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Gordon Onslow Ford was a British painter 
renowned for having been the youngest 
member of the surrealist group invited by 
Andre Breton. His lifelong quest to explore 
an independent path took him from England 
to Paris and from New York to Mexico. In 
1947 he moved to San Francisco and in 1958 
he settled in Inverness (California) near 
San Francisco, where he nourished his non-
figurative painting style by studying Asian 
philosophies and calligraphy and exploration 
of the inner worlds.

GORDON ONSLOW FORD’S FORMATIVE YEARS
Gordon Onslow Ford was born in the English town of 
Wendover on 26 December 1912 to a family of artists: 
his grandfather Edward Onslow Ford was a sculptor, and 
his uncle Rudolph Onslow Ford was a landscape painter. 
Onslow Ford began painting at a very young age thanks 
to lessons from his uncle.
Following the death of his father, a doctor in the British 
army, Onslow Ford was sent to the Royal Naval College 
in Dartmouth to join the British Navy at the age of 14. 
During his training, he kept a notebook of daily reports, 
which included detailed technical illustrations. In an 
interview in 1984, he explained: “It’s a tradition in the 
British Navy to make watercolors”. As such, the artist 
managed to combine his duty to illustrate with his 
passion for painting.

Gordon Onslow Ford in his studio, Inverness, CA, USA, 1958-61
© Gordon Onslow Ford Archive & Lucid Art Foundation.



Onslow Ford traveled a great deal, torn between painting 
and his commitment to the military. It was a visit to Egypt 
in 1934 that enabled him to decide which path to follow. 
Stationed in Alexandria, he was fascinated by the town 
and painted many watercolors of it. It was there that he 
met Richard Combe Abdy (1869-1938) – a wealthy English 
banker based in Alexandria. Abdy had close connections 
in the British Navy, regularly playing host to its officers. 
Onslow Ford attended the events organized at Abdy’s 
home in Alexandria, mainly for the chance to paint in his 
gardens. Abdy was impressed by Onslow Ford’s talent 
and became his patron. He helped Onslow Ford leave the 
British Navy, thanks to his connections and organized 
the artist’s first exhibition in London in 1936. 

PARIS AND SURREALISM 
After his resignation from the British Navy was accepted 
in 1937, Onslow Ford moved to Paris, where he devoted 
himself to painting. He studied for a number of weeks 
with André Lhote and then with Fernand Léger. Soon after 
his arrival in the capital, he met the Chilean architect, 
Roberto Matta. Matta was working with Le Corbusier 
at the time and was already an experienced illustrator. 
Onslow Ford admired his drawings, which he considered 
“the most exciting images” he had seen in Paris. Roberto 
Matta and Gordon Onslow Ford quickly became very 
good friends. The latter encouraged Matta to pursue a 
career as an artist and urged him to explore painting. 
In 1938, Onslow Ford’s patron and friend Richard Combe 
Abdy died, leaving him a considerable fortune. On his 
return, the two artists spent the summer in Travignon, 
Brittany, the ancestral land of their favorite surrealist 
painter, Yves Tanguy, where they experimented with 
painting and studied esoteric philosophies. The summer 
transformed their artistic practice, as they shifted 
their focus to exploring the unconscious and surrealist 
automatism. 
Roberto Matta joined the surrealists first and then 
introduced Onslow Ford to André Breton, who invited 
him to join the surrealist group and attend meetings 
at the café Les Deux Magots. Onslow Ford thus became 
close to the writer Pierre Mabille and the painters Yves 
Tanguy, Estéban Frances, Wolfgang Paalen and Max Ernst. 
He also became a patron and collector, frequenting the 
studios of Picasso, Miró, de Chirico and André Masson.
Gordon Onslow Ford shared his studio with Victor 
Brauner. Too intimidated to paint in front of his friend, 
Gordon poured paint on the canvas thus discovered 
an automatic painting, calling it “Coulage”: he would 
pour Ripolin paint (an oil-based enamel paint that dries 
quickly) directly onto the canvas and then peel off parts 
of the pictorial layer to create a sense of depth.

THE SECOND WORLD WAR AND EXILE IN NEW YORK
In the summer of 1939, Onslow Ford rented a château in 
Chemilleu in France, in the region of Rhône-Alpes, where 
he invited his friends André Breton, Jacqueline Lamba, 
Yves Tanguy, Roberto Matta, Estéban Frances and Kay 
Sage. The group spent the summer painting, exchanging 
ideas and reading poetry. They received regular visits 
from the American art collector Gertrude Stein and the 
writer Alice B. Toklas. The château was a veritable refuge 
on the eve of the Second World War.
When war broke out, Onslow Ford was drafted back 
to Navy and left Paris for London. The Society for 
the Preservation of European Culture – an American 
organization – invited a number of other surrealist 
artists to take refuge in New York. Matta and Kay Sage 
worked with the Society for the Preservation of European 
Culture to secure a visa for Onslow Ford to travel to 
New York in the winter of 1941. One of the few English-
speaking surrealist artists, Onslow Ford was invited to 
give four lectures at the New School for Social Research 
and organized four surrealist exhibitions in 1941. These 
lectures and exhibitions were to have a major influence 
on American artists.
American writer Jacqueline Johnson, friend of 
Motherwell, attended the lectures and later met Onslow 
Ford. They married in 1941. That same year, the couple 
moved to Mexico and eventually settled in the village of 
Erongaricuaro, where they stayed for six years, receiving 
regular visits from their surrealist friends Wolfgang 
Paalen, Remedios Varo, César Moro, Sonja Sekula, Estéban 
Frances and Roberto Matta.
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CALIFORNIA AND NON-FIGURATIVE PAINTING
In 1947, Gordon Onslow Ford and Jacqueline Johnson 
moved to the United States and settled in the San 
Francisco Bay Area in California. In 1948, Onslow Ford 
was invited to present a retrospective show at the 
San Francisco Museum of Art entitled Towards a New 
Subject in Painting. A year later, Onslow Ford acquired 
the ferryboat Vallejo, docked in Sausalito, and invited 
the Greek painter Jean Varda (1893 – 1971) to convert it 
into studios. For many years, the ferryboat was a haven 
for artists, becoming a small cultural center on the 
waterfront.
In the early 1950s, Gordon Onslow Ford attended lectures 
at the Asian Academy in San Francisco and studied 
Hinduism and Buddhism which influenced his art.  He 
also extensively studied calligraphy from 1952-1957 with 
a Japanese master Hodo Tobase Roshi. At the same time, 
Gordon became friends with composer Harry Partch, 
a pioneer of minimalist music. He also adopted a non-
figurative style of painting, based on line, circle, and dot. 
Eventually, Gordon Onslow Ford sold the ferryboat to 
Buddhist scholar Alan Watts.
In 1957, Gordon Onslow Ford and Jacqueline Johnson 
acquired a large tract of virgin forest in the hills of 
Inverness, California. Ten years later, they donated most 
of the land to an environmental organization, The Nature 
Conservancy, to preserve it. In 1964, Onslow Ford’s first 
book, Painting in the Instant was published by Harry 
N. Abrams, London. Onslow Ford’s paintings from the 
1960s are characterized by an extremely limited palette, 
entirely composed of black and white. The works from 
that period are the result of an exploration of the 
meditative state. They are representations of the artist’s 
inner world. Onslow Ford recruited the chemist William 
Parles to create a paint similar to acrylic, which allowed 
black and white to dry at the same speed, which was not 
possible with oil-based paint.
Jacqueline Johnson died in 1976 while Onslow Ford 
was working on his second book, Creation, which was 
published two years later. In 1977, he was honored with 
a major retrospective exhibition at the Oakland Museum 
in California. After this major exhibition, Onslow Ford 
adopted a more solitary lifestyle, devoted to painting.

ART AND CONSCIOUSNESS: DIALOGUE WITH A LUCID 
DREAMER
In 1989, Gordon Onslow Ford met Fariba Bogzaran, an artist, 
lucid dream researcher, and professor at John F. Kennedy 
University (Berkeley, California). Together they embarked 
on a series of dialogues on art and consciousness. In her 
research, she discovered some of Gordon’s paintings 
were akin to transpersonal experiences in lucid dreaming 
and meditation. They collaborated on several books: 
Insights (1991), Ecomorphology (1994), and Once Upon 
a Time (1999). In 1996, Bogzaran curated Onslow Ford’s 
inaugural exhibition for the new M.F.A program on Arts 
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and Consciousness at the  John F. Kennedy University 
Gallery, Berkeley, California. The following year Onslow 
Ford was granted an honorary Doctor of Fine Arts degree 
from the University. In 1998, Gordon Onslow Ford, Fariba 
Bogzaran and Robert Anthoine co-founded the non-
profit organization Lucid Art Foundation to explore the 
relationship between art, consciousness and nature 
through exhibitions, publications and seminars. 
Gordon Onslow Ford died in Inverness, California, on 9 
November 2003 at the age of 90. He left his estate to the 
Lucid Art Foundation (Inverness, California). 
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