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lan Stephenson

Planes of Heaven

A ground breaking exhibition concentrating on lan Stephenson’s large works from the late 1960s
and early 70s, will open Saturday 20 June 2026 at Roche Court. When viewed from a distance
these grand paintings made from tiny drops of paint appear vast and diffuse; there is a sense of
endlessness on the largest scale, although experienced intimately, as in a lyric mode. They also
draw one towards them; the closer one looks at them, the more dots one sees, uncountable
thousands of them. The outlines of the dots become sharper, and the paintings more precise.
There is a surprising and considerable range in scale between the largest dots and the smallest
pinpricks of colour, dots within dots, an experience of endlessness on the smallest scale,
although experienced impersonally, as in an epic mode. The suggestion of an ever-opening
multicoloured plane may have one of its distant origins in John Martin’s vast “Plains Of Heaven”,
a print of which hung on his aunt’s wall and the only painting lan remembered from his
childhood. These great paintings of flux still the mind in contemplation of their wholeness,
harmony, and radiance.

A selection of his earlier small paintings and sketches, to show the development of his ideas,
will be seen in the Artist’s House. The exhibition is accompanied by an essay by the art historian
and guest curator Chris Yetton, tracing how the development of Stephenson’s painting ideas
and technique from post-impressionism, divisionism, cubo-futurism to a form of abstraction,
made from drops of paint falling vertically like rain onto horizontal canvases, came together with
his love of images from astronomy and atomic physics. The essay draws upon new discoveries
made in the very extensive Stephenson archive including his work towards a post-graduate
thesis on the eighteenth century astronomer Thomas Wright and his ideas leading to the
development in painting of what he termed an ‘atomic surface’. These ideas were integrated
with his love of English Romantic painting and poetry. Stephenson used images coming from
fundamental physics, on both the atomic and astronomic scales, as metaphors for the
operation of the mind when faced with an ultimate physical reality so immensely distant from
our human scale, leading to paintings with clear ethical import.

The exhibition will be opened by Dr Chris Stephens, Director of the Holborne Museum, Bath,
and formerly Head of Displays, and Lead Curator, Modern British Art, at Tate Britain. Dr Chris
Stephens is a highly respected curator with a deep knowledge of twentieth century British art. In
2013 he oversaw a complete re-hang of Tate Britain’s collection. Widely recognised as the
leading scholar on the St Ives School he has curated several major exhibitions for Tate since
2001 including “Barbara Hepworth: Centenary (2003) at Tate St lves, and “Barbara Hepworth:
Sculpture for a Modern World” in 2015 at Tate and other international venues. The New Art
Centre has represented the Estate of Barbara Hepworth for over three decades.

Chris Yetton is a noted art historian whose publications include the RA’s monograph on John
Carter, and numerous catalogue essays. His 2006 essay on lan Stephenson’s work appeared in
“James Hugonin and lan Stephenson: And Our Eyes Scan Time” published by the De La Warr
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Pavilion, Bexhill-on-Sea in partnership with BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art. His 2010 essay
on lan Stephenson, ‘The Rainbow Comes and Goes; Painting, Poetry and Science’ was
published in the “Independent Eye” Yale University Press. He was formerly Dean of Art and Head
of Art History at Chelsea College of art and Design. He was a long-term friend of lan Stephenson
from 1963 to lan’s death in 2000.

A film “lan Stephenson” (2023) by Gary P Malkin will accompany the exhibition, commissioned
by the New Art Centre.



