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Artist Gordon Onslow Ford who's 90, is the last of the original paris-based Surrealist painters. with his latest paintings, which will be shown 
at the Braunstein/Quay gallery this month. Photo By Kurt Rogers 
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Artist Gordon Onslow Ford in his home. He is 90, is the last of the original paris-based Surrealist painters. Photo By Kurt Rogers  

 

"Making the invisible visible." Gordon Onslow Ford -- the last living painter from the Parisian Surrealist 
circle of the 1930s -- wrote that recently in his sketchbook. It's been his aim all along.  
 
He has spent 60 years exploring the "inner worlds," making mystical pictures full of vibrating orbs and dots 
and calligraphic lines whose possibilities appear endless to him.  
 
"I'm just beginning," the 90-year-old artist likes to say. He's a delightful English gent who has thrived in the 
serene wooded hills of Inverness, in west Marin, since 1958. "The inner worlds are waiting to be discovered, 
you know. And as you discover them, consciousness grows. That's what art's about. Art is always finding 
something you've never seen before."  
 
About 15 of Onslow Ford's recent paintings on paper and canvas go on display Tuesday at San Francisco's 
Braunstein/Quay Gallery. Like his earlier work, these kinetic paintings evoke cosmic and subatomic 
energies, but they're less dense and more colorful, with daubs of blues and ocher, black lines crisscrossing 
green auras, white vapors and star bursts.  
 
How does he think his work has changed? Onslow Ford smiles and says, "I'm not much of a critic, you 
know." He does know "that I'm growing the whole time. It's marvelous."  
 
A graduate of England's Royal Naval College who served at sea before moving to Paris in 1937 to study with 
painter Fernand Leger, he was drawn into Surrealism through his friendship with Chilean 
painter Roberto Matta, who died last year.  
 
In the late '30s, before Jackson Pollock started dripping paint, Onslow Ford began pouring it onto canvas 
using an improvisational method called coulage. In the early '40s, before moving to Mexico, he gave a series 



of influential lectures on Surrealism at New York's New School. He resigned from the Surrealist group in 
1944, telling founder Andre Breton in a letter that "I was no longer a revolutionary, I was a painter."  
 
"I had been working spontaneously ever since the Surrealist days," says Onslow Ford, sipping tea in his light-
filled home, where a Wolfgang Paalen painting shares space with Matta drawings and a stone Aztec head. It's 
set in a fertile green landscape that still enchants and inspires him. He shared the Surrealists' interest in 
dreams and the unconscious but concluded that dreams occurred too quickly to be painted.  
 
"I began to explore the world beyond dreams," he says. "Dreams often have a relationship to what's 
happening in your life. Once you get into the inner worlds, you get into a common land, a new experience, 
something universal. Yes, a spiritual world. That's what I was after."  
 
He discovered a way to get there while hiking through Muir Woods up Mount Tam one day in 1951. Coming 
out of the redwoods, he saw the rolling hills and the ocean spread out before him.  
 
"Suddenly it was all line, circle, dot," he recalls. "There's a basic reality underlying everything. As far as 
painting is concerned, the most basic expression is line, circle, dot. That happens to be the fastest calligraphy 
you can make. That is the spiritual root, the basic language of art, and I have been working with it ever since. 
It was inspired by the tall redwoods and the hills and the ocean and Mount Tamalpais."  
 
There are infinite ways to use these forms, says the Zen-influenced artist. "If the mind opens, something 
original happens. Otherwise you're always dealing with variations on what you know. It's a marvelous sport, 
you know, but you're like an athlete. You've got to be in training. You can't gallivant around."  
 
How does he stay in shape? "Through meditation, and keeping your mind on what you're doing. Being 
interviewed and photographed isn't the way," he adds with a laugh. He looks dandy as always, in a Panama 
hat and wraparound shades, khakis, a crisp sky-blue shirt, tan wool cardigan and chocolate cotton blazer.  
 
Taking up his walking stick, Onslow Ford ambles along one of the trails he and his late wife, Jacqueline, 
made over the years. He shows some visitors what he's been up to lately in his big painting studio, then walks 
down to a smaller studio where some of the paintings in this show are stored.  
 
One is the nearly 9-foot-tall "Seeing, Seen" (2001), a beautiful deep-space galaxy with red-glowing black 
orbs, a blue-rimmed white oval, a black streak like a comet. Among other things, it addresses the mysteries 
of black light.  
 
"This vibrates between black and white through color," Onslow Ford says. "You can see that it's a dance. One 
dot leads to another."  
 
A smaller work titled "Night Woods" is made with bold vertical lines of blue, white and khaki-green floating 
in a misty world of dots and discs. "This is one step away from landscape painting, you know," he says. "You 
can obviously see that it was inspired by the woods but it's all line, circle, dot.  
 
I'm delighted to say that I think it's the spirit of the West. I'm wholeheartedly dedicated to the spirit of the 
West, which of course implies the cultures of China and India and Japan."  



 
Onslow Ford abandons or repaints works that don't flow, but he doesn't describe the process. It just 
happens, he says.  
 
"Where to begin? That's the question. You can't answer any of this. It has to happen. And it does happen. 
That's the miracle." 
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