
art informel

art informel emerged in the mid-20th century as a revolutionary movement that challenged traditional

artistic conventions by emphasizing spontaneity, intuition, and gestural expression. Rooted in post-

World War II Europe, this style rejected formal structure and sought to capture the subconscious and

emotional depth through abstract forms and textures. The movement is closely associated with

existentialist philosophy and a desire to break free from the constraints of rationalism and academic

art. Artists involved in art informel embraced diverse techniques, including impasto, dripping, and

collage, to explore materiality and the unpredictable nature of creation. This article delves into the

origins, characteristics, prominent artists, and lasting influence of art informel, highlighting its

significance within the broader context of abstract and modern art. A detailed examination of its

relationship to other contemporary movements further enriches the understanding of this dynamic and

innovative style. The following sections will provide a comprehensive overview of art informel’s

development, key features, and legacy in the art world.

Origins and Historical Context

Defining Characteristics of Art Informel

Notable Artists and Their Contributions

Techniques and Materials Used

Art Informel’s Influence on Contemporary Art



Origins and Historical Context

Art informel originated in Europe during the late 1940s and early 1950s, particularly in France, as a

reaction against the devastation of World War II and the rigid formalism of previous art movements.

The term "art informel" was coined to describe an approach that emphasized formlessness and the

abandonment of traditional composition and structure. This movement paralleled the rise of abstract

expressionism in the United States but maintained distinct European philosophical underpinnings. The

existentialist climate, marked by themes of absurdity, freedom, and human angst, heavily influenced art

informel artists who sought to express raw emotion and the subconscious mind through their work.

Philosophical and Cultural Influences

The existentialist philosophy of thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus profoundly

shaped the intellectual environment in which art informel developed. Artists embraced a worldview that

prioritized personal experience, freedom from societal norms, and the acknowledgment of chaos and

irrationality in life. This translated into artworks that were intuitive, spontaneous, and deeply

individualistic, rejecting the formal constraints and rationality that had dominated earlier artistic

traditions.

Relationship to Other Post-War Movements

Art informel is often discussed alongside related movements such as abstract expressionism,

tachisme, and lyrical abstraction. While sharing an emphasis on abstraction and emotional intensity, art

informel differed in its explicit rejection of geometric forms and deliberate structure, favoring instead a

more intuitive and gestural approach. It also maintained a stronger connection to European artistic

traditions and philosophies compared to its American counterparts.



Defining Characteristics of Art Informel

The defining features of art informel revolve around spontaneity, organic forms, and an emphasis on

materiality. Unlike traditional art that follows compositional rules and clear subject matter, art informel

prioritizes the process of creation itself, allowing chance and accident to shape the outcome. This

results in artworks that often appear chaotic, textured, and deeply expressive.

Spontaneity and Gesture

Central to art informel is the use of spontaneous brushwork and dynamic gestures that convey the

artist’s emotional state and subconscious impulses. This technique creates a sense of immediacy and

rawness, making the act of painting a performative and introspective experience. The brushstrokes are

often vigorous, irregular, and layered, enhancing the depth and complexity of the visual surface.

Emphasis on Texture and Material

Artists working within the art informel movement frequently employed thick impasto, mixed media, and

unconventional materials to accentuate the tactile qualities of their work. The texture becomes a crucial

element, engaging viewers on a sensory level and emphasizing the physicality of the painting. This

focus on materiality challenges the flatness of traditional painting and invites a more immersive

interaction with the artwork.

Abstraction and Forlorn Forms

Art informel typically eschews recognizable shapes or figures, instead favoring amorphous and

ambiguous forms. This abstraction is not purely aesthetic but serves as a vehicle for expressing

complex emotions, existential concerns, and subconscious imagery. The lack of defined structure

allows for multiple interpretations and a deeper engagement with the psychological content of the

work.



Notable Artists and Their Contributions

Several key figures played pivotal roles in the development and promotion of art informel, each

bringing unique perspectives and techniques that enriched the movement. Their works exemplify the

diversity and depth of this artistic approach.

Jean Dubuffet

Jean Dubuffet is one of the most prominent artists associated with art informel, known for pioneering

the concept of "Art Brut" or raw art. His paintings often incorporated unconventional materials such as

sand, tar, and gravel, emphasizing rough textures and primitive aesthetics. Dubuffet’s work challenged

traditional notions of beauty and artistic skill, highlighting the expressive potential of unrefined forms.

Wols (Alfred Otto Wolfgang Schulze)

Wols, a German-French painter, contributed significantly to art informel with his delicate, spontaneous

compositions characterized by fluid lines and ethereal atmospheres. His approach combined

abstraction with a poetic sensitivity, exploring the interplay between chance and control in the creative

process. Wols’s work exemplified the movement’s emphasis on gesture and emotional depth.

Jean Fautrier

Jean Fautrier’s contributions to art informel include his textured, impasto-heavy paintings that often

evoke a sense of trauma and existential dread. His series "Otages" (Hostages) is especially noted for

its haunting abstraction and rough surfaces, reflecting the horrors of war and human suffering.

Fautrier’s work demonstrated the power of materiality and abstraction to convey profound emotional

content.



Other Influential Figures

Georges Mathieu – Known for his rapid, calligraphic brushwork blending abstraction with lyrical

expression.

Hans Hartung – Employed gestural marks and dynamic lines that emphasized movement and

spontaneity.

Antonio Saura – Spanish painter whose dark, expressive compositions explored human

psychology and existential themes.

Techniques and Materials Used

The techniques and materials employed in art informel reflect the movement’s emphasis on

spontaneity, texture, and material experimentation. Artists often rejected traditional tools and methods

in favor of approaches that allowed greater freedom and unpredictability.

Impasto and Textural Experimentation

Impasto, the application of thick layers of paint, is a hallmark technique in art informel. It creates a

three-dimensional surface that invites tactile engagement and visually conveys the physicality of the

artist’s gestures. Many art informel painters layered pigments heavily, sometimes incorporating other

substances to enhance texture and irregularity.

Mixed Media and Collage

Art informel artists frequently incorporated non-traditional materials such as sand, fabric, metal scraps,

and paper into their works. These mixed media techniques broke down the barriers between painting



and sculpture, enriching the sensory experience and emphasizing the material presence of the artwork.

Collage elements introduced elements of chance and complexity, aligning with the movement’s ethos.

Gestural Brushwork and Automatism

The process of automatic drawing or painting, where the artist allows the hand to move freely without

conscious control, was a common practice. This technique aimed to tap into the subconscious and

produce authentic, unmediated expressions. Brushwork in art informel is often energetic, unpredictable,

and layered, reflecting the immediacy of emotion and thought.

Art Informel’s Influence on Contemporary Art

The legacy of art informel extends beyond its immediate post-war context, influencing various

contemporary art practices and movements. Its emphasis on process, materiality, and emotional

authenticity resonates with many modern artists and continues to inform experimental approaches to

abstraction.

Impact on Abstract Expressionism and Lyrical Abstraction

While art informel and abstract expressionism developed concurrently, the former’s influence can be

seen in the gestural and expressive qualities of American artists like Jackson Pollock and Willem de

Kooning. Additionally, lyrical abstraction, which emphasizes personal expression through fluid and

spontaneous forms, draws heavily from art informel’s principles.

Contemporary Material Experimentation

Modern artists continue to explore texture and mixed media in ways that echo art informel’s pioneering

experimentation. The use of unconventional materials and an emphasis on the physicality of art-

making remain central to many contemporary practices, underscoring art informel’s enduring



relevance.

Philosophical and Conceptual Resonance

The existential themes and focus on the unconscious mind apparent in art informel have found new

interpretations in contemporary art, particularly in practices that address identity, trauma, and human

experience. The movement’s challenge to traditional aesthetics paved the way for more inclusive and

diverse artistic expressions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Art Informel?

Art Informel is a post-World War II art movement characterized by spontaneous, abstract, and

expressive styles that reject traditional form and structure.

When and where did Art Informel emerge?

Art Informel emerged in Europe during the 1940s and 1950s, particularly in France, as a response to

the devastation of World War II.

Who are some key artists associated with Art Informel?

Notable artists include Jean Fautrier, Jean Dubuffet, Hans Hartung, and Wols, who contributed

significantly to the development of Art Informel.

How does Art Informel differ from Abstract Expressionism?

While both emphasize spontaneity and abstraction, Art Informel is more focused on texture, materiality,

and the physical act of painting, often incorporating unconventional materials.



What techniques are commonly used in Art Informel artworks?

Techniques include gestural brushstrokes, scraping, impasto, collage, and use of mixed media to

create textured, raw, and dynamic surfaces.

What themes are explored in Art Informel?

Themes often include existential angst, the subconscious, chaos, and the human condition, reflecting

the post-war atmosphere of uncertainty and renewal.

How did Art Informel influence contemporary art?

Art Informel paved the way for later abstract movements and encouraged artists to experiment with

materials and reject formal constraints, impacting movements like Tachisme and lyrical abstraction.

Is Art Informel still relevant in today's art scene?

Yes, Art Informel's emphasis on spontaneity and materiality continues to inspire contemporary artists

exploring abstract and experimental approaches.

Additional Resources

1. Art Informel: The Rise of Abstract Expressionism in Europe

This book explores the emergence of Art Informel in post-war Europe, highlighting key artists and

movements that defined this abstract expressionist style. It provides historical context and analyzes the

social and political influences that shaped the genre. Richly illustrated, the book offers a visual journey

through seminal works and their innovative techniques.

2. Writings on Art Informel and Tachisme

A comprehensive collection of essays and critical writings by prominent art historians and critics on Art

Informel and its related movement, Tachisme. The book delves into the philosophy and aesthetics

behind spontaneous, gestural abstraction. It is an essential resource for understanding the theoretical



underpinnings of these mid-20th-century art movements.

3. The Language of Gesture: Art Informel and Post-War Abstraction

Focusing on the expressive and gestural qualities of Art Informel, this book examines how artists

conveyed emotion and subconscious thought through abstract forms. It discusses the techniques used

to create texture and movement, alongside the psychological motivations behind the artworks. The

narrative connects Art Informel to broader trends in post-war art.

4. Jean Fautrier and the Texture of Art Informel

Dedicated to one of Art Informel’s pioneering figures, this monograph offers an in-depth study of Jean

Fautrier’s artistic contributions. It highlights his innovative use of materials and impasto techniques that

redefined abstraction. The book situates Fautrier within the larger context of the movement and his

influence on contemporaries.

5. Art Informel: Materiality and the Body

This volume investigates the relationship between materiality and the human body in Art Informel

artworks. It explores how artists employed unconventional materials and physical gestures to challenge

traditional painting methods. The book includes essays by scholars who analyze the tactile and

performative aspects of the movement.

6. European Abstract Art: From Art Informel to Lyric Abstraction

Tracing the evolution of European abstract art, this book connects Art Informel with subsequent

developments like Lyric Abstraction. It provides a comparative analysis of styles, themes, and artist

networks across Europe during the mid-20th century. The text emphasizes the continuity and

transformation within abstract art traditions.

7. The Art Informel Movement: A Visual History

A richly illustrated visual history of the Art Informel movement, showcasing key works and artists who

pioneered this style. The book offers detailed captions and commentary that contextualize the art

within its historical and cultural milieu. It serves as a visually engaging introduction for both students

and enthusiasts.



8. From Matter to Meaning: The Philosophy of Art Informel

This philosophical inquiry examines how Art Informel artists imbued raw materials with symbolic and

emotional meaning. It discusses notions of spontaneity, chance, and the unconscious in artistic

creation. The book draws on contemporary philosophy and art theory to deepen the understanding of

Art Informel’s conceptual framework.

9. Art Informel and the Crisis of Representation

Analyzing the challenges Art Informel posed to traditional representation, this book explores how the

movement redefined the relationship between form and meaning. It highlights the rejection of figurative

conventions in favor of abstraction as a response to the cultural crises of the post-war era. The text

includes critical perspectives from leading art theorists.
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