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 The Clyfford Still Museum, devoted entirely to this Abstract Expressionist artist, is a bit 

overwhelming upon first visit, and this is with displaying only a small fraction of his entire body 

of work that the city of Denver received: about 900 paintings and about 1700 sketches and 

drawings. Through these drawings and paintings we can see a clear timeline and progression of 

ideas and focuses that coincide with Still's life and location. In 1904 he was born in North 

Dakota, but grew up primarily in Alberta, Canada. Here we can find his early works portraying 

classic themes of farm life and labor, as well as landscape paintings. Still, determined to make art 

a part of his life, took initiative and received a master's degree in 1935 from Washington State 

College, where he continued to teach until 1941. During this time Still's work continued to depict 

scenes from his childhood while beginning to emphasize an abstraction of the figure. In 1943 

Still began to teach at Virginia Commonwealth University, which ends in 1945 when he moved 

to New York. During this short time, the beginning of Still's radical abstraction paintings is 

begun. His work shows a clear trend, from working with figures and landscapes to letting the 

lines and the shapes become their own, unbound by understandable contexts. Still's ten year stint 

in New York City began in the early 1950's, where his paintings and ideas that were developed 

in Virginia really take on their own life and become fully realized on large scale canvases. Still 

finally realizes that life in the limelight is not for him, that he needs to be alone and without 

constrictions of society put on him in order for him to fully appreciate his art and his artistic 

goals. It is during this time in Maryland, from 1961 until his death in 1980, where Still was 

actually able to do this, and explore even more stages of his ideas. Clyfford Still's life and work 

are a tribute to art and the groundbreaking period of Abstract Expressionism, and the sequential 

understanding I received about the development of one's own style was very interesting. 

 Though Clyfford had many early sketches, of portraiture and other random pieces, I 

chose one of his early paintings, a landscape painting numbered PH 623, made in 1929 - 30, 

while living in Alberta. I found this piece significant because though his ideas in his later work 

became immensely abstracted, one can still see the style that epitomizes Still in this landscape 

painting of the train. His technique of working with the palate knife is evident, and his ability to 

make color stand out to the eye and pull the viewer in is all the same. I also enjoyed the line of 



smoke extending all the way up and out of the frame because it really reminded me of some of 

his later works in which he experiments with line quality on huge canvases, like the blue painting 

with the thin orange line. Still's lines are not perfect, and he also does not worry about the edges 

of shapes, and using the palate knife creates really interesting, rough and smooth textures 

throughout. From early landscape paintings like this I believe Still really gained some inspiration 

for later works. 

 

 Still not only gathered inspiration from landscape paintings but also from figure paintings 

and portraiture. His farming scenes and depictions of exhausted workers lent themselves to 

abstraction, as Still began to pull the faces of the people and create less perfect, more interesting 

figural structures. In 1937 he painted PH 344, which consists of two figures, on a blue and teal 

background. These figures are distorted, their limbs, hands, faces and bodies pulled around so 

that you can tell they are supposed to be people but also trying to say something more about who 

they are and how they are feeling. It is a very expressive painting enhanced by the colors and 

painting style. His work really shows a clear trend during this time, where his figure paintings 

start off more realistic, but slowly move towards abstraction as the figures begin to lose their 

distinct features, and eventually are not figures anymore; just oblong shapes. In between this and 



extreme abstraction he experiments with imagery that is intriguing to look at, and may be 

representative of something although it is difficult to tell without knowing his original 

inspirations. 

 

 A painting to exemplify this sort of in-between stage, between figural abstraction and true 

abstraction, is PH 205, painted in 1939 - 40. In this painting Still uses mostly blue on a white 

background, with some other tones of red, yellow and brown. There is no clear origin of a figure 

in this piece, although the shapes seem to have a purpose to serve, to represent something even if 

the meaning is not apparent. I particularly loved his technique on the right hand side where the 

blue fades to white. His rough textures and his use of pulling the thick paint with the palate knife 

are beautiful. This painting shows an experimentation with form, a breaking away from the 



figural shapes, which obviously comes into play very strongly in later works. This piece can also 

be seen clearly as a slightly earlier work because it has this shape, this object, as the focus of the 

painting. Still continues to work and develop his newly found ideas of expressing abstractly. 

 

 In later works, right before what I consider the final stage in his development to be, 

Clyfford Still's paintings begin to reach true abstraction without reference to any form. Painting 

number PH 350, from 1943, is exemplary. These paintings are the beginnings of Still combining 

foreground and background. The viewer cannot tell the distinction of which is which, nor if there 

simply is no difference. Varied color is important here, in particular in this painting where the 

yellow line stands in stark contrast to the white and black that dominate. This expressive yellow 



line is curved and branches off, and is very thick and textured with paint. Still's paintings are 

clearly moving in a direction where color and application of color and shapes are very important.  

 

 In his later and final years, Still's work culminated in absolute abstraction, which made 

for incredible large scale works playing with color and paint qualities. He also brought to the 

table the use of empty space, unpainted canvas, which actually made for expressive shapes 

around the painted sections, and especially helped to highlight these shapes and their 

interactions. One piece I thought that was particularly showing of his later year development, 

was PH 960, from 1960. The left side of this piece moving upwards and to the right shows a kind 

of movement, which, while present in all of his works, is very evident in this one. His use of 

unpainted canvas as surrounding space for the colors is broken up by textured white paint, which 

made you work to find the edges, and see the texture. His choices for seemingly random colors 

with chunky or smooth textures were beautiful in their own spaces, as well as within the entire 



painting. This stage of immense abstract paintings is really the culmination of everything Still 

was working towards starting at the beginning of his career. He reached the point where he no 

longer needed to have a subject to talk about or paint, he just needed something to express, he 

needed to be able to paint and make combinations for the sake of his own art. In this respect I 

believe Still is an important artistic figure, for taking his whole life to develop art that is 

undeniably his own. 

 


