
 

 

An Introduction to Abstract Expressionism 

A pivotal period in the development of contemporary art was marked by the emergence of 

the Abstract Expressionism movement in the middle of the 20th century. It is distinguished by its 

emphasis on the spontaneous, instinctive, or subconscious creative process. The emphasis on the 

creative process itself, where the finished piece of art is merely one part of the artist's larger idea, 

is a common characteristic of this style. 

Era 

The late 1940s saw the emergence of abstract expressionism, which peaked in the 1950s. 

It was a post-World War II art movement that was mostly based in New York City. It was the first 

significant art movement to emerge in the US, particularly within the setting of the trauma and 

anxiety that followed the war. 

Area 

America, more especially New York City, served as the movement's main hub. This was a 

big departure from the conventional European art centres, especially Paris. 

Key Artists: 

1. Jackson Pollock: Well-known for his distinctive drip painting technique. 

2. Mark Rothko: Well-known for his expansive, abstract paintings using brilliant blocks of 

colour. 

3. Willem de Kooning: Known for his surrealistic imagery. 

4. Barnett Newman: Well-known for his paintings of colour fields. 

5. Franz Kline: Known for his abstract landscape paintings in black and white. 

Important Artworks: 

1) Pollock, Jackson: "Number 1A, 1948" 

2) "Orange, Red, Yellow" by Mark Rothko (1961) 

3) "Woman III" by Willem de Kooning (1953) 

4) "Vir Heroicus Sublimis" by Barnett Newman (1950–51) 

5) "Chief" by Franz Kline (1950) 

Abstract Expressionism's Qualities: 

Prioritizing Subconscious Creation and Spontaneity: Many Abstract Expressionist 

painters held the view that art should come from the mind spontaneously and without planning. 

Big-scale Projects: The artworks were frequently large-scale, dramatic, and intended to be 

immersive.  

Expressive Use of Colour and Form: To communicate ideas and feelings, artists frequently 

employed vibrant, non-representational forms and colours. 



 

 

Variety in Technique and Style: The styles and techniques employed ranged widely, from 

Rothko's colour fields to Pollock's drip paintings. 

Rejecting Conventional Standards: Abstract Expressionism focused on abstraction and 

experimental techniques, defying conventional art norms. 

Themes and Concepts of Abstract Expressionism: The movement's themes and concepts, which 

included trauma, anguish, and the need for self-expression, were greatly influenced by the 

existentialist philosophy that was popular in the years following World War II. Abstraction is the 

primary medium used by Abstract Expressionism to communicate feelings or experiences rather 

than objects or people. 

Abstract Expressionism's Colour Scheme: 

In Abstract Expressionism, colour schemes differed greatly: 

o Pollock preferred earth tones in his multicolored pallet. 

o Vibrant, clashing colours were frequently used by Rothko to evoke depth and emotion. 

o De Kooning mixed vibrant and subdued hues with more forceful brushstrokes. 

o Both Newman and Kline, especially Kline with his characteristic black and white contrasts, 

frequently emphasized a more monochromatic style. 

Qualities and Methods: Abstract Expressionist painters eschewed conventional compositions and 

creative methods in favour of a more expressive, instinctive style. This frequently produced works 

of art that seemed impromptu and extremely active. Dripping, splattering, and broad, sweeping 

brushstrokes were among the often-employed techniques. It was common to view the canvas as an 

acting stage, with the painting process being just as significant as the finished product. 

Legacy and Influence: The movement had a major impact on a number of later art movements, 

including Pop Art, Minimalism, and Neo-Dada. Its emphasis on individual expression and the 

artist's autonomy still influences modern artistic practices. 

Final Thoughts: 

In the years following World War II, Abstract Expressionism was a revolutionary 

movement that moved the centre  of the art world from Europe to America. It symbolized a fresh 

aesthetic language as well as a different artistic ethos that placed an emphasis on personal 

expression and the subconscious. With its wide range of forms and methods, the movement still 

has an impact on modern art, highlighting the value of individual expression in creative endeavors. 

Its focus on the spiritual and emotional qualities of art fits in nicely with the larger cultural 

movements of the post-war era to delve deeper into the human experience and consciousness. 


