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Abstract: David Hockney, a highly influential artist in the 20th and 21st century art world, has 
garnered widespread attention for his groundbreaking use of color, innovative compositional forms, 
and profound reflection on traditional Western visual language. This article analyzes representative 
works from different periods of Hockney's career, exploring the formation, specific characteristics, and 
artistic value of his color-plane formative language. 
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1. Introduction 

In the 20th-century modern art landscape, David Hockney garnered widespread attention for his 
unique artistic vision and innovative spirit. His paintings, characterized by vibrant colors, simple forms, 
and a keen ability to capture everyday life, transcended the limitations of traditional painting and 
imbued contemporary art with new vitality. This article selects representative works from different 
periods of Hockney's career to systematically examine the formation and development of his 
color-based formal language, the interplay between color and form, and the impact of digital media on 
his artistic creation. Through this analysis of Hockney's works, this article reveals how his innovative 
use of color and form challenges traditional visual norms, thereby opening up new possibilities for the 
development of contemporary art. Combining formal analysis, iconographic analysis, and art historical 
research, this article explores how Hockney's artistic practice inherits and transforms Western visual 
traditions, as well as his innovative exploration of pictorial language in the digital age. This article aims 
to provide a more complete understanding of Hockney's artistic achievements. 

2. The Generation and Evolution of Color-Plane Formative Language 

2.1 David Hockney's Artistic Background and Stylistic Transformation 

 
Figure 1: David Hockney, My Parents. 

David Hockney's artistic practice began in Britain in the late 1950s, during the Cold War. This 
period coincided with the fading of Abstract Expressionism and the rise of Pop Art in the British art 
world. Hockney was acutely aware of the changes occurring in society and artistic language, and 
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through his unique approach to form and color, he imprinted his work with a distinctly personal stamp. 
For example, the work "My Parents" (Figure 1) is within the framework of traditional portraiture. 
Although the artist uses a relatively realistic portrait painting technique, the simplified processing of 
the character modeling, the distinctive characteristics of the colors and the juxtaposition of the colors 
have already initially revealed a focus on the trend of flattening the picture. In the late 1960s, Hockney 
moved to California, USA, where he was influenced by a series of modern urban landscapes such as 
sunshine, swimming pools, and buildings. He gradually established his own iconic flat visual 
expression. For example, the classic work "A Bigger Splash" (Figure 2) uses highly symbolic and 
geometrically processed scene depiction methods to achieve an organic fusion between realistic 
techniques and flat composition. Through the juxtaposition of color blocks and shapes, it creates a very 
distinct two-dimensional aesthetic feeling [1].  

 
Figure 2: David Hockney, A Bigger Splash. 

2.2 Core Features of Color Formation 

2.2.1 The Expressive Use of Subjective Color 

Hockney's color system is clearly influenced by many modernist artists such as Matisse and 
Mondrian. He uses high-purity, contrasting blocks of color to construct visual rhythm. He did not strive 
to achieve the restoration effect under natural light conditions, but instead adopted a subjective and 
emotional coloring method, and then used color to intuitively present the unique charm of emotional 
tension or spatial atmosphere. Just like his work "Vincent's Chair and Pipe" (Figure 3), he used 
extremely strong yellow and orange to depict objects in daily life, emphasizing the psychological 
suggestive effect while deliberately weakening the physical reality [2]. 

 
Figure 3: David Hockney, Vincent's Chair and Pipe. 
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2.2.2 Geometricization and High-level Generalization of Shapes 

Hockney often structurally simplifies the objects he observes in life. Just like people, furniture or 
buildings, they are all reduced to some basic geometric shapes, such as circles, squares, rectangles, etc., 
and many details are deliberately omitted to highlight the order of the shapes and the beauty of the 
composition. This practice is particularly typical in collage works such as "Pear Blossom Highway" 
(Figure 4). In these works, the picture is first disassembled and then reassembled. In this way, the 
spatial structure becomes flat and has a strong expressive tension [3]. 

 
Figure 4: David Hockney, Pear Blossom Highway. 

2.2.3 Multiple perspectives and new spatial construction  

Hockney has made some reformative measures in response to the principle of "multi-angle 
viewing" emphasized by Cubism. With the help of collage photography and multi-perspective splicing, 
he successfully broke through the perspective limitation of a single vanishing point. For example, by 
reassembling the picture with dozens of photos taken from different perspectives, time and space are 
fragmented and then placed on the plane of the canvas, thus creating a fluid and dynamic spatial 
perception. This approach has been fully demonstrated in Hockney's Grand Canyon series and collage 
landscapes [4]. 

2.3 Digital media and the reinvention of color-surface modeling 

Since the 21st century, Hockney has actively used digital tools such as iPad to explore painting. 
Digital media has indeed broadened the expressive dimensions that can be presented in the 
color-surface modeling language. For example, color can be presented in the form of multiple layers of 
transparent superposition, and shapes can be quickly deformed, copied and combined through fingertip 
operation. In this way, the creation has stronger operability and experimentality. The generation of 
time-lapse paintings and the digital recording of the creation process have given traditional painting a 
temporal and processual nature, thereby achieving an organic combination of plane and time [5]. 

3. The interaction between color and shape and their expression methods 

3.1 The synergy of color and shape: visual balance, reinforcement and emotional resonance 

In the color-surface modeling language used by Hockney, color and shape are not isolated elements. 
On the contrary, they are in a dialectical state of close interdependence. This synergy lies at the heart of 
his artistic appeal. 

3.1.1 Creating Visual Balance and Rhythm 

Hockney often employs carefully arranged color combinations to create form, employing simple 
shapes to organize color. For example, in "A Bigger Splash" (Figure 2), the horizontal lines along the 
pool's edge and the geometrically manipulated ripples on the water's surface clearly define the vibrant 
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blue water and the white buildings in the background, creating a sense of stability and harmony across 
the painting. The bright blocks of color, with their clear geometric outlines, appear exceptionally neat 
and organized, while the vibrant colors imbue the geometric shapes with a vibrant and energetic 
presence. This artful interplay of color and shape creates a visual rhythm and order within the painting. 

3.1.2 Enhancing Visual Impact and Focus 

The highly saturated colors paired with the clear geometric shapes highlight the subject, drawing 
the viewer's attention directly to it. Furthermore, by simplifying and exaggerating shapes, the subject 
matter of the painting takes on a modern, symbolic and iconographic quality. For example, in "Mr and 
Mrs Clark and Percy" (Figure 5), the flat-painted background and geometrically cut furniture make the 
subject the sole visual focal point, creating a strong sense of presence on a two-dimensional surface. 

 
Figure 5: David Hockney, Mr and Mrs Clark and Percy. 

3.1.3 Evoking Emotional Resonance and Psychological Perception 

Color and shape both possess psychological suggestive power and can evoke emotional associations. 
When color and shape interact within Hockney's paintings, their inherent effects are further amplified. 
For example, warm colors like yellow and orange, when combined with softer, rounded shapes, often 
evoke a deep sense of intimacy, joy, and comfort. If cold colors, such as blue and green, are combined 
with sharp, angular geometric shapes, they may convey a calm mood, a sense of alienation, or even a 
certain anxiety in the modern city. Hockney uses this dialogue between colors and shapes to touch the 
viewer's emotional world, making his works richer and more profound in terms of emotional 
expression.  

3.2 Construction and deconstruction of plane space  

Hockney has a very thorough understanding of the "spatial limits" of the two-dimensional canvas. 
In his works, he often cuts, blocks, or interweaves shapes to create a "surface-bottom" plane space. He 
usually deliberately retains the traces left by the picture combination, resolutely avoiding the spatial 
disappearance in realism, emphasizing the outline of the shape, and eliminating overly complex light 
and shadow processing methods, so as to strengthen the "flatness" of the picture structure [6].  

3.3 Introduction of temporality and transformation of spatial experience  

Hockney uses multi-perspective collage and digital painting to incorporate the temporal dimension 
of ‘viewing’ into the color-surface plastic language. As for his collage works, works such as Pear 
Blossom Highway (Figure 4) present narrative and spatial fluidity through image splicing. Digital 
time-lapse images transform the creative process itself into a visual event, thereby giving the originally 
‘static’ flat painting a temporal unfolding, thereby enhancing the interactive experience between the 
work and the viewer [7].  
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4. The artistic value and theoretical significance of the color-surface plastic language 

4.1 Narrative tension and symbolic metaphor  

Hockney’s color-surface plastic language is not limited to formal exploration, but is also a carrier of 
narrative and meaning expression. His works often depict characters, environments, and the various 
relationships between them, thus forming a so-called “dialogic narrative”. He uses a simplified 
treatment of the characters' postures and expressions, and the interrelationships between colors and 
shapes in the painting to vaguely reveal the characters' emotional states and the interactions between 
them. For example, in the work "Mr and Mrs Clark and Percy" (Figure 5), the couple stands at the two 
ends of the painting, leaving a lot of space in the middle. The color treatment appears very calm and 
restrained. The visual sense of alienation is actually conveying the artist's observation of the 
relationship between them and the corresponding interpretation. The shapes in the work (such as 
furniture, walls, etc.) are used in a flat way to construct the "stage" where the characters are located, 
and also subtly imply a certain specific structure of their relationship [8]. In his landscape paintings, 
urban themes and many other works, concrete shapes and colors are given symbolic meanings. Things 
like swimming pools, roads, and trees are also given many meanings. The artificial geometric shapes 
and regular color surfaces presented by the swimming pool can symbolize the order and idealistic 
tendencies of modern society; while the collage structure is a metaphor for the actual situation of the 
media age and information fragmentation. 

4.2 Inheritance and transformation of Western visual tradition 

The color plane modeling language used by Hockney can be said to have challenged the realistic 
painting that has been centered on focal perspective since the Renaissance. On the one hand, it 
inherited the experimental results of Cézanne's geometric structure of nature, and on the other hand, it 
absorbed Picasso's ideas on multi-perspective plane cutting, and also borrowed from Matisse's ideas on 
color autonomy and picture segmentation. In addition, Hockney also came to the conclusion that 
traditional spatial realism is actually a product of technological limitations based on the research 
carried out in "Secret Knowledge" and reflection on classical skills. Therefore, he began to vigorously 
advocate "subjectivity of viewing" and visual re-creation, introducing the multi-dimensional 
characteristics of time and subjective observation methods into flat painting, thereby giving viewers a 
new viewing experience [9]. 

4.3 Extension and practical impact of color plane language in the digital age 

Hockney's acceptance of digital media such as iPad has brought color plane modeling language to a 
new level. Digital technology has given him unprecedented capabilities for color manipulation, shape 
reshaping, and information overlaying, allowing him to explore the relationship between "viewing" and 
"expression" in a more direct and free manner. His digital works retain the warmth inherent in painting 
while also incorporating the immediacy and multidimensionality of digital information. This is 
undoubtedly another crucial extension of traditional modes of viewing. 

4.4 David Hockney's Artistic Influence and Practical Value 

Hockney's work has inspired artists to break free from the constraints of realism and 
unapologetically explore the autonomous expressive power of form and color. His emphasis on flatness 
and his critical reflection on traditional techniques and modes of viewing have provided subsequent 
artists with a rich source of visual language. 

Hockney's paintings offer valuable teaching examples for art education. His works demonstrate 
how to guide students in observing the world, understanding the interplay between color and form, and 
engaging in critical thinking and innovative expression. He also discussed the "Way of Seeing," 
emphasizing the importance of cultivating students with independent thinking and strong visual 
appreciation. 

5. Conclusion 

David Hockney's color-field plastic language is based on the synergy between color and form, a 
reflection on tradition, and a bold embrace of media innovation. By actively diminishing spatial depth, 
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Hockney emphasizes boundaries and blocks of color, enriching visual expression and emotional 
expression while redefining the relationship between "seeing" and "reality." This two-dimensional 
language not only expands the boundaries of artistic exploration but also provides valuable insights into 
the diversified development of contemporary visual culture. In the future, with the integration of new 
technologies such as digital media and artificial intelligence, Hockney's core concept of "color-field 
plasticity" will continue to play a leading role in a broader visual field. 
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