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John Sprakes’s exhibition ‘Journey Into Abstraction’ is all about 
leaving figurative art behind and diving into the world of abstraction. 

But what does it take to embark on this journey?
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Kandinsky: The Blue Painting, 1924 J.Sprakes: North Yorkshire Landscape



What is...

Abstract art does not aim to 
depict reality as we see it, 
but rather focuses on shapes, 
colours and forms to convey 
feelings and impressions. 
Abstraction is often achieved by 
making objects look simpler.

For example, a bouquet of roses can be 
painted as a series of circles representing 
the flowers, or a countryside landscape 
can change into simple patches of paint. 
This is the method that John Sprakes 
used to transform his realistic paintings 
into abstract artworks, as you can see at 
Beverley Art Gallery’s exhibition.

“To create a work of art is to create the world.” – Kandinsky

J. Sprakes: Manhattan

Kandinsky: Yellow Red Blue, 1925



Hilma af Klint 
Since the early 1900s, abstraction has been central to modern art. 
For a long time, it was believed that Wassily Kandinsky was the 
first artist to paint in this style.

But then the works of the Swedish artist 
Hilma af Klint were discovered, and now 
she is considered to be the true pioneer of 
abstraction. Klint made her first abstract 
painting in her Stockholm studio in 1906, five 
years before Kandinsky.

Hilma af Klint (1862–1944) was not inspired 
by the ‘reality’ she saw around her. Her 
works were based on her spiritual beliefs, 
and reflected the artist’s inner world. Sweden 
allowed women to study art professionally well 
before other countries, so Klint could enrol at 
the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Stockholm 
in 1882. Her family were keen supporters of 
theosophy, an esoteric belief with emphasis 
on holding spiritualist séances. Klint became 
involved in a religious organisation where 
women were not discriminated against and 
even held high positions.

After establishing herself as a portrait and 
landscape painter, Hilna af Klint switched to 
painting abstract artworks in 1906. She was 
interested in depicting the invisible forces 
in the world – similar to those that were 
being discovered by contemporary science 
at the time, such as infrared light, X-rays and 
electromagnetic fields.

Klint was also interested in painting what 
cannot be seen, such as music. She produced 
many series of large scale abstract paintings, 
but kept them all secret and never exhibited 
any of them until her death in 1944. That’s 
probably why it took art historians so long to 
discover Hilma af Klint’s abstract work at all!

“Colour is a power which directly 
influences the soul.” – Kandinsky

Klint: The Ten Largest (series), 1907

Klint: The Ten Largest (series), 1907



Wassily Kandinsky
Kandinsky (1866 – 1944) was born in Russia and first started his 
career as a lawyer. Having great success as a professor of Roman Law, 
Kandinsky only started painting in his 30s.

Later he moved to Munich to study at the 
Academy of Fine Arts and taught at the 
Bauhaus School of Art and Architecture until 
the Nazis closed it in 1933. Kandinsky was one 
of the founding members of Der Blaue Reiter 
(The Blue Rider), a group of artists painting 
in a semi-abstract, expressive way. Kandinsky 
then moved to France, where he lived until the 
end of his life. Some of his most famous works 
were painted in this period.

Kandinsky’s abstract art is inspired by 
landscapes and still-lives. In many of his works, 
fragments of real objects are still visible: 
buildings, trees, horses... Over time, Kandinsky 
turned to pure abstractions, leaving out 
anything that resembled real objects.

In his Bauhaus years, Kandinsky turned to 
geometric abstraction, using colourful circles, 
triangles and grid-like patterns. Before the 
discovery of Hilma af Klint’s work, Kandinsky 
was celebrated as the first abstract painter. 
Like Klint, Kandinsky was interested in 
spirituality, and believed that certain shapes 
had special meanings. He claimed, for example, 
that a circle is the most peaceful shape and 
that it represents the human soul. Kandinsky’s 
theories were published in his renowned book 
‘Concerning the Spiritual in Art’.

When you look at the paintings of John Sprakes, 
you might find a lot of similarities to the works 
of Hilna af Klint and Wassily Kandinsky. All 
three artists first painted in a realistic manner, 
but all found their way into abstraction. Be it 
for spiritual or purely visual reasons, abstract 
art has opened a new world to them – one 
where nothing is set in stone, and every brush 
stroke creates a new universe of beauty.

“Lend your ears to music, open your eyes 
to painting, and... stop thinking! Just ask 
yourself whether the work has enabled 
you to “walk about” into a hitherto 
unknown world. If the answer is yes, 
what more do you want?” – Kandinsky

Kandinsky: Watercolour no. 6, 1919

Kandinsky: Painting with a Red Stain, 1914 

Kandinsky: Composition no.7, 1913


