
 Emotional and personal are two terms that will, forever, embody what Clyfford 

Still’s art was for him; most people either create or view art in order to communicate 

emotion into something tangible or audible, and we find an equal amount of emotion by 

observing an artists life path.  A man of humble beginnings and no stranger to hard 

work, Clyfford Still dedicated himself to art at an early age; Still’s story is a captivating 

one from his early works to the pieces that are classic abstract expressionist works. In 

taking a closer look at his lifework from conception to the end of his career and looking 

in depth at a few of his works, perhaps, we will gain an understanding of who Clyfford 

Still is. 

 Rural living does not easily set a stage for a life in the limelight, yet a boy born in 

North Dakota then moved to grow up laboring in Alberta, Canada manifested such a 

career that few could imagine.  Clyfford Still, from what we know, had a close 

relationship with his mother and it would seem that she really fostered his passion for 

art; magazines with centerfolds not of beautiful women but images of famous European 

works became templates for Still to re-create.  It is not these re-creations that catch our 

eye from his early years, but the pieces that are simple landscapes or the distant view 

of trains passing in the distance.  Seeing a short documentary on Still’s work and 

viewing these early works is nothing compared to standing in a room filled with 

graphite and charcoal works that, really, can take your breath away.  Even in his early 

teenage years he has a natural talent; it seems the phrase “child prodigy” may be 

appropriate due to his lack of training in his early years.  As one could imagine, being 

out in the wheat fields of Canada, there were not many places that offered formal 

artistic training or that had works on public display; Still would venture over 100 miles 

by train sometimes to hear lectures or see exhibits in his early years just to whet his 

artistic appetite.   

 It is quite clear that rural life, working fields and raising generations of the same 

would not satisfy Clyfford; there was such an energy and hunger that filled Still that he 

had to move and create.  The works that Still created are highly expressive and the 

emotions they invoke, I believe, will be relevant for centuries to come.  Hard labor 

images always resonate with people, whether they have worked a field or just have 



experienced an epic struggle, and some of the early work by Still reflects men and 

women either doing hard labor or struggling from it.  His sense of proportion was 

unique from the beginning, and this adds to the emotion of the paintings; ph-77 from 

1936 is a classic example of such laborers with distorted proportions.  The colors in this 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

piece, when standing in front of it, make me feel fatigued almost as if I had felt the hot 

sun myself working in the field.  His works really evolve in the 30’s and these figures 

will become much more simplified and far less representational of actual forms.  There 

is no question why he was viewed as the beginning of abstraction; his work was so 

stylistically different than that of all his contemporaries.  Jackson Pollock had even 

commented that Still’s work made other abstract expressionists look “academic.”  It is 

the progression of Clyfford’s work in the 40’s that captivates me most, and really sets 

the tone for others that follow the abstract movement.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The piece above, ph-118, from 1947 was absolutely one of my favorites to see in 

person; Still had an incredible way to utilize the canvas without painting every inch of it 

and I found myself studying the way the different textures played against each other.  



The movement of the black diagonally through the piece keeps my eye focused, yet the 

feeling I get is as if I were standing in a gust on a shadowy autumn afternoon.  The 

way that he uses the negative space and simple palate of colors does not over-excite 

me, but rather causes me to stand in thought. 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It has been said that Still was a restless personality and viewing his 1952 ph-4 

filled me with a strong sense of energy; throughout many of his works on display the 

pieces that stood out to me all seemed to have pigments of oranges, reds and yellows.  

I truly loved standing in front of this very large work and feeling as if I was in the 

middle of some sort of radiating energy.  The majority of the work in the orange 

dominates the work, yet the red seems to give it more life as it just straight through the 

top of the painting.  It is almost as if the dark on the bottom right was there to ground 

the viewer. This piece was by far my favorite because of the energy I felt from it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



His works that were still representative of human form, yet still distorted, are 

quite interesting to me; though they lack proportion we still see them as human-like 

and the emotion they are conveying is almost felt more intensely.  The dark background 

of grays, blacks and blues feels very somber, and the face has sunken eyes and cheeks, 

which only highlight that feeling.  The pieces that are like this stand out to me as I find 

myself drawn to artists that generally have figures represented this way in their work.  

One of these artists in Oswaldo Guayasamin; he lived during the same time as Still, and 

I cannot help but wonder if there was any influence or interest on either part. 

Viewing art can be overwhelming to me, and trying to understand abstract art can be 

daunting as well; it was extremely impressive to stand in the galleries at the Clyfford 

Still museum and be able to get inches from his canvases to really feel his work.  The 

overall feel of the museum, to me, was pure and I imagine Still to be a purist because 

of his strong desire to keep his art together and to not be auctioned off for the purpose 

of vanity or wealth.  It is, without doubt, a very personal and emotional experience to 

survey Still’s work from the time he began working his skill to the end of his career and 

looking in depth at a few of his works to see what passion went into his work. 

 


