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them: “You moved to New York to enter history, 

to San Francisco to reinvent or subvert it 

at a safe distance . . . . The Bay Area strikes a 

balance between provincial and cosmopolitan, 

providing inspiration and benign neglect.”2 

During his early post-war period, from 

the late 1950s to the early 1970s, Onslow Ford 

developed a highly personal aesthetic of the 

cosmic and a concept of being that linked 

him to art, film, philosophy, and science. By 

following his own path to enlightenment and 

searching beyond actual physical reality to 

create a visionary world, Onslow Ford became 

a philosopher for the future. As he wrote in 

1964 in his book Painting in the Instant (fig. 

6.2), “Modern art contains a premonition, and 

is an expression of the unconscious need of 

society to find its new state.”3 Its function was 

to investigate the unknown, “to create the 

world anew.”4 He stated his belief: “The new 

world is a place of no dimension. It transcends 

the interchangeability of microcosm and 

macrocosm.”5

Onslow Ford’s calendars are annotated with 

the many appointments and visits of his friends 

and associates. In the early to mid-1950s, he 

studied Asian philosophy in San Francisco, later 

in that decade and in the early 1960s, for a very 
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“The painter’s place is to be at the growing edge 

of consciousness; his task is to discover aspects 

of the inner-worlds that he has never seen before. 

The adventure starts with the anthropomorphic 

and moves towards the cosmic.” 

 —Gordon Onslow Ford, Creation, 19781

The art that Gordon Onslow Ford created 

following the Dynaton years, from 1952 until 

his death in 2003, has not garnered as much 

attention as the works from his much shorter 

surrealist and Dynaton episodes. Few historians 

have explored his position within the larger, 

complex, post-war era, preferring to cast the 

artist as a loner who turned away from the 

distant art center of New York, as well as the 

nearby bustling San Francisco Bay Area region, 

to explore other worlds through his painting. 

Although in the late 1950s Onslow Ford 

and his wife Jacqueline Johnson purchased 

property in Inverness, north of San Francisco, 

in Marin County, neither broke their strong ties 

with the art and literary world. Onslow Ford 

considered Northern California a sanctuary 

comparable to the one he and Johnson had 

found in Mexico. Nonetheless, he was part of the 

Bay Area’s collection of distinctive iconoclasts, 

as historian Rebecca Solnit characterized 

6.1 Gordon Onslow Ford in his Inverness 

studio, 1965. 

 Photo by Bruce Harlow

6.2 Gordon Onslow Ford’s 1964 book 

Painting in the Instant. Published by 

Thames and Hudson.
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passages about the phenomenon of telepathy. 

His paintings from late 1945 through 1946 

revealed a growing interest in studying space 

and energy. Fields of pure color interacting 

with areas of dots and dashes were suddenly 

covered with particles of energy, as in Dwellers 

in the Clear (fig. 3.17), where the figures “exist” 

in a space filled with dots that separate them 

symbolically. In other, later paintings, such as 

Fixed Flight (fig. 3.18), he darkened the palette 

with black planes and particles. 

Onslow Ford and Paalen’s correspondence 

during this period shows that the two artists 

decided, as Paalen wrote to Onslow Ford, that 

“even if we have not reached a full synthesis in 

our experiments . . . we cannot wait any longer. 

We have to come out into the open . . . for there 

is no choice: we have to find out not only for 

ourselves, but for all of those who want to know 

about an important new meaning in art.”43 Given 

this feeling of urgency, Onslow Ford accepted 

an invitation from the Nierendorf Gallery in 

New York to show his work in early 1946. The 

through lines pointing in different directions. 

Solitary quests are thus transformed into 

dialogues among the different figures sharing 

the pictorial space.

Not long after these paintings were created, 

the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

by atomic bombs on August 6 and 9, 1945, 

respectively, had a profound effect on Onslow 

Ford, as it did on many other artists. In a letter 

to Paalen dated August 20 of that year, Onslow 

Ford wrote, “Now I am torn between two 

directions in painting. On the one hand, visions 

inspired by Tarascan plastic and the dramatic 

life which surrounds us, and on the other hand, 

plunging into space.…Lately very agitated by 

news of the atomic bomb and the possibilities 

of the atomic age.”42 From that moment, Onslow 

Ford devoted himself to studying energy in 

space and to seeking ways of integrating 

emotions and scientific discoveries. In his 

notebooks, he quoted Erwin Schrödinger, the 

Austrian physicist who was interested in the 

foundations of atomic physics, as well as several 

3.15 Parliament of Space Makers

 Oil on canvas, October 1944 

39 1/4 × 81 1/4  in. (99.7 × 206.4 cm)

 Private Collection

3.16 The Marriage

 Oil on canvas, August 1944 

42 3/4 × 29 1/4 in. (108.6 × 74.3 cm) 

 Private Collection
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 Gordon Onslow Ford in his studio in 

Inverness, 1965. 

 Photo by Bruce Harlow

 Primordial Print

 Acrylic on canvas, February 1968 

106 × 71 in. (269.2 × 180.3 cm) 

 Still frames from a movie by Madeline 

Tourtelot about Onslow Ford called 

Island Time, 1968. 


