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The vitality and the international presence of a big country can also be measured in the 
field of culture. This is why Statesmen, and more generally the leaders, always have the 
objective and concern to leave for posterity or to strengthen big cultural institutions. 

As proof of this we can quote, as examples, the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, the 
British Museum, the Monastery of Escorial or the many American Presidential Libraries 
which honor the memory of the various Presidents of the United States. 

Since the Holy Roman Empire and, notably, in Europe during the Renaissance times 
cultural sponsorship has been increasingly active for the sake of art or for the sense of 
splendor. 

Nowadays, if there is a country where sponsors have a constant and decisive presence in 
the world of the art, this is certainly the United States. Names given to museum rooms 
in memory of devoted sponsors, as well as labels next to the paintings noting the 
donor’s name, are a very visible aspect of cultural sponsorship, especially in America. 

The impressive collections of museums and centers of art testify, from Los Angeles to 
New York and from Chicago to Miami, to this love of art and of posterity. 

Most of these collections present artists from Europe or other continents (for example, 
the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston), but there is also a growing presence of American 
artists. 

“The American Art: An Introduction” encompasses the history of painting and visual 
art in the United States. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, artists 
primarily painted landscapes and portraits in a realistic style. A parallel development 
taking shape in rural America was the American craft movement, which began as a 
reaction to the industrial revolution. Developments in modern art in Europe came to 
America from exhibitions in New York City, such as the Armory Show in 1913. 
Previously, American Artists had based the majority of their work on Western Painting 
and European Arts. After World War II, New York replaced Paris as the center of the 
art world. Since then many American Movements have shaped Modern and Post 
Modern art. Art in the United States today covers a huge range of styles.  
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American art, certainly, can be classified from the 18th century onwards (with some 
immigrant artists previously), but really exploded during the 20th century. 

Twentieth century art cannot be approached or understood without this American 
reference. Names as Lichtenstein, Rothko, Rauschenberg, Hopper, Warhol, Haring, etc., 
are strong markers of the art in this century, and the good vintage is definitely 
continuing. 

To learn more about American art, I have prepared this text which is intended to provide 
an introduction to artists, their ideas, their movements and to the striking places for 
visual art in the United States. 

I hope you enjoy this introduction and will be inspired learn more about the art of this 
country-continent! 
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18th CENTURY: BEFORE THE INDEPENDENCE 

We mention some artists from before the American Independence process finished in 
1776 with the Declaration of Independence. Firstly, see the Freake-Gibbs painter and 
your Margaret Gibbs’ portrait, in the same style the “Daniel, Peter and Andrew Oliver” 
portraits painted in 1732 by John Smibert. They also reflect the very “Japanese” View 
of Boston Common by Hannah Otis about 1750 or the portrait of Isaac Winslow and 
His Family by Joseph Blackburn in 1755. Finally, you will also see the portraits of Mrs. 
James Warren (Mercy Otis), Henry Pelham (“Boy with a Squirrel”) and Paul Revere by 
John Singleton Copley in 1763, 1765 and 1768 respectively. In Boston, Copley was 
especially renowned for his ability to depict luxurious material objects. English 
portraitist Sir Joshua Reynolds praised the painting as “a very wonderful Performance” 
and urged Copley to come to England before his “Manner and Taste were corrupted or 
fixed by working in [his] little way at Boston”. John Singleton Copley eclipsed all his 
rivals with his brilliant technique and his ability to portray wealthy and ambitious 
Americans as they wished to be seen. 

 

 

18th CENTURY: AFTER THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE 

After the Declaration of Independence in 1776, which marked the official beginning of 
the American national identity, the new nation needed a history, and part of that history 
would be expressed visually. Most of early American art (from the late 18th century 
through the early 19th century) consists of history painting and portraits. Painters such 
as Gilbert Stuart made portraits of the newly elected government officials (“Martha 
Washington” and “George Washington”), while John Singleton Copley was painting 
emblematic portraits for the increasingly prosperous merchant class, and painters such 
as John Trumbull were making large battle scenes of the Revolutionary War. In the 
Copley’s production is very significant the “Watson and the Stark” oil on canvas. 
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19th CENTURY 

America's first well-known school of painting—the Hudson River School—appeared in 
1820. As with music and literature, this development was delayed until artists perceived 
that the New World offered subjects unique to itself; in this case the westward 
expansion of settlement brought the transcendent beauty of frontier landscapes to 
painters' attention. 

The Hudson River painters' directness and simplicity of vision influenced such later 
artists as Winslow Homer (1836–1910), who depicted rural America—the sea, the 
mountains, and the people who lived near them: “Boys in a Pasture”, “The Blue Boat” 
or “The Fog Warning” for example. Middle-class city life found its painter in Thomas 
Eakins (1844–1916), an uncompromising realist whose unflinching honesty undercut 
the genteel preference for romantic sentimentalism. Henry Ossawa Tanner (“Interior of 
a Mosque, Cairo”) who studied with Thomas Eakins was one of the first important 
African American painters. 

Paintings of the Great West, particularly the act of conveying the sheer size of the land 
and the cultures of the native people living on it, were starting to emerge as well. Artists 
such as George Catlin broke from traditional styles of showing land, most often done to 
show how much a subject owned, to show the West and its people as honestly as 
possible. 

Many painters who are considered American spent some time in Europe and met other 
European artists in Paris and London, such as Mary Cassatt (Mary Stevenson Cassatt in 
the United States museums: “In the Loge”, “Ellen Mary in a White Coat” or “Afternoon 
Tea Party”, for example) and Whistler. 

James Abbott McNeill Whistler (1834-1903) liked people to believe that he was born in 
Russia; in fact, although he made his career abroad, he was born in the mill town of 
Lowell, Massachusetts. Extraordinarily gifted and innovative, Whistler was determined 
to free his art from representation and narrative. “Art should be independent of all clap-
trap”, he asserted. “[it] should…appeal to the artistic sense of eye or ear, without 
confounding this with…devotion, pity, love, patriotism, and the like”. Whistler was also 
a prolific and influential printmaker, particularly interested in etching and dry-point, 
techniques very similar to drawing with pen on paper. 

Other interesting painters in this period are: John Neagle (“Pat Lyon at the Forge”), 
Henry Sargent (“The Dinner Party”), Washington Allston, Thomas Cole, Thomas Sully 
(“The Torn Hat”), William Sidney Mount (“The Bone Player”), Fitz Henry Lane, 
Thomas Birch, Mary S. Chapin, Martin Johnson Heade, Susan Catherine Moore Waters, 
Albert Bierstadt, Carleton E. Watkins, Frederick Hawkins Piercy (“Council Bluffs Ferry 
and Group of Cottonwood”), Martin Johnson Heade, Childe Hassam, Edmund Charles 
Tarbell, Maurice Brazil Prendergast, Edwin Austin Abbey (“A Pavane”), Ellen Day 
Hale, William Rimmer, John White Alexander, William Michael Harnett, John 
Frederick Peto or Erastus Salisbury Field. 
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But, probably, the most important painter at the end of the 19th century and early 20th 
century was John Singer Sargent. Born in Italy to American parents, Sargent became a 
highly successful portrait painter on both sides of the Atlantic. The Sargent’s style is 
very modern: he paints with freedom and confidence. Sargent often produced more than 
twenty society portraits in a year; in the summer, he escaped to the freer, more personal, 
and more experimental medium of watercolor. He called his informal, anecdotal 
watercolors of friends and family “snapshots”. Fluent and apparently spontaneous, they 
show a great mastery of complex techniques and are among Sargent’s most admired 
works (for example, “Simplon Pass: The Tease”). 
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20th CENTURY 

Controversy soon became a way of life for American artists. In fact, much of American 
painting and sculpture since 1900 has been a series of revolts against tradition. "To hell 
with the artistic values," announced Robert Henri (1865–1929). He was the leader of 
what critics called the Ashcan school of painting, after the group's portrayals of the 
squalid aspects of city life. American realism became the new direction for American 
visual artists at the turn of the 20th century. In photography the Photo-Secession 
movement led by Alfred Steiglitz made pathways for photography as an emerging art 
form. Soon the Ashcan school artists gave way to modernists arriving from Europe—the 
cubists and abstract painters promoted by the photographer Alfred Stieglitz (1864–
1946) at his 291 Gallery in New York City. John Marin, Marsden Hartley, Alfred Henry 
Maurer, Arthur Dove, Henrietta Shore, Stuart Davis, Stanton MacDonald-Wright, 
Morgan Russell, Patrick Henry Bruce, and Gerald Murphy were some important early 
American modernist painters. 

After World War I, many American artists also rejected the modern trends emanating 
from the Armory Show and European influences such as those from the School of Paris. 
Instead they chose to adopt academic realism in depicting American urban and rural 
scenes. Charles Sheeler, and Charles Demuth were referred to as Precisionists and the 
artists from the Ashcan school or American realism: notably George Bellows, Everett 
Shinn, George Benjamin Luks, William Glackens, and John Sloan and others developed 
socially conscious imagery in their works. 

 

American realism  

American realism was an early 20th century idea in art, music and literature that showed 
through these different types of work, reflections of the time period. Whether it was a 
cultural portrayal, or a scenic view of downtown New York City, these images and 
works of literature, music and painting depicted a contemporary view of what was 
happening; an attempt at defining what was real. In America at the beginning of the 
20th century, a new generation of painters, writers and journalists were coming of age. 
Many of the painters felt the influence of older American artists such as Thomas Eakins, 
Mary Cassatt, John Singer Sargent, James McNeill Whistler, Winslow Homer, Childe 
Hassam, J. Alden Weir, Thomas Pollock Anshutz, and William Merritt Chase. However 
they were interested in creating new and more urbane works that reflected city life and a 
population that was more urban than rural in America as it entered the new century. 

During the late 19th century, and into the 20th century artists and musicians contributed 
to the idea of realism in the American setting. Each, though slightly different in concept 
or subject, was defining what was going on in front of his or her eyes, without 
imagining a past or a future. While it has been stated that American Realism was a 
neoclassical movement borrowing from ancient classical interpretations of art and 
architecture, this statement is false. American Realism was actually the opposite; 
instead of reflecting back to antiquities, artists, writers and musicians were concerned 
with recording the grit and the true reality of the early 20th century in America. 
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Ashcan school 

The Ashcan school was a group of New York City artists who sought to capture the feel 
of turn-of-the-20th-century New York City, through realistic and glamorized portraits of 
everyday life. These artists were not only depicting the rich and promising Fifth Avenue 
socialites, but the lower class richly and culturally textured immigrants. One critic of the 
time did not like their choice of subjects, which included alleys, tenements, slum 
dwellers, and in the case of John Sloan, taverns frequented by the working class. They 
became known as the revolutionary black gang and apostles of ugliness. 

Edward Hopper (1882–1967) was a prominent American realist painter and printmaker. 
Hopper is the most modern of the American realists, and the most contemporary. While 
most popularly known for his oil paintings, he was equally proficient as a watercolorist 
and printmaker in etching. In both his urban and rural scenes, his spare and finely 
calculated renderings reflected his personal vision of modern American life.  

Hopper's teacher, artist Robert Henri, encouraged his students to use their art to "make a 
stir in the world". He also advised his students, “It isn’t the subject that counts but what 
you feel about it.” and “Forget about art and paint pictures of what interests you in 
life”. In this manner, Henri influenced Hopper, as well as famous students George 
Bellows and Rockwell Kent, and motivated them to render realistic depictions of urban 
life. Some artists in Henri's circle, including another teacher of Hopper’s, John Sloan, 
became members of “The Eight”, also known as the Ashcan School of American Art. 
His first existing oil painting to hint at his famous interiors was Solitary Figure in a 
Theater (c.1904). During his student years, Hopper also painted dozens of nudes, still 
life, landscapes, and portraits, including his self-portraits. 

Other visual artists in the direct line of American realism style were: Joseph Stella, 
Charles Sheeler, Jonas Lie, Edward Willis Redfield, Joseph Pennell, Leon Kroll, B.J.O. 
Nordfeldt, Gertrude Käsebier, Alfred Steiglitz, Edward Steichen, E. J. Bellocq. 

 

American modernism 

The American modernism, like modernism in general, is a trend of thought that affirms 
the power of human beings to create, improve, and reshape their environment, with the 
aid of scientific knowledge, technology and practical experimentation, and is thus in its 
essence both progressive and optimistic. The general term covers many political, 
cultural and artistic movements rooted in the changes in Western society at the end of 
the 19th and beginning of the 20th century. American modernism is an artistic and 
cultural movement in the United States starting at the turn of the 20th century with its 
core period between World War I and World War II and continuing into the 21st 
century. 

	  

David Harvey’s definition of modernism, in his book The Condition of Postmodernity is 
grounded in and evolves from Baudelaire’s essay, The Painter of Modern Life, as “the 
transient, the fleeting, the contingent; it is the one-half of art, the other being the eternal 
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and the immutable,”. He draws attention to the “paradoxical unity” in this definition; the 
American modernist movement expressed the short-lived and the unchanging aspects of 
a cultural and political upheaval from the late 19th to the better part of the 20th century. 
Most modernist works were publicized before 1914, which made it a pre-war 
movement; however, America along with the countries involved in world wars, 
modernism "needed the desperate convulsions of the great struggle, the crashing of 
regimes it precipitated, to give [it] the radical political dimension it had hitherto lacked." 
Within the context of America's involvement in two world wars, its economic 
depression, the rise of socialism and the threat of democratic capitalism, “intellectual 
and aesthetic” modernism presented a philosophy to break free from. In the 1960s, 
people grew “antagonistic to the oppressive qualities of scientifically grounded 
technical-bureaucratic rationality...”  

Modernism—in general—evolved from Enlightenment philosophies, yet rejected all 
historical reference. “Modernity”, writes Harvey, “can have no respect even for its own 
past...” it must embrace a meaning collected and defined “within the maelstrom of 
change”. Enlightenment thinkers collectively gathered the individual efforts working 
“freely and creatively for the pursuit of human emancipation and the enrichment of 
daily life”. Early modernists married to the Enlightenment ideal—the progressiveness, 
the break with history, the embrace of the “transitory”, the “fleeting”, and the 
“maelstrom of change”-- yet, with the lacuna of war, these optimistic views were 
abandoned. 

Out of the vestiges of war-times, modernism became wary of the “relation between 
means and ends” as socialist governments began to take form. With ties to the rejection 
of history, modernists attached to the idea of “creative destruction”. In order to make 
something new, the old must be abandoned and/or dissembled. Much of this concept of 
“creative destruction” is mirrored in the cubist movement. The historical contexts of 
reality as a basis for idealism (as apparent in Enlightenment thinking), becomes a 
blurring of the lines and angles of reality, and the rejection of idealism. Modernists 
embraced machinery, language as a mechanism for communication, as the bastion of 
political and cultural rationality. From this evolved definition, “it meant that, for the 
first time in the history of modernism, artistic and cultural, as well as ‘progressive’ 
political revolt had to be directed at a powerful version of modernism itself”.  

Art became as established elite and modernist philosophy seeped into the 
institutionalized aspects of life that modernists had initially breaking from. Needless to 
say, modernism “lost its appeal as a revolutionary antidote”. It was in these contexts 
that the anti-modernist movements of the 1960s began to take shape and pave the way 
for the emergence of postmodernism in America. 

 

Characteristically, modernist art has a tendency to abstraction, is innovative, aesthetic, 
futuristic and self-referential. It includes visual art, literature, music, film, design, 
architecture as well as life style. It reacts against historicism, artistic conventions and 
institutionalization of art. Art was not only to be dealt with in academies, theaters or 
concert halls, but to be included in everyday life and accessible for everybody. 
Furthermore, cultural institutions concentrated on fine art and scholars paid little 
attention to the revolutionary styles of modernism. Economic and technological 
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progress in the U.S. during the Roaring Twenties gave rise to widespread utopianism, 
which influenced some modernist artists, while others were skeptical of the embrace of 
technology. The victory in World War I confirmed the status of the U.S. as an 
international player and gave the people self-confidence and a feeling of security. In this 
context American modernism marked the beginning of American art as distinct and 
autonomous from European taste by breaking artistic conventions that had been shaped 
after European traditions until then. 

American modernism benefited from the diversity of immigrant cultures. Artists were 
inspired by African, Caribbean, Asian and European folk cultures and embedded these 
exotic styles in their works. 

Some see modernism in the tradition of 19th century aestheticism and the "art for art's 
sake" movement. Clement Greenberg argues that modernist art excludes "anything 
outside itself". Others see modernist art, for example in blues and jazz music, as a 
medium for emotions and moods and many works dealt with contemporary issues, like 
feminism and city life. Some artists and theoreticians even added a political dimension 
to American modernism. 

American modernist design and architecture enabled people to lead a modern life. Work 
and family life changed radically and rapidly due to the economic upswing during the 
1920s. In the U.S. the car became popular and affordable for many, leisure time and 
entertainment gained importance and the job market opened up for women. In order to 
make life more efficient, designers and architects aimed at the simplification of 
housework. 

The Great Depression at the end of the '20s and during the '30s disillusioned people 
about the economic stability of the country and eroded utopianism thinking. The 
outbreak and the terrors of the World War II caused further changes in mentality. The 
Post-war period that followed is termed late Modernism. The Postmodernist era is 
generally considered characteristic of the art of the late 20th century beginning in the 
1980s. 

There is no single date for the beginning of the modern era in America, as dozens of 
painters were active at the beginning of the 20th century. It was the time when the first 
cubist landscapes, still-lives and portraits appeared; bright colors entered the palettes of 
painters, and the first non-objective paintings were displayed in the galleries. According 
to Davidson, the beginning of American modernist painting can be dated to the 1910s. 
The early part of the period lasted 25 years and ended around 1935, when modern art 
was referred to as, what Greenberg called the avant-garde. 

The 1913 Armory Show in New York City displayed the contemporary work of 
European artists, as well as Americans. The Impressionist, Fauvist and Cubist paintings 
startled many American viewers who were accustomed to more conventional art. 
However, inspired by what they saw, many American artists were influenced by the 
radical and new ideas. 

The early 20th century was marked by the exploration of different techniques and ways 
of artistic expressiveness. Many American artists like Man Ray, Patrick Henry Bruce, 
Gerald Murphy and others went to Europe, notably Paris, to make art. The formation of 
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various artistic assemblies led to the multiplicity of meaning in the visual arts. The 
Ashcan School gathered around realism (Robert Henri or George Luks); the Stieglitz 
circle glorified abstract visions of New York City (Max Weber, Abraham Walkowitz); 
color painters evolved in direction of the colorful, abstract "synchronies" (Stanton 
Macdonald-Wright and Morgan Russell), whereas precisionist visualized the 
industrialized landscape of America in the form of sharp and dynamic geometrization 
(Joseph Stella, Charles Sheeler, Charles Demuth). Artists like Charles Burchfield, 
Marsden Hartley, Stuart Davis, Arthur Dove, Georgia O'Keeffe, John Marin, Arthur 
Beecher Carles, Alfred Henry Maurer, Andrew Dasburg, James Daugherty, John 
Covert, Henrietta Shore, William Zorach, Marguerite Thompson (Zorach), Manierre 
Dawson, Arnold Friedman and Oscar Bluemner ushered in the era of Modernism to the 
New York School. 

The shift of focus and multiplicity of subjects in the visual arts is also a hallmark of 
American modernist art. Thus, for example, the group The Eight brought the focus on 
the modern city, and placed emphasis on the diversity of different classes of citizens. 
Two of the most significant representatives of The Eight, Robert Henri and John Sloan 
made paintings about social diversity, often taking as a main subject the slum dwellers 
of industrialized cities. The late 1920s and the 1930s belonged (among many others) to 
two movements in American painting, Regionalism and Social Realism. The 
regionalists focused on the colorfulness of the American landscape and the complexities 
of country life, whereas the social realists went into the subjects of the Great 
Depression, poverty, and social injustice. The social realists protested against the 
government and the establishment that appeared hypocritical, biased, and indifferent to 
the matters of human inequalities. Abstraction, landscape and music were popular 
modernist themes during the first half of the 20th century. Artists like Charles Demuth 
who created his masterpiece I Saw the Figure Five in Gold in 1928, Morton Schamberg 
(1881–1918) and Charles Sheeler were closely related to the Precisionist movement as 
well. Sheeler typically painted cityscapes and industrial architecture as exemplified by 
his painting Amoskeag Canal 1948. Jazz and music were improvisational represented by 
Stuart Davis, as exemplified by Hot Still-Scape for Six Colors - 7th Avenue Style, from 
1940. 

Modernism bridged the gap between the art and a socially diverse audience in the U.S. 
A growing number of museums and galleries aimed at bringing modernity to the general 
public. Despite initial resistance to the celebration of progress, technology, and urban 
life, the visual arts contributed enormously to the self-consciousness and awareness of 
the American people. New modernist painting shined a light on the emotional and 
psychic states of the audience, which was fundamental to the formation of an American 
identity. 

Numerous directions of American "modernism" did not result in one coherent style, but 
evoked the desire for experiments and challenges. It proved that modern art goes 
beyond fixed principles. 
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Modernist painting 

Georgia O'Keeffe has been a major figure in American Modernism since the 1920s. She 
has received widespread recognition, for challenging the boundaries of modern 
American artistic style. She is chiefly known for paintings of flowers, rocks, shells, 
animal bones and landscapes in which she synthesized abstraction and representation. 
Ram's Head White Hollyhock and Little Hills, from 1935 is a well know painting by 
O'Keeffe. 

 
Georgia O'Keeffe, Ram's Head White Hollyhock and Little Hills, 1935 

 

Arthur Dove used a wide range of media, sometimes in unconventional combinations to 
produce his abstractions and his abstract landscapes. I and the Moon from 1937 is a 
good example of an Arthur Dove abstract landscape. Dove did a series of experimental 
collage works in the 1920s. He also experimented with techniques, combining paints 
like hand mixed oil or tempera over a wax emulsion. 

African-American painter Aaron Douglas (1899–1979) is one of the best-known and 
most influential African-American modernist painters. His works contributed strongly 
to the development of an aesthetic movement that is closely related to distinct features 
of African-American heritage and culture. Douglas influenced African-American visual 
arts especially during the Harlem Renaissance. 

One of Douglas' most popular paintings is The Crucifixion. It was published in James 
Weldon Johnson's God's Trombones in 1927. The crucifixion scene that is depicted in 
the painting shows several elements that constitute Douglas' art: clear-cut delineation, 
change of shadows and light, stylized human bodies and geometric figures as concentric 
circles in contrast to linear forms. The painting's theme resembles not only the biblical 
scene but can also be seen as an allusion to African-American religious tradition: the 
oversized, dark Jesus is bearing his cross, his eyes directed to heaven from which light 
is cast down onto his followers. Stylized Roman soldiers are flanking the scene with 
their pointed spears. As a result the observer is reminded for instance of the African-
American gospel tradition but also of a history of suppression. Beauford Delaney, 
Charles Alston, Jacob Lawrence and Romare Bearden were also important African-
American Modernist painters that inspired generations of artists that followed them. 
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The American Southwest 

Following the 1st World War, the completion of the Santa Fe Railroad enabled 
American settlers to travel across the west, as far as the California coast. New artists’ 
colonies started growing up around Santa Fe and Taos, the artist’s primary subject 
matter being the native people and landscapes of the Southwest. Images of the 
Southwest became a popular form of advertising, used most significantly by the Santa 
Fe Railroad to entice settlers to come west and enjoy the “unsullied landscapes.” Walter 
Ufer, Bert Geer Phillips, E. Irving Couse, William Henry Jackson, and Georgia 
O'Keeffe are some of the more prolific artists of the Southwest.  

 

Harlem Renaissance 

The Harlem Renaissance was another significant development in American art. In the 
1920s and 30s a new generation of educated and politically astute African-American 
men and women emerged who sponsored literary societies and art and industrial 
exhibitions to combat racist stereotypes. The movement showcases the range of talents 
within African-American communities. Though the movement included artists from 
across America, it was centered in Harlem, and work from Harlem graphic artist Aaron 
Douglas and photographer James VanDerZee became emblematic of the movement. 
Some of the artists include Romare Bearden, Jacob Lawrence, Charles Alston, Augusta 
Savage, Archibald Motley, Lois Mailou Jones, Palmer Hayden and Sargent Johnson.  

 

New Deal Art 

When the Great Depression hit, President Roosevelt’s New Deal created several public 
arts programs. The purpose of the programs was to give work to artists and decorate 
public buildings, usually with a national theme. The first of these projects, the Public 
Works of Art Project (PWAP), was created after successful lobbying by the 
unemployed artists of the Artists' Union. The PWAP lasted less than one year, and 
produced nearly 15,000 works of art. It was followed by the Federal Art Project of the 
Works Progress Administration (FAP/WPA) in 1935, which funded some of the most 
well-known American artists. Several separate and related movements began and 
developed during the Great Depression including American scene painting, 
Regionalism, and Social Realism. Thomas Hart Benton, John Steuart Curry, Grant 
Wood, Ben Shahn, Joseph Stella, Reginald Marsh, Isaac Soyer, Raphael Soyer, and 
Jack Levine were some of the best known artists. 
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Abstract Expressionism 

In the years after World War II, a group of New York artists formed the first American 
movement to exert major influence internationally: abstract expressionism. This term, 
which had first been used in 1919 in Berlin, was used again in 1946 by Robert Coates in 
The New York Times, and was taken up by the two major art critics of that time, Harold 
Rosenberg and Clement Greenberg. It has always been criticized as too large and 
paradoxical, yet the common definition implies the use of abstract art to express 
feelings, emotions, what is within the artist, and not what stands without. 

The first generation of abstract expressionists was composed of artists such as Jackson 
Pollock, Willem De Kooning, Mark Rothko, Franz Kline, Arshile Gorky, Robert 
Motherwell, Clyfford Still, Barnett Newman, Adolph Gottlieb, Phillip Guston, Ad 
Reinhardt, Hans Hofmann, James Brooks, Richard Pousette-Dart, William Baziotes, 
Mark Tobey, Bradley Walker Tomlin, Theodoros Stamos, Jack Tworkov and others. 
Though the numerous artists encompassed by this label had widely different styles, 
contemporary critics found several common points between them. 

Many first generation abstract expressionists were influenced both by the Cubists' works 
(black & white copies in art reviews and the works themselves at the 291 Gallery or the 
Armory Show), and by the European Surrealists, most of them abandoned formal 
composition and representation of real objects; and by Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse. 
Often the abstract expressionists decided to try instinctual, intuitive, spontaneous 
arrangements of space, line, shape and color. Abstract Expressionism can be 
characterized by two major elements - the large size of the canvases used, (partially 
inspired by Mexican frescoes and the works they made for the WPA in the 1930s), and 
the strong and unusual use of brushstrokes and experimental paint application with a 
new understanding of process. 

The emphasis and intensification of color and large open expanses of surface were two 
of the principles applied to the movement called Color field Painting. Ad Reinhardt, 
Adolph Gottlieb, Mark Rothko, Clyfford Still and Barnett Newman were categorized as 
such. Another movement was called Action Painting, characterized by spontaneous 
reaction, powerful brushstrokes, dripped and splashed paint and the strong physical 
movements used in the production of a painting. Jackson Pollock is an example of an 
Action Painter: his creative process, incorporating thrown and dripped paint from a 
stick or poured directly from the can; he revolutionized painting methods. Willem de 
Kooning famously said about Pollock "he broke the ice for the rest of us." Ironically 
Pollock's large repetitious expanses of linear fields are also characteristic of Color Field 
painting as well, and art critic Michael Fried pointed that out in his essay for the catalog 
of Three American painters: Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski, Frank Stella at the Fogg 
Art Museum in 1965. Despite the disagreements between art critics, Abstract 
Expressionism marks a turning-point in the history of American art: the 1940s and 
1950s saw international attention shift from European -Parisian- art, to American -New 
York- art. 
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Abstract expressionism was an American post-World War II art movement. It was the 
first specifically American movement to achieve worldwide influence and put New 
York City at the center of the western art world, a role formerly filled by Paris. 
Although the term "abstract expressionism" was first applied to American art in 1946 by 
the art critic Robert Coates, it had been first used in Germany in 1919 in the magazine 
Der Sturm, regarding German Expressionism. In the USA, Alfred Barr was the first to 
use this term in 1929 in relation to works by Wassily Kandinsky. 

The movement's name is derived from the combination of the emotional intensity and 
self-denial of the German Expressionists with the anti-figurative aesthetic of the 
European abstract schools such as Futurism, the Bauhaus and Synthetic Cubism. 
Additionally, it has an image of being rebellious, anarchic, and highly idiosyncratic and, 
some feel, nihilistic.  

Technically, an important predecessor is surrealism, with its emphasis on spontaneous, 
automatic or subconscious creation. Jackson Pollock's dripping paint onto a canvas laid 
on the floor is a technique that has its roots in the work of André Masson, Max Ernst 
and David Alfaro Siqueiros. Another important early manifestation of what came to be 
abstract expressionism is the work of American Northwest artist Mark Tobey, 
especially his "white writing" canvases, which, though generally not large in scale, 
anticipate the "all-over" look of Pollock's drip paintings. 

The movement's name is derived from the combination of the emotional intensity and 
self-denial of the German Expressionists with the anti-figurative aesthetic of the 
European abstract schools such as Futurism, the Bauhaus and Synthetic Cubism. 
Additionally, it has an image of being rebellious, anarchic, and highly idiosyncratic and, 
some feel, nihilistic. In practice, the term is applied to any number of artists working 
(mostly) in New York who had quite different styles and even to work that is neither 
especially abstract nor expressionist. Pollock's energetic "action paintings", with their 
"busy" feel, are different, both technically and aesthetically, from the violent and 
grotesque Women series of Willem de Kooning's figurative paintings) and the rectangles 
of color in Mark Rothko's Color Field paintings (which are not what would usually be 
called expressionist and which Rothko denied were abstract). Yet all three artists are 
classified as abstract expressionists. 

Abstract expressionism has many stylistic similarities to the Russian artists of the early 
twentieth century such as Wassily Kandinsky. Although it is true that spontaneity or the 
impression of spontaneity characterized many of the abstract expressionist’s works, 
most of these paintings involved careful planning, especially since their large size 
demanded it. With artists like Paul Klee, Wassily Kandinsky, Emma Kunz, and later on 
Rothko, Barnett Newman, John McLaughlin, and Agnes Martin, abstract art clearly 
implied expression of ideas concerning the spiritual, the unconscious and the mind. 
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Why this style gained mainstream acceptance in the 1950s is a matter of debate. 
American social realism had been the mainstream in the 1930s. It had been influenced 
not only by the Great Depression but also by the muralists of Mexico such as David 
Alfaro Siqueiros and Diego Rivera. The political climate after World War II did not 
long tolerate the social protests of these painters. Abstract expressionism arose during 
World War II and began to be showcased during the early forties at galleries in New 
York like The Art of This Century Gallery. The McCarthy era after World War II was a 
time of artistic censorship in the United States, but if the subject matter were totally 
abstract then it would be seen as apolitical, and therefore safe. Or if the art was political, 
the message was largely for the insiders.  

While the movement is closely associated with painting, and painters like Arshile 
Gorky, Franz Kline, Clyfford Still, Hans Hofmann, Willem de Kooning, Jackson 
Pollock and others, collagist Anne Ryan and sculpture and certain sculptors in particular 
were also integral to Abstract Expressionism. David Smith, and his wife Dorothy 
Dehner, Herbert Ferber, Isamu Noguchi, Ibram Lassaw, Theodore Roszak, Phillip 
Pavia, Mary Callery, Richard Stankiewicz, Louise Bourgeois, and Louise Nevelson in 
particular were some of the sculptors considered as being important members of the 
movement. In addition, the artists David Hare, John Chamberlain, James Rosati, Mark 
di Suvero, and sculptors Richard Lippold, Herbert Ferber, Raoul Hague, George 
Rickey, Reuben Nakian, and even Tony Smith, Seymour Lipton, Joseph Cornell, and 
several others  were integral parts of the Abstract expressionist movement. Many of the 
sculptors listed participated in the Ninth Street Show the famous exhibition curated by 
Leo Castelli on East Ninth Street in New York City in 1951. Besides the painters and 
sculptors of the period the New York School of Abstract expressionism also generated a 
number of supportive poets, like Frank O'Hara and photographers like Aaron Siskind 
and Fred McDarrah, (whose book The Artist's World in Pictures documented the New 
York School during the 1950s), and filmmakers notably Robert Frank as well. 

Although the abstract expressionist school spread quickly throughout the United States, 
the major centers of this style were New York City and the San Francisco Bay area of 
California. 

	  
Willem De Kooning, Woman V, 1952–1953. De Kooning's series of Woman paintings in 

the early 1950s caused a stir in the New York City avant-garde circle. 
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Action painting 

The style was widespread from the 1940s until the early 1960s, and is closely associated 
with abstract expressionism (some critics have used the terms action painting and 
abstract expressionism interchangeably). A comparison is often drawn between the 
American action painting and the French tachisme. 

The term was coined by the American critic Harold Rosenberg in 1952[24] and signaled 
a major shift in the aesthetic perspective of New York School painters and critics. 
According to Rosenberg the canvas was "an arena in which to act". While abstract 
expressionists such as Jackson Pollock, Franz Kline and Willem de Kooning had long 
been outspoken in their view of a painting as an arena within which to come to terms 
with the act of creation, earlier critics sympathetic to their cause, like Clement 
Greenberg, focused on their works' "objectness". To Greenberg, it was the physicality of 
the paintings' clotted and oil-caked surfaces that was the key to understanding them as 
documents of the artists' existential struggle. 

Rosenberg's critique shifted the emphasis from the object to the struggle itself, with the 
finished painting being only the physical manifestation, a kind of residue, of the actual 
work of art, which was in the act or process of the painting's creation. This spontaneous 
activity was the "action" of the painter, through arm and wrist movement, painterly 
gestures, brushstrokes, thrown paint, splashed, stained, stumbled and dripped. The 
painter would sometimes let the paint drip onto the canvas, while rhythmically dancing, 
or even standing in the canvas, sometimes letting the paint fall according to the 
subconscious mind, thus letting the unconscious part of the psyche assert and express 
itself. All this, however, is difficult to explain or interpret because it is a supposed 
unconscious manifestation of the act of pure creation.  

Abstract expressionism has an image of being rebellious, anarchic, and highly 
idiosyncratic and, some feel, rather nihilistic. In practice, the term is applied to any 
number of artists working (mostly) in New York who had quite different styles, and 
even applied to work which is not especially abstract expressionist. Pollock's energetic 
action paintings, with their "busy" feel, are different both technically and aesthetically, 
to the violent and grotesque Women series of Willem de Kooning. (As seen below in the 
gallery) Woman V is one of a series of six paintings made by de Kooning between 1950 
and 1953 that depict a three-quarter-length female figure. He began the first of these 
paintings, Woman I, collection: The Museum of Modern Art, New York City, in June 
1950, repeatedly changing and painting out the image until January or February 1952, 
when the painting was abandoned unfinished. The art historian Meyer Schapiro saw the 
painting in de Kooning's studio soon afterwards and encouraged the artist to persist. De 
Kooning's response was to begin three other paintings on the same theme; Woman II, 
collection: The Museum of Modern Art, New York City, Woman III, Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art, Woman IV, Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, 
Missouri. During the summer of 1952, spent at East Hampton, de Kooning further 
explored the theme through drawings and pastels. He may have finished work on 
Woman I by the end of June, or possibly as late as November 1952, and probably the 
other three women pictures were concluded at much the same time.[26] The Woman 
series are decidedly figurative paintings. 
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Another important artist is Franz Kline, as demonstrated by his painting Number 2, 
1954 (see above) as with Jackson Pollock and other Abstract Expressionists, was 
labeled an "action painter because of his seemingly spontaneous and intense style, 
focusing less, or not at all, on figures or imagery, but on the actual brush strokes and use 
of canvas. Automatic writing was an important vehicle for action painters Franz Kline 
in his black and white paintings, Jackson Pollock, Mark Tobey and Cy Twombly who 
used gesture, surface, and line to create calligraphic, linear symbols and skeins that 
resemble language, and resonate as powerful manifestations from the collective 
unconscious. Robert Motherwell in his Elegy to the Spanish Republic series also painted 
powerful black and white paintings using gesture, surface and symbol evoking powerful 
emotional charges. 

While other action painters notably Willem de Kooning, Arshile Gorky, Norman 
Bluhm, Joan Mitchell, and James Brooks (see gallery) used imagery via either abstract 
landscape or as expressionistic visions of the figure to articulate their highly personal 
and powerful evocations. James Brooks' paintings were particularly poetic and highly 
prescient in relationship to Lyrical Abstraction that became prominent in the late 1960s 
and the 1970s.  

 

Color field 

Clyfford Still, Barnett Newman, Adolph Gottlieb and the serenely shimmering blocks of 
color in Mark Rothko's work (which is not what would usually be called expressionist 
and which Rothko denied was abstract), are classified as abstract expressionists, albeit 
from what Clement Greenberg termed the Color field direction of abstract 
expressionism. Both Hans Hofmann and Robert Motherwell can be comfortably 
described as practitioners of action painting and Color field painting. In the 1940s 
Richard Pousette-Dart's tightly constructed imagery often depended upon themes of 
mythology and mysticism; as did the paintings of Adolph Gottlieb, and Jackson Pollock 
in that decade as well. 

Color Field painting initially referred to a particular type of abstract expressionism, 
especially the work of Mark Rothko, Clyfford Still, Barnett Newman, Robert 
Motherwell, Adolph Gottlieb, Ad Reinhardt and several series of paintings by Joan 
Miró. Art critic Clement Greenberg perceived Color Field painting as related to but 
different from Action painting. The Color Field painters sought to rid their art of 
superfluous rhetoric. Artists like Robert Motherwell, Clyfford Still, Mark Rothko, 
Adolph Gottlieb, Hans Hofmann, Helen Frankenthaler, Sam Francis, Mark Tobey and 
especially Barnett Newman (see below) and Ad Reinhardt used greatly reduced 
references to nature, and they painted with a highly articulated and psychological use of 
color. In general these artists eliminated recognizable imagery. In the case of Rothko 
and Gottlieb, sometimes using symbols and signs were used as replacement of imagery. 
Certain artists quoted references to past or present art, but in general, color field 
painting presents abstraction as an end in itself. In pursuing this direction of modern art, 
artists wanted to present each painting as one unified, cohesive, monolithic image. 

In distinction to the emotional energy and gestural surface marks of Abstract 
Expressionists such as Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning, the Color Field 



THE	  GELONCH	  VILADEGUT	  COLLECTION	  
http://www.gelonchviladegut.com	   	   	  	  

20	  

painters initially appeared to be cool and austere, effacing the individual mark in favor 
of large, flat areas of color, which these artists considered to be the essential nature of 
visual abstraction, along with the actual shape of the canvas, which later in the 1960s 
Frank Stella in particular achieved in unusual ways with combinations of curved and 
straight edges. However Color Field painting has proven to be both sensual and deeply 
expressive albeit in a different way from gestural Abstract expressionism. 

Although Abstract expressionism spread quickly throughout the United States, the 
major centers of this style were New York City and California, especially in the New 
York School, and the San Francisco Bay area. Abstract expressionist paintings share 
certain characteristics, including the use of large canvases, an "all-over" approach, in 
which the whole canvas is treated with equal importance (as opposed to the center being 
of more interest than the edges). The canvas as the arena became a credo of Action 
painting, while the integrity of the picture plane became a credo of the Color field 
painters. 

 

Pollock and Abstract influences 

During the late 1940s Jackson Pollock's radical approach to painting revolutionized the 
potential for all Contemporary art that followed him. To some extent Pollock realized 
that the journey toward making a work of art was as important as the work of art itself. 
Like Pablo Picasso's innovative reinventions of painting and sculpture near the turn of 
the century via Cubism and constructed sculpture, Pollock redefined what it was to 
produce art. His move away from easel painting and conventionality was a liberating 
signal to the artists of his era and to all that came after. Artists realized that Jackson 
Pollock's process—the placing of outstretched raw canvas on the floor where it could be 
attacked from all four sides using artist materials and industrial materials; linear skeins 
of paint dripped and thrown; drawing, staining, brushing; imagery and non-imagery—
essentially blasted art making beyond any prior boundary. Abstract expressionism in 
general expanded and developed the definitions and possibilities that artists had 
available for the creation of new works of art. 

The other Abstract expressionists followed Pollock's breakthrough with new 
breakthroughs of their own. In a sense the innovations of Jackson Pollock, Willem de 
Kooning, Franz Kline, Mark Rothko, Philip Guston, Hans Hofmann, Clyfford Still, 
Barnett Newman, Ad Reinhardt, Richard Pousette-Dart, Robert Motherwell, Peter 
Voulkos and others opened the floodgates to the diversity and scope of all the art that 
followed them. The new art movements of the 1960s essentially followed the lead of 
Abstract Expressionism and in particular the innovations of Pollock, De Kooning, 
Rothko, Hofmann, Reinhardt and Newman. The radical Anti-Formalist movements of 
the 1960s and 1970s including Fluxus, Neo-Dada, Conceptual art and the Feminist 
movement can be traced to the innovations of Abstract Expressionism. Rereading’s into 
abstract art, done by art historians such as Linda Nochlin, Griselda Pollock and 
Catherine de Zegher  critically shows, however, that pioneer women artists who have 
produced major innovations in modern art had been ignored by the official accounts of 
its history, but finally began to achieve long overdue recognition in the wake of the 
abstract expressionist movement of the 1940s and 1950s. 
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Art critics of the post-World War II era 

In the 1940s there were not only few galleries (The Art of This Century, Pierre Matisse 
Gallery, Julien Levi Gallery and a few others) but also few critics who were willing to 
follow the work of the New York Vanguard. There were also a few artists with a literary 
background, among them Robert Motherwell and Barnett Newman who functioned as 
critics as well. 

While New York and the world were yet unfamiliar with the New York avant-garde by 
the late 1940s, most of the artists who have become household names today had their 
well-established patron critics: Clement Greenberg advocated Jackson Pollock and the 
color field painters like Clyfford Still, Mark Rothko, Barnett Newman, Adolph Gottlieb 
and Hans Hofmann. Harold Rosenberg seemed to prefer the action painters like Willem 
de Kooning, and Franz Kline, as well as the seminal paintings of Arshile Gorky. 
Thomas B. Hess, the managing editor of ARTnews, championed Willem de Kooning. 

The new critics elevated their protégés by casting other artists as "followers" or ignoring 
those who did not serve their promotional goal. 

As an example, in 1958, Mark Tobey "became the first American painter since Whistler 
(1895) to win top prize at the Venice Biennale. New York's two leading art magazines 
were not interested. Arts mentioned the historic event only in a news column and 
ARTnews (Managing editor: Thomas B. Hess) ignored it completely. The New York 
Times and Life printed feature articles."  

 
 

Barnett Newman, Onement 1, 1948. During the 1940s Barnett Newman wrote several 
important articles about the new American painting. 

Barnett Newman, a late member of the Uptown Group, wrote catalogue forewords and 
reviews, and by the late 1940s became an exhibiting artist at Betty Parsons Gallery. His 
first solo show was in 1948. Soon after his first exhibition, Barnett Newman remarked 
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in one of the Artists' Session at Studio 35: "We are in the process of making the world, 
to a certain extent, in our own image." Utilizing his writing skills, Newman fought 
every step of the way to reinforce his newly established image as an artist and to 
promote his work. An example is his letter on April 9, 1955, "Letter to Sidney Janis: — 
it is true that Rothko talks the fighter. He fights, however, to submit to the philistine 
world. My struggle against bourgeois society has involved the total rejection of it."  

Strangely the person thought to have had most to do with the promotion of this style 
was a New York Trotskyite Clement Greenberg. As long time art critic for the Partisan 
Review and The Nation, he became an early and literate proponent of abstract 
expressionism. The well-heeled artist Robert Motherwell joined Greenberg in 
promoting a style that fit the political climate and the intellectual rebelliousness of the 
era. 

Clement Greenberg proclaimed abstract expressionism and Jackson Pollock in 
particular as the epitome of aesthetic value. It supported Pollock's work on formalistic 
grounds as simply the best painting of its day and the culmination of an art tradition 
going back via Cubism and Cézanne to Monet, in which painting became ever 'purer' 
and more concentrated in what was 'essential' to it, the making of marks on a flat 
surface.  

Jackson Pollock's work has always polarized critics. Harold Rosenberg spoke of the 
transformation of painting into an existential drama in Pollock's work, in which "what 
was to go on the canvas was not a picture but an event". "The big moment came when it 
was decided to paint 'just to paint'. The gesture on the canvas was a gesture of liberation 
from value — political, aesthetic, and moral."  

One of the most vocal critics of abstract expressionism at the time was New York Times 
art critic John Canaday. Meyer Shapiro, and Leo Steinberg along with Clement 
Greenberg and Harold Rosenberg were important art historians of the post-war era who 
voiced support for abstract expressionism. During the early to mid-sixties younger art 
critics Michael Fried, Rosalind Krauss and Robert Hughes added considerable insights 
into the critical dialectic that continues to grow around abstract expressionism. 

 
 

Arshile Gorky, The Liver is the Cock's Comb (1944), oil on canvas, 73 1/4 x 98" (186 x 
249 cm).  
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After Abstract Expressionism 

During the 1950s abstract painting in America evolved into movements such as Neo-
Dada, Post painterly abstraction, Op Art, hard-edge painting, Minimal art, Shaped 
canvas painting, Lyrical Abstraction, and the continuation of Abstract expressionism. 
As a response to the tendency toward abstraction imagery emerged through various new 
movements like Pop Art, the Bay Area Figurative Movement and later in the 1970s 
Neo-expressionism. 

Lyrical Abstraction along with the Fluxus movement and Post minimalism (a term first 
coined by Robert Pincus-Witten in the pages of Artforum in 1969) sought to expand the 
boundaries of abstract painting and Minimalism by focusing on process, new materials 
and new ways of expression. Post minimalism often incorporating industrial materials, 
raw materials, fabrications, found objects, installation, serial repetition, and often with 
references to Dada and Surrealism is best exemplified in the sculptures of Eva Hesse. 
Lyrical Abstraction, Conceptual Art, Post minimalism, Earth Art, Video, Performance 
art, Installation art, along with the continuation of Fluxus, Abstract Expressionism, 
Color Field Painting, Hard-edge painting, Minimal Art, Op art, Pop Art, Photorealism 
and New Realism extended the boundaries of Contemporary Art in the mid-1960s 
through the 1970s. 

Lyrical Abstraction shares similarities with Color Field Painting and Abstract 
Expressionism especially in the freewheeling usage of paint - texture and surface. Direct 
drawing, calligraphic use of line, the effects of brushed, splattered, stained, squeegeed, 
poured, and splashed paint superficially resemble the effects seen in Abstract 
Expressionism and Color Field Painting. However the styles are markedly different. 

During the 1960s and 1970s painters as powerful and influential as Adolph Gottlieb, 
Phillip Guston, Lee Krasner, Cy Twombly, Robert Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, Richard 
Diebenkorn, Josef Albers, Elmer Bischoff, Agnes Martin, Al Held, Sam Francis, 
Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski, Ellsworth Kelly, Morris Louis, Gene Davis, Frank 
Stella, Joan Mitchell, Friedel Dzubas, and younger artists like Brice Marden, Robert 
Mangold, Sam Gilliam, Sean Scully, Elizabeth Murray, Walter Darby Bannard, Larry 
Zox, Ronnie Landfield, Ronald Davis, Dan Christensen, Susan Rothenberg, Ross 
Bleckner, Richard Tuttle, Julian Schnabel, and dozens of others produced vital and 
influential paintings. 
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Other Modern American Movements 

Members of the next artistic generation favored a different form of abstraction: works of 
mixed media. Among them were Robert Rauschenberg (1925–2008) and Jasper Johns 
(1930- ), who used photos, newsprint, and discarded objects in their compositions. Pop 
artists, such as Andy Warhol (1930–1987), Larry Rivers (1923–2002), and Roy 
Lichtenstein (1923–1997), reproduced, with satiric care, everyday objects and images of 
American popular culture—Coca-Cola bottles, soup cans, comic strips. Realism has 
also been popular in the United States, despite modernist tendencies, such as the city 
scenes by Edward Hopper and the illustrations of Norman Rockwell. In certain places, 
for example Chicago, Abstract Expressionism never caught on; in Chicago, the 
dominant art style was grotesque, symbolic realism, as exemplified by the Chicago 
Imagists Cosmo Campoli (1923–1997), Jim Nutt (1938- ), Ed Paschke (1939–2004), 
and Nancy Spero (1926–2009). 

 

 

 

 

 

	  

	  


