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Clyfford Still 

 As a student of contemporary art history, I have always found the abstract 

expressionist movement highly interesting as the catalyst into the current artistic era.  

However, my studies of the post-WWII group have been limited mainly to Mark Rothko 

and Jackson Pollock.  Clyfford Still has quickly become a fascination of mine due to this 

course as well as the emotional impact that I experienced going to the Clyfford Still 

Museum.  The inaugural exhibition is interesting in its arrangement by geographical 

locations, so the audience not only sees Still’s artistic development but also the context 

in which he created his works. 

 Still’s artistic development occurred in a similar fashion to other artists, beginning 

with a traditional eurocentric style that eventually developed into his revolutionary 

abstracted signature style. His earliest works in Alberta, Canada, where he lived until he 

was 35, verge on regionalism.  His landscapes are filled with representations of daily life 

such as agriculture, trains and local architecture. These early works of Still have not 

been traditionally displayed so I thought that is was an important choice of the Museum. 

As abstract expressionists all developed their signature styles later in life, their early 

works are important to understand the development of their art and why they would turn 

to abstraction during the period. The regionalist style of his early pieces obviously 

influenced his later works and the abstract expressionist idea that their movement and 

styles were “completely American.”

 The first dramatic change in Still’s style occurs in his Depression period 

paintings.  Personally I find these images to be extremely compelling as he elongates 

the faces of his figures to show the psychological effects of the economic crisis.  

Considering that we are currently in the worst economic state since the Depression, 

these images strike me as poignant to our lives.  PH-77, 1936, is an interesting work as 

it seems to reference Courbet’s The Stone Breakers and potentially Millet’s The 

Gleaners. However, Still treats his figures very differently from the two French artists. 



While Courbet and Millet attempted to show the dignity of the worker and represented 

them as heroic, Still’s piece focuses on the psychological aspects of the workers and 

their plight. The elongated, 

large arms feel heavy as the 

workers repeatedly gather 

wheat.  The viewers’ eyes 

are pulled to the enlarged 

hands, perhaps drawing 

attention to the physicality of 

the work. The elongated 

faces create an alienation 

between the large figures 

and viewer, however at the 

same time evoke empathy 

with their sullen, resigned looks.  The scale of this piece is also extremely impressive at 

431/4 x 56.  Although similar to Courbet’s large work, meant to change the perception of 

historical painting, Still seems to be emphasizing the overwhelming psychological 

depression experienced during this period and the backbreaking physicality of the 

worker. 

 These figures continually become more abstracted in his later works. During the 

1940s paintings, you can see the rapid development of Still’s art.  PH-313, 1942, one of 

my favorite pieces, 

suggests a form however 

it is almost impossible to 

discern the figures leaving 

the eye lost in the piece.  

Although it is not as large 

as other images at only 

51x33in, PH-313 is still an 

impressive work.  

Dominated by black, white 



and grey, somehow Still uses color to create a playful composition.  The touches of red, 

blue, green and yellow accentuated the verticality of the piece.  The abstracted figures 

also emphasize this verticality that Still used to represent life forces.  

 The focus on emotion and psychological state eventually promoted Still’s 

iconoclast abstractions.  A wonderful example of this 1951 B, the “big blue,” an 

extremely emotional piece for me.  The size, at least 14 ft wide, overwhelmed me as I 

stood looking at the work for some time.  I began to realize that Still’s works are a 

personal emotional experience and everyone would react to the works differently, as 

evidenced by the woman who punched one of his works creating damage estimated at 

$10,000. 

 When I originally learned that Still wanted his works shown in isolation, I was 

initially confused as almost no artists are given this honor. However, I now understand 

why Still works are best seen together without intrusion. As seen in the image below, the 

contrast of the blue with the bright orange and reds of the nearby painting catches the 

viewer off guard.  To 

see these two 

images right next to 

each other causes a 

conflict of emotion, 

as the oranges bring 

out something more 

violent than the 

calming blue that 

envelops you.  In 

PH-4, 1952, the use of color instead of line to create shapes left me somewhat 

frustrated as I couldn’t focus my eye anywhere.  However after some time, I found that 

the image itself just evoked the emotion of frustration within me.  I felt that this was a 

strange reaction as most of Still’s works evoke less violent reactions for me but the 

black and red created an anxiety that made me walk away from the painting quickly. I 

found solace in the following image of browns.  The splashes of color with its feathery 
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edges seemed to blend the fields into each 

other, although they were distinctly separated by 

contrast of color. 

 All of Still’s works impressed me with their 

focus on texture which was just as evocative as 

color.  Since these images are mainly 

noncompositional and there isn’t any part of the 

composition that is of greater significance, I 

found myself following the texture of the painting 

more than anything else.  The richness of the oil 

paint on the canvas created a sensual and 

tactical experience, evoking within me the wish 

to touch the surface of the paintings--a wish that 

I regrettably had to resist. To see these paintings in person allow the viewer to 

understand the scale, texture and emotion that they evoke which is completely lost in 

replications.  

 The Clyfford Still Museum does a wonderful job to allow the audience to 

experience Still’s personal and artistic development.  The architecture of the museum 

was specifically attractive to me and I felt that it enhanced the atmosphere that Still’s 

collection created.  The highly textured and cantilevered concrete seems to be a 

reflection of the art housed within, and the doorway, lobby and staircase leads the visitor 

to Still’s Self-Portrait which I feel is an appropriate introduction to his works.  After a 

wonderful exhibition detailing Still’s progression to abstraction, I wonder how the 

Museum will continue to exhibit his works.  I will be visiting again in September after the 

inaugural exhibition comes down to see how they address this issue.  


