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! Clyfford Stillʼs career spans five decades and a multitude of styles. At his 
eponymous museum, the viewer is invited to examine the progression of his work from 
representational landscapes to the massive color field paintings for which he is 
remembered. Although his work experienced immense development over the course of 
his career, certain aspects were central to all of his paintings. Such aspects include a 
preoccupation with the idea of verticality, a brusque yet refined painting style, and, 
above all, an uncanny ability to capture universal emotions and allow you, as the viewer 
to “find forces within yourself you didnʼt know existed”1.
! Stillʼs early experiences of living and working on a northwestern wheat ranch 
have obvious manifestations in his first paintings. His work from the 1920ʼs consists 
largely of realistic depictions of his surroundings. Many would no doubt be surprised to 
learn that one of the greatest Abstract Expressionists started his art career with 
representational landscapes, however, even these seemingly uncharacteristic pieces 
possess qualities and themes that would appear throughout his body of work. In one of 
the most representational landscapes housed at the Clyfford Still museum, one can 
recognize his vigorous brushstrokes and generous application of paint. The lack of 
detail and painterly style lend an abstract quality, reminiscent of his later work. The 
piece seems to be composed of various blocks of color rather than actual details of the 
scene. Likewise the two grain silos and slash of black through the sky hint at Stillʼs 
lifelong obsession with verticality. To him verticality represented life and vigor, 
separating and making a place for oneself atop the unyielding horizontal plane that is 
the earth. Given his and his familyʼs difficult life trying to make ends meet (particularly 
during the drought of the 1920ʼs and later the Depression) this idea of life rising from the 
ground must have had profound meaning for Still.
! In the 1930ʼs, we see Still starting to make compositions which featured figures 
as the focal point. While he had depicted figures somewhat in his earlier work, they 
seem to fade into the background, more a part of the landscape than a real subject. 
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Around the time of this sudden switch to figures Still was in his twenties, an art student 
at the University of Spokane. As he developed both in maturity and intellect so to did his 
paintings. His work at this time took a decidedly somber turn. Some scholars have 
attributed this to the fallout after The Great Depression. This is illustrated in PH-414 
which depicts a pallid, elderly couple against a stark black background. Both figures 
appear to be very sullen with long faces, hallowed cheeks and empty-looking eyes. The 
manʼs ribs are visible, suggesting malnourishment. The visibly weakened figures 
combined with the meager wheat crop along the bottom edge of the piece suggest an 
overall theme of impotence. The Depression would have been incredibly hard on the 
Still family, having crippled the entire farming industry. The figures that were so 
prevalent in his work in the 1930ʼs were likely manifestations of his own hardships. The 
switch from landscapes to figures suggests an emerging interest in using art as a way to 
convey emotion and connect with the viewer, a task that would fuel his creative 
endeavors for the rest of his life. 
! As Stillʼs artistic development continued, his figures become not only darker (both 
literally and figuratively) they seemed to morph into something not quite human and, 
eventually lost their form almost completely, with just the hint of a rib cage or hand 
denoting their humanity. His work from these years has a very archaic feel, like 
Picassoʼs primitivist work, yet, at the same time looks somewhat mechanical. According 
to Still himself these works are an “outgrowth of reaction to organic and mechanical 
forms of the environment”2. This is particularly evident in PH-343. What looks like a 
human figure is set aside a highly abstracted mechanism of some sort. The two objects 
are separated by different colors in the background, and smoother more organic looking 
lines for the human figure. At the same time, the figure reaches over to the machine, 
forming a connection. Likewise the figureʼs white highlights and elongated body parts 
are reflected in the machine. Itʼs hard to infer what exactly caused this shift into 
abstraction but according to David Abner, one of the foremost Still scholars, a 
preoccupation with myth and his time with the Nespelem tribe played a significant role. 
During this period in his life, we see the artist starting to use abstraction as a way of 
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communicating on a more universal, almost shamanistic level, something that would 
reach its apex with his large-scale color field works. 
! We start to see the first of these color fields in 1946. Again we can only infer as 
to what caused this change, but in this particular instance it seems to have been a long 
time coming. He marveled at the work of Cezanne (whom he wrote his masterʼs thesis 
on in 19353) because of his ability to create emotion through color and shapes and 
Stillʼs work had, of course, been moving farther and farther away from realistic 
representation. However in this particular year he made the leap into total abstraction, a 
choice from which he never looked back. Though his pieces in the late 40ʼs were a 
departure from his earlier work, there were some aspects that remained quite similar. 
Many works from this time maintained the tenebrous color palette of his work the 
decade before. In PH-605 the viewer is confronted by an expanse of blackness. The 
darkness is broken up only by a jagged strip of red running down the middle of the 
canvas. A slash of yellow in the bottom left corner and a white shape in the bottom right 
also serve to break up the murky void and add a sense of tension and drama to the 
work. In this piece, we really start to see Stillʼs trademark style emerge. The paint is 
spread generously over the canvas creating a thick viscous-looking finish. This texture 
adds a great sense of movement to the piece especially when juxtaposed with the 
relatively smooth surface of the colored portions. It almost looks as if the black layer is 
skin with the blood red creeping out through the cracks. All of these elements combine 
to make a painting that is truly representative of Stillʼs most celebrated work. We can 
also see the theme of verticality in the red and yellow slashes of color. As previously 
mentioned, Still saw verticality as a metaphor for life, endurance, and vigor. That 
metaphor is especially visible in this particular work. The streaks of red and yellow add 
a sense of vitality which, when standing before it, in person can have an overwhelming, 
almost electrifying effect. 
! Abstract Expressionism, the movement of which Still was a founder and key, 
though often absent, player is centered around this very concept of awakening emotion 
in the viewer through the vehicle of complete abstraction. The movement reached itʼs 
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height in the 1950ʼs, so when Still first started his color fields in 1946 he was well ahead 
of the game. As the New York City based movement progressed, Still spent the majority 
of his time in the city, though he never felt entirely at home there. It was perhaps 
through contact with artists like Rothko and Pollock in the 50ʼs that Stillʼs work 
underwent another significant change. During his time in New York City we see his work 
blow up in scale, dwarfing all of his previous paintings. Like many of his contemporaries,  
Still wanted to create not just a painting on a wall, but an entire environment of color 
which occupied the viewers entire field of vision4. Take, for example, PH-247, one of the 
most massive pieces housed at the Clyfford Still Museum. The piece, which spans the 
length of the wall is covered in a rich cobalt blue. The application of black along with the 
blue lends a rich velvety quality. Though this piece doesnʼt have as much physical 
texture as some of Stillʼs other work the technique that was used gives the viewer the 
sense that this piece extends indefinitely into the wall. A thick strip of black a few feet 
from the left edge breaks up the canvas and brings the viewer back to the foreground. 
Likewise itʼs accompanying orange strip adds a sense of life and dimension.  The size 
and palette of this piece beg more for calm contemplation than his previous, somewhat 
more vivacious paintings-- perhaps a result of his building disillusion with the New York 
art scene. 
! In 1961 Still and his wife bought a farm in upstate Maryland. Though he made 
occasional forays into the city , it was here that he spent the majority of his time until his 
death in 1980. Though he was largely out of touch with the art world, this was a very 
prolific period for Stillʼs art and he created some of his most extraordinary work here. 
Scholars have remarked that Stillʼs ability to produce dramatic emotions was fine tuned 
in his later years, so that he was able to ʻabbreviateʼ his painting while maintaining the 
same intense, almost spiritual effect5. There is no better example of this than in 
PH-1049, created three years before his death. Again it has a massive, mural-like scale 
but unlike his work in the 1950ʼs there is remarkably little paint on the canvas. The crisp 
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white surface is broken up only with sparse wisps of vibrant yellow. Though there is 
quite little paint on the canvas the result is nothing short of electrifying. 
! Clyfford Stillʼs work has been likened to countless artists and periods but, in the 
end, his skill, passion, and resilience give his work an undeniable originality. The ease 
with which he could create such compelling, effervescent work is simply unprecedented.  
Thanks to the Clyfford Still museum, the work of this largely overlooked artist will be 
appreciated and enjoyed for years to come.


