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Clyfford Still: The Beauty of Abstract Expressionism 

! Clyfford Still was the greatest Abstract Expressionist painter. He used huge “color-fields” 

on big canvases. It is easy to loose one’s self in the paint, and in the colors. Still started painting 

in the 1920s.1 He grew up on farm land, and was not exposed to art on a regular basis. This 

forced him to create, and invent, his own style.2 Living during the depression deeply influenced 

his early works. The early works of the twenties show extremely abstracted farmers working, and 

struggling to survive in the turmoil. Blood drips down their arms, and their bodies are swollen or 

very thin. The women look bloated and almost pregnant. In the 1930s Still’s paintings start to 

loose their figures all together. They start to morph into colors, and figures cannot be seen in the 

canvases. Throughout Still’s career he moves between San Francisco to New York City, and ends 

in Virginia. It seemed that his paintings came after his two kids, and his wife. In the Clyfford 

Still Museum Video an interview with his former student revealed that he even put his students 

last to his paintings. He seemed like he had just rushed from his studio, and could not wait until 

he could return to his work. Being a professor seemed to just pay the bills. Still guarded his 

paintings, and was very particular on where and how they were shown. His paintings were 

shown in very selective galleries like the Betty Parsons Gallery in New York City.3 The last show 

that Clyfford Still had before his death was at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Eighty works 

were shown; the biggest collection of works shown by a living artist. This solidified that he had 

accomplished something in his life time. When Still died his will stated that his works should go 

to a city who could permanently display the works. The city of Denver fought for these works, 

and now owns 825 paintings of Clyfford Still. They are displayed in chronologic order 

throughout the museum. The Clyfford Still museum recently opened, and Clyfford Still’s works 

1 Clyfford Still Museum Video

2 Ibid.

3 Ibid.



can finally be seen by the public. The works of Clyfford Still are amazing and remarkable 

because he chose to put aside every norm known to painting, and create masterpieces that 

everyone can connect with on some level.

 As one enters the second floor of the Clyfford Still Museum in Denver, CO they are 

greeted by abstracted figures of farm workers. Directly to the right a painting of a naked man and 

woman shocks your senses. The woman’s stomach is swollen and her face is long. A style that is 

repeated in Still’s early works. The male looks almost malnourished, as his shoulders are very 

thin. These are the images of the depression. Painting PH-&&, 1936 (figure 1) is an amazing 

work that depicts two farmers bending over to collect hay. Blood runs down the elongated arms 

of the workers. The men are of similar composition; abnormally long arms, and enlarged and 

elongated hands. They seem to be in unison while they labor in the fields. The view of the men 

comes from close to the ground so that the sky dominates the background. Still has used his 

palate knife in a very stylized fashion. The most vibrant part of the red shirt on one of the 

workers is simply executed by a few swift slabs of bright paint on the shoulders. When you stand 

close to this paint, the execution is flawless. The thick application of the paint draws you to want 

to explore the whole painting with your eyes two inches away from it. The canvas comes alive 

with this thick paint. The background is even more remarkable. Diagonal lines of oranges and 

pinks and purples subtly compliment the blue sky. The colors and direction of the paint marks in 

the background bring the figures to life, and give them movement. There is nothing stagnant 

about this work. Even the faces, abstracted, show pain and tolerance. The farming people of the 

depression are shown in the raw, and without hesitation in PH-77, 1936.

 When you finally tear yourself from the paintings in room one you find yourself in a 

room where that shows the progression of Still removing his figures from the paintings. He still 

keeps the verticality of the forms, and this carries through his paintings until his death in 1980. 

Some of the paintings in this room are very dark, and he uses some very dark colors. Some of 

them are painted on white backgrounds. These seem to not fit into his style, and one could come 

to the conclusion that he could have been experimenting in his journey to his signature style.



 The next room takes to his first real abstract expressionist paintings. These are from the 

1940s and are, “...freed from their representational origins.”4 He has lost the figure, and is now 

working with his “allover” compositions. A huge dark black painting hangs on the wall in front 

of you, and it is the first painting that I could stand in from of and be engulfed in the almost 

black paint. The paint is thick, and globby. The painting smelled of linseed oil, and barn, like he 

painted it and then rolled it up immediately.5

 The fourth room has a red panting centered on the far wall. The painting titled, 1949- No.

1 (PH-385), 1949, is primarily dark red with darker red blotches that have black blotches layered 

on top. The description in the museum describes the work as “boundless.” Smaller spots of color 

are added on top; orange, yellow, grey, and dark blue. These spots of color adds life to the works. 

One can feel the intensity of the work. This piece provoked an interesting conversation with two 

women while I was standing next to the work. As I went through the emotions I had with the 

work, the women commented that it reminded them of passion. I was conflicted with the emotion 

of passion, and anger that I felt when standing in front of this work. Either way, it was clear that 

this work was displaying some sort of real emotion. One could get lost in the paint, and this was 

his goal. The museum video quoted Still as saying that the works were, “Life and death merging 

into fearful union.” This quote could explain this work because of the deep, and intense colors 

used. It is a little fearful and intimidating at first, but then being with the painting for a moment it  

was quite peaceful and mesmerizing. Still did not want his pieces to be analyzed so one must 

stop themselves before over analyzing a given work.6

 The next two rooms of the Clyfford Still Museum display his biggest works. A giant blue 

painting, maybe 13ft by 19ft, controls one wall. This painting was displayed only once during his 

lifetime.7 I felt lucky that I had the chance to experience these painting how he wanted them to 

be seen, alone and not next to another artist.8 The last piece to catch my attention was PH, 

4 Clyfford Still Museum 

5 Carol Kino. The New York Times, Abstract Expressionist Made Whole. November 17, 2011.

6 Carol. 2011.

7 Ibid. 2011.
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942,1974 (Figure 3). This work is primarily using black and white paint. Some of the canvas is 

showing where the white paint is placed on the top left and top right. The strokes of the paint still 

keep the verticality, but seems to be more sporadic than other works. The edges of the black paint  

is very jagged. It creates movement and a little insanity within the work. Spot color is also added 

in lines coming form the top, bottom, and one from the side. He injected these colors directly 

from the sides of the canvas. This seems to contain the work to the canvas more than other 

works. The black paint seems to be eating the white paint. I feel that this work exemplifies the 

Abstract Expressionism era. It is intimidating, but beautiful, and one cannot really explain the 

work. One aspect that is a bit puzzling is the blue line the jets into the work from the left side. It 

contradicts the verticality of all the other works, and this painting. I feel that I felt something 

different looking at this painting than at any other painting I have looked at. The Clyfford Still 

Museum Video mentions his paintings in the 1970s as being euphoric. This was the emotion that 

I felt while looking at this painting. Clyfford Still’s painting freed my mind because I could 

simply look at the work and not have to wonder about any figures. I got lost in the paint and the 

canvas. I believe that these paintings could be very therapeutic if stared at for a long time.

 Throughout Clyfford Still’s career he was able to put history behind him, and focus on 

creating his own truly original style that can never be repeated. He was alone in his creations,9 

and we can finally see all of his works how he wanted them to be seen. We can attempt to feel 

the emotions hidden in the red paint, the blue paint, or the black paint. Maybe they are not 

hidden, they might be the exact emotions that one feels when standing among the paintings. He 

wanted the paintings to be able to stand on their own.10 Denver has provided this for the works, 

and now we are fortunate enough to be able to experience his genius. 

9 Irving Sandler. The Triumph of American Painting: A History of Abstract Expressionism. Praeger 
Publishers, New York, 1970.
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Figure 3. PH, 1942, 1974
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