
Bilal Chahal. 

It has been some years since I last spoke to the artist Bilal Chahal. In the interval he has 

worked on; steadily and with real devotion. In terms of public life his work is more and more 

available and appreciated. The basic facts of his biography are also in the public domain. 

Norbet Splint in a publication from the Gallery Atelier Chahal provides key facts. The artist 

was born in Tripoli, Lebanon in 1978, moved at an early age with his family to Curacao, 

learns oil painting from Luigi Pinedo, and Raed Selman, continuing his studies under Rita 

Houwens. In interview he is always very respectful of the role these people played in his 

artistic formation, and precise and modest in his acknowledgement. It was with Rita Houwens 

he learned to become more aware of himself, his own feelings, and develop, a ‘preference for 

shades of blue’.  Splint makes the obvious, and for Chahal the overwhelmingly significant 

point, that he is a painter concerned with colour: who creates abstract works that range from 

the complex constructed monochromes to almost three-dimensional pieces. Indeed there is 

still to be seen in the work an area of experimentation, where sometimes an ornamental line 

emerges and returns to the surface, moving away from the emphatic flatness of the picture 

plane which he has mastered to an unusual degree. There is also a personal quest, a search 

literally to disappear into his own work, become one with it, and to remove all barriers. When 

speaking of his own work he is reticent to state anything other than his direct experience in 

making the work, his feeling for the process of painting itself, in which he learns everything 

and forgets everything in  a really human way. The work is free to leave the artist behind, 

which for him is sublime, and a beautiful freedom.(1) 

After our last meeting I returned to think about his work and earlier conversation and indeed 

about the question of colour, abstraction and expression. Although the notion of abstract art, 

and object-less painting has been in discussion among artists and critics  for almost a hundred 

years, the search for significance and meaning in works which do not represent or show a 

particular ‘window on the world’ is still compulsive. Even where it is well understood that the 

relation of the world of painting and objects do not necessarily co-incide there is still a fear 

associated with pictures, or images that only appear like a mirage, that do not describe the so 

called perceived dimensional world. A rugged skepticism finds itself suspicious of 

‘abstraction’, and whilst insisting on sensation, will not allow ‘just sensation’. 

 A bigger problem is that very often works which emerge from the focused will of the painter 

towards material realization are taken as covert statements of spirituality, rather than the 

struggle to express feeling in the most adequate and objective way possible, to make it a 

communicated and realize is atself a fact of material embodiment and organization. 

 The overview of the discussions on colour provided by Max Imdahl in his book length study 

Farbe, give an excellent account of the various debates about ‘ object-less painting’.(2) 

Imdahl begins his discussion with a quotation from Kandinsky’s text written when Kandinsky 

was in his late 40’s, and in which he freely reminisces about his development as a painter. 

Reaching back to his childhood Kandinsky calls up to memory the sun setting over Moscow, 

and identifies this with an orchestral finale in which the resolution of the symphony sounds in 

intense living colours , each of which is like an individual song. His memories of  childhood 

travel in Italy is transmitted through colour; although in Venice it is the dark shadows of the 

water he recalls, not the high pitch of the open sky which gives so much atmosphere to the 

city, nor of the pink, blue and yellow beloved of Tiepolo.  

 Later Kandinsky encountered the Haystack painting of Claude Monet and it was this which 

convinced him a painting could be an image:  his previous fascination with realistic art was a 

prelude to another discovery. The discovery was also connected to music; he had heard 

Lohengrin by Wagner and at the performance had called up to his mind’s eye the forces of the 

setting sun over Moscow.  



Such synaesthesia , was also a salon game of considerable seriousness: and to believe it one 

must rely on the witness alone. Scriabin the composer could identify colours with different 

musical keys, and painters were happy to talk about chromatic scales and tones, musicians 

about orchestral palette. There was a free domain of mixed metaphor.     

The awareness of Kandinsky was mixed with dissatisfaction about what he could achieve, a 

gap, between sensibility and talent, perhaps, every artist feels. His own colours did not match 

the trumpet sounds he found in Rembrandt’s nor the polychromatic intensities and fusions in 

Wagner’s sound-world. Part of the problem was simply that the transitions of which Wagner 

was a master in composition, allowed for a dense Verschmelzung of tonality and texture, 

could not be so easily achieved in painting. The very material realization of painting, the 

medium, the colours, uses of pigments, or chemical and synthetic colours, reactions of 

priming agents, effect of light on areas of thinning, actual ongoing chemical reactions etc. etc. 

all added to the difficulty of creating a planned art of transition in the composition, of the play 

of shape and colour, their mutuality, if it was possible to even establish.  

It was the experience of peasant art in Wologda that attuned Kandinsky  to the physical reality 

of colour, and that taught him to ‘ live in the picture’,the intensity of this experience would be 

expressed again in his description of his own painting box, the strong feeling he had for 

different colours of paint and sense that in mixing his palette new worlds were 

appearing.(3)The experience of being within the picture can be seen as a motivation for his 

scaling up of some of his compositions to where one is literally absorbed by the painting: it is 

inevitably much  larger than the human scale. Rothko is reported to have had a similar 

ambition, literally to exist immersed in the painting. It was also, as Philip Ball, notes was a 

way of immersing the viewer in the picture.(4) Ball observes that in the work of painters who 

deal with vast fields of unbroken colour, without any figurative reference point, there was in 

principle nothing for the viewer but to respond to the raw visual impression, the hue and 

luminosity of the paint itself, and in one sense this was the vision of Kandinsky taken to its 

logical conclusion. For Robert Hughes, the Australian critic, with Barnett Newman, Clyfford 

Still, and Mark Rothko, one had the ‘theological side’ of Abstract Expressionism. Ball adds 

some tension to that description speaking of the anguished minimalism of this work, taking 

his cue from Rothko’s disavowal of a colour for colour’s sake philosophy, with the more 

desolate cry, that he, Rothko, was only interest in expressing basic human emotions; and with 

a touch of pathic melodrama “ the people who weep before my pictures are having the same 

religious experience as I had when I painted them”.(5) 

Kandinsky was more sober in his search, he felt the distance from the colours of nature, and a 

fusion of what he experienced in nature, and knew from art became his own critical 

experience. Even the rankest amateur can have the deepest feeling about colours from nature, 

and savor the information within art historical research. 

Discussion of colour was always intractable. Most painters worked with conventions, and 

what was available from pigment supply to what was produced in tubes, some were scholarly 

enough to prize out the secrets of the ‘ old masters’, which turned out often to be more 

enigmatic than a secret. Some could make the brown shine, and for others it was like a dull 

violin on an overcast day. Others could gain signing tones from glazes and chemical additions, 

but time wore the surface, and the bitumen and the bistre became destructive. The object 

painting, was still a growing/decaying thing, and in that sense was subject to the ravages of 

time.Eventually it would be also realized that colour was not neutral.Colour could scream or 

deaden as much as any Pope or burecrat.  

Without going into details of Kandinsky one can find both a goal and struggle between what 

he experienced in art, and what he knew from nature. The man made order and the natural 

order could not be re-conciled, however they could vibrate together, and the artist could work 

as medium of such soundings, it was this which was the token of abstraction, and made it so 



different from the other dominant direction, namely realism in art. Since, as was clear from 

the image saturation of Monet, the object was no longer the dominant concern, Kandinsky 

drew the conclusion which he develops in his The Spiritual in Art, that abstraction is capable 

of revealing the inner sound of the picture. The challenge was to allow the most intense 

feeling their equivalence in material realization, which was a search for form, out of the 

reality of the singular inner elements of feeling. 

Leaving the Hermitage in Amsterdam recently having seen the picture of Murnau, the village 

in the south of Bavaria, where Kandinsky had bought a house, and from where the first 

exhibition of The Blue Rider was planned, held December 1911- January 1912. 

The fusion of the fairy-tale, jeweled colouring, the pitch and intensity of the palette, and the 

riot of movement created in the composition, gave a luster and radiance which was that of 

living flowers. It was the feeling of the freshness of Spring; and the miracle of  colours still 

luminous almost a hundred years later. 

 In other works it seemed as if the composition was a genesis of life out of chaos, and the 

helter-skelter of the forms and directions of the colour went increasingly to the evanescent 

appearance of a rainbow, colours shooting into each other and creating vivid edges that 

glowed, and were pushed by clouds of fleecy white that made them shine, and dance  a 

scherzo of palette. No analysis could yield the rules for such composition, and all the elements 

were guided by literally a Lebenskraft, a life force which is the source for all intuition, all 

later reflection, synthesis and analysis. The abstraction granted simplicity, clarity, and 

transparency. The picture became an ob-ject in the sense that it emerged as something other 

but only related to the feelings and the colour. 

 

By 1912 Kandinsky had developed his chromatic theory, he would see yellow as the earthly 

colour, that could not have a deep meaning, an intermixture with blue rendered it sickly, 

whereas vermilion was a red with a feeling of sharpness ‘ Orange, is like a man convinced of 

his own powers” violet is sad and ailing. None of this really derives either from Newton or the 

famous and controversial theories of Goethe, which were to be developed by Rudolf Steiner. 

Kandinsky’s remarks ultimately show how the real struggle to find form for colour is the 

individual artist quest. This aspect is what Bridget Reiley found so exciting, that there was no 

guiding principle, no firm conceptual basis on which a tradition of colour painting can reliably 

be founded ‘ this means that each individual artistic sensibility has a chance to discover a 

unique means of expression”.(6) Kandinsky’s search: he believed that there was  another 

possibility to replace the missing object, to literally orchestrate the impact of colour and shape, 

in a composition to create response and emotion such as one has in music. 

This could not be a reduction to simple explanatory overlays, as the organization of the 

inorganic and the ability of the organic to feel from this, depends on the enormous complexity 

of human seeing and hearing.  

This is a crucial theosophical argument developed from Goethe by Steiner, and is worth 

stating however briefly. For Goethe the ‘colour circle’ depends on the proposition that colour 

is born out of the play of light and darkness. Yellow and blue point to this underlying fact. 

They were for Goethe the elementary colours, and essentially opposite. The pure experience 

of one excludes the experience of the other, but they have a ‘tension’ or a ‘tendency towards 

each other; separate, pure, opposite- yet inclined to mingle. We tend to think of black and 

white as the fundamental opposites, that darkness and light are what is opposed; it is in matter 

that the play of this opposition is sensed. Even in the mix with grey, there is Goethe thinks 

something lifeless in this, in which the simplest color arouses a vital impression, against this 

ghostly zone:  

Schwarz und Weiss, eine Totenschau 

Vermischt ein niederträchtig Grau. 



(Black and white, a death parade 

Mix to make a common grey.) 

For Goethe, the production of colour, even in this Grey zone, is the result of the process of 

mingling. From there he understands that colour in this zone exhibits rigid polarity, 

immutability and deathliness. The opposition in yellow and blue is of another polar tension. 

Their being opposite is not contradictory, they are an inclination towards each other, and thus 

are living. The stimulating energy with which colour surfaces affect the eye, is not to 

confused with the brightness with which white effects it’  The example he gives of an orange 

colours surface set against a white one, will produce more effect on the eye, not clearly 

because it is brighter, but it has more stimulating energy. 

Colour starts in this theory to literally come alive: it takes on and bridges the polarities of light 

and dark, of black and white, gray and chiaroscuro. The light is alive for Goethe, and in 

material resonance it creates amplitudes and singular intensities which are not simply the sum 

of what is said to be physical constituent of the matter. So once again the work in hand is a 

bridging phenomenon, as was indeed the work in the first instance with regard to the dilemma 

of art/nature.Heinrich Proskauer in his The Rediscovery of Color, makes the significant point 

that for Goethe the colour circle was a harmonious whole, achieved when the colour which 

was one-sided found its enhancement in another colour, and create a harmonious whole, not 

that they ‘make up white’.(7) Black and white are rigidly opposed, by virtue of the matter in 

which we become aware of the effect of chiaroscuro (Helldunkel). Single colours emerge in 

dynamic interweaving of the polarities of light and darkness, in Goethe’s words; they are 

deeds of light, deeds and suffering.  The enhancement of the stimulating energy in the release 

of colour comes though the creation of a reconciliation of polarities at a higher level, out of 

the fully developed dynamic of the complete state.  Light in this account grants visibility.  

Where Kandinsky and Mondriaan are wedded to the relation of shape and colour, finding of 

sympathetic equivalences in material world for spiritual, that is immaterial, feelings, Hans 

Hoffmann emphasises the vision of the artists and the subjective wilfulness of art, which is 

not about mental effort, but empathy. I think that the significance of Hofmann for the 

American painters, Still, Motherwell, Newman, Rothko, etc cannot be overstated.  Indeed it is 

to this colour field work that Bilal Chahal has direct allegiance and connection. It is as if he 

has fused the inheritance of Rothko and the playfulness of Miro. 

I am drawing on unpublished notes of Hofmann’s teaching and some of his tremendous 

insights can be stated concisely. 

Abstract work must express as much meaning as realistic work. It must express something 

that the artist has experienced in nature. Thus for Hofmann it is not enough for the abstract 

artist to provide a satisfying arrangement, he/she must reach to what is essential and present to 

one’s vision, “ we are not abstract out of a desire to be abstract, but to express our experience, 

and to express the greatest with the simplest means”. Space is handled in quantities of light 

and shade, this has almost nothing to do with the object, and if there is an object it functions 

in relation to these quantities. In fact one has to use texture as a light making medium, a 

colour without texture cannot give you what you want, and you have to go deeper and deeper. 

Hofmann observes that Braque’s texture is mostly conditioned in a light making attempt. 

Every painting should express a mood; the mood is a pure sensory affair,  

“Pure colour is not what comes from the tube. Evenness which you finally create in painting 

is sureness. Pure colour means you mix it and bring it to one meaning.”(8) 

 For some artists that meaning is surely just the painter and the process, the mind that chooses, 

the singularity of the material used. There is no divine or transcendental quality, only things 

and manipulations, matter and appearance, that arouse in the viewer pleasure or displeasure, 

which allows one judge of the quality of the work.    
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