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[nngangur Malverk er i edli sinu tvividur flétur 4 vegg par sem

listmalarinn kemur myndsyn sinni 4 framfaeri og breytir
einfildum fleti { pann téfrastad sem listunnendur fa notid. Hafsteinn Austmann hefur
ni raktad pennan flit i naer hdlfa 6ld og verk hans notid vaxandi athygli allan pann
tima.

Hafsteinn Austmann hefur verid évenju stadfastur i sinni myndlist allt frd pvi hann
kom fyrst inn & islenskan myndlistarvettvang & sjétta dratugnum, og 2tid haft pad ad
markmidi ad skapa ,mélverk sem virka eins og 6ra0 og opin ljoéd, og hafa burdi til ad
lifa sjalfstazdu lifi ...", eins og haft hefur verid eftir honum. Préun mynda hans, baedi i
oliulitum og ekki sidur i vatnslitamyndum, hefur allt fra fyrstu tid borid pessari hugsun
fagurt vitni.

Pad er okkur mikill heidur ad fa taekifeeri til ad syna verk Hafsteins hér 4 Kjarvalsstooum.
Verk hans halda dfram ad lifa sjalfstadu lifi fyrir augum okkar i peim rikulegu
blabrigdum sem par er ad finna.

Foreword Painting is essentially a two-dimensional plane on a wall,

where the painter presents his artistic vision, transform-
ing a simple plane into a place of wonder, that art lovers can enjoy. Hafsteinn Austmann
has cultivated this field for nearly half a century, and his works have enjoyed growing
attention all that time.

Hafsteinn Austmann has been unusually steady in his work from the time that he came
onto the Icelandic art scene in the fifties, always aiming to create , paintings that are
like mysterious and open-ended poems, and that have the strength to live an independ-
ent life ...”, as he is quoted as saying. The development of his works, both in oil and no
less in watercolour, has from the beginning been in line with this ideal.

Itis our honour and privilege to have this opportunity to exhibit the works of Hafsteinn
Austmann at Kjarvalsstadir. His works continue to live an independent life before our
eyes in the richness of the colour schemes found in them.

Formadur menningarmidlanefndar Reykjavikur/
Chair, Cultural Committee of the City of Reykjouik:

g FrIalt.



Adalsteinn Ingolfsson

Af fri 6rri tn_ St I'Eitl.l | umrastunni um uppgang og framvindu

Myndlist Hafsteins Austmanns ahlutbundinnar myndlistar a islandi 4
fimmta og sjitta dratugnum hafa menn

einblint, ef til vill um of, 4 atburdardsina frd 1948-53 pegar ny kynslad listamanna sneri
baki vid hlutleegu og frasagnarlegu myndefni, jafnt landslagi sem porpsmalverki, og
byrjadi ad skapa myndlist sem hvergi visadi it fyrir sjilfa sig, svokallada strangflatalist
eda gedmelriska afstraktlist, eftir erlendri fyrirmynd.

Addrittarafl strangflatalistar var arid fyrir pessa nyju kynsl6d. Ofugt vid flesta adra
myndlist sem Islendingar héfu reynslu af var hiin reist 4 traustum hugmynda-
fraedilegum grunni. Hin var skilmerkilegt uppgjdr vid fortidina, einangrun
millistridsdranna og skipbrot hiumanismans i sidara stridi, og f6l auk pess i sér fyrirheit
um nyskipun og ny andleg gildi. Sidast en ekki sist var hiin adgingumidi ad alpjédlegu
samfélagi myndlistarmanna, sem var mikils virdi listam&nnum fra dtkjalkum & bord
vid) Island.

Af astedum sem hér verda ekki raktar til hlitar - bent skal a4 adfaraord Julibnu
Gottskdlksddttur § syningarskrd Listasafns Islands, ,Draumurinn um hreint form* —
var strangflatalistin rddandi i islenskri myndlist fram yfir midjan sjitta dratuginn og
mé taka undir pau ord Julitnu ad ,faar listastefnur hafi nad jafn sterkum tékum 4 heilli
kynsléd [islenskra] listamanna.”

Strax um midjan dratuginn foru hins vegar ad koma brestir { petta ,nyja samfélag andans”
eins og Eirikur Smith, einn pdtttakenda, nefndi pad. Pad var engu likara en islenskir
myndlistarmenn hefou fengid ndg af reglufestu og meinlaeti og teldu sig na hafa efni 4
tilfinningarikari tjaningu.

Vid upphaf sjunda dratugar héfdu ordid svo gagngerar breytingar d afstraktmynd-
listinni i landinu ad likja mastti vid leysingar. Hordur Agtstsson, einn af &rménnum
strangflatalistar, var pa farinn ad gera dhlutbundnar, nanast sjdlfsprottnar blekteikningar,
Kristjan Davidsson madladi litrikar og fridlslegar afstraktmyndir og Eirikur Smith stundadi
Lnattaruskrift” © 1éttleikandi gvass- og oliumyndum. Og ny kynsléd framsakinna
listmélara og prividdarlistamanna, Hafsteinn Austmann, Steinpdr Sigurdsson, Bragi
Asgeirsson og Gerdur Helgadottir, snerist 611 4 sveif med pessari fridlslegu og dferdarriku
afstraktlist.

[ huga pess sem petta ritar eru pessi umskipti jafn mikilsvert og dhugavert rann-
stknarefni og uppgjor islenskra afstraktlistamanna vid fortidina tiu drum ddur.



Nina Tryggvaddttir virdist hafa verid einna fyrst islenskra listamanna til ad spa fyrir
um vedrabrigdi i afstraktlistinni. Hin dvaldist i Paris frd 1952 til 1957 og maladi par
fiblda storra mynda i strangflatastil medfram fridlslegri verkum sem augljoslega haefdu
skaphifn hennar betur. Arid 1955 dtti Thor Vilhjalmsson vid hana vidtal fyrir Birting
par sem hiin lysir efasemdum sinum um dgeeti strangflatalistarinnar og minnir um leid
4 annars konar listamenn sem han nefnir ,organiska abstraktmalara” og 4 pd vid
Hartung, Schneider og Riopelle.

Um svipad leyti og petta vidtal var tekid var Hafsteinn Austmann, kornungur lista-
madur frd Vopnafirdi, staddur i Paris. Pangad hafdi hann lagt leid sina haustid 1954,
eftir ndm vid Myndlistarskalann i Reykjavik og Handida- og myndlistarskdlann.

I Myndlistarskélanum naut Hafsteinn m.a. handleidslu Porvalds Skiilasonar, sem tekid
hafdi forystu medal strangflatalistamanna i krafti réikfestu sinnar og reynslu pdtt adrir
listmdlarar, til deemis Valtyr Pétursson, hefdu verid fyrri til ad syna fullkomlega
dhlutbundin strangflataverk,

Fyrsta dr sitt { Handida- og myndlistarskélanum, 1952, si Hafsteinn syningu sem Valtyr
hélt & verkum sinum og p6tti hin spennandi. , Eg var svo 6reyndur, adeins atjan ara, ad
meér datt ekki i hug ad efast um gildi pess sem hann var ad gera. Pa syndi Valtyr verk
undir dhrifum fra Manessier og fleiri Fransménnum,” segir hann. ,Eftir & ad hyggja,
einmitt fyrir pad hvad hann var dhrifagjarn, veitti Valtyr kannski fleiri straumum inn i
myndlistina hér en nokkur annar, Par med stédu greenjaxlar eins og ég, sem aldrei hiifdum
komid til dtlanda, frammi Fyrir fleiri valkostum en ella.”

borvaldur var hins vegar afdréttarlausari malsvari strangflatalistar. ,Hann hélt kannski
ekki strangflatalistinni ad Gllum nemendum, en pegar hann skynjadi ad |Jeir Voru
sérstaklega mattackilegir fyrir henni stad ekki 4 honum ad dtskyra forsendur hennar,”

Twvennt er Hafsteini sérstaklega minnisstastt tir kennslu Porvalds. ,Hann taladi um ad
milverk &tti ad vera tviraett; pad &tt ad vera haegt ad skynja pad d ad minnsta kosti tvo
vegu.” Pa hélt Porvaldur pvi fram ad strangflatamdlverkid hefdi pjodfélagslega
skirskotun: ,Hann taladi opinskatt um pad ad malverkid veeri eitt af mérgum tackjum
sem menn hefdu til ad koma reglu & heiminn eftir ringulreid styrjaldarinnar. Petta, og
ymislegt fleira { strangflatakenningunni, skildi ég taplega fyrr en ég kom til Parisar.
Fyrst i stad var ég fyrst og fremst upptekinn af forminu.” Petta sést berlega pegar
skodadar eru nokkrar strangflatamyndir sem Hafsteinn gerdi arid 1952,

Pad er pvi ljst ad Hafsteinn hafdi ekki sému efasemdir um strangflatalistina og nokkrir
jafnaldrar hans, tl daemis Hringur J6hannesson og Gudmundur Gudmundsson, Errd.
Um leid lagdi hann raekt vid hefdbundna teikningu og var Sigurdur Sigurdsson
adalkennari hans.



Hafsteinn byrjadi ad gera stor malverk i strangflatastil stuttu eftir ad hann kom til Parisar.
Petta eru ter verk og pokkafull sem ekki eiga sér beinar fyrirmyndir { Parisarlistinni.
k6 kemur Denise-René-gengid: Herbin, Magnelli og Vasarely upp i hugann sem
sniggvast vid skodun peirra. Nokkrar strangflatamyndir Sverris Haraldssonar, gerdar
1954, dri eftir ad hann kom frd Paris, eru i svipudum dir.

Pad er augljés fyrirbodi pess sem koma skal i myndlist Hafsteins ad dfugt vid ymsa
samherja stydst hann ekki alfarid vid frumliti eda kalda liti og . hlutlausa”, en notkun
peirra var hluti af triarsetningu hardsviradra strangflatalistamanna, heldur laumar hann
heitum litum - blaténum, okkurgulu og vinraudu — inn i strangflatahledslur sinar. bar
gloa peir eins og stjiirnur { dimmri festingunni. Sem minnir okkur & dskorada yfirburdi
Hafsteins medal islenskra nitimamalara i medhéndlun ljédranna litbrigda.

Pd eru strangfletir Hafsteins ekki kyrrstaedir — kyrrstada, | statisk formgerd”, var hluti
af triarsetningunni — heldur bia peir yfir dleitinni hreyfingarorku og pd adallega &
pverveg myndflatarins. [ seinni tid liggur dhrifamattur malverka Hafsteins ekki sist i
dflugri hrynjandi peirra,

Pad var sidan vorid 1955 ad Nina Tryggvaddttir kom ad mili vid Hafstein og baud honum
ad vera med i samsyningu Réalitiés Nouvelles, en d pd syningu komust einungis dtvaldir
malarar, og sjalfsagt ekki margar tuttugu og eins drs gamlar listaspirur. En rykti Ninu
var pad mikid i Paris um paer mundir ad hin hafdi sjalfdeemi um islenska medsynendur
sina. Verk Hafsteins voru pvi undireins tekin inn 4 syninguna og hengd upp vid hlidina
d verkum peirra Herbins, Vasarelys og annarra storlaxa.

Ekki var nema von ad islenskir vinir Hafsteins { Paris teldu hann vera { seilingarfjarlaegd
fra fraegdinni. Pegar heimprdin rak hann til slands haustid 1955 voru pessir sému vinir
steini lostnir. ,Hvad i 6skipunum @tlardu ad gera heim?* spurdi Jén Oskar skald.

Kynni Hafsteins af ljédraenni afstraktlist Frakkanna komu honum ekki i uppniam, sem
sennilega ma rekja til medfaeddrar andidar hans & allri ,6reidu” i myndlist,

«Einhvern timann reyndi ég fyrir mér i formleysu — art informel — en ég fann ad pad
gekk ekki upp. Eg purfti ad hafa einhverja reglu & hlutunum; pad gekk ekki ad gefa sér
lausan tauminn.”

Samt er ljost af framvindunni i myndlist Hafsteins ad lj6drana listin hafdi ekki latid
hann alveg 6snortinn, Naestu drin eftir heimkomuna beinist athygli hans i 2 rikari maeli
ad pvi ad finna ljgdraenum blaebrigdum forma og lita stad i sterkri myndbyggingu. Par
urdu vatnslitirnir helsta hjdlpartaeki hans.

Hafsteinn hafdi raunar lengri reynslu af vatnslitum en flestir samtimamenn hans |



myndlistinni. Fjértan dra gamall hafdi hann spurnir af pvi ad Skarphédinn Haraldsson
kennari vaeri hollrddur ungum listaspirum og bad hann lita til med sér.

A pad féllst Skarphédinn fislega, slikt ljifmenni sem hann var. Skarphédinn hafdi lart
vatnslitamalun i Skotlandi, en sjéndeildarhringur hans var évenju vidur. Verk hans bera
vott kynnum badi af verkum bandariskra listamanna 4 bord vid John Marin og evrépskra
snillinga i vatnslitakdnst. Hafsteinn gekk til Skarphédins { prjd vetur 4dur en hann hof
nam vid Handida- og myndlistarskélann drid 1952, Ahrifa Skarphédins gaetir Gtviraett i
fyrstu oliumyndum sem eftir Hafstein liggja, til deemis myndinni af Simonarhisi 4
Stokkseyri fra 1951, einkum i gegnsai samfléttadra myndflatanna.

A drunum 1958-60 einbeitti Hafsteinn sér ad gerd vatnslitamynda og hélt timamata-
syningu 4 afrakstri pessa timabils { Bogasalnum drid 1960. Med pessum vatnslitamyndum
segir hann endanlega skilid vid kennisetningar strangflatastefnunnar, krifuna um érofa
tvividd myndflatarins og hlutleysi formgerdarinnar,

Vatnslitamyndir Hafsteins eru uppfullar af birtu og viddir af nathirulegum toga pott
listamadurinn sverji af sér medvitadan dhuga 4 nattirunni & pvi timabili. ,Eg var ad
minnsta kosti ekki medvitadur um nattiru i pessum myndum, pé svo hin kunni ad
hafa laumad sér inn i paer. Eg var fyrst og fremst ad reyna ad skapa myndir sem staedu a
eigin fétum.”

Athyglisvert er hvernig Hafsteinn biitar sjalft r¢ymid nidur i einingar og notar paer sidan
til ad byggja upp myndir sinar og halda misjafnlega gagnsajum litaflitum peirra i
skordum. Rétt eins og gerdist { myndlist Asgrims Jénssonar fimmtiu drum adur verdur
reynsla Hafsteins af vatnslitum til ad breyta helstu dherslum i oliumdlverkum hans.

.Eg byrjadi 4 pvi ad ndansera fleti og briota nidur formin,” er verklysing Hafsteins
sjalfs, [ ,nianseringunni” félst medal annars ad listamadurinn byggdi upp verk sin med
mérgum légum punngerdrar oliumdlningar pangad til hver flitur Goladist dkvedna dypt.
Addaendur Georgs Gudna kannast vid pessi vinnubrigd. Um leid dréttadi Hafsteinn
tvividd eda ,hlutagildi® strigans med pvi ad blanda sandi i mélninguna. Ahrifamattur

pessara verka liggur ekki sist i togstreitunni milli tvividdar og prividdar.

Vid mundum 6hikad flokka pessar og raunar margar sidari myndir Hafsteins undir
Lstemmningsmyndir” med tilheyrandi upprifjun eda virkjun hughrifa og kennda, en
Hafsteinn heldur fast i moderniska , barmatri” a sjalfstaedi listaverksins. ,Lj6d a ekki ad
segja neitt, heldur vera,” var vidkvaeti moderniskra skdlda fra William Carlos Williams
til Steins Steinarr.

+Eg er ekki sérstaklega triadur 4 pad sem menn hafa kallad expressjon i myndlist,”
segir Hafsteinn. ., Til dazmis get ég 6mdgulega 1itid 4 hvitt sem sérstaklega ,,upplifgandi”
element i mynd, eda svart sem ,deprimerandi”. Og hann heldur dfram:



»Eg vidurkenni ad visu ad 61l upplifun listamanns hlytur ad skila sér med einhverjum
hatti i verk hans. En ég 4 erfitt med ad sjd beina samsvérun milli upplifunarinnar og
pess sem ég er ad gera i myndum minum. Mér finnst ég pvert 4 moti vera ad vinna mig
fra upplifunum minum. Eg reyni ad bua til milverk sem virka eins og 6rad og opin 1j6d
og hafa burdi til ad lifa sjdlfstaedu lifi eftir ad ég er bainn ad sleppa af peim hendinni,”

Pegar kom fram d midjan sjbunda dratuginn kappkostadi Hafsteinn ad styrkja byggingu
mynda sinna med ymsum haetti, 4n pess pd ad varpa fyrir réda fridlslegu yfirbragdi
peirra, aferd og rymiskennd.

Pad var sidan i ,hreyfimyndum® sins gamla kennara, Porvalds Skilasonar, fra 1967-69,
tilraunum hans til ad tja ,hljémfall tilverunnar”, sem Hafsteinn fann sér formskipun
sem gerir hvorttveggija i senn, ad stemma af pad sem gerist i litréfi myndanna og mynda
sjdlfstaett og sikvikt hreyfiafl ,ofan 4" pessu litréfi. Pessi formskipun entist honum langt
fram d niunda dratuginn.

Hér birtist aftur, undir 68rum formerkjum, su frida togstreita yfirbords og rymis,
skipulags og éreidu, rokhugsunar og tilfinninga, sem er adal myndlistar Hafsteins til
pessa dags.

MNyjar myndir hans virkja pessa togstreitu med nyjum hetti. Bygging peirra er dflugri
en nokkru sinni, geeti jafnvel flokkast undir konstriktifisma af einhverju tagi. Henni er
ekki einasta atlad ad halda utan um eda ,hysa” pau tjdningarriku blabrigdi litanna
sem par er ad finna, heldur einnig ad deila pessum blabrigdum nidur § einingar sem
takast & innbyrdis, ekki 6svipad pvi sem gerist { verkum sidimpressjonista i bord vid
Emile Bernard.

Med pessum verkum dréttar Hafsteinn mikilvaegi mdlverksins d sjonlistavettvangi
natimans, Og pad sem mestu mdli skiptir: [ peim birtist vidvarandi og naudsynleg
vidleitni skaldsins til ad koma reglu a reynsluheim okkar og kenndir.



Glettur/Caprices, 1984
Olia a striga, 100 x 120 cm
Eign listamannsins






Aftanskin/Evening Glow, 1997
Olia & striga, 91 ¥ 115 cm
Eign listamannsins






Vetrarmorgunn/Winter's Morning, 1996
Olia & striga, 120 X 95 cm
Eign listamannsins
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Funi/Fire, 1986-87
Olia & striga, 100 x 131 cm
Eig.: Audur F. Johannesdoéttir og Gisli Gudjonsson
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Bri/Bridge, 1995
Olia 4 striga, 100 x 270 cm
Eign listamannsins






Kompésisjon/Composition, 1993-95
Olia a striga, 152 x 202 cm
Eign listamannsins
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Kompdsisjon/Composition, 1992
Olia a striga, 152 x 201 cm
Eign listamannsins
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Akvarell/Aquarelile, 1995
Eign listamannsins






Adalsteinn Ingdlfsson

The Attraction of Oppnsiteg In their discussions of the origin and de-

The Art of Hafsteinn Austmann velopment of non-representional art in
Iceland during the 1940°s and 1950,

scholars have tended to concentrate on the period from 1948 to 1953. For it was during
this period that a new generation of Icelandic artists turned its back on narrative art
and representation in general, and began to pursue a totally self-referential art of a
concrete or geometric variety.

In retrospect one understands the attraction that this kind of art had on young postwar
artists. Unlike the art that Icelanders were most familiar with, i.e. landscape art and
semi-naturalist figuration, geometric abstraction, as it was commonly known in Ice-
land, was firmly grounded in a particular artistic ideology. It represented a radical show-
down with the past, both the cultural isolation of the 1920°s and 1930°s and the spiritual
bankruptey of humanism during World War IL. It seemed to herald a new way of creat-
ing, feeling and believing, Last but not least, geometric abstraction seemed to offer [ce-
landic artists, who all too long had been living in the periphery of European culture, a
way of becoming participants in the wide world of art.

Be it as it may; until the late 1950°s geometric abstraction dominated Icelandic art. Or as
an Icelandic art historian, Jhiliana Gotiskdlksdéttir, has put it in an essay: , Few move-
ments in art have held a whole generation of Icelandic artists so firmly in thrall.”

By the mid 1950°s, however, cracks were beginning to appear in this ,spiritual cabal”,
as one of the participants, painter Eirfkur Smith, termed it. It was as if Icelandic artists
had had their fill of geometric planes and neutral colours and wanted more emotional
sustenance from the painting process,

At the onset of the 1960°s Icelandic non-representional art had changed drastically.
Hurdur Agistsson, erstwhile theoretical spokesman for geometric abstraction, was pro-
ducing spontaneous free-form drawings, Kristjan Davidsson was painting the first of
his colourful , paysagiste” abstractions and Eirikur Smith was also documenting his
feelings about landscape in a series of calligraphic abstractions, In their wake came a
new generation of ambitious artists, who all renounced geometric abstraction for a free-
form lyricism of one kind or another: Hafsteinn Austmann, Steinpdr Sigurdsson, Bragi
Asgeirsson, Gerdur Helgadattir and others.

To the present writer, this change in Icelandic art merits just as much scholarly atten-
Hon as that earlier paradigm shift from representation to abstracHon.
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Nina Tryggvadottir, one of Iceland’s finest post-war painters, seems to have been the
first to predict this change, From 1952 to 1957 she lived in Paris, where she painted
large geometric abstractions, but also a number of free-form abstractions which were
more in line with her temperament. In 1955, in an interview with writer Thor
Vilhjalmsson, she voices her disillusionment with geometric abstraction and stresses
the importance of a school of painters which she terms ,organic abstractionists”, mean-
ing Hartung, Schneider and Riopelle,

At about the same time that this interview took place, Hafsteinn Austmann, a twenty-
one year old artist from Vopnafjérdur, a small town on the east coast of Ieceland, was
staying in Faris. He had gone there in the autumn of 1954, after two years of study in
Reykjavik art schools.

In 1952 Austmann had seen and been impressed by an exhibition of abstractions by
Valtyr Pétursson, who in 1951 had produced what is perhaps the first fully non-
representional work by an Icelandic artist.

«l was such a greenhorn at that stage, I didn’t for one moment doubt the importance of
what he was doing. Actually, for me, the chief importance of the works Pétursson ex-
hibited lay in the fact that they were influenced not just by one but by a number of
French artists. Thus he was able to give us an insight into many types of abstraction at
one time, which helped those of us who hadn’t been out in the world, to make up our
minds.”

Austmann had also been taught by Porvaldur Skilason, a leading geometric
abstractionist, who was much more of a hard-liner than Pétursson. ,He didn’t push
geometric abstraction at his students. But if he sensed that they were particularly inter-
ested in it, he was very willing to explain its philosophical and formal premises to them.”

There are two things that Austmann particularly remembers from Skiilason’s classes.
«He talked about the necessary ambiguity of the finished geometric painting; the viewer
had to be able to relate to it in more than one way.” Skilason also insisted on the social
importance of geometric art.

»He talked of geometric abstraction as a kind of beacon or tool that would help artists
to create order in the world in the aftermath of the war. I can’t say | understood this and
all the other things he said until I arrived in Paris. At the beginning | was mostly inter-
ested in the formal aspect of geometric art.” This is borne out by the paintings that
Austmann did in 1952,

Thus it is clear that Austmann did not harbour the same reservations vis-a-vis geomet-
ric abstraction as some other painters of his generation, most notably Hringur
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Jéhannesson and Gudmundur Gudmundsson, better known as Erro. At the same time
he eagerly practiced life drawing under the tutelage of Sigurdur Sigurdson, one of the
later modernists.

During his stay in Paris, Austmann began on a series of large geometric abstractions.
LAt just seemed to make more sense to paint such works in Paris than in Reykjavik,” he
says, These are smoothly painted and elegant compositions, not directly influenced by
any one artist, but rather an amalgam of some of the painters in the Denise René stable:
Herbin, Magnelli and Vasarely.

Two things are harbingers of Austmann’s later style. Unlike many of his colleagues he
does not limit himself to the basic colours or a , cool” palette, which was deemed neces-
sary if you were in the business of hard-line geometric abstractions, but sneaks warm,
frankly sensual colours — blues, oches and crimson — into his geometric structures,
where they glow like stars in the darkening hemisphere. This is a clear reminder of
Austmann’s ability, in recent times, to work with the most ravishing of colours, without
sacrificing any of his compositional acumen.

Also, Austmann’s geometric structures are by no means static — also something of a
rule in geometric circles — but dynamic, creating an insistent formal rhythm across the
surface of the canvas. This formal rhythm is one of the joys of Austmann’s later work.

In the spring of 1955 Nina Tryggvaddéttir approached Austmann and invited him to take
part in the prestigious Réalités Nouvelles exhibition with her. At that time, this was quite
an honour for a young painter. Not only that, but Austmann’s work was hung next to
paintings by Herbin, Vasarely and other major Parisian artists. No wonder Austmann’s
Icelandic friends in Paris thought he was on the verge of fame. In the autumn of 1955,
when he announced that he was going back to Iceland, poet Jén Oskar was aghast. ,How
can you contemplate going home at this stage of your career?” he said.

Austmann’s exposure to the French lyrical abstractionists didn’t unsettle him, prob-
ably because of his innate suspicion of everything that smacked of ,.chaos” or .disor-
der” in art.

.1 once tried my hand at art informel” he says, ,but I found that it didn’t work for me.
I needed some sort of structure in my work, | simply couldn’t leave everything to
chance.”

MNevertheless Austmann was far from unaffected by lyrical abstraction, as is evidenced
by the works that he did at the time. After his return from Paris he began looking for a
way to unite freely painted colour fields and firm structure. In this he was helped by his
knowledge of watercolours,

26



In spite of his youth Austmann actually had more experience of watercolours than most
of his much older colleagues. At the age of fourteen he found out that one of his teach-
ers, Skarphédinn Haraldsson, was also a skillful painter of watercolours, and persuaded
him to teach him the rudiments. Austmann was under Haraldsson’s tutelage for three
winters, right until he enrolled in the Icelandic College of Arts and Crafts in 1952,

During 1958-60 Austmann concentrated on watercolours to the exclusion of everything
else and showed the result in his second one-man show in 1960. Through his watercol-
ours he managed to shake off the theoretical straightjacket of geometrical abstraction
for good. His watercolours are vibrant, spacious and saturated with natural light, eve-
rything that geometric abstractions is not supposed to be. Austmann himself maintains
that he was not really after any references to nature, or the outer world in general.
wAbove all I was trying to create pictures that were totally self-referential,” he says.

In these pictures Austmann is partly working with space itself, turning it into blocks
which act as scaffolding to the semi-transparent colour planes. In consequence, just as
Asgrimur Jénsson’s experience of watercolours changed the tenor of his oil paintings,
Austmann’s watercolours transformed his oils,

oI started out by adding nuances to the colour planes and breaking down the forms that
I had been working with,” is Austmann’s own description of the process,

By .adding nuances” Austmann is referring to the many layers of semi-transparent paint
that he uses in order to create an illusion of great depth in his paintings. At the same
time he emphasises the two-dimensionality or ,,objecthood” of his canvases by mixing
sand in with his oils. As a result Austmann’s paintings of the late 19507s and early 1960°s
are full of unexpected shifts from flat ground to deep space,

Even though we are tempted to see these works, as well as many of Austmann’s later
paintings, as repositories of lyric ,moods” or feelings, the artist himself discourages
any attempt to link them to his own emaotional being. In fact, he retains a firm belief in
the self-referential nature of the work of art.

«1'm not a great believer in expression in art,” he says. . For instance, 1 don’t find the
colour white particularly cheerful. Neither do | see anything depressing or sad about
the colour black.”

Furthermore he says: .1 agree that the artist’s experiences are more likel}r than not to
end up in his works. But I have a hard time seeing a precise correlation between a par-
ticular experience and the kind of painting that | do. 1 would maintain that 1 am actu-
ally trying to distance myself from my experiences. | try to create paintings that func-
tion something like ambiguous and very open poems that are powerful enough to func-
tion without my emotional input.”
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In the mid 1960°s Austmann concentrated on buttressing the structure of his paintings
in various ways without sacrifying anything of their improvisational aspect, texture
and general lyrical quality.

For a time his solution was similar to that of his old teacher, Porvaldur Skilazon, who
superimposed an irregular linear structure onto large fields of freely-painted colours.
Thus he was able to keep his often exuberant colours in check while maintaining an
illusion of movement on the surface of his canvases.

These paintings exemplify Austmann’s particular gifts as a painter, his ability to har-
ness complete opposites in his paintings, flat ground as well as deep spaces, firm struc-
tures and freely flowing colours, relentless logic and different shades of feeling.

His recent paintings extend these working methods in new and unexpected ways. They
are characterised by monumental, almost constructivist, structures, but this time these
structures are not simply used to hold in check the colour fields that the artist deploys.
They also act as markers, turning each painting into an array of subtly contrasted col-
our fields, reflecting the variety of impulses that we encounter in our daily lives.
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