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Angus Hyland:
Looking for a Certain Ratio
‘Looking for a Certain Ratio’ is a collection
of original paintings on canvas and paper
by Angus Hyland.
The title describes Angus’s motivation,
which is searching for beautiful compositions and harmonies within prescribed
sacred geometry.
Meticulously crafted at his London studio,
the paintings explore different colour palettes,
from the striking combinations of tightly pigmented colour to subtle variations in pastels
and monotones.
The artworks cross-reference three
systems: the golden ratio, the ISO paper
system (where all the ‘A’ sizes are based
on the square root of 2) and the rule of
thirds. Exploring different relationships
between three or more individual reference
points formed the basis of all of these
intriguing compositions.
A collection of fifteen paintings on canvas
and paper are on show at Birch Community,
9th December 2021–30th April 2022.
See more at www.angushyland.com and
follow Angus on Instagram @angushyland.
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Angus, you’re known as a graphic designer,
creative director, author, and as a Partner
at Pentagram. Have you always had your
own, personal image-making practice
extracurricularly, so to speak – or is it
a relatively new thing?

Angus talks to Gavin Lucas
Birch Talks host (journalist, author, design
nerd and Birch member) Gavin Lucas caught
up with Angus to find out more about what
inspires his work and how the exhibition at
Birch Community came about.

Angus: I haven’t been making any art
exclusively for its own sake since art college.
There was always too much to occupy me
with the day job for a busman’s holiday.
At college, I started by studying information
design until I found it left little room for personal expression. By the time I was at the
RCA for my master’s degree, I had moved
away from information design and typography
to pure image-making.
On graduating in the late eighties, I naturally
found work designing book covers – mainly
literary fiction – as they were a form of
primarily image-based graphic design.
Book jackets are like miniposters, a short
amount of copy (just the title and author)
coupled with an image. In a certain sense,
the paintings lean into both of my foundational specialisms: my original discipline of
infographics – not literally but with the same
intent of reducing things down to the basic
minimum to communicate a more complex
idea. And the thing about the book jackets
was making work that could conceivably be
enjoyed entirely as artworks in their own
right. So with the paintings, I have stripped
away content (type and image) and focused
on pure composition and form, so the work
is no longer a means to communicate something else other than itself.

Is this body of work your first foray into
publicly showcasing a more personal side
to your image-making? How did the idea for
bringing it to the public eye come about?
A: I had a curious entry into painting. One
of my clients – Mark Cass of the artists’
materials retailer Cass Art – suggested that
I could use the huge gallery space behind
the central Glasgow store if I ever needed
to produce any personal work. Since the
Cass Art Credo (which we came up with
together nearly 20 years ago) is ‘Let’s fill
this town with Artists’, I felt almost obligated
to follow the call to action I had authored.
The exhibition in Glasgow was originally
planned for April 2020. I had completed
a large body of work throughout 2019 and
sent it off to be framed near the Sussex
Downs (by another client, King & McGaw)
around a month before the first COVID lockdown in March 2020. I wasn’t to know that
I wouldn’t see the work again for around
18 months! I spent the intervening time working on small-scale multiple paintings. I exhibited these at my house mainly for friends.
I managed to sell the vast majority of this
work, and that gave me the confidence to
reschedule the show in Glasgow for July
2021. Off the back of that, I exhibited with
my wife Marion Deuchars (who showed her
beautiful works on stone) at a vast disused
townhouse in Cavendish Square in September 2021 as part of London Design Festival.
These paintings sold well, although I held
back around 15, which now form the basis
of this show at Birch.
And how did the opportunity to bring the
show to the walls of Birch arise?

Birch Community

Despina Wotton who curates the art for
Birch Community. The interiors of Birch
have a similar character to the townhouse
location in Cavendish Square, so I knew
immediately that they would work well here.
Can you tell us a bit about your choice of
title for this body of work and the concept
behind the project?
A: The title originates from the chorus lyrics
of the Brian Eno song ‘The True Wheel’.
I picked it as it’s perfectly descriptive
of what I’m trying to achieve with work.
The compositions are all based around
some form of sacred geometry or combinations of ratios, and I’m exploring the
intersections and relationships found within
those combinations.
Would it be fair to say that this is quite
a cerebral, concept-led approach to
making art? Could you say that the ratios
you’re playing with are a little like the
grids and invisible structures that graphic
designers use to underpin and make
sense of organising information and
building designs?
A: Cerebral? I’m not sure if it’s that or if it’s
as much that I’m simply channelling the
roots of my discipline. In a sense, you can
see these paintings as examples of pure
design. If you take the core principles of
graphic design, you are literally manipulating
colour and composition – the form – whilst
others usually supply the content, which is
text, photography or images. So in my work,
the composition becomes the picture. I’m
looking to create something that you can
live with that is both very immediate and,
hopefully, also lasting.

A: The London Design Festival was well
attended, and it was through this exhibition that my work caught the attention of

Yes, there’s definitely a timeless quality,
and the work is gloriously graphic, with
sharply delineated geometric shapes
and flat colour. And yet these are paintings – can you tell us about your choice
of materials and also about your process.
Do you play around on a screen first or do
your ideas appear first in sketch books
before painting?
A: You say the pictures are very graphic –
they are often mistaken for silkscreen prints,
but I hand paint everything. They are made
to be as perfect as possible, but at the same
time, the medium is quite volatile and imperfect. This contradiction is part of the appeal.
In terms of process, I work up quick sketches
by hand in pen and then paint compositions
very loosely, trying out different colour combinations. I then translate a piece I’m happy
with to my sketchbook for a more formal
rendering. After that, I move on to creating
the final canvas.

It’s not just about ratios and dividing
spaces but colour. The colours really pop!
Do you make notes on colours, the same
way a poet might scribble ideas as and
when they come?
A: It’s funny you say that, as I find creating
colour combinations comes quite naturally
to me. For the first batch of paintings, I just
painted one colour after another, without too
much prior consideration. I guess I found my
natural palette quite quickly. Since then, I’ve
decided to be a little more analytical, and I’ve
begun a sketchbook devoted entirely to making different variations of colour around one
composition. It’s a way to evolve my tendency
to use certain colours in favour of others.
There are two questions that probably
have a related answer: how do you find
or make time for your art – and is there
a meditative, therapeutic aspect to the
process of making these works?
A: That’s pretty perceptive since the whole
point of creating these was as a kind of
antidote to my design practice. Once I know
where I’m going with a painting, the process
is pretty much back brain stuff. It’s a fantastic and effective therapy for relieving the

stresses of my commercial work. I know
that it works that way since I find painting
completely compulsive, and once I’m on
a roll it’s hard to stop. As I said to Marion
the other day, making art makes me happy.
That’s why I do it.
What’s next? Are you planning or experimenting with new work?
A: My plan is a simple one: to carry on until
I’ve concluded the journey. I seem to have
a backlist of ideas I need to realise. As long
as I can remember, I have always had
a project waiting in the wings, and painting
is easily the most attractive way of spending
my time. As I said before, it’s compulsive.
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Birch Community is the ideal setting for this collection.
Angus’s paintings are visually powerful, his graphic
forms and colour combinations on canvas and paper
contain a striking jewel like quality. They work perfectly
juxtaposed against the beautiful exposed plasterwork
walls and reclaimed original period interiors of Birch’s
Georgian mansion.
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Paintings Price List

A: Red triangle
41cm x 31cm
Acrylic gouache on paper
£350

E: Blue triangle
30cm x 30cm
Acrylic gouache and
gouache on paper
£325

F: Blue triangle
31cm x 41cm
Acrylic gouache
and gouache on paper
£350

B: Fluoro yellow triangle
41cm x 31cm
Acrylic gouache on paper
£350

G: Orange triangle with green
31cm x 41cm
Acrylic gouache
and gouache on paper
£350

C: Red triangle with blue
41cm x 31cm
Acrylic gouache on paper
£350

H: Fluoro yellow triangle with
purple and blue
59.8cm x 59.8cm
Acrylic gouache on canvas
£400

D: Green triangle with orange
41cm x 31cm
Acrylic gouache on paper
£350

I: Fluoro orange triangle with
blue and green
59.8cm x 59.8cm
Acrylic gouache on canvas
£400

Inside nearly every graphic designer and illustrator is an artist demanding to be set free.

Angus Hyland at
14 Cavendish Square
On the eve of Angus’ recent London Design
Festival exhibition in Cavendish Square,
designer, writer and educator Adrian
Shaughnessy spoke to Angus about bridging
the gap between art and design.
K: Red triangle with purple
50.8cm x 40.6cm
Acrylic gouache on canvas
£375

L: Orange triangle with green
50.8cm x 40.6cm
Acrylic gouache on canvas
£375

M: Orange triangle with blue
61cm x 45.8cm
Acrylic gouache on canvas
£420

Some practitioners manage to be both
professional guns-for-hire and artistic free
agents. They produce work that fulfils the
needs of clients and still find time to make
work that fulfils an inner artistic compulsion.
Angus Hyland performs this high wire balancing act with apparent insouciance.
As a graphic designer, Hyland keeps the
Pentagram furnaces burning brightly with
a series of high-profile commercial projects
for large and small clients. And yet he is
also capable of making work that comes
from his own aesthetic convictions. His
paintings have echoes of Max Bill, geometry
textbooks, and the vivid colour fields of
Ellsworth Kelly.
But what compels a design-world professional with a glowing CV, client lists that
most designers drool over and a truckload of
awards and accolades to leap into the world
of galleries, private views and art-for-sale?
It’s a world usually barred to graphic designers and commercial illustrators, so why has
Hyland entered this rarefied terrain?

J: Blue triangle with oranges
50.8cm x 35.8cm
Acrylic gouache and gouache on paper
£375

N: Fluoro yellow, blues and green triangles
76.2cm x 50.8cm
Acrylic gouache on canvas
£480

O: Fluoro orange triangles and greys
91.4cm x 61cm
Acrylic gouache on canvas
£540

Let’s discuss the rationale and motivations
behind your works. You’re a well-established and admired practitioner in your
professional field, with clients that include
big corporations, leading publishers and
everything in between, what was the compulsion to make your own work?
Angus: For me, the work started with
doodling on holiday and reacquainting
myself with painting. I was always keen on
painting in art school, compared to say,
draughtsmanship, which I was less assured
at. I started working with something called
Designers Gouache. I was taught in art
school how to mix gouache to the right
consistency – like single cream! – and apply
it perfectly. So, I started to play around with
the craft aspect, and because the paint was
called Designers Gouache, I thought this
must be the paint for me.
In a sense the paintings are pure design.
As a graphic designer you are quite often
not responsible for the content of the work
you make. So I leaned into that idea, rather
than say, decorative typography. As designers we’ve got this filter that’s hard to turn off,
you can switch it to one side, but essentially
graphic design is about dividing up twodimensional space. All the paintings start
with a gridded structure and then I get into
the colour studies, and then they morph into
something that’s much more intuitive. I’ve
forgotten where the inspiration came from,
but it probably has a root in dividing up space
through the golden mean, and sometimes it’s
just finding something that I felt was pleasing
and then going into repeat mode and subtly
modifying it, changing colours – that’s really
it in a nutshell. The form is the content.

When I first saw the paintings in reproduction, I thought they were screen prints.
A: Well, for me, seeing them in reproduction
is a massive disappointment. In truth, with
the paintings, they are like liquid. It’s paint
on canvas but done very precisely. Although
the paintings look good when seen at a distance, you really need to see them up close.
The little ones look good as multiples –
of course, multiples always look good, but
with these, you only need one.
With the big ones, what seems to work
is the depth of colour and scale, and they
become something that you can live with,
mainly because they are super immediate.
There’s nothing beyond what they are.
Can we expect more gallery shows
to follow?
A: It’s compulsive, but for me, it also needs
to be sustainable. I already know what the
next batch is going to be. I’ve gone beyond
the Glasgow work. I’m using earthy colours,
quite different from my current collection.
And I’m looking forward to doing more of
that. I’ve discovered doing this first series
that it’s really an incremental process. It’s
a slow build, and it shifts slowly over time.

Angus Hyland is a renowned artist, graphic
designer, author and creative director.
His exhibition of graphic art ‘Looking for
a Certain Ratio’ recently made its London
debut at the Design House group show
at 14 Cavendish Square, alongside other
designer-makers including Jasper Morrison
and Sebastian Wrong.
For the past decade, Angus has been an
external consultant and creative director
at Cass Art and Laurence King Publishing,
for whom he has written twelve books on
art and design.
He has been named one of the UK’s top
ten graphic designers by The Independent,
and has received over a hundred creative
awards, including five D&AD silver awards.
A partner at the independent design studio
Pentagram, Angus has created visual identities for several cultural institutions including
National Museums Liverpool, Sage Gateshead, Crafts Council, Luminato Arts Festival,
The William Morris Society, along with
exhibition design for Tate Modern.
Dividing his time between Hertfordshire
and North London, Angus lives with his wife,
illustrator and author Marion Deuchars, their
two sons and their Bedlington Whippet, Pip.

Exhibitions
The Art Space at Cass Art
63-67 Queen Street, Glasgow G1 3EN
20th July–20th August 2021
London Design Festival 2021
Design House with Marion Deuchars
14 Cavendish Square, London W1G 9HA
18th–26th September 2021
Birch Community
Lieutenant Ellis Way, Cheshunt EN7 5HW
9th December 2021–30th April 2022
@birchcommunity
For all sales enquiries:
art@birchcommunity.com
Curated by
Despina Wotton | @despina_y
Curator and art producer
Birch Community
Gavin Lucas | @burgeracblog
Journalist and author
Credits
London Design Festival Exhibition kindly
supported by Cass Art, King & McGaw,
MOTH, Coexistence and Lilla Rugs.
London Design Festival photography by
Nick Turner on pages 11 and 12.

Instagram: @angushyland
Website: www.angushyland.com

Birch Community photography by
Nicholas Yiannitsaros on pages 2–5 and 8–10.

