
American Art



Ashcan School

Locale:  New York City, 
1908-13

Best-Known Artists: Henri, 
Sloan, Bellows

Style:  Realistic, sketch-like

Subject: Urban grit
Condemned for:  “Sordid”, 
low-life subjects

Praised for: First uniquely 
American art

•   The American public thought the sordid subject matter of the Ashcan School was 
fit for the “ash can”, thus giving them their name.

•   They are a group of American realist painters who bashed the “stuffy” art 
monopoly of the time period.

George Bellows, Stag at Sharkey’s, 1909. Oil on Canvas.



American Art
The meeting of the American and Russian armies on the river Elbe in Germany in 
1945 symbolized more than the end to the war in Europe.  It marked the end of 

European Imperialism and their rule overseas.

An influx of refugees from Paris (Léger, Mondrian, Ernst, Dali, Chagall, Duchamp 
and others) settled in New York.

The two major European movements in art- pure abstract, formalist art 
(Mondrian, Léger, Bauhaus designers) and the emotional, expressive trend of the 

Surrealists (Ernst, Dali, Duchamp).

American artists became open and receptive to both movements. 



Abstract Expressionism Period: Late 1940s, 
early 1950’s

Locale:  New York City, 
East Hampton
Best-Known Artists: 
Gorky, Pollock, de 
Kooning

Style:  Expressive, 
energetic
Aim: Express inner life 
through art

Technique: Free 
application of paint, no 
reference to visual 
reality
Theory: Image is not a 
result of a preconceived 
idea, but a creative 
process

• With Abstract 
Expressionism, for the 
first time, the core of 
what was happening in 
the art world shifted to 
America.

• Abstract expressionists 
emphasized the act of 
creating art- also 
called “action painting” 
it stressed energy, 
action, and kinetics

• The movement began 
to take form in the late 
1940s as partially a 
reaction to a war that 
devastated two 
continents

• They gave free reign to the 
impassioned act of 
painting itself



Abstract Expressionism
• No one better epitomized 

this emphasis on the act of 
painting than Jackson 
Pollock

• He was named “Jack the 
Dripper” by Time Magazine 
because of his revolutionary 
breakthrough by 
abandoning the paintbrush 
altogether, sloshing, 
pouring and dripping 
commercial paints onto a 
vast roll of canvas on the 
floor of his studio/barn

• He threw out any traditional 
notions of composition 
(foreground, background, 
perspective/space, focal 
point)

Pollock, No. 1 (Lavender Mist), 1950, oil and enamel on canvas

• His highly improvised canvases expanded the 
definition of “what is art?”

• His whole body was involved in the act of 
painting = action art



Methodology : Formalism
Clement Greenberg was an influential American art critic closely associated with 
the abstract art movement in the United States. In particular, he promoted the 
Abstract Expressionist movement and had close ties with the painter Jackson 

Pollock.

Clement Greenburg greatly affected the course of art criticism.  Greenburg 
emphasized the formal attributes of an artwork as being valuable.

In art theory formalism is the concept that a work's artistic value is entirely 
determined by its form--the way it is made, its purely visual aspects and its 

medium. 

Formalism emphasizes compositional elements such as color, line, shape and 
texture rather than realism, context, and content. 

In visual art, formalism is the concept that everything necessary in a work of art is 
contained within it. The context for the work, including the reason for its 

creation, the historical background, and the life of the artist, is considered to be 
of secondary importance. (This idea changes with Post-Modernism…)



Abstract Expressionism
• Arshile Gorky was an Armenian-

American painter who freely 
brushed washes of glowing 
colour inside clearly outlined 
biomorphic shapes

• He favoured oval splotches of 
primary colours

• His work incorporated Surrealist 
automatism while anticipating 
the gestural brushwork of 
Abstract Expressionism

• The picture depicts a specific 
setting, the remains of an old 
mill and bridge on the 
Housatonic River in Connecticut, 
near Gorky's home in the town of 
Sherman

Gorky, Water of the Flowery Mill. 1944, Oil on Canvas.



Abstract Expressionism
• Willem de Kooning has 

emigrated from Holland to the 
US in 1926, became a friend of 
Gorky, with whom he shared a 
studio, and by the late 1940s 
became a major abstract 
expressionist artist

• He was the only one to remain 
to some extent 
representational, even 
making the human figure a 
principle theme

• His abstract work can be 
described as intense, 
aggressive and harsh.  He 
uses raw colours with juicy, 
fleshy pinks, lurid yellows and 
tart greens

De Kooning. Excavation, 1950. Oil on Canvas.

• The texture of his paint is thick and heavy, 
as though it had been relentless worked 
and reworked repeatedly



Colour Field
• Abstract Expressionism fell into two 

groups- the Action painters (previously 
discussed) and the Colour Field 
painters.

• “Colour Field” got its name based on 
the vast expanses of colour that 
artists used on their large (almost 
mural-sized) abstract paintings

• Colour Field paintings are also known 
as “Post Painterly Abstraction”, a 
term coined by Clement Greenburg, 
that suggests the kind of paintings he 
praised- those that reduced the formal 
elements to pure abstraction

Period: Late 1940s, early 1950’s

Locale:  New York City
Best-Known Artists: Rothko, 
Newman

Style:  Expressive, non-
objective
Theory: Interested in the 
relationship between colours

(post-painterly abstraction)



• Russian-born artist Mark Rothko 
became one of the leaders of the New 
York School’s first generation of 
Abstract Expressionists

• Rothko sought to communicate deep 
emotion through fields of color rather 
than the gestural drama of Pollock 
and de Kooning

• By 1950, the date of this painting, 
Rothko had developed his 
compositional format of coloured 
rectangles hovering against a framing 
background 

• Despite the unbroken forms of colour, 
their delicate edges and brushy 
surface generate a sense of space – a 
continual emergence and recession of 
colour

Rothko, Green, Red, Blue. 1955, Oil on canvas. 

Colour Field



Colour Field
• Barnett Newman sought a new form of art which could carry some general human 

significance

• Though his paintings may appear to be no more than arrangements of colour and 
space, his many artist statements reveal the importance that Newman gave to 
subject matter:

“[…] we are freeing ourselves of the impediments of memory, association, nostalgia, legend, myth, or what 
have you, that have been devices of Western European painting.”

• By the 1950s he was painting the kind of picture he was writing about- Vir Heroicus 
Sublimis is a huge canvas covered in an even flat field of red divided by four narrow, 

Newman. Vir Heroicus Sublimis. 1950-1.  Oil on Canvas. 

sharp-edged 
stripes, or “zips” 
as he called them, 
running from top to 
bottom and varying 
in colour and width

• He went further 
than Mondrian in 
reducing pictorial 
elements



Hard Edge

Period: Late 1950’s- 1960s

Locale:  New York City
Best-Known Artists: Noland, 
Stella

Style:  Impersonal, calculated, 
pure abstraction
Theory: Precise and cool 
paintings that appear as though 
they were made by machine

• The Hard Edge painters (who arrived 
on the scene 10 years later than the 
Abstract Expressionists) defined 
themselves as everything Abstract 
Expressionism was not

• They took the expressionism out of 
Abstract Expressionism- instead of 
spontaneous, subjective abstraction, 
their paintings were calculated and 
impersonal

• Hard edge painting uses sharply 
contoured, simple forms

• The painted surface becomes 
nothing more than a pigment 
covered area

(post-painterly abstraction)

“What you see is what you see”
~Stella



Hard Edge
• Kenneth Noland first specialized in 

concentric circles

• By confining himself to the circle 
(called his “target” paintings, begun 
in 1952), Noland established the 
centre of the canvas (the “bull’s eye) 
as a structuring device, forcing the 
viewer to focus on the formal 
elements

“With structural considerations eliminated,” 
Noland said, “I could concentrate on 
colour.”

• Noland attempted to erase his 
personal identity from his canvases 
by the use of controlled designs, 
intense colours, and geometric 
compositions he called “self-
canceling”, rather than “self-
declaring.”

Noland. Turnsoil, 1961, Synthetic polymer paint 
on un-primed canvas  



Hard Edge • Frank Stella insists on the 
painting as a self-sufficient object

• Stella first established his style 
with a series of black striped 
paintings consisting on 
pinstripes separated by narrow 
white bands

• Breaking away from the traditional 
rectangle canvas, Stella began 
using shaped canvases in order 
to overcome the illusion that a 
painting is a window into an 
illusionistic space

• Stella deliberately used 
commercial house paint and 
metallic paints

• From the 1960s-80s Stella used 
mechanical tools (rulers, T-
squares, templates) to create his 
compositions

Stella. Star of Persia II. 1967, lithograph print on paper

• For this work, he used the print 
technique of lithograph (an image is drawn 
onto a stone plate with an oily substance that repels 
ink) for the first time= more mechanical 
than painting


