
Does Abstract Art  

Have a Limit? 
 

Jeffrey Strayer 

 
Indiana University Purdue University Fort Wayne 

strayerj@ipfw.edu  

mailto:strayerj@ipfw.edu


Å1.  How the issue of the limits of Abstraction 

arises as an art-historical matter. 

 

ÅThe issue of the limits of Abstraction in art first arises 

in relation to the progressive dissolution of 

representational subject matter in certain works of 

art . . . 

Introduction  



Pieter Brueghel, Hunters in the Snow, 1565 



J. M. W. Turner, Rain, Steam and Speed, 1844 



Chaim Soutine, Landscape, 1921 



 

 . . .and then the elimination of such subject 

matter in other works in favor of lines and 

areas of paint that are intended to have no 

reference beyond themselves. 



Jackson Pollock, Number 1, 1950 (Lavender Mist), 1950 



Both any color and internal 

differentiation of such canvases can 

be eliminated in an all-white or an 

all-black canvas . . . 



Kasimir Malevich, Black Square, 1913 



Kasimir Malevich, White on White, 1918 



Robert Ryman, Untitled [E], 1965 



Ad Reinhardt, Abstract Painting, 1960-1966 



Å. . . either of the latter of which can be replaced 

by a transparent rectangle, or something 

similarly minimally perceptual such as a beam 

of white light projected in an all-white space. 



Joseph Kosuth 

 Any Five Foot Sheet of Glass  

to Lean Against Any Wall, 1965 



Dan Flavin, the nominal three (to William of Ockham), 1964 



ÅHowever, any artwork of the more reductive 

perceptual artworks possible is less Abstract 

than a non-perceptual artwork, such as one 

that consists of a thought or a concept ï 

 

Åor one that is meant to be identified with an 

object of which it is not possible to be aware as 

opposed to being aware that the work is meant 

to be identified with such an object. 



ALL THE THINGS I KNOW 

BUT OF WHICH I AM NOT 

AT THE MOMENT THINKING - 

1:36PM; JUNE 15, 1969 

 

 

Robert Barry, 1969 



 
1.2.  The limits of Abstraction and philosophy. 

 

ÅWhat can be eliminated and what must remain in an 

artistôs effecting a work of art? 
ïAn artistôs effecting a work of art represents her intended identification 

of the work with some simple or complex object. 

 

ÅWhat is required to understand that some work of 

art is meant to be some object? 
ï(So that anything that is not required of such identification and 

understanding can be eliminated as superfluous to the enterprise of 

identifying the limits of Abstraction.) 



The Principles of 

Essentialist Abstraction 



 

1.  The minimum condition of making 

art: singling something out. 

 

Å To effect an artwork of any kind of artwork 

the artist whose work it is must be responsible 

for singling something out with which the 

artwork is meant to be identified. 

 
ïArtists can single out objects meant to be artworks through 

creation, selection, or specification, or through a 

combination thereof. 



CREATION  

Paul Cézanne, Still Life with  

Basket of Apples, 1890-1894  

 



SELECTION  

Marcel Duchamp, In Advance of the Broken Arm, 1917 



SPECIFICATION  

ALL THE THINGS I KNOW 

BUT OF WHICH I AM NOT 

AT THE MOMENT THINKING - 

1:36PM; JUNE 15, 1969 

 

 

Robert Barry, 1969 



Å1.1.  It must be possible to understand that 

what is singled out as a work of art is singled 

out as a work of art even if it is not possible to 

be aware of any such delineated object. 



2.  That which is singled out is an object, 

where óobjectô is used in the widest possible 

sense so that everything is an object. 

Å2.1.  The notion of an object is ontologically 

neutral or unlimited. 

Å2.2.  Any object is logically circumscribed in 

being logically identical to itself alone and in 

being logically distinct from everything to 

which it is not logically identical, which is 

every other object. 



 

3.  Two kinds of intentional relation of 

the artist to that which is singled out. 

 
ÅIn the first sense, the artist must intend that some 

object or objects x, of some kind or kinds of object, 

be singled out in some way or combination of ways, 

so that any such delineated object can be understood 

to be a work of art , and x is so delineated. 

ÅIn the second sense, the artist must intend that any 

object so singled out be understood to be all or part 

of a particular artwork  by that artist, and x is so 

intended. 



ÅEach kind of intentional relation of artist to an 

object meant to be an artwork noted 

presupposes the artistôs conscious 

understanding of the kind of thing to which 

each intentional relation is relevant, namely to 

intended discrimination of a certain sort of 

thing and to the particular identification  of 

such a thing discriminated. 

3.1.  An artistôs understanding of the relevance 

of these intentional relations. 

 



ÅThat an artist intends that some object to which she is 

intentionally related in the first sense be understood 

to be an artwork by that artist constitutes a claim by 

the artist that that object is to be so recognized. 

 

ïThis claim may be made implicitly or explicitly, depending 

on the novelty of the object and its relation to the artworld 

and its established practices, but the claim must be 

understandable for the object singled out to be understood 

to be a work of art by the artist claiming that status for the 

object. 

3.2.  Claims and artworks. 



 

4.  The notion of the identity of an artwork. 

 

ÅAny artwork a must be meant to be some 

object or objects x, and to speak of the identity 

of a is to speak of its intended identification 

with x, or to speak of the property that x has of 

being a. 



4.1.  The distinction between awareness of an 

object that an artwork is meant to be and 

awareness that an artwork is meant to be 

identified with a particular object.  

 

ÅTo apprehend the identity  of an artwork is to 

understand with which object the work is 

meant to be identified, and whether or not that 

object can itself be apprehended. 



 

4.2.  The logical and epistemological aspects of 

an artworkôs identity. 

 
ÅThe logical aspect pertains to the artworkôs 

haecceity, or the unique property it has of being the 

particular object that it is. 

 

ÅThe epistemological aspect of the identity of an 

artwork pertains to understanding with which 

object the work is meant to be identified, and whether 

or not that object can itself be apprehended in any 

way that is relevant to that understanding. 



 

5.  The necessary comprehensibility of an 

artworkôs identity. 

 
ÅThe determination of the limits of Abstraction 

is an art -historical issue. 

 

ÅIt must then be possible for people in addition 

to the artist to understand with which object 

any artwork, including any Abstract artwork, is 

meant to be identified.  

 



 

6.  The minimal conceptual relation of 

artist to artwork.  

 
 

ÅThe artist whose work it is must be responsible for 

effecting the comprehensible identification of a 

particular artwork with a particular object. 

 

ï(And whether or not she is similarly responsible for 

effecting the object that the work is meant to be.) 



 

7.  Artistic identity, public perceptual 

objects, and artistic complexes.  

 
ÅThe determination of the limits of Abstraction 

is an art -historical issue. 

ÅCommunication between subjects ï including 
communication of the identity of an artwork ï  
depends on perception. 

ÅDetermination of any limit of Abstraction then 
depends on at least one public perceptual 
object in or through which the identity of the 
artwork is made comprehensible. 



7.1.  Definition of óartistic complex.ô 

 

ÅWhen a subject is aware of a public perceptual 

object on which the identity of all or part of an 

artwork is dependent, an óartistic complexô 

results of which the subject, the object, and 

the event of awareness linking them are 

constituents. 



Cathedra, Barnett Newman, 1951 



 

8.  Ineliminable features of artistic complexes. 

 
ÅBecause any art-historical identification of a limit of 

Abstraction depends on an artistic complex, and because 
certain things are essential to, or are ineliminable from, artistic 
complexes, these things are to be used to determine the limits  
of Abstraction in art. 

ÅThus the use of anything not essential to an artistic complex 
to identify some artwork with some object would not, for the 
reason of not being so essential, determine a limit  of 
Abstraction in that identification. 

ÅThe use of things that are essential to artistic complexes to 
determine limits of Abstraction is the reason for calling this 
artistic project óEssentialist Abstraction,ô or simply 
óEssentialism.ô 



 
8.1.  Perceptual and conceptual awareness. 

 

ÅPerceptual and conceptual awareness are essential 

aspects of any artistic complex since a subject must 

be able to perceive any perceptual object on which 

the identity of an artwork is dependent, and he must 

be able to understand both the relevance of this 

object to that identity and any cognitive or 

conceptual aspects of the object to that identity. 

 



 

8.2.  Agency. 

 
ÅA subject must choose to attend to any public 

perceptual object on which the identity of an 
artwork is relevantly dependent. 

ÅA subject must choose to attend to the object from a 
certain angle and distance, for a certain amount of 
time, and with a certain degree of attention and 
contemplation. 

ÅA subject must choose to read and reflect on any 
language that is relevant to comprehending the 
identity of the artwork. 



 

8.3.  Causation. 

 Å Any subject who forms part of an artistic complex will have a causal 
relation to the perceptual object that also forms part of that complex, and 
the object will in turn have a causal relation to the subject. 

Å Causal relations that hold between subjects and objects are of three broad 
sorts pertaining to the notions of modification, origination , or 
termination . 

ïEither an object in some way changes a subject, a subject in some way 
changes an object, or an object originates or results from an action or 
actions of a subject, or is terminated due to an action or actions of a 
subject. 

ïA subject will at least effect a Cambridge change in the perceptual 
object of that complex in virtue of forming part of an artistic complex 
at a particular time, and the object will effect the same kind of change 
in the subject who is aware of it. 

ï X is P at t1 ï T/F 

ï X is P at t2 ï  F/T 

 

 



 

8.4.  Becoming. 

 ÅThe identification of any limit of Abstraction depends 
on an artistic complex. 

ÅEvery artistic complex depends on the fact of 
apprehension. 

ÅAll apprehensions both come to exist and cease to 
exist in time. 

ÅErgo, the coming and ceasing to exist of both artistic 
complexes and the events of apprehension on which 
artistic complexes are dependent will be 
unavoidable.  

 



8.5.  Indexicals. 

ÅThe perceptual object that forms part of an 
artistic complex will be indexically related to a 
subject attending to it since any such object 
will be óthis-here-nowô relative to and for that 
subject. 

ÅAny language used to single something out 
will be indexically related to anyone 
comprehending it, and its meaning will be 
óthis-nowô for anyone comprehending it. 

 



 

8.6.  Epistemological relations of subject to 

object: knowing which, knowing that, and 

knowing what. 

 
ÅIn attending to any public perceptual object on 

which the identity of an artwork is dependent, 
a subject knows: 

Åwhich object is relevant to that identity; 

Åthat he is attending to that object; 

Åwhat he is attending to - at least in the minimal 
sense that it falls either under the category of 
artwork. 

 



8.7.  Identity and difference. 

 
ÅAll objects will fall into either the class of things that 

are meant to be identified with an artwork or the 

class of things that are not meant to be so identified. 

ÅAnd all objects either will  or will not  fall under the 

heading of a perceptual object on which that identity 

is dependent. 

ÅIdentity and difference cannot then be eliminated 

from effecting and apprehending the identities of 

works of art. 



8.8.  Objects, logic, and consciousness. 

 
ÅIt is logically unavoidable that, as a subject forms part of an 

artistic complex, all objects will divide into those of which she 
is then aware and those of which she is not then aware, and 
any or every object of either of these classes will  or will not  be 
that which all or part  of an artwork  is to be understood to be. 

ÅAny apprehensible object that all or part of an artwork is 
meant to be either will  or will not  be dependent on either a 
particular event of apprehending that object or on some or 
any event or events of a certain kind  or kinds of event of 
apprehending it. 

ÅAny object that all or part of an artwork is meant to be that 
cannot itself be apprehended either will  or will not  be 
dependent on either a particular event, or on some or any 
event or events of a certain kind  or kinds of event of 
apprehending the intended identification of all or part of the 
artwork with that object. 

 
 

 



8.9.  Apprehension and reapprehension. 

 
ÅAn object on which the identity of an artwork is 

dependent may be designed to exist perceptually 
unchanged across diverse spaces and times, or to be 
repeated in the same or a different place or places at 
different times. 

ÅApprehensions of a continuous object of either kind 
are repeatable in time. 

ÅThe history of actual apprehensions and the 
possibility of subsequent apprehensions of a such an 
object of either kind are ineliminable, and may be 
considered by the artist as means to effect or affect 
the identity of a work of art. 



 

8.10.  Parts and wholes. 

 ÅThe part-whole relation will hold between each of the 
constituents of an artistic complex and that complex.  

ÅParts of the complex may be used in the determination 
of the identification of a work with an object that does 
not exist prior to the existence of the complex.  

ÅAny part of a piece of language that is used in the 
determination of the identity of an artwork will have 
visible and linguistic compositional relations to the 
language of which it is a part. 

ÅWords of a specification will also have visible 
compositional relations to the perceptual object of which 
they form part.   

 

 



 

8.11.  Space and time. 

 
ÅThe visual language on which identifying the 

limits of Abstraction depends is spatial. 

ÅThe awareness and agency on which every 

artistic complex depends are temporal.   

ÅAccordingly, the relevance of both space and 

time to Abstraction will have to be considered, 

even though an artwork itself need not be 

either temporal or spatio-temporal. 



 

8.12.  Continuity and discontinuity and 

recurrence and non-recurrence. 

 

ÅBoth any perceptual object on which the 

identity of an artwork is dependent and any 

object that an artwork is meant to be will be 

continuous or discontinuous and either 

recurrent  or non-recurrent . 



8.13.  Aesthetically essential properties. 

ÅAny property that is aesthetically essential for 
Essentialism will be determined in relation to 
some thing or things that is essential to artistic 
complexes.   

ÅAs certain of these things are perceptual and 
others are conceptual, the aesthetic of 
Essentialist Abstraction will be complicated, 
and will have both a perceptual and a 
conceptual aspect.  

 



 

9.  Identity, artistic complexes, and the 

limits of Abstraction. 

 
ÅAs any artwork must have an identity ; 

ÅAs comprehending the identity of any artwork depends on 
apprehension of a public perceptual object;  

ÅAs apprehension of such an object creates an artistic 
complex;  

ÅAnd as certain things are ineliminable from such a complex,  

ÅThe artistic investigation of the limits of Abstraction must 
focus on those things in that investigation. 

ÅAnd any object in which ineliminable features of artistic 
complexes are reflected in the determination and 
comprehension of its identity  will be more Abstract for that 
reason than any object in which such reflection is absent. 



Haecceity 12.0.0 




