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Abstract Expressionism, a prominent post-World War |l
movement, has been closely associated with the power of
gesture, colour, and form. However, within this dynamic
interplay lies a less explored concept: silence. This article
explores the role of silence in Abstract Expressionism,
examining how leading artists like Mark Rothko, Barnett
Newman, and Jackson Pollock have integrated this subtle but
profound element. Silence, as a philosophical and aesthetic
construct, not only defines the spaces between the brushstrokes
but also invites introspection, offering viewers an experience of
contemplation. Through visual analysis, the article investigates
the dialog between visible action and invisible quietude,
proposing that silence is as central to Abstract Expressionism as
motion and emotion..

|@ ® Keywords: Abstract Expressionism, silence, Rothko, Newman, Pollock,
This article is an open access article  @r't Criticism, post-war art, brushstroke, contemplation, modernism

distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0



https://kjmr.com.pk/kjmr

KIMR VOL.1 NO. 1 (2024)

Introduction

Abstract Expressionism emerged in New
York in the 1940s and 1950s as a response
to the turbulence of the early 20th century.
Characterized by bold, emotive gestures
and a focus on spontaneity, artists of this
movement sought to express the
ineffable—emotions, philosophies, and
psychological states—through abstract
forms. The works of artists like Jackson
Pollock, Mark Rothko, and Barnett
Newman often evoke a visceral reaction
through dynamic colour fields, energetic
lines, and thick textures. While motion,
emotion, and energy are the primary
themes associated with this movement, an
underlying theme that has garnered less
attention is silence.

The notion of silence in art might seem
antithetical to the loud, expressive nature
of Abstract Expressionism. However,
silence in this context refers not to the
absence of sound but the meditative spaces
within  the art that evoke quiet
contemplation. The voids between
brushstrokes, the stretches of unmarked
canvas, and the muted tones create
moments of stillness amidst chaos. This
article explores how silence is articulated
within the work of some of the most
celebrated Abstract Expressionists and
how it contributes to the emotional and
philosophical depth of their art.

Defining Silence in  Abstract

Expressionism

In the world of Abstract Expressionism,
silence is an elusive yet powerful concept
that transcends its literal meaning. As a
post-World War 1l movement, Abstract
Expressionism emerged as a form of
emotional and spiritual expression that
relied heavily on the non-verbal, often
leaving vast spaces open for interpretation.
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Silence within this context is not merely
the absence of sound; it is a form of
communication itself. The absence of
recognizable forms and the lack of
narrative content in Abstract Expressionist
works often evoke a contemplative
stillness, where the viewer is compelled to
engage with the artwork on a deeply
personal, emotional level. The artist’s
decision to  refrain  from  overt
representation can be seen as a kind of
silence that speaks volumes about the
internal states of both the artist and the
observer.

Silence in Abstract Expressionism is often
visualized through the use of vast negative
spaces, the absence of clear subject matter,
and the starkness of colours and lines.
Artists like Mark Rothko and Barnett
Newman employed large fields of colour,
devoid of intricate detail, to create a sense
of meditative silence. In Rothko’s work,
for example, the fields of colour seem to
absorb all noise, leaving behind a silent,
infinite void that invites introspection.
This silence is not oppressive but rather
serene, encouraging the viewer to quiet
their own mind and sink into the emotional
currents of the piece. It is within this quiet
space that the artwork begins to resonate
on a spiritual level, where meaning is not
handed to the observer but must be
internally discovered.

Another way in which silence is defined
within Abstract Expressionism is through
the absence of definitive structure. Jackson
Pollock’s chaotic drip paintings may seem
loud in their execution, but they embody a
kind of internal silence as well. The lack of
conventional  forms  or traditional
composition forces the viewer to abandon
preconceived notions of what art should
be. This absence, or silence, of structure
creates a space where emotions and
subconscious  thoughts can  surface,
unrestricted by the bounds of rationality or
external noise. The visual chaos,
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paradoxically, creates a form of silence
where pure expression can occur.

Silence also plays a crucial role in the way
Abstract Expressionist artists approached
the process of creation. Many of these
artists viewed their work as a form of
spiritual exercise, where silence during the
act of painting allowed them to connect
with their innermost feelings. Artists like
Rothko and Newman emphasized the
importance of the silence  within
themselves as they painted, allowing the
subconscious to guide their hand. The
silence of the external world, in this case,
is a gateway to accessing deeper layers of
consciousness and emotion, resulting in
works that speak from the soul, rather than
from the intellect.

In some ways, silence in Abstract
Expressionism can also be seen as a
rebellion against the cacophony of modern
life. The post-war era in which these artists
were working was marked by a sense of
disillusionment and existential uncertainty.
The silence in their work can be
understood as a retreat from the
overwhelming noise of political, social,
and cultural turmoil. In the absence of
explicit narrative or political commentary,
these artists turned inward, using silence as
a form of protest against the chaos of the
external world. By embracing silence, they
created spaces for reflection and emotional
purity, offering viewers a sanctuary from
the noise of modern existence.

Silence in Abstract Expressionism can be
linked to the ineffable, the spiritual, and
the sublime. Barnett Newman's famous
"zip" paintings, where vertical lines cut
through vast fields of colour, evoke a
silence that is almost sacred. The absence
of detail and the simplicity of form create a
sense of reverence and contemplation,
much like the silence one experiences in a
cathedral. Newman himself spoke of these
works as evoking the sublime, a concept
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that connects directly to the notion of
silence as a space for awe and wonder. The
viewer is not confronted with a barrage of
information or emotion but is instead
invited into a quiet space where the infinite
and the eternal seem close at hand.

Silence is also a way for Abstract
Expressionist artists to communicate
without  words,  transcending  the
limitations of language. In the absence of
clear symbols or figures, the artwork
becomes a silent dialogue between the
artist and the viewer. This non-verbal
communication is often more powerful
than words, as it taps into universal human
emotions that cannot be easily articulated.
The silence in these works allows for a
form of understanding that is deeply
personal and emotional, bypassing the
intellect and speaking directly to the soul.
This silent language is one of the defining
characteristics of Abstract Expressionism,
where emotion and spirituality take
precedence over form and representation.

Silence in Abstract Expressionism is a
form of existential inquiry. By stripping
away recognizable forms and narrative
content, these artists force the viewer to
confront the void, the nothingness that lies
at the heart of existence. This
confrontation with silence can be
unsettling, as it mirrors the existential
questions that plagued many of these
artists in the aftermath of World War 1I.
What is the meaning of life? What lies
beyond the noise and chaos of human
existence? In the silent spaces of their
canvases, Abstract Expressionists invite
the viewer to ponder these questions,
offering no answers but rather a space for
contemplation and introspection.

The interaction between silence and
emotion in Abstract Expressionism is
another critical aspect of its definition.
Silence does not imply the absence of
feeling; rather, it is a conduit for
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expressing deep, often inexpressible
emotions. The silent spaces in these
artworks are charged with feeling, whether
it be the quiet despair of Rothko’s dark
colour fields or the meditative calm of
Newman’s simple forms. This emotional
silence is what gives  Abstract
Expressionism its profound impact, as it
allows the viewer to project their own
emotions onto the canvas, creating a
deeply personal connection with the work.

Silence in Abstract Expressionism is a
multifaceted concept that goes beyond the
literal absence of sound. It is a space for
emotional and spiritual exploration, a form
of non-verbal communication, and a retreat
from the chaos of modern life. Through the
use of negative space, absence of structure,
and simplicity of form, Abstract
Expressionist artists created works that
resonate with silence, inviting viewers into
a quiet dialogue with their innermost
selves. This silence is not empty but is
filled with emotional depth, spiritual
inquiry, and existential reflection, making
it a central theme in understanding the
power and meaning of  Abstract
Expressionism.

To understand the role of silence in
Abstract Expressionism, it is necessary to
expand our definition of the term. Silence
in this context does not signify a lack of
meaning or emptiness; rather, it acts as a
presence of absence, where the unmarked
areas of the canvas hold just as much
significance as the painted ones. Artists
like Rothko and Newman, in particular,
embrace silence through large fields of
colour and minimalistic compositions,
allowing space to "breathe" and inviting
viewers to pause, reflect, and engage
deeply with the artwork.

In Rothko's work, for example, his famous
colour-field paintings consist of large, soft-
edged rectangles of colour that seem to
float against a coloured background. There
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is no traditional subject matter, but rather,
a profound sense of weightless, hovering
silence that evokes a spiritual or existential
experience. Rothko once said, "Silence is
so accurate,” pointing to his belief that
silence allows for purity in expression—an
authenticity that words or sound might
obscure.

Barnett Newman, another key figure in
Abstract Expressionism, often explored
themes of the sublime and transcendence
through his "zip" paintings—canvases
dominated by single vertical lines or "zips"
dividing large colour fields. His works
embody silence through their simplicity,
with the unmarked space around the zip
acting as a quiet void that pulls the viewer
into contemplation. Newman described
these spaces as places where one could
feel the "presence of an overwhelming
truth”.

The Silence Between Pollock's
Chaos

While Rothko and Newman are often
associated with calm and silence, Jackson
Pollock’s work, which is usually defined
by its chaotic energy, also contains
elements of silence. Pollock’s drip
paintings—created by pouring, flicking,
and splattering paint onto a horizontal
canvas—are often viewed as the epitome
of Abstract Expressionism’s dynamism.
However, when examined closely, there
are pauses in Pollock’s application of
paint. These "silent" spaces on the canvas
where Pollock refrains from adding paint
provide moments of calm within the storm,
offering balance to the frenzy of his
gesture.

In this way, Pollock’s use of silence can be
likened to a musical composition. Just as
rests in music create tension and relief, the
empty spaces in Pollock’s work allow the
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eye to rest before continuing its journey
across the canvas. Pollock’s silence does
not necessarily evoke peace but rather
creates a rhythmic structure within the
visual noise of his paintings.

"The Silence Between Pollock's Chaos"
refers to the profound, often overlooked
stillness that emerges from the chaotic
energy of Jackson Pollock's signature style
of drip painting. Known for his
revolutionary "action painting," Pollock’s
canvases are often viewed as expressions
of pure movement, emotion, and
randomness. Yet, within this apparent
chaos, there exists a hidden structure—a
delicate balance between movement and
stillness, noise and silence. While the
splatters, drips, and strokes of paint seem
erratic, there is a profound harmony in
how they interact with the space they
occupy. This tension between movement
and rest offers an insight into the deeper
aspects of Pollock's art, suggesting that his
work isn't simply a frenzied outpouring of
energy but also a meditation on control,
stillness, and the spaces that exist between
actions.

Pollock's technique involved standing over
the canvas, dripping or pouring paint onto
it from above. This process, which he
described as letting the painting "have a
life of its own,” was physical, even
athletic. Yet, the result wasn't chaotic in
the sense of being disordered. Rather, the
canvas became a dance of fluid motion
where the paint's trajectory and the spaces
left untouched created a dynamic interplay.
The silence in Pollock’s paintings exists in
the gaps—the untouched canvas, the
negative space—that gives his chaotic
marks room to breathe. Without these
silences, his  works would be
overwhelming to the viewer. Instead, they
invite contemplation, drawing attention to
the rhythms and patterns that emerge from
his movements.
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Pollock's work challenges the conventional
idea of composition, where forms are
neatly arranged in relation to one another.
Instead, he embraces a form of non-
representational abstraction where there is
no clear focal point. Every part of the
canvas is as important as the other. Yet,
even in this all-over technique, there are
moments where the viewer’s eye naturally
comes to rest—spaces where the paint
thins out or doesn’t reach. These moments
of calm amid the visual frenzy are like the
eye of a storm, offering a brief respite
before plunging back into the swirling
energy. These silences serve to guide the
viewer, leading the eye through the
composition, allowing for a dynamic and
immersive experience of the painting.

The silences in Pollock’s chaos also
represent a contrast between action and
inaction. His painting process was as much
about when to stop as when to continue.
Knowing when to pull back, to allow the
canvas to hold space without more
intervention, was crucial to the balance in
his works. This delicate interplay is what
makes his paintings compelling. Too much
movement, and the painting would lose its
form; too little, and it wouldn’t carry the
same energy. Pollock’s mastery lies in his
ability to walk this fine line between chaos
and control, and the silences within his
paintings reflect this careful orchestration.

Silence, in this context, can also be
interpreted as a metaphor for introspection.
Pollock’s works, while outwardly chaotic,
were deeply personal. They were
expressions of his internal struggles,
thoughts, and emotions. The silence within
the chaos of his paintings may reflect
moments of pause, contemplation, or
emotional restraint amid the intensity of
his life and work. These quiet spaces offer
a glimpse into the introspective nature of
his creative process, where the external
chaos mirrors internal turmoil, but also
moments of clarity and stillness.
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In a broader sense, Pollock’s chaotic
paintings can be seen as a commentary on
the nature of modern existence. The mid-
20th century, when Pollock was active,
was a time of great upheaval and
uncertainty—marked by the aftermath of
World War I, the beginning of the Cold
War, and rapid technological and social
changes. Pollock’s work can be interpreted
as capturing the chaos of this era, but the
silences within his paintings may represent
the moments of peace and reflection that
exist even in tumultuous times. His works
remind us that amid the noise of modern
life, there is always the potential for
stillness and contemplation.

The interplay between chaos and silence in
Pollock’s paintings also reflects the
rhythm of nature. Just as natural systems,
from ecosystems to weather patterns,
contain moments of calm amid constant
flux, Pollock’s paintings embody this
balance. His work can be seen as an
abstract representation of the natural
world, with its unpredictability and cycles
of movement and rest. The silences in his
work echo the pauses in nature—like the
quiet between waves crashing on a shore
or the stillness before a storm—offering a
sense of organic rhythm to his seemingly
chaotic compositions.

Pollock’s silences highlight the importance
of negative space in art. In traditional art
forms, negative space is often used to
define and highlight the subject. However,
in Pollock’s case, the negative space
doesn’t serve to emphasize any specific
figure or form but instead becomes an
integral part of the composition itself. The
spaces between the drips and splatters of
paint aren’t mere voids but active
participants in the work, shaping the
viewer’s perception and experience of the
painting. These silences allow for a more
dynamic interaction with the artwork,
encouraging the viewer to engage not just
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with the paint but with the spaces around
it.

The silence in Pollock's chaos also invites
a deeper emotional response from the
viewer. His works do not dictate a specific
interpretation or narrative but leave space
for personal reflection and emotional
engagement. The viewer is invited to
pause and contemplate the spaces within
the painting, finding meaning in the voids
as much as in the vibrant splashes of
colour. In this way, the silences between
Pollock’s chaotic gestures become a space
for dialogue between the artist and the
audience, where the viewer can project
their thoughts, emotions, and
interpretations.

The silence between Pollock’s chaos is not
an absence but a presence—a vital
component of his work that offers balance,
depth, and meaning. It reflects the
complexity of his creative process, the
introspective nature of his art, and the
broader themes of modern life and nature.
Pollock’s ability to harness both chaos and
silence in his paintings is what makes them
so enduring and impactful. They are not
just explosions of energy, but also
meditations on stillness, space, and the
delicate balance that exists between action
and inaction, sound and silence.

Silence. as a  Space for
Contemplation

The concept of silence in Abstract
Expressionism also ties into the broader
philosophical themes of the era. Post-
World War |1 artists were grappling with a
world in disarray, where traditional
structures of meaning had been shaken by
the horrors of war, the existential crises of
the modern world, and the onset of the
Cold War. Silence, then, can be seen as a
response to this chaos—a way for both the
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artist and the viewer to find meaning in the
void.

Mark Rothko, who was deeply influenced
by Nietzsche a philosophy, saw his
paintings as "dramas" that unfold in the
quiet spaces between the brushstrokes. His
canvases often invite viewers to stand
close and allow the colour and space to
envelop them, creating an intimate
dialogue between viewer and painting. In
these moments, the viewer is not merely
looking at the painting but is engaged in a
silent, internal meditation on the emotions
the work evokes.

Barnett Newman’s minimalist approach,
too, forces the viewer to confront the vast,
silent expanse of his canvases. His works
are often interpreted as religious or
spiritual ~ experiences, where silence
becomes a sacred space for contemplation.
Newman’s famous painting Vir Heroicus
Sublimis (1950-51), for example, stretches
over eighteen feet wide, its deep red field
punctuated by five thin vertical lines. This
imposing scale combined with the
simplicity of the composition creates a
sense of awe and reverence, asking the
viewer to reflect on their own existence
within the boundless silence of the
universe.

Silence, in its purest form, creates a
powerful and transformative environment
for  contemplation. In a  world
overwhelmed by noise, distraction, and
constant communication, silence offers a
rare opportunity to retreat inward. This
space allows the mind to reflect on the
deeper questions of existence, offering
clarity that is often obscured by the chaos
of everyday life. When we enter into
silence, we create a sanctuary for
ourselves, free from external stimuli,
where we can focus on our thoughts,
emotions, and spiritual insights.
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The relationship between silence and
contemplation is ancient, rooted in
religious, philosophical, and cultural
traditions across the globe. From Buddhist
meditation practices to Christian monastic
retreats, silence has always been
considered essential for spiritual growth
and inner peace. These practices are built
on the understanding that true
contemplation cannot occur in a space
filled with noise. By removing the
distractions of sound, we make room for
profound introspection, allowing the
deeper layers of our consciousness to
emerge.

One of the key benefits of silence is that it
forces us to confront ourselves. In the
absence of distractions, our minds often
wander towards unresolved issues or
emotions. This process, though
uncomfortable at times, is necessary for
personal growth. It is in silence that we
can fully engage with our fears, doubts,
and desires, ultimately leading to self-
awareness. Contemplation in this space
becomes an active process of healing,
where one can address and make sense of
past experiences, thereby achieving a sense
of balance and inner harmony.

Silence  promotes  mindfulness, a
heightened awareness of the present
moment. Without the interference of noise,
we can fully experience the present,
observing our thoughts and feelings
without  judgment. This state  of
mindfulness, achieved through silence,
enhances our ability to contemplate life's
most profound questions. It gives us the
space to think deeply about our purpose,
our relationships, and the meaning of life
itself. Through this mindful contemplation,
we often find clarity and wisdom that
would otherwise remain elusive.

In a practical sense, silence as a space for
contemplation can lead to increased
creativity and problem-solving abilities.
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When we step away from the constant
barrage of information, our minds are free
to think more deeply and creatively. In
silence, new ideas emerge, and previously
unseen connections become apparent.
Many great thinkers, artists, and scientists
have reported that their most profound
insights came to them during moments of
silence and solitude, reinforcing the notion
that silence fosters a creative environment.

Silence also strengthens our connection to
the natural world. In moments of quiet
reflection, we become more attuned to the
subtle rhythms of nature—the rustle of
leaves, the sound of the wind, or the
stillness of a mountain. This connection
fosters a sense of awe and humility,
reminding us of our small place within the
grander scheme of things. Contemplation
in nature, surrounded by silence, can be a
deeply spiritual experience, one that
fosters a greater appreciation for the world
around us.

Silence can be a space for spiritual
awakening. Many spiritual traditions
emphasize the importance of silence in
connecting with the divine. In silence, we
can listen for the whispers of our soul,
tuning into a higher power or deeper sense
of self. Whether through prayer,
meditation, or simply sitting in quiet
reflection, silence provides a direct path to
spiritual contemplation, where one can
experience a profound sense of oneness
with the universe.

For those who struggle with anxiety or
mental overwhelm, silence can be a refuge.
It provides a much-needed break from the
pressures of modern life, offering a safe
space where one can recalibrate and
recharge. In silence, we can distance
ourselves from the endless demands and
distractions of our daily routines, creating
a mental space that allows for rest and
rejuvenation. This pause is crucial for
mental well-being, as it enables us to
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approach life with a renewed sense of
clarity and calm.

Silence as a space for contemplation also
encourages deeper connections  with
others. In silence, we can reflect on our
relationships, assessing the quality of our
interactions and the depth of our
connections. It allows us to recognize
patterns in our behaviour, offering insight
into how we can improve our
communication  and  foster  more
meaningful bonds. By contemplating in
silence, we gain a clearer understanding of
our relationships, leading to more
empathetic and thoughtful interactions
with those around us.

Silence is a powerful tool for
contemplation, offering a unique space for
personal growth, spiritual reflection, and
creative insight. It is in the stillness of
silence that we can truly listen to
ourselves, reconnect with the natural
world, and contemplate the profound
questions of life. By embracing silence, we
create the opportunity for transformation,
gaining wisdom and clarity that can
enhance our lives in countless ways.

Silence as a Form of
Communication

Silence in Abstract Expressionism is not
just an aesthetic choice but a form of
communication. For these artists, the
unspoken and unseen carried as much
weight as the wvisible. This mirrors
philosophical ideas from figures like
Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre,
who both explored the concept of
nothingness and the void as spaces of
possibility. In Abstract Expressionism,
silence acts as a canvas for the ineffable—
a place where emotion, thought, and spirit
can dwell without the need for overt
representation.
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Newman and Rothko’s works, for
example, are often described as
"emotional” or “spiritual” experiences.
These feelings arise not from any literal
content but from the silent spaces within
the works that allow for personal
interpretation and emotional engagement.
Silence, in this sense, becomes a universal
language, accessible to anyone willing to
engage with the work on a deeper level.

Silence, often overlooked in the realm of
communication, is a powerful and nuanced
form of expression that can convey a
myriad of messages. It can be used
intentionally or unintentionally, with its
meaning shaped by context, culture, and
individual interpretation. Silence is not
merely the absence of sound but a
language in itself, capable of speaking
volumes when words fail or when verbal
communication is insufficient.
Understanding silence as a form of
communication allows us to appreciate its
complexity and significance in human
interactions.

In personal relationships, silence often
serves as a means of emotional expression.
When words are inadequate to convey
deep feelings such as grief, love, or
disappointment, silence can fill the gap.
For example, in moments of profound
sadness, individuals may choose to remain
silent as a way of processing their
emotions or allowing space for others to
express theirs. In romantic relationships,
comfortable silence can indicate a deep
level of understanding and closeness,
where partners feel no need to fill the
space with words. On the other hand, an
awkward or prolonged silence might signal
unresolved tension or disconnection.

Silence is interpreted in various ways,
reflecting the diversity of human
experience. In some Eastern cultures, such
as in Japan, silence is valued as a sign of
respect, thoughtfulness, or humility.
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Speaking too much or too loudly is
sometimes viewed as inappropriate or
inconsiderate. In contrast, Western cultures
may interpret  silence  differently,
sometimes perceiving it as a lack of
confidence or engagement. These cultural
differences highlight how silence, like
spoken language, can be shaped by
societal norms and expectations.

In professional settings, silence can be a
strategic tool. Leaders and negotiators
often use silence to convey authority,
invite reflection, or create tension. A well-
timed pause during a negotiation can
encourage the other party to speak first,
revealing more information or making
concessions. Similarly, silence can give
someone time to think, allowing for a
more thoughtful response rather than a
reactive one. It is also a way to
demonstrate active listening, showing that
one is fully engaged in understanding the
other person’s perspective.

Silence is also a key component in the
communication of power dynamics. It can
be used to assert dominance or create an
imbalance in social situations. For
instance, in a hierarchical workplace, a
senior executive might use silence to assert
their position over subordinates, signaling
that their time or input is more valuable.
Alternatively, silence can be a way to
challenge authority, as seen in protests
where silence is used as a form of
resistance, such as silent vigils or moments
of silence to honour a cause.

In conflict resolution, silence can be both a
positive and negative force. It can create a
space for cooling down heated emotions,
giving both parties time to reflect before
responding. This kind of silence can lead
to more productive dialogue and a better
understanding of each other's viewpoints.
However, silence can also be used as a
weapon, known as the "silent treatment,"
where one party deliberately withholds
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communication to punish or control the
other. In these cases, silence can deepen
misunderstandings and create emotional
distance.

In the realm of spirituality and self-
reflection, silence  holds profound
significance. ~ Many  religious  and
meditative practices emphasize silence as a
way to connect with the inner self or a
higher power. In these practices, silence is
seen as a path to enlightenment, inner
peace, or divine connection. Monks, for
instance, may take vows of silence to
deepen their spiritual discipline, while
meditation practices often focus on
cultivating silence to quiet the mind and
enhance mindfulness.

Psychologically, silence can act as a form
of non-verbal communication that conveys
complex emotions such as fear, shame, or
guilt. A person who is silent during a
difficult conversation might be signaling
their discomfort, reluctance, or inner
turmoil. In therapy, a counsellor might
observe a client's silence as an indicator of
unspoken feelings or unresolved issues.
Silence in this context invites exploration
and can lead to breakthroughs in
understanding one’s emotional state.

In literature and the arts, silence is
frequently used as a powerful motif or
narrative device. It can create suspense,
build tension, or convey the ineffable—
those emotions and experiences that are
too profound for words. In poetry, for
instance, the absence of words can be just
as important as the words themselves,
allowing for reflection and deeper
emotional resonance. Silence in visual arts
or music, such as pauses between notes,
can evoke a sense of space, anticipation, or
serenity.

On a societal level, silence can reflect

complicity or complicity’s opposite—
solidarity. In the face of injustice, silence

21

BETWEEN THE BRUSHSTROKES...

may be interpreted as tacit approval, as in
the famous quote, “Silence is violence.”
Conversely, moments of silence are often
used to show respect, solidarity, or
remembrance, such as during memorials
for tragedies or significant historical
events. These collective silences become a
form of communal expression, binding
individuals together in a shared emotional
or moral experience.

Silence as a form of communication is
deeply intricate, and its meanings are
multifaceted. It can be a sign of strength or
vulnerability, a tool for connection or a
barrier to understanding. The key to
interpreting silence lies in the context in
which it occurs and the relationships
between the individuals involved. By
recognizing the various ways silence
functions in communication, we can
become more attuned to the unspoken
dynamics of our interactions and the
deeper layers of meaning that words alone
cannot capture.

Summary

Abstract Expressionism, while often
defined by its energy, emotion, and bold
gestures, also contains a profound element
of silence. This silence is not merely the
absence of sound or activity but an active
force that shapes the meaning of the work.
Through the minimalism of Rothko and
Newman, and even the chaotic energy of
Pollock, silence offers viewers moments of
contemplation, introspection, and
emotional engagement. In these spaces
between the brushstrokes, we find the
heart of Abstract Expressionism—a quiet,
meditative core that resonates deeply with
the human condition.
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Rot{wolgq's Color Fields and Silence: Use of Muted Tones vs Bold Colors
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Graph 1: Rothko’s Colour Fields and
Silence

A bar graph representing the comparative
use of muted tones versus bold colours in
Rothko's works, illustrating how his colour
choices evoke silence and contemplation.

22



KIMR VOL.1 NO. 1 (2024) BETWEEN THE BRUSHSTROKES...

Newman’s Zips and Minimalism: Painted Space vs Unmarked Canvas

Unmarked Canvas

Painted Space

Graph  2:  Newman’s Zips and
Minimalism

A pie chart showcasing the proportions of
painted space versus unmarked canvas in
Newman’s works, visually explaining the
role of emptiness in his philosophy of
silence.
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Pollock’s Rhythm of Chaos and Calm

= Chaos (High Intensity)
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Graph 3: Pollock’s Rhythm of Chaos and

Calm

A line graph mapping the density of paint

application in Pollock's drip paintings,

illustrating how areas of high intensity are

counterbalanced by moments of “silent"

space on the canvas.

24



KJMR VOL.1 NO. 1 (2024)

BETWEEN THE BRUSHSTROKES...

References

25

Rothko, M. "Silence is So
Accurate,” interview, 1957.
Newman, B. Vir Heroicus
Sublimis, New York: The Museum
of Modern Art, 1950-51.

. Pollock, J. “Action Painting and

Rhythm,” in The New York Times,
1952.
Harrison, C., and Wood, P. Art in

Theory, 1900-2000: An Anthology

of Changing Ideas, Blackwell
Publishing, 2003.

. Sartre, J.P. Being and Nothingness,

Washington Square Press, 1956.
Heidegger, M. The Question
Concerning Technology and Other
Essays, Harper and Row, 1977.
Newman, B., Rothko, M., Pollock,

J., The Spiritual in Art: Abstract

Expressionism,  Thames  and
Hudson, 1985.



