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“…Everything starts with a distant murmur. Small ripples interrupt the still water. Suddenly, the 

conductor of life heatedly raises the baton and a violent outburst of water arises like a tower over us. 

Then, the storm dies down, it reverberates from afar……. and then, everything starts over with that 

same whisper ...” 

                                                                                                                                                                

Introduction: How it all starts 

Abstract Expressionism, Informal Art, Zero and Nul Movement. 

The Beginning, disappearance and return of Zero and the affiliated. 

 

After the WWII, revolutionary artists, intellectuals and philosophers declare the bankruptcy of 

western civilisation and raise their voices in an attempt to call for new cultural beginnings. The grey 

deck of clouds is split by the first flashes of light. Flashes of light that reflect everywhere, from the 

United States to Europe and Japan.  

 

By who, when and where a specific movement commences is very difficult to determine. These 

events often run through one another. However, we can determine that Abstract Expressionism – 

United States - and Informal Art – Europe – originate somewhere between 1945 and 1960. 

 

Pollock (1912-1956), Willem de Kooning (1904-1997) and Franz Kline (1910-1962), who belong to the 

American Abstract Expressionism or Action Painting, has numerous spin-offs in Japan and Europe. 

Copenhagen, Brussels and Amsterdam saw the rise of the expressionism of CoBrA, with both abstract 

as figurative elements, followed by the art of the informal artists. Most of the time these movements 

walk by each other which makes it hard to draw exact boundaries. 

 

In Japan but also in Europe, many artists are indebted to Jackson Pollock, also called Jack The 

Dripper, and Willem De Kooning. The emphasis is on the act of painting which is called Action 

Painting. Pollock, armed with a paint brush dipped in a can of paint, lets the paint, walking or dancing 

around the large canvasses on the ground, freely drip. There is no central point in the composition. 

The composition is everywhere; ‘over-all composition’. In Europe, this way of painting is called 

Informal Art.  

 

   
Action painting:                   Pollock                1946                           De Kooning: Pink Angels 1945 
Color-field Painting, another flow of Abstract Expressionism in which artists are working with large 

abstract color fields or abstract representations. Representatives of this movement are the artists 

Mark Rothko (1903-1970), Barnett Newman (1905-1970), Clyfford Still (1904-1980), Robert 

Motherwell (1915-1991), Adolph Gottlieb (1903-1974) and Ad Reinhardt (1913-1967).  
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Color-field: Mark Rothko nr. 13  Barnett Newman, 1949    Reinhardt 1947 -ultimate painting 1964 
maganta, black, green on orange, 1949 
                                                                                                                                                                                  

JAPAN 

Also in Japan something is brewing. The atom bombs thrown on Hiroshima (6
th

 of August 1945) and 

Nagasaki (9
th

 of August 1945) have affected the arts radically. At the same time the name Zero pops-

up in several countries. For the first time in Japan. Many artists want to start over. A new beginning. 

There, the Zero Movement only lasted for a few years, from 1952 up to 1955. It also had a different 

perspective than the later Zero Movement that started in Germany. The most important 

representatives in Japan are Kazuo Shiraga (1924-2008) and his spouse Fujiko Shiraga (1928- ), 

Saburo Murakami (1925-1996), Akira Kanayama (1924-2006) and Atsuko Tanaka (1932-2005). The 

core of the thought seems to have been; “Art must unfold itself from the point of an absolute void”. 

There appears to have been only one exhibition, in 1954, in the window of department store Sogou 

in Osaka.  

 

In 1954 the GUTAI was founded by Shozo Shimamoto (1928-2013) and Yiro Yoshihara (1905-1972). 

GUTAI is a fusion of the words GU, which means “tools” or “the way something is done”, and TAI, the 

word for “body” or “to do something with your body”. The word has been translated in English into 

embodiment or concrete.  

In GUTAI Art there is no elementary change, it doesn’t violate it. It gives life to matter. Spirit and 

matter go together and still keep a certain distance but cannot exist without each other. Members of 

the original Zero Movement joined the GUTAI. Some other artists are: Takesada Matsutani (1937- ) 

and Sadamasa Motonaga. (1922-2011) 

 

Also with the GUTAI artists the activity is the most important. They go so far in their interpretation 

that they even paint with hands and bare feet in the paint. The artists heave themselves with ropes 

and cans of paint to the ceiling after which they swoosh down over the canvas like a raging sea. 

Create and destroy in the same act. These artists have a keen eye for the beauty of destruction and 

the decay of things. It comes to combining creativity in conjunction with the material in order to 

come to a painting which is guided by the act. The hand leads the eye. Kazuo Shiraga; ‘I wanted to 

paint like collapsing of exhaustion after running around on a battlefield. Famous are his “Mud 

Paintings (challenging Mud 1955)” . He created these paintings by slushing into a combination of 

concrete and mud forcing it into compositional shapes. Performance and body art find their origin. 

 

 
Kazuo Shiraga aan het werk 1955                                            Shozo Shimamoto 1955 
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K. Shiraga: challenging Mud 1962    Akira Kanayama 1957  Jiro Yoshihara 1960  Takesada Matsutani 1963 
 

Shiraga admires the work of Pollock, but finds his work more mundane and denies that the paintings 

of Pollock express a higher form of sublimation as his own work.  Shiraga is inspired by the 

calligraphy of the Zen Buddhist Nantembo (1839-1925). Shiraga’ s paintings are the result of an 

elusive perception of consciousness and energy, which are being evoked by the untameable devotion 

of the act. In 1971 Shiraga becomes a devoted Buddhist. 

According to Shiraga Pollock’s paintings are created out of anger: “Jackson Pollock had demons 

inside. Everybody could see that. But no one knew where they came from or 

what they wanted”. (1.p.2 JP) “God damn beautiful son-of-a bitch country. Jackson called 

it, shouting into the wind from the rumble seat of the model A Ford” (1.p.290 JP). 

 

The work of Pollock is aptly called psychological realism. Except Pollock the painters of GUTAI have 

great admiration for George Mathieu (1921-2012) who as a kind of a pop-artist puts up a show for a 

couple of thousands of spectators that boosts speed, concentration, meditation and improvisation.  

Frankly, I find Hiraga's statements not very zen, Shiraga glorifies his own work too much at the 

expense of Pollock. Of course Shiraga has to react against Pollock in order to put himself on a 

pedestal . Shiraga desperately appeals to the higher self which sounds very macho to me. Although 

his works are powerful, violent and mundane, I do not experience the higher being in it. At the 

recently held TEFAF fair some of his works were priced at a mind boggling € 4,4 million. In this regard 

Shiraga shoots sky-high.  

 

Shozo Shimamoto has come up with something completely different. She fills bottles with paint and 

throws these against the canvas creating a splattering ballet of paint spots.  
 

                                                                              
 Performance Shoto Shimamoto 1963    Mathieu is inspired by Japanese calligraphy 1947 
 
Saburo Murakami launches himself dramatically through large layers of paper and Atsuko Tanaka 

surrounds himself with a gown of electric light.  

   1955-56                                                   1956 
p.3 



CoBrA: 1948 – 1952 

In 1948, in the Café de l’Hotel Notre Dame in Paris, the artist group CoBrA is established  consisting 

of artists from Copenhagen, Brussels and Amsterdam. 

The Cobra artists rebel against the theorising of the surrealists who, however, inspire them to act in a 

spontaneous, fast and automatic way (Miro and Klee in particular). The CoBrA artists wanted to deal 

with the misery of the war caused by adults. They want to be inspired by the purity and spontaneity 

of children and the mentally ill. Also a society based on the notion of a new social order in which the 

power is with the people will give the artists the idea that art is not just for everyone but can also be 

made by everyone. Appel; ‘Everybody is an artist. 

Constant Nieuwenhuys strives more than anyone for a new society in the form of his famed “New 

Babylon Project”in which he shapes his ideas with models, drawings, films and manifestos. The 

Municipal Museum of The Hague possesses the largest collection of this project.  

 

              
 K. Appel 1948 Constant, little ladder. Jorn, Appel, Constant, Corneille en Constant: Model New Babylon 
 Freedom scream    1949             Nyholm over a Mortensen painting              1952-56 and later  
 
The CoBrA period has in fact lasted for a short time, from 1948 to 1952. In 1952, discouraged, several 

members leave for Paris where they continue individually. The cheerfulness and optimism of the 

members of CoBrA vanishes like frost under the morning sun. In 1948 Russia invades and annexes 

Czechoslovakia. Korea was occupied by Japan for 35 years, but due to its defeat during the Second 

World War Russia obtains North Korea and the US South Korea. In 1950 North Korea attacks South 

Korea and some years later, in 1956, Russia cracks down “The Hungarian Uprising” with an iron fist. 

We talk about the cold war between Russia and the United States. 

 

The Informal Art in Europe (1955 – 1960) 

The artists directly react to this world of destruction by means of dark and gloomy paintings. 

Paintings are made with paint mixed with plaster, cement, sand and glue or being constructed from 

assemblies of wood and iron. In 1951, this movement has already been given the name “l’Art 

Informel (Informal Art)” by the art critic Michel Tapié (1909-1987) and anticipates the short-lived 

movement which exists from 1955 up to 1960. Another characteristic of the Informal Art is that it is 

without imagination, spontaneous and direct in which the motion is emphasised.  

           

H. Hartung 1955         J. Fautrier 1945      Dubuffet 1947          Saura jaren ‘50                  Tapies 
 

Different branches of the Informal Art have names like; “Un Art Autre”, “Tachism or Stain Painting” 

and “Art Geste or Gesture Painting”. Related artist are Antonio Tapiès (1923-2012) and Antonio 

Saura (1930-1998) from Catalonia Spain, J.Fautrier (1898-1964) and Pière Soulages (1919- ) from 

France, H. Hartung (1904-1989) from Germany and many  others that are easy to recognise once one 

sees their work. These artists are again influenced by the Drippings of Jackson Pollock (1912-1956), 

the subconscious, surreal, automatic, fast and spontaneous  act.  
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The Informal Artists do not paint according to an academic idiom: Realistic, true to nature, with a 

central perspective , light and shade in the service of performance. It only comes to the painting 

itself, without representation, painting on a surface, disorderly and irrational. Released from the 

yoke of the past. Fantasy as a lust object. 

 

                               
K. Willink (1900-1983) portret Ch. Roelofsz     K. Verwey (1900-1995)   Ch. Eyck (1897-1983)                   
Dutch ‘Realistic’ painters are not done any more for Informal artists. 
 
Provocations of The Informals in The Netherlands 

In March 1960, actually already the end of the informal era, an editorial was published by the 

members of the Informal Artists in all newspapers in order to provoke and invigorate the sluggish 

public. The editorial was drawn up in a faithful imitation of a Nazi propaganda pamphlet; in criticisms 

of the Art Informel was referred to fascism. “Who are these criminal people?”, a letter writer asked 

in response to Armando’s ‘Peinture Criminelle’. This editorial ridiculed these remarks by boosting and 

inflating them. Under the announcement there was stated that the Dutch Informal Group exhibited 

predominantly in former fascist countries. Now of course the criticism saw itself fully confirmed. 

 

In 1959, when the Informal Group has an exhibition in the Düsseldorf Gallery Gunar, Armando writes 

in his Credo 1 & 2; “there must be a new form of art and everything indicates that it will come. No 

more beautiful and awful, no more good and evil – however it still exists – but an art that is no longer 

art, a given fact. 

 

                                   
                                           Armando Peinture Criminelle 1958             Jaap Wagemaker 1961 
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Art as a Spiritual Act - The first Radical Innovators 

Lucio Fontana (1899-1968) is more an Italian than an Argentinian which he was when he was born. In 

1947, Lucio Fontana put his students, of the Academia d’Altamira in Buenos Aires, on to write the 

now famed ‘Manifesto Blanco’. Fontana wants to achieve an art form in which the integration of 

technology and philosophy must lead to new forms of art. The old principles based on the old static 

painted images of reality must be transformed to a much more spiritual act that will lead to an 

elementary liberation, a dynamic art of movement through time and space.  

 

In 1949, Fontana’s thoughts create his famed ‘Concetti Spaziali’ in which he stands in front of one of 

his canvasses and cuts and perforates it after a highly concentrated stance of one hour. Fontana 

creates both ‘Buchi’ (holes) and ‘Tagli’ (sections) in the canvas with knives, razor blades or a pool cue 

from the Baroque era. Fontana refers to the Baroque of the seventeenth century because the images 

in the paintings seem to leave the canvas by means of diagonal lines.  

 

 
 Buchi-holes Fontana                   Rubens cross decrease          Tagli-cut Fontana 1949 
 

The consequences of rending the paintings in order to discover the space behind it will have far 

reaching effects for the arts. The repercussions and influence will be great. Fontana is the founder of 

Spationalism. By cutting and making holes in the canvas, Fontana breaks with the centuries-long 

habit of the illusionary display of depth by the perspective in the painting. Herewith Fontana incites 

to Conceptual,  Performance, Environment- and Happening Art.  Fontana makes use of new 

technologies such as neon lightning and television in which the observation, sound, movement and 

time calls for another dimension. The space in which this had to take place had to be painted in plain 

colours. The art turned into a ‘Total Experience’ wherein the boundaries between flat and spatial 

shapes are neutralised.  

 

Yves Klein (1928-1962) 

Yves Klein’s parents, his father Fred Klein was Dutch, were both fairly well-known artists. However, 

Yves Klein said this to be more of an obstacle for his artistry. Yves Klein dies at a quite young age 

after a series of heart-attacks. Strangely, though he lives respectful with regard to his body – his body 

is his castle – since he believes that body and soul are one. At a very young age he is interested in 

Eastern Philosophy, travels to japan, practices Zen and the Buddhist Wisdom of Emptiness in order to 

achieve a spiritual cleansing. Herein Judo is an important vehicle. He achieves a 5
th

 Dan Black Belt. He 

instructs Judo and writes about it. Yves Klein develops himself into a complete total artist.   

 

The Rosicrucian’s alchemistic philosophy  wherein the elementary forces of nature fire, water, earth, 

air and the human quest for transcendence had great influence on him. In the 1960’s these four 

elements play a major part in the philosophy of the Zero artists. Therefore it is not surprising that 

Yves Klein is interested by the pure color which evokes space and emptiness.  
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In 1960 Yves Klein takes a leap from a window into space – although a group of friends is waiting 

downstairs in order to catch him in a net. Trough colour Yves Klein experiences complete 

identification with space. Klein is opposed to the use of two colours in one painting. The use of two 

colours in one painting results in a psychological and emotional battle that will lead to impurity.  

                                                   
Jump in the void 1960                  Monochrome                                 Éponge    
                                       
Blue is the most intense color, also de coldest and  purest for the void.  
 
Early on Yves Klein, laying on the beach in Nice, claims the blue sky and becomes angry whenever a 

bird wings through it. The colour has to be completely pure, to be monochrome, pure blue, red or 

yellow. Lines are prohibited, lines are the psychological bars of our prison, marking and perforating 

the space around us, they are reflections of our upbringing, our framework, our intelligence and 

vices.  

 

Colour is a cosmic – sensibility, it penetrates the vastness. Klein is the successor of Impressionism, 

that views nature as an orgasm of colours eliminating lines.  Klein views Delacroix as a predecessor 

and his tutor because he thinks that colours escape its exactitude and are the true occupants of 

space. Monochrome paintings evoke, without saying, a sort of self-thoughtfulness or contemplation 

with the spectator. In 1946 Klein produces his first Monochromes. In 1955, Klein’s Monochromes are 

refused at the Salon des Réalités in Paris due to the reason that they were in fact monochromes. At 

least a point or line should have been processed in the paintings. “…Mais une coluleur unie, non, 

non, vraiment ce n’est pas assez, c’est impossible!…” 

 

On the 21
st

 of February 1956, Klein exhibited his ‘Propositions Monochromes’ at Colette Allendy in 

Paris. Shortly after, in 1957, this exhibition is followed by shows in Galerie Apollinaire in Milan, 

Galerie Iris Clert in Paris and again with another show in Galerie Colette Andy. Here it is where, Yves 

Klein, introduces his famed IKB – International Klein Blue – paintings and sculptures. This colour is 

without dimensions and the pinnacle of abstraction – Ultramarine blue combined with a fixative, 

polyvinyl acetate marketed under the name Rhodopas M., which did not deteriorate in radiance and 

depth.  “….The uniqueness of IKB does not derive from the ultramarine pigment, but rather from the matte, 

synthetic resin binder in which the color is suspended, and which allows the pigment to maintain as much of its 

original qualities and intensity of color as possible. The synthetic resin used in the binder is a polyvinyl acetate 

developed and marketed at the time under the name Rhodopas M or M60A by the French pharmaceutical 

company Rhône-Poulenc….”  (source: Wikipedia – International Klein Blue). 

From 1958 on Yves Klein experimented with ‘pinceaux vivants’, living brushes whereby he dipped 

naked women in blue paint whose torsos and thighs – that remind of the prints made on the mat by 

falling Judokas – are being printed on paper and canvas accompanied by an orchestra that is 

performing ‘Symphonie Monotone’ (one colour and tone in music) .   Klein called these human 

imprints ‘Anthropometries’ – these are being considered to be the forerunners of ‘Body-Art’ and 

‘Conceptual Art’.  

In 1958 Klein created ‘Le Vide’ at Galerie Iris Clert. An empty gallery with only windows, white 

painted walls and where, in front of the entrance, a blue arch was installed. Klein locked himself up in 

the gallery and presented the spectators with a blue drink that coloured their urine blue.  
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Anthropométrie performance de l’époque blue  1960                                       Peinture feu 1961 
 
Piero Manzoni (1933-1963) 

Coming from a rich Italian line of nobility – his full birth name was: Count Meroni Manzoni di Chiosca 

e Poggiolo – Manzoni, as well as Yves Klein, dies at a very young age.  

Manzoni soon finds his inspiration in the works of Dali (1904-1989), The Dada Movement, Fontana, 

Yves Klein and Marcel Duchamp. Manzoni’s works and thought developed more and more  to the 

‘mere idea’ or Conceptual Art.  

 

We can describe and summarise his work in four periods : 

1.The Achromes – Colourless works that consist of white surfaces covered with rough gesso or 

impregnated with kaolin (a sort of white clay with glue which is used by potters in order to produce 

porcelain). In contrast to the work of the Informals his works can’t refer to any meaning or act. His 

works should be able to repeat themselves into infinity, to radiate a kind of impersonality. Around 

1958, his works depict images of horizontal intersection, bulges and wrinkles  or a surface which is 

divided into four stitched squares that only refer to itself. Manzoni uses cotton wool, fluffy filaments, 

rabbits skin, rolled bread and polystereen. At some occasions hedips his work in phosphorus colours 

or in cobalt chloride and a reddish pink colour which due to time changes its colour into a blueish and 

pinkish hue that glows in the dark.  

        
  (with tar, informal 1957)           Achromes 1957-58           1958      1960                 1960/1961 
 

2.Manzoni’s Lines (LINEE) – also called the hidden work. The disappearance of work in 

itself is for Manzoni a logical consequence of his thoughts. On the 4
th

 of December 1959, 

Manzoni, together with Castellani, founds, below a furniture store close to The Scala Milan, 

Gallery AZIMUT and a magazine called AZIMUTH. It is here where he exhibits his first 

LINEE. In between 1959 and 1961, Manzoni produces rolls of paper with lines of ink varying 

in length from 1,76 up to 7,2 meters. Every roll has only one single line. Each roll is sealed, 

placed in a cardboard cylinder, labelled and signed. The viewer can no longer see the art 

work. The line is trapped in its own rolled and sealed closure. On July 4, 1960, at the Heart 

Herning Museum (Denmark) between 4 and six o’clock in the afternoon, Manzoni draws a 

7,2 meter on newspaper and buries it in the garden of the museum. The line can be visualised 

by the thought eye and extended into infinity. 

                  
               Linee 12.40m 1959   Heart Herning museum has the largest Manzoni collection 
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3.The Living Works – The public as a work of art: The Consumption of Art. Milan,July21 

1960, an exhibition takes place called “The Consumption of Art by an Art Devouring 

Audience”. Manzoni regards these paintings as critism on the mass production and 

consumption that changed Italian society after the economic wonder that followed WWII. 

Here Manzoni changes the production of art into a culture of consumption. The spectator, 

who interacts in the artistic activity and becomes a work of art on itself. Manzoni marked 

boiled eggs with his fingerprint and gave them to the audience in order to eat them (Mayor 

Gallery put such an “Egg-Work” with a price of € 82,000 at the Tefaf on display). 

  
Eg with dumb print nr.14 1960 
 

             
                                                Socle du Monde in bronze  1961 
 
4.Artist SHIT – With these works Manzoni declares human breath, blood and excrements art. “Signed 

Shit” from Manzoni refers playful and cynical to the art world which only acknowledges art that is 

signed. Manzoni plays along with this same “art world” because also Manzoni has to make a living 

with art. After all his genius finds earn him a lot of money. When one is a little known with art history  

one should know that Manzoni elaborates creatively on the work of Marcel Duchamp (1887-1967). 

Isn’t Wim Delvoye, with his poop-machine “Cloaca” from 2000 influenced by Manzoni? Every turd is 

casted in bronze and earns the artist more than poop – “Poop Poopi and it doesn’t even stink!”  
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The breath of the artist, Artist Shit, Merde,  numbered and signed         . M. Duchamp 1917 Pisbak 
 

Enrico Castellani (1930- ) 

In my opinion, Enrico Castellani, is less theoretical and playful. Since the beginning he collaborated 

with Manzoni and Fontana. Castellani studied painting, sculpting as well as architecture in Brussel. In 

1959, he was one of the founders of Gallery AZIMUT and magazine AZIMUTH. In 1959 he exhibited all 

his “Relief – Works” from “Superficie  Nera”, “Superficie Bianca” to “Superficie Rosso”.  

   
  1958                                  1959                                1959                                       1964 
                                     
Inspired by Fontana, the founder of Spationalism that cuts open space, push other artists the space 

to the front with genius metal arches behind the canvas leaving wrinkles and ridges.  

 

Agostino Bonalumi (1935 – 2013) From the beginning on Bonalumi Is linked very closely with 

Fontana, Manzoni and Castellani. He seemed to have build on these development. It is sometimes 

hard to figure out who was first.  

    
Bent wooden slats                Bonalumi  1963             1964                    2009         Giuseppe Amadio 2014                                                  
Bent metal elements pressing the canvas forward 
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