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In 1966/67, Bridget Riley ended her production of 
the black and white images which had mostly been 
her work for the previous 5 years, and started 
off towards colour. Several paintings from this 
short transitional period, mostly in museums and 
institutional collections around the world, form 
an exploratory series in grey tones and have titles 
indicating the word Deny. It has been suggested 
by the Tate, who have the painting Deny II in their 
permanent collection, that the title refers to an effect 
of tonal contrast:

“Riley manipulates shapes and colours in her 
paintings to generate complex visual sensations in 
the spectator. Here she explores the effects of tonal 
contrasts of warm and cold greys. Ovals painted in 
a range of cool greys are set against a dark, warm 
grey background. Where the darker ovals are seen 
against the dark ground, we become particularly 
aware of the difference in their colour. But where 
the tonal contrast is greatest, between the lighter 
ovals and the grey ground, the difference in colour is, 
as the title implies, denied.”

Although in the present study, with its light grey 
ground, the tonal experiment is diametrically 
opposite, the argument for the meaning of denial 
remains equally valid. The late Tom Lubbock, art critic, 
wrote an article about Deny II in the Independent 
newspaper in 2005, much of which could also be 
about the present study. I have taken the liberty of 
replacing each instance of the word “dark” with “light” 
and vice versa in order to apply his observations to 
our picture:

“Bridget Riley’s Deny II is a permutation picture. It 
seems to operate by a set of numbered instructions. 
You have a square field of light grey, and it’s a uniform 
light grey, though the eye never feels sure about this. 
On this field, a grid of small ovals is laid out...Each 
oval is the same shape, and each one stands out 

against the light grey field, even where the picture is 
at its lightest.

Among the [181] ovals, there are sequential 
variations in both their angle and their tone. Down 
each column, the ovals ...do a half- rotation, then a 
half-rotation back. They also go through gradations of 
greys, in symmetrical sequences, though these tonal 
scales would take longer to describe. But note that 
the upright oval(s) in the centre carries the darkest 
tone, and the lightest ovals are nearly as light as the 
background...

And, looking at this picture, and seeing how it’s made 
up of distinct units that are put through definable 
transformations according to rules, you may think: this 
is a work whose performance you ought to be able 
to follow and analyse, step by step. That impression 
of perfect clarity is important. It’s a crucial aspect 
of the work. It’s true, too, when you focus on small 
areas. But take the picture whole, and your grasp 
starts slipping away. The permutations and their 
interactions move beyond reckoning.

The way the ovals rotate produces a sense of 
complex animation in the upper half of the picture. 
It’s like an army band in a formation manoeuvre, or a 
flight of starlings, going many ways at once, revolving, 
swerving, peeling away. It defies any attempt to track 
it, step by step. Superimposed on this, there’s the 
tonal agenda, equally elusive. It involves a kind of 
optical illusion...The effect, though achieved step by 
step, is so gradual that again you can’t hold it in clear 
sight. The eye won’t credit that it’s only the ovals that 
are getting lighter, and not the background, too.

Now it gets complicated. The patterns of the rotating 
ovals, and of dark and light, aren’t co-ordinated. 
They’re two different configurations, which happen 
to be carried by the same grid of ovals. But for that 
reason they can’t help fusing. You keep trying to see 



them as in gear together. You feel that the way the 
ovals swell into darkness is at one with the way they 
swerve. Then the feeling goes. Then returns. The 
breathing life of the picture lies in this tension.
Mystery and clarity are not at odds. The clarity 
creates the mystery. The elusive feelings of Deny II 
occur because, paradoxically, its procedures are so 
transparent. You can see it’s all done with regular 
oval elements in permutations. You hold on to your 
conviction that it must all be graspable. And you go 
down with the ship, so to speak.”

There would appear to be three other major Deny 
paintings in existence, Deny I, in the J.P. Morgan 
Chase collection. Deny III, presumably in a private 
collection, and Deny IV, in the Minneapolis Institute 
of Art, the square format of which is rotated by 45 
degrees, hanging as a diamond shaped composition.

As would become Riley’s custom, her explorations 
into a certain theme would be summarised in a 
suite of screenprints, and in 1968 Nineteen Greys 
A-D were published. The four screenprints which 
comprise the Nineteen Greys suite again have a grid 
of oval forms arranged in various ways. The designs 
for these prints were taken from studies unrealised 
as Deny canvas works, but being too interesting just 
to forget, much as the 1965 Fragments series of 
screenprints on plexiglas had come into being. The 
artist has said, however, that she believed a sheet of 
paper and not a large canvas was more appropriate 
to what she was trying to establish. Nineteen Greys 
A is of particular note, as it has 19 rows and columns 
in a 10-9-10-9.. formation, a formation shared by 
the present work, in which each oval is also made 
to rotate in exactly the same way. For this reason, 
we may note that the present work is not only a 
study towards the Deny paintings, but is also partly 
realised within Nineteen Greys, the title referring to 
the fact that the four prints are printed with nineteen 
different greys.

‘Nineteen Greys is based upon the idea and sensation 
of denial. It involves certain visual juxtapositions and 
confrontations where the elements or their activities 
neutralise one another, cancel one another out. The 
central subject of the prints is the result of this 
neutralisation or cancellation.

‘What are these elements specifically? First of all, 
the grid; then, the angles; finally, the tonal movement. 
Each of these three organisational systems is made 
to move against the other two.

‘In these prints, the principle of regularity is expressed 
overtly in a grid system of unvarying intervals. 
The grid may be organised according to the right 
angles or diagonals. The angle movement is made to 
operate against the normal structure of these two 
kinds of grid, flowing from horizontal to vertical or 
from vertical to horizontal diagonally. In all of these 
prints, the angle movement departs from its original 
state to achieve its opposite and by degrees returns 
to its former orientation. The movement of reversal 
and return may be fast or slow. A variable movement 
is played against the equidistant beat of the grid. 
The movement consists of two systems, light-dark, 
warm-cold. Fundamentally in this suite there are two 
warm grey grounds against which the cold grey ovals 
are pitched and two cold grey grounds in reaction 
to ovals in warm grey. The tonal structure provided 
both a contrast in terms of light and dark and, where 
contrast is reduced or absent, a release of colour—
emphasis upon sheer hue. Up to nineteen greys are 
used in the prints, tones filled with colour. In each 
print, the directional flow of the tones is at variance 
with movement of the angles and the structure of 
the grid.’

Published in The Tate Gallery Report 1970–1972, 
London 1972.



Bridget Riley

Bridget Riley created some of the most era-
defining images in the history of art, her black and 
white optical art provided a visual summary for 
‘Swinging London’. By 1960 and approaching her 
late-twenties, Riley had settled into a dynamic style 
of hard-edged abstraction with, often, wild optical 
properties.  She came to international attention 
in 1965 when her work was included in MoMA’s 
famous exhibition The Responsive Eye, presenting 
her pictures with other artists of the Op Art 
movement, and illustrating her painting Current 
on the cover.  She worked almost exclusively in 
a black, white and grey palette until 1967, when 
colour was allowed into her work and the first 
of the famous stripe paintings was produced.  In 
the following year she represented Great Britain 
at the Venice Biennale.

Bridget Riley is generally considered to be one of 
the most important artists living in Britain.
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