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Abstract Expressionism 

The United States emerged from World War II in 1944 as one of the most powerful nations in 
the world, and its status was soon reflected in the arts. Immediately following World War II, 
New York replaced Paris as the center of the art market and consequently of the art world. This 
shift took place for a number of reasons. During the 1930s and 1940s, artists such as Wassily 
Kandinsky, Max Ernst and Piet Mondrian emigrated from Europe to New York, fleeing the war-
torn European nations. This mingling of European and American artists influenced the direction 
taken by American artists, creating a new, modern style. The publication of elite art magazines 
ceased, lifting the pressure on American artists to compete with European artists. Additionally, 
Europe experienced an economic decline in the wake of World War II which resulted in an 
unstable currency value. Meanwhile, currency in the United States gained strength. Lastly, in the 
United States, collectors became obsessed with modernism and the work of modern artists.  
Soon several important collections of American artists were housed in museums and galleries. 
  
During the 1930s, modernism in American art was fueled by the Regionalists, whose members 
included Thomas Hart Benton and Grant Wood. These artists responded to the Great Depression 
by advocating a return to ruralism in search of a solution to the growing problems of urban life.  
Their style of painting, formally known as Regionalism, favored the realistic depiction of rural 
subjects while rejecting the abstraction of contemporary European artists. Essentially they 
aspired to “recapture America’s agrarian past” through their paintings, making art accessible to a 
mass audience.1  
  
While realism dominated the American art scene, a younger group of artists sought to paint more 
universal themes. This new generation showed a renewed interest in European abstraction. Later 
known as the Abstract Expressionists, this group reacted to the new, modern world by 
communicating their ideas through an abstracted style influenced by mythology. From 1935-
1941 these artists continued to use art to communicate their reaction to the chaos of modern life, 
expressing their personal experiences on the canvas in hopes of relating with the viewer. 
Attracted to ancient mythological themes of the earth and creation, these artists offered a 
disillusioned commentary on society following the Great Depression and World War II. 
  
These young artists produced an original, unique, and truly American art. They began looking at 
mythology, specifically Greek and Roman, as well as non-European traditions. They explored 
Native American art. During the early 1940s, the GI bill guaranteed college money to all active 
servicemen in the armed forces, enabling individuals once financially restricted from obtaining 
university degrees to go to college. To accommodate the increasing number of students, 
universities introduced several new departments, including studio art programs. Suddenly, a 
community of individuals who were educated about art existed. At the same time, the strength of 
the American economy following World War II permitted the cultivation of the art market, seen 
in the growing number of galleries whose owners contributed to the identity of the American 
artist. The influence of the gallery was twofold: one, it increased the artist’s exposure; two, it 
possessed an institutional, museum quality which validated the exhibited artwork, giving art 
newfound credibility.   
                                                           
1 Sandler 5.  
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Like the Surrealists, Abstract Expressionists abandoned rational processes of paint application, 
preferring automatism. The artists favored methods that focused on feeling, emotion and the 
unconscious. With a rough, refreshing energy, their art, meant to be grasped on an emotional 
rather than an intellectual level, aspired to reconnect a community severed by the war. During 
the World War II, artists moved towards abstraction and away from the representational, 
realistic art of the Regionalists. Absent from abstract art was any coherent reference to the 
outside world, denying it of the political or social manipulation expressed by the Regionalists.  
  
During the 1940s, the Abstract Expressionists (also known as The New York School), were a 
loosely affiliated group of painters. Within the broad heading Abstract Expressionism, two 
individual groups of painter existed: gesture painters and field painters. Gesture (action) 
painting is typified by the visibility of the paint, the brush or line recorded at the moment of the 
artist’s application. These painters included Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning, who used 
heavy brushstrokes and/or textured surfaces. In field painting, artists including Barnett 
Newman, Mark Rothko, and Adolph Gottleib, favored the use of large blocks of color to express 
emotional states. Visually, the two have little in common, one characterized by its almost violent 
physicality and the other by its quietly, mysterious beauty. Yet these two styles are linked 
together because all of the artists were members of an avant-garde group who exhibited and 
socialized together. 
  
The swell of the American economy generated two types of collectors. The middle class was 
attracted to collecting by the familiarity of old master reproductions sold at department stores.  
The elite purchased abstract art in order to flaunt their well-educated taste while distinguishing 
themselves from the common market favored by the middle class collectors. The avant-garde 
represented modernity, and a modern collection was symbolic of the new age. Art had become a 
status symbol dictated in the pages of Partisan Review, Nation, and Life.     
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The Life of Jackson Pollock 
 

  
Jackson Pollock was born in 1912, the 
youngest of five boys in Cody, 
Wyoming. He spent most of his 
childhood moving from farm to farm 
between Arizona and California. In 
1928 after years of trouble with 
traditional schools, Pollock enrolled in 
the Manual Arts High School in Los 
Angeles, California where he focused 
his studies on art. However, he was 
once again expelled because of 
disciplinary problems. In September 
1930, at age eighteen, Pollock left 
California for New York City where 
he joined his brothers, Charles and 
Frank Pollock. Later that month, 
Pollock followed in his brother 
Charles’s footsteps and enrolled in 
classes at the Art Students League 
where he studied with Thomas Hart 
Benton, befriending the artist and 
vacationing with Benton's family on 
Martha's Vineyard.    

Image 11: Jackson Polluck at work on One: Number 31, 1950   
 

An American, Thomas Hart Benton had formally trained in Paris, where he was first introduced 
to the abstracted works of the French painters, Paul Cézanne and Henri Matisse. Following a 
stint in the United States Navy during World War I, Benton started painting his well-known 
murals of subjects that were taken from American history. Benton helped form the school of 
Regionalism, a style of painting dedicated to the exaltation of the mundane aspects of everyday 
American rural or small town life. The Regionalists painted murals that celebrated American life 
in hopes of appealing to the American people. These artists disapproved of the abstracted style 
favored by contemporary, European artists.    
  
Under Benton's tutelage, Pollock studied the works of Old Masters, developing a particular 
attraction to El Greco, the renown Spanish Baroque artist. Pollock was interested in their use of 
"agitated, sweeping arabesques and strong value contrasts to shape tempestuous or mystical 
images."2  Simultaneously, Benton introduced Pollock to contemporary Mexican muralists such 
as José Clemente Orozco and David Alfaro Siqueiros. Orozco painted politically charged themes 
of epic proportions, including the mural series The Epic of American Civilization, 1932-1934 
which measured over ten square feet with gyrating rhythms which Pollock favored. In 1934 
                                                           
2 Sandler 103. 

 8



Benton painted The Ballad of the Jealous Lover, a painting that demonstrates Benton's own 
interest in the swirling paint of Old Masters and Mexican artists. The painting typifies Benton's 
style, characterized by realistic narratives, undulating lines and the glorification of American 
folk life. In the painting, Benton prominently featured Pollock as the harmonica player in the 
lower right corner. Several works done by Pollock in the 1930s, while he was a student of 
Benton’s,  mirror the circular movement and picturesque ruralism of Regionalism.     
  
Like Benton, Pollock wanted to challenge the established, contemporary artistic styles, creating 
his own style that would unify art and life. In 1935 Pollock was employed by the Federal Arts 
Project, a division of President Roosevelt's Works Project Administration (WPA). Essential to 
the production of art at the time, the Federal Arts Project (FAP) paid artists to paint for and in 
public places including libraries, post offices and government buildings. The FAP granted artists 
the freedom to focus on their own artistic endeavors. At this time Pollock began to explore the 
European artists, including Pablo Picasso and André Masson, and abstract art traditions scorned 
by Benton. By the mid-1930s, with the influence of Regionalism waning, Pollock removed 
narrative aspects from his work, retaining a "dynamic energy and strength" and continuing to use 
the large canvas and dramatic style favored by Benton.3  Eventually, Pollock would rebel against 
Benton’s parochial, "folksy locales [and] cracker barrel story telling" seen in works by Pollock 
like Going West, c.1933-34, turning towards an abstract style. 4  By 1942 Pollock's wholehearted 
experiments with modernism finalized the break from Benton and Regionalism. Later on 
Pollock would reflect back on Benton’s tutelage, stating “he drove his kind of realism at me so 
hard I bounced right into non-objective painting.” 
  
Pollock's new abstracted styles reflected the anxiety and disaffection commonly associated with 
the postwar style found in works by fellow Abstract Expressionists, including Mark Rothko and 
Willem de Kooning, as well the writings of philosopher Jean Paul Sartre in the 1940s and the 
Beat poets and writers like Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac in the 40s and 50s. Pollock 
developed his personal style moving away from realistic art and studying European artists.  
While working as a night guard at the Solomon Guggenheim Museum, in New York City, 
Pollock developed an obsession with the works of Pablo Picasso. In particular, Pollock was 
fascinated with Picasso's use of color and abstraction of the body. Picasso's Cubist designs, his 
abstraction of the human form as well as his movement towards all-over painting, seen in 
Picasso's Guernica, 1939, were qualities that attracted Pollock. Images that Pollock would use 
from Guernica  are the bull’s head, the flame that is symbolic of the “all-seeing eye” and the 
sobbing women. Pollock also began incorporating elements of cubism that dominated his work.   
  
In 1939, having battled alcoholism periodically throughout his life, Pollock entered Jungian 
analysis in hopes of treating his extensive drinking habit. The Jungian method  strove towards 
the harmonious union of one's conscious and unconscious minds. Carl Jung believed in the 
"collective unconscious" or that "beneath one's private memories is a storehouse of feelings and 
symbolic associations common to all human beings."5  As part of his treatment, Pollock brought 
paintings to his weekly sessions that were analyzed by his psychiatrist. The treatments 

                                                           
3 Doss 348.  
4 Sandler 103. 
5 Stokstad 1112. 
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subsequently influenced Pollock's interest in mythology, Native American and Mexican art. The 
Mexican artist José Clemente Orozco's use of symbols influenced Pollock. Orozco's costuming 
and gestures produced clear meanings while Pollock painted less concrete and more abstracted 
images. Incorporating elements of Jungian theory with aspects of American Indian culture, 
Pollock's pictures offered him (and his audience) an escape from post-World War II American 
culture.  
  
During the early 1940s, Pollock met Peggy Guggenheim, the owner of the avant-garde New 
York art gallery, Art of This Century. At Guggenheim's gallery, Pollock held four one-man 
shows between 1943 to 1947. Guggenheim commissioned a painting by Pollock for her home, 
Mural, 1943, that became Pollock's largest work. At Guggenheim's gallery Pollock exhibited 
works that incorporated mythological imagery and dense surfaces. For example, the painting 
She-Wolf, 1943, alludes to the Greco-Roman story of Rome's founders, Romulus and Remus, 
who were suckled by a female wolf.  
Not only had Pollock won the favor of New York's top art dealers, he was praised by Clement 
Greenberg, the premier art critic of the time. Greenberg favored the Abstract Expressionists for 
their focus on formal qualities of painting including flatness, color, and expressionistic line.  
Greenberg touted Pollock as one of the most important purveyors of American modernism.  
Pollock's works typified a cruder, rougher style identified with the American frontier, distancing 
his artwork from the refined and formal artistic style of his predecessors and European 
counterparts.6  
  

                                                          

Several contemporary critics thought Pollock's work during the late 1940s reflected anxiety and 
alienation. Pollock's paintings captured the environment of postwar alienation.7  In 1949 
Greenberg designated Pollock the greatest living painter in America,  a statement which 
prompted Life magazine to feature Pollock in an article entitled "Is he the greatest living painter 
in the United States?" Life published photos of Pollock, arms crossed, smoking a cigarette and 
leaning against his painting Summertime, 1948, which promoted and popularized his rugged 
image.   
  
While most artists painted using paintbrushes and an easel, around 1943 Pollock began placing 
his unstretched canvases onto the floor, painting from every angle and using everything from 
sticks to spatulas to apply his paint. By placing the canvas onto the floor, Pollock could approach 
it from every angle. To Pollock, the process of applying the paint became the most important 
aspect of his art. It was also at this time that Pollock met the painter Lee Krasner. In 1945, 
Pollock and Krasner married and soon moved from New York City to The Springs, a rural area 
on Long Island. In their new residence, Pollock transformed the barn into his studio.  
  
According to Krasner, she and Pollock established a by-invitation-only policy in respect to 
visiting one another's work studios. A student of Hans Hofmann, Krasner was one of the first to 
paint fully abstracted compositions prior to World War II. Under Hofmann's tutelage, Krasner 
learned to prioritize color over subject matter in her paintings. In Breath, 1959, color was a 
subject in itself.  Her work typically contains energetic and powerful abstracted motion. She too 

 
6 Stokstad  1115. 
7 Doss 347 
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favored all-over images, emphasized by strong line and rhythm, all of which denied the viewer's 
a fixed focal point. Like Pollock, Krasner was often more concerned with the process of painting 
than with the end results.   
  
His method of painting on the floor resembled a dance in which Pollock moved from one edge of 
the canvas to the next, flinging paint as he went. Stepping into the canvas, he and the paint 
become parts of one whole; the canvas becomes a record of his dance, of his performance. One 
can trace the movement of his body by following a particular drip line back and forth, up and 
down, and across the canvas. Pollock's performance was ultimately about the process of applying 
the paint; the making of the work prioritized over the outcome. Through the process of his 
performance, the painting appears without a preconceived notion of the final product, and like 
Krasner, Pollock perfected an all-over technique that refused the inclusion of a specific focal 
point, making every part of the canvas of equal importance. These all-over paintings "convey the 
impression that his act of painting was absolute, an act in which the artist is totally immersed."8

  
Abandoning any trace of the figure by the mid-1940s, Pollock replaced it with freely applied 
paint, and his works show no evidence of an easily recognizable form. His works became more 
abstract and grew in scale. Some works, including Number One: Lavender Mist 1950, 1950, and 
Number 30: Autumn Rhythm 1950, 1950, were painted on canvases over ten feet long. With 
canvases of such enormous size, Pollock's work moved from private exhibition in homes towards 
works suited only for public spaces including museums and galleries. Between 1949-1951 
Pollock painted several works that he titled Untitled #1, an exercise in which each painting 
allowed an opportunity to start anew, thereby, challenging the process of chronological 
development. Since the works were devoid of titles that might influence the viewer's 
interpretation by association to concrete imagery, Pollock furthered the process of abstraction, by 
referring to his works with non-sequential numbers. 
  
During the period between 1948-1950, a time coinciding with a period of sobriety, Pollock 
painted what many consider his most successful works. Unfortunately, the doctor who had 
successfully treated Pollock's alcoholism died in 1950 and shortly thereafter Pollock began 
drinking heavily again. Pollock became increasingly depressed and he abandoned the large scale 
drip paintings, beginning to use only black enamel. As his fame rose, Pollock failed to produce 
new paintings. Inspiration eluded him and his drinking persisted, contributing to the 
deterioration of his relationship with Krasner. In 1956, Pollock died behind the wheel, the result 
of a drunk driving accident.   

                                                           
8 Sandler 111.  
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Composition (White, Black, Blue and Red on White), 1948 

 
 

Composition (White, Black, Blue and Red on White), 1948, part of the permanent collection at 
the New Orleans Museum of Art, is an excellent example of Pollock's style of gesture (action) 
painting. Composition typifies Pollock's 'drips,' or flung paint, which he painted in a rhythmic, 
undulating style. By the time Pollock completed Composition, he had moved the canvas from the 
easel onto the floor, enabling him to interact equally with the canvas's four sides. A few years 
earlier he had abandoned the paintbrush in favor of applying paint with non-conventional tools 
including sticks and spatulas. The placement of the thickly layered paint derived from the 
movement of Pollock's body through space records his performance. The eye may follow and 
trace an individual strand of paint, and through its unpredictable twists and turns, recreate his 
dance. Thus, the painting vibrates with his presence and resonates with his movement over and 
across the canvas.   
  
Completed in the late 1940s, Composition reflects work Pollock painted when he was sober.  
Several critics consider the images painted during this period his best. An early example of his 
'drips,' Composition retains an experimental quality as the technique was still new to Pollock.  
Pollock innovated a new style not only with the direct application of paint, but also as observed 
by Irving Sandler in The Triumph of American Painting, because his paintings did not outline 
planes or define images. Devoid of any figures, Composition represents the pure abstraction 
Pollock had achieved by the mid-1940s. Here, the painting creates an all-over image in which 
there is no focal point, making all parts of equal importance. No one color is prioritized; blue, 
black and white paint is evenly distributed, the red paint more subtle only in that the other colors 
overlap it. The absence of a focal point also forces the eye's movement around the painting, 
refusing its attempts to settle on one particular location. Additionally, the eye perceives the 
image as a whole, not in segments.   
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Image List 
 
 
 
Image 1. The Ballad of the Jealous Lover, 1934. Thomas Hart Benton 
oil and tempra on canvas, 52 1/2” x 41 1/4” 
 
This painting typifies the Regionalist style favored by Benton, Pollock’s art instructor during the 
early 1930s. In the painting Pollock modeled for the harmonica player featured in the lower right 
corner. A mural, The Ballad of the Jealous Lover celebrates American rural life and reflects 
Benton’s interest in art. 
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Image 2. Going West, c. 1934-38. Jackson Pollock  
oil on gesso on fiberboard, 15” x 20 3/4” 
 
At the time Pollock painted Going West, he was a student of Thomas Hart Benton. Here, Pollock 
applies paint with the undulating, circular movement and rural realism learned from Benton.  
(Image reproduced from Jackson Pollock. Ed. K. Varnedoe. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1998. P. 140.) 
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Image 3. Guernica, 1937. Pablo Picasso  
oil on canvas, 11’ 6” x 25’8” 
 
Guernica exemplifies the style of Picasso that appealed to Pollock. In particular Pollock liked 
the thickly applied paint, the contrast of light and dark, and its blunt, edgy abstractions. Pollock 
would use certain aspects of this painting in his own art such as the bull’s head, the woman, the 
dismembered bodies and the “all-seeing eye.”  
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Image 4. She-Wolf, 1943. Jackson Pollock 
oil , gouche, and plaster on canvas 42” x 67” 
 
Having moved away from the Regionalist style learned from Benton, Pollock began to use 
abstracted images, color contrasts and dense surfaces that were taken from Picasso. In She-Wolf, 
Pollock incorporated elements that demonstrate his interest in mythology. The work refers to the 
story of Romulus and Remus, the founders of Rome who were suckled by a female wolf. (Image 
reproduced from Jackson Pollock. Ed. K. Varnedoe. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1998. P. 178) 
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Image 5. Mural, 1943-44. Jackson Pollock 
oil on canvas, 7’11 3/4” x 19’ 9 1/2” 
 
The art dealer Peggy Guggenheim commissioned Pollock to paint this work for her home.  
Measuring 7 ft. 11.75 in. by 19 ft. 9.5 in., Mural is the largest painting done by Pollock. In 1943 
Pollock begins to take his paintings off of the easel and onto the floor. Also evident in this 
painting is the “drip” technique that he would later fully develop. (Image reproduced from Jackson 
Pollock. Ed. K. Varnedoe. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1998. P. 181) 

 
 
Image 6. Composition (White, Black, Blue and Red on White), 1948. Jackson Pollock 
casein on paper mounted on masonite, 22 5/8” x 30 1/2” 
 

In Composition, 
Pollock ceases the 
representation of 
recognizable 
imagery. By 1948, 
Pollock had begun 
using the ‘drip’ 
technique in which 
he flung paint at the 
canvas, substituting 
the paintbrush for 
sticks and spatulas. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Image 7. Number 1: 
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Lavender Mist, 1950, 1950. Jackson Pollock 
oil, enamel, and aluminum paint on canvas, 7’ 3” x 9’ 10” 
 
A complex interweaving of paint, Number 1: Lavender Mist, 1950 demonstrates the balance 
Pollock achieved while working with large scale canvases. By following an individual strand of 
paint, one may trace the movement of Pollock’s body back and forth across the canvas. (Image 
reproduced from Jackson Pollock. Ed. K. Varnedoe. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1998. P. 273) 
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Image 8. Number 30: Autumn Rhythm, 1950, 1950. Jackson Pollock 
oil on canvas, 8’9” x 17’ 3” 
 
Monumental in size, Number 30: Autumn Rhythm, 1950 exemplifies the allover image, denied of 
a focal point. Pollock favored this technique in which the process of paint application became 
more significant than the final product. The end result stands as an intricately balanced 
composition of line. (Image reproduced from Jackson Pollock. Ed. K. Varnedoe. New York: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 1998. P. 281) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Image 9. Breath, 1959. Lee Krasner 
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oil on canvas, 60” x 49” 
 
In Breath, Krasner favors the allover image utilized by her husband, Jackson Pollock. She 
emphasized color and line to produce a painting devoid of any representation, an example of 
pure abstraction. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Image 10. Opening Spread from the August 8, 1949, Life magazine article on Pollock, 
featuring Pollock in front of Summertime, 1948. Photograph by Arnold Newman. 
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The title of the article directly refers to Clement Greenberg’s glorification of Pollock. The Life 
magazine feature increased Pollock’s exposure, making him known to a greater audience. (Image 
reproduced from K. Varnedoe, "Comet: Jackson Pollock's Life and Work," p.59 of Jackson Pollock. Ed. K. 
Varnedoe. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1998.) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Image 11. Pollock at work on One: Number 31, 1950, 1950.  Photograph by Hans Namuth.   
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Namuth captures Pollock at work on a canvas that he has placed on the floor; his wife, Lee 
Krasner, sits on a stool in the background. He steps into the painting and flings paint, dripping it 
across the canvas. (Image reproduced from P. Karmel, "The Films and Photographs of Hans Namuth," p.89 of 
Jackson Pollock. Ed. K. Varnedoe. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1998.) 
 

 
Image 12. Pollock at work on Autumn Rhythm, 1950, 1950. Photograph by Hans Namuth. 
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Namuth’s photograph records Pollock’s performance, a combination of rhythmic movement and 
dramatic dance. Catching Pollock in action, the image blurs because it cannot keep up with the 
rapidity of Pollock’s steps. (Image reproduced from P. Karmel, "The Films and Photographs of Hans 
Namuth," p.94 of Jackson Pollock. Ed. K. Varnedoe. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1998.) 
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Vocabulary 
 

Abstract Expressionism: the American style of art popularized during the 1940s in New York.  
Its prestige continued until the late 1950s. Characterized as non-geometric abstraction, it 
combined surrealist concepts with the importance of the individual as pioneer.   
 
Abstraction:  In painting and sculpture it is having a generalized or essential form with only a 
symbolic resemblance to natural objects. 
 
Automatism: The use of the brush or pencil without rational control, allowing one's 
subconscious to direct its movement. A drawing technique where the artist's aim is to allow the 
subconscious to create the work without rational interference. First developed by the Surrealists, 
it was later used by Abstract Expressionists, including Jackson Pollock. 
 
Avant-garde: A term derived from the French word meaning "before the group" or "vanguard."  
Avant-garde denotes those artists or concepts which abandon tradition in search of a strikingly 
new, experimental, or radical nature for the time.   
 
Cubism: Begun in the early 1900s, Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque led this art movement 
which attempted to fully represent three-dimensions on a two-dimensional surface. Based on the 
object, cubism remained grounded in realism despite its unusual appearances.   
 
Expressionism: A term coined by the German art critic Herwarth Walden, it implies art in which 
the exaggeration of brushstroke or color communicates the artist's emotion. Expressionistic 
works tend to distort reality.   
 
Field Painting: The use of a large canvas, lacking a focal point in which the use of color is 
prioritized above subject matter.    
 
Gesture (Action) Painting: Marks on the canvas record the artist's movement, not only 
expressing the artist's emotional state but recording the artist’s physical application of paint. 
 
Modernism: The general term applied to the series of artistic avant-garde movements that 
attempted to break from academic tradition during the late 19th and 20th century.   
 
Regionalism: An artistic style popular in America during the 1930s and early 1940s in which 
artists, including Thomas Hart Benton and Grant Wood, favored a naturalistic depiction of rural 
Midwestern subject matter and rejected European trends in art.   
 
Representation: Art that contains recognizable objects.  Also defined as Figurative.   
 
Surrealism: Begun in 1920s Europe as a literary movement and led by André Breton, this 
artistic style sought the liberation of the unconscious while suspending conscious control.  

 
Timeline: Jackson Pollock 
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1912: January 8, Paul Jackson Pollock born in Cody, Wyoming. 
 
1922: Pollock's eldest brother, Charles Pollock, moves to New York City and enrolls in the Art 
 Students League where he studies with Thomas Hart Benton.  
 
1928: The Pollock family moves to Los Angeles; Jackson attends the Manual Arts School.   
 
1929: Pollock moves to New York City where he registers in the Art Students League.   
 
1935: Pollock begins employment with the Federal Arts Project, a branch of the Works Project 
 Administration. 
 
1938: Pollock is hospitalized for excessive drinking. 
 
1941: Pollock exhibits in a group show organized by John Graham; it is at this time that Pollock 
 meets Lee Krasner.   
 
1942: Pollock begins an affiliation with Peggy Guggenheim and her gallery, Art of This Century.   
 
1943: Life magazine reproduces Pollock's She-Wolf.  
  
1945: In October, Pollock and Krasner marry and move to The Springs on Long Island.   
 
1947: Pollock stops drinking and begins 'drip paintings.' 
 
1948-1950: Sober, Pollock paints what many consider the most important works of his career.  
 Composition is created in 1949. 
 
1951: Pollock resumes drinking and stops his 'drip paintings.' 
 
1956: August 11, Pollock dies in a car crash at age 44.  
 
1956: The Museum of Modern Art in New York mounts an exhibit surveying Pollock's work.   
 
1967: The first retrospective of Jackson Pollock opens at the Museum of Modern Art. 
 
1998: November 1, the Jackson Pollock retrospective opens at the Museum of Modern Art in 
New York, the first exhibit of its kind in 31 years.   

 
Timeline: United States and World 
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1929:  Great Depression began.   
 
1930:  Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington popularized jazz.    
 
1933:  Franklin D. Roosevelt elected President of the United States. 
 
1940:  Commercial Television began. 
 
1941:  After the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the United States entered World War II.   
 
1945:  Atomic Bomb dropped on Hiroshima, Japan, and Nagasaki, Japan. World War II ends. 
 Organization of the United Nations.   
 
1948:  State of Israel created. 
 
1949:  Republic of India established. 
 People's Republic of China founded.   
 
1955:  Disneyland opened in Anaheim, California.   
 
1956:  Beat poet, Allen Ginsberg, published the poem "Howl." 
 
1957:  Sputnik I launched.   
 Beat author, Jack Kerouac published On the Road.  
 
1959:  Invention of the computer chip.  
 Hawaii and Alaska become American states. 
 
1960:  John F. Kennedy elected President of the United States. 
 
1961:  First manned space flight.   
 United States Peace Corps established.   
 
1962: Cuban Missile Crisis. 
 
1963:  Dr. Martin Luther King delivered "I Have A Dream" speech.   
 President John F. Kennedy assassinated. 
 
1968: Robert Kennedy and Dr. Martin Luther King assassinated. 
 
1969: Neil Armstrong landed on the moon. 

Curriculum Objectives 
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Geography:  
 Discuss the differences between Wyoming, California, Arizona and New York, specifically 

climate, elevation and population. 
 
Discuss distances between these states. 

 
 
Math:  
Discuss the size of Pollock's early, smaller paintings in relation to his later, larger ones. (Ratios 

and Measurements) 
 
 Study the rate at which the United States population increased after World War II. Compare 

the growth rate in the West versus the East.  (Percentages, Ratios) 
 
 
Science:  
 Research the climates of the Southwest versus the Northeast.   

 
 
Literature:  
Research and present other Abstract Expressionists.  

  
Using the titles of Pollock's works, write an essay on what it evokes, discussing its (lack 

 of) relationship to the painting. 
 
Read and discuss works by Beat Poets and Writers.   

 
 Unit on Mythology. Discuss relation of ancient myths to modern life.  

  
 View film-noir movies made in Post War America. Discuss the depiction of angst, tension and 

rebellion.   
 
 Read and Discuss Jean Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (1943; English translation 1956) 

 
 
Social Studies:  
Unit on Communism and the Hollywood Black List.   

 
Unit on the Great Depression and Roosevelt's Works Project Administration.   

 
Unit on World War II, specifically American involvement.   

 
 Unit on Post-World War II United States (The G.I. Bill, Consumerism) 

Visual Art:  
 Automatic drawing project.   
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Listening to jazz, draw what you hear, see or feel.   
 
 Discuss abstraction versus realism.  Compare/contrast Abstract Expressionism with 

 Regionalism. 
 Study artists employed by the Works Project Administration who were working in the  

 New Orleans area. 
 
 Paint a landscape accentuating brushstrokes; paint a landscape using Pollock’s ‘drip’ style. 
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