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Formal Comparative Analysis Assignment 1: Pair 4  

  

 Though it was described as a challenge, I selected Pair 4 for this analysis, which 

compares Robert Straight’s P-557 and Stanley M. Arthur’s The Landing of the DeVries 

Colony at Swaandendael, because I agreed strongly with the curator’s choice to hang 

these works side by side. While the former characterizes the geometric abstraction 

movement, the latter depicts of the arrival of Dutch settlers on the coast of Delaware in 

1631.1  Despite the divergent origins and methods reflected by the two works, the artists’ 

use of color, form, and composition convey a shared theme: western civilization’s 

obliteration of nature.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
P-557, Robert Straight, 2016                  The Landing of the DeVries Colony at Swaandendael, 
Image courtesy of title magazine            Stanley M. Arthur, 1921. Image courtesy of American Gallery 
                                                
1 Wall label, The Landing of the DeVries Colony at Swaandendael, Old College Gallery, 10/21/16 
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 The vibrant color palette uniting this pair, which first strikes visitors upon 

entering the gallery, serves to clarify the forms imbued with meaning both visually and 

conceptually. The systematic application of colors creates clear boundaries and stark 

contrasts, lending an illustration-like quality to both paintings. However, the colors 

chosen for specific forms were deliberate and serve to differentiate the minute details 

composing the complex compositions into two categories, the first represented by vibrant 

colors and the latter with neutral hues. This dual categorization by color is more 

accessible in the visually simplistic P-557, in which Straight also employs contrasting 

forms for the advancement of meaning.  

 Deducing meaning from abstract art can be challenging, but Straight has left 

several clues to be gathered by the viewers’ intuition. For example, P-557 could be 

initially misinterpreted as an enlarged depiction of a microscopic, biological organism. Its 

neon-colored blobs which are scattered across a larger, irregular form recall organelles 

floating in cytoplasm of an animal cell diagram. Significantly, though these blobs are 

scattered across the base, they orient themselves along a central, vertical axis evoking 

bilateral symmetry, common in animals. Therefore, the above interpretation is not only 

justifiable, but I believe it exposes the first category necessary to grasp the meaning of 

the work: naturalness represented by vibrant-colored, organic shapes.  

 The second category present in P-557 contrasts the first in both color and form. 

Superimposed over the seemingly-biological design, is a series of geometric shapes: 

calculated triangles carefully inset into perfect circles. These geometric forms are dull in 

hue, consisting of only slight variations of warm and cool grey. The impact of these 

geometric forms on the meaning of the work lies in their association with human 
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influence, particularly the beginning of rational thought and mathematics by the Greeks. 

Eighteenth-century Neoclassicism exemplifies such a use of classical forms, based in 

geometric shapes, to validate western civilization’s perceived superiority. This ideology 

justified the displacement and obliteration of indigenous people and the eradication of 

nature by European powers. Straight’s artwork parallels or highlights this pervasiveness 

and intrusiveness of western ideology by obscuring the vibrant, organic shapes with dull, 

geometric ones. Notably however, Straight chooses for the geometric forms to be semi-

transparent, allowing the colors and shapes of the natural forms underneath to influence 

the ultimate appearance of the surface. I believe this adds to the aforementioned meaning, 

suggesting that human’s destruction of nature is ultimately futile; nature will endure.   

 Having analyzed the work of art completed only last year, we must jump back in 

time to understand Arthur’s skillful use of color and composition in the depiction of the 

clash between nature and the western civilization amidst Dutch colonization2. Like P-

557, the most vibrant colors are used for the natural components. Arthur’s vast sky, 

electric-green grass, and intensely-yellow dandelions contrast the saturated, but more 

neutral hues of the Dutch figures and their ship. Notably, the figures are given a 

dominating presence, positioned centrally and highlighted by the pyramidal composition 

formed by the silhouette of the ship. It is unlikely such a large, seagoing vessel would be 

able to safely navigate so close to shore, underlining the use of this feature purely to 

establish the authority of the Dutch in this foreign landscape. 

 Arthur foreshadows the resistance of nature to Dutch encroachment through 

compositional placement, echoing Straight’s notion that nature will not conform to 

                                                
2 Wall label, P-557, Old College Gallery, 10/21/16 
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domestic demands. Though the Dutch gathering is represented as non-violently transfixed 

by a sign post, their orientation is telling. The Dutch face right, the direction of reason, 

our culture tells us. Their ship is also directed to the right. However, the forces of nature - 

composed of a flock of birds and the small gathering of Native Americans visible in the 

middle right - push back to the left. Though birds do not pose much of a threat, they are 

depicted deftly weaving around the masts of the ship and re-congregating on the other 

side. The Native American gathering is led by a figure with arms crossed, leaving the 

brutality of the ensuing conflict to the viewers’ imagination. In this way, Arthur too 

conveys a message of civilization’s attempts to obscure nature, and nature’s contrasting 

resilience.  

 Despite the apparent dissimilarity of the works displayed in the Old College 

Gallery at the University of Delaware, the meaning that can be drawn through simple 

association of symbols unites the works. In this way, it is appropriate that the gallery 

curator would hang these paintings adjacent to each other. Not only do the color palettes 

compliment each other from a distance, but the meanings of the works are found to be 

parallel upon closer inspection. If only, the unfortunate history of the colonization of the 

New World and mistreatment of Native Americans better reflected the natural order 

proposed by Straight. 


