to see colour in our 
culture's). Owen’s paintings use so many colours, that if 
Matisse is correct, and I believe he is, we are confronted 
here by a universe of references and experiences. 

David Thomas. Melbourne. February. 2004.

Forground: Symmetria 2003.  Fibreglass. Background: Cadence #1 (a short span of time) 2003. Synthetic polymer paint on canvas. 

6

8.  I am freely interpreting Maurice Merleau -Ponty’s The Phenomenology of Perception, 
p. xiii , cited in Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth Century 
French Thought. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press. 1994. p303. 
9. Benjamin H.D. Buchloh in discussing the Post War importance of Matisse on Hantaï and 
Villeglé. October 91. Winter. 2000. p. 26.


