chicago style for abstract expressionism

The Essence of Chicago Style for Abstract
Expressionism

chicago style for abstract expressionism represents a fascinating confluence of artistic rebellion
and regional identity, offering a distinct perspective within the broader Abstract Expressionist
movement. While New York often claims the spotlight for Abstract Expressionism, Chicago's
contribution, characterized by its unique energy and aesthetic sensibilities, warrants deeper
exploration. This article delves into the defining characteristics, key figures, and lasting impact of
Chicago style as it intersects with the principles of Abstract Expressionism. We will examine how
artists in Chicago adapted and transformed the core tenets of this groundbreaking movement,
infusing it with local influences and a distinctive urban grit. Understanding this regional variant
allows for a more nuanced appreciation of Abstract Expressionism's diverse manifestations across
America.
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The Roots of Abstract Expressionism in Chicago

Early Influences and the Art Scene

The fertile ground for Abstract Expressionism in Chicago was cultivated by a vibrant and often
challenging art scene, influenced by both European modernism and a burgeoning American artistic
identity. Artists in Chicago were exposed to the groundbreaking works that began to emerge from
New York in the late 1940s and early 1950s. However, the city's own distinct cultural and industrial



character provided a unique lens through which these abstract principles were interpreted and
internalized. The Art Institute of Chicago, a central hub for artistic education and exhibition, played
a crucial role in disseminating new ideas, while independent galleries and artist collectives fostered
experimental practices.

Unlike the more introspective or existential focus often associated with some New York School
artists, Chicago's nascent abstract artists were frequently engaged with a more direct, visceral
engagement with their materials and the urban environment. This early period saw a gradual shift
from more figurative exploration towards abstraction, driven by a desire to express raw emotion and
fundamental truths through non-representational means. The intellectual climate, influenced by
figures like Moholy-Nagy and his Bauhaus legacy in Chicago, also contributed to an experimental
and forward-thinking approach to art-making.

Distinguishing Chicago from New York

While New York Abstract Expressionism is often associated with the "drip paintings" of Jackson
Pollock, the gestural power of Willem de Kooning, or the color fields of Mark Rothko, Chicago's
interpretation presented its own set of distinctions. The Chicago style, while embracing the
spontaneity and emotional intensity of AbEx, often retained a more grounded, perhaps even more
physically assertive, presence. There was a palpable connection to the materiality of paint, the
ruggedness of the city's industrial architecture, and a certain unvarnished honesty in the execution.
This wasn't to say it was less profound, but rather that its profundity was articulated through
different formal and thematic avenues.

The urban experience in Chicago, with its imposing skyscrapers, vast industrial complexes, and the
raw energy of its working-class neighborhoods, provided a distinct backdrop. This environment often
translated into a more robust, sometimes even aggressive, visual language compared to the more
introspective or spiritual explorations found in some New York AbEx works. The emphasis was on
the immediate, the tangible, and the powerful forces that shaped daily life in a major American
metropolis.

Defining Characteristics of Chicago Style Abstract
Expressionism

Emphasis on Materiality and Process

A hallmark of Chicago style Abstract Expressionism is its profound engagement with the physical
properties of art-making. Artists in Chicago often reveled in the texture, viscosity, and inherent
qualities of their chosen mediums, particularly paint. The application of paint was not merely a
means to an end but a fundamental part of the expressive act itself. This could manifest in thick
impasto, aggressive brushwork, or even the incorporation of unconventional materials directly into
the canvas. The process of creation - the wrestling with the paint, the manipulation of surfaces -
became as important as the final visual outcome.

This focus on materiality aligns with the broader Abstract Expressionist concern with authenticity
and direct experience. However, in Chicago, it often took on a more rugged and tangible quality. The
surfaces of the paintings could be rough, layered, and bearing the visible traces of the artist's



physical engagement. This emphasis on the "stuff" of art-making underscored a commitment to
honesty and a rejection of superficial ornamentation, seeking to reveal the fundamental elements of
visual language.

Gestural Energy and Bold Application

While gestural abstraction is a cornerstone of Abstract Expressionism universally, Chicago's
approach often carried a particular kind of unbridled energy. Brushstrokes could be broad,
sweeping, and dynamically applied, conveying a sense of urgency and raw emotion. This wasn't
about delicate nuances but about powerful declarations. The scale of many works further amplified
this gestural intensity, engulfing the viewer in a field of energetic marks and vibrant color. The
paintings often felt as if they were born from a powerful internal impulse, directly translated onto
the canvas.

The bold application of color was another significant aspect. Artists were not afraid to employ
strong, often contrasting hues, creating visual tension and emotional resonance. This boldness was
not necessarily about harmonious arrangements but about the raw power of color to evoke feeling
and create a visceral impact. The dynamism of the city, its constant flux and energy, seemed to be
mirrored in the vigorous execution and striking color palettes found in many Chicago style AbEx
works.

The Role of Texture and Surface

Texture played a pivotal role in distinguishing Chicago style Abstract Expressionism. Artists often
built up surfaces with multiple layers of paint, creating a rich, tactile landscape that invited the
viewer to explore its depths. This textural complexity could be achieved through various means,
including palette knives, rags, or even the direct application of paint from the tube. The resulting
surfaces were not smooth or polished but often rough, uneven, and imbued with a sense of history -
the history of the painting's creation.

This deliberate manipulation of surface contributed to the overall emotional impact of the works. A
heavily textured surface could convey a sense of struggle, resilience, or raw power, aligning with the
urban themes that often permeated the Chicago art scene. The interplay of light and shadow across
these textured surfaces added another layer of visual interest, drawing the viewer into a more
intimate and sensory experience with the artwork.

Key Figures and Their Contributions

Early Pioneers and Influencers

The development of Chicago style Abstract Expressionism was not the work of a single individual but
a collective evolution driven by a number of talented artists. Figures who emerged in the post-war
era began to forge a path towards abstraction, often experimenting independently before coalescing
into a more recognizable regional style. These pioneers laid the groundwork by embracing new
artistic freedoms and pushing the boundaries of traditional representation.

While specific names might vary in emphasis depending on art historical interpretation, the spirit of



innovation and a willingness to explore new territories characterized this foundational period. They
were responding to the broader artistic currents of the time while simultaneously seeking to express
their unique Chicagoan perspective. Their early explorations were crucial in establishing the
vocabulary and ethos that would come to define Chicago AbEx.

Mid-Century Masters of the Chicago Scene

As Abstract Expressionism gained momentum, several artists in Chicago rose to prominence,
embodying the distinctive qualities of the city's style. These artists developed unique visual
languages that resonated with the urban environment and the psychological landscape of the
mid-20th century. Their works are often characterized by their robust handling of paint, their bold
use of color, and their profound emotional depth.

These masters, through their dedication and distinct approaches, solidified the reputation of Chicago
as a significant center for Abstract Expressionist activity. Their influence extended beyond their own
studios, inspiring subsequent generations of artists to explore similar themes and techniques with a
Chicagoan sensibility. Their artistic achievements continue to be studied and admired for their
power and originality.

The Next Generation and Evolution

The legacy of early Abstract Expressionism in Chicago was carried forward by a subsequent
generation of artists who, while acknowledging their predecessors, also sought to innovate and
evolve the style. These artists absorbed the core principles of AbEx - the emphasis on emotion,
spontaneity, and abstraction - but often integrated new influences or addressed contemporary
concerns. Their work demonstrates the adaptability and enduring relevance of abstract art.

This evolution was critical in preventing the Chicago style from becoming static. By engaging with
new ideas, materials, and societal shifts, these artists ensured that the spirit of Abstract
Expressionism remained a vital force in Chicago's art world. Their contributions expanded the
definition of Chicago style AbEx, showcasing its capacity for reinvention and continued artistic
dialogue.

Themes and Subject Matter in Chicago AbEx

Urban Experience and Industrial Landscapes

A pervasive theme in Chicago style Abstract Expressionism is the direct engagement with the urban
environment. The city itself, with its towering architecture, sprawling industrial zones, and the
relentless pulse of daily life, served as a powerful source of inspiration. Artists translated the visual
cacophony and raw energy of Chicago into their abstract compositions, capturing the dynamism and
sometimes overwhelming scale of the metropolis.

The stark geometry of buildings, the gritty textures of factories, and the endless movement of traffic
were often reinterpreted through abstract forms and bold color choices. This resulted in works that
felt grounded in a specific place, reflecting the unique character of Chicago. The paintings became
visual meditations on the human experience within a modern, industrialized cityscape.



Psychological States and Inner Landscapes

Beyond the external urban environment, Chicago style Abstract Expressionism also delved deeply
into the realm of the internal. Artists sought to express the complex spectrum of human emotion,
psychological states, and the subconscious mind. The abstract language of AbEx proved an ideal
vehicle for conveying these intangible experiences, allowing for a direct and unadulterated
expression of feeling.

This introspective dimension often intertwined with the urban themes. The pressures, anxieties, and
moments of introspection experienced within the bustling city found visual form on the canvas. The
bold gestures and dynamic compositions could represent internal turmoil, moments of clarity, or the
sheer force of human will in navigating the complexities of modern life.

Existentialism and the Human Condition

In line with broader Abstract Expressionist concerns, Chicago artists also grappled with existential
questions about meaning, freedom, and the human condition. The post-war era was a time of
profound societal upheaval, and abstract art provided a means to explore these profound
philosophical inquiries. The act of creation itself became a statement of human agency and the
search for authentic expression in a seemingly chaotic world.

The raw, often unrefined nature of Chicago style AbEx reflected a certain honesty and directness in
confronting these weighty themes. The absence of representational cues forced viewers to engage
directly with the emotional and psychological impact of the artwork, prompting contemplation of
their own existence and place in the universe. The art became a testament to the enduring spirit and
the search for meaning amidst uncertainty.

The Influence of Chicago's Urban Landscape

Architectural Forms and Structural Elements

The distinctive architecture of Chicago, known for its pioneering skyscrapers and industrial
vernacular, undeniably influenced the abstract artists working in the city. The strong vertical lines,
the interplay of solid forms and negative space, and the sheer scale of buildings provided a visual
vocabulary that found its way into abstract compositions. Artists might translate the imposing
presence of a skyscraper into a powerful, monolithic shape on the canvas or explore the rhythmic
patterns of windows and structural elements.

This influence was not necessarily about direct depiction but about abstracting the essence of these
architectural forms. The sense of monumental scale, the geometric precision, and the visual rhythm
of the city’s built environment offered a rich source of inspiration for developing abstract visual
languages. The paintings could evoke the feeling of standing amidst these imposing structures,
experiencing their grandeur and their impact on the urban fabric.

Industrial Grit and Material Textures

Chicago’s identity as a major industrial hub also played a significant role. The city’s factories,



railyards, and working-class neighborhoods presented a raw, unpolished aesthetic that resonated
with artists seeking authenticity and a departure from traditional artistic refinement. The textures of
steel, concrete, and weathered materials found in these industrial landscapes often found echoes in
the textured surfaces of Chicago style Abstract Expressionist paintings.

Artists might use rough brushstrokes, incorporate gritty pigments, or build up impasto layers to
mimic the tactile qualities of these urban industrial environments. This focus on materiality and a
certain "grit" distinguished Chicago AbEx from more polished or purely ethereal forms of
abstraction, rooting it firmly in the tangible realities of the city.

The Energy and Dynamism of City Life

The constant movement, the noise, and the sheer human energy of Chicago life were powerful forces
that animated the city's art. Abstract Expressionism, with its emphasis on spontaneity and gestural
energy, was a natural fit for capturing this dynamism. The quick, bold brushstrokes, the dynamic
compositions, and the sometimes jarring juxtapositions of color could all be seen as visual
manifestations of the city’s vibrant, sometimes chaotic, rhythm.

This sense of movement and energy was not just about visual spectacle but about the underlying
forces that shaped the lives of Chicagoans. The art became a conduit for expressing the exhilarating,
and at times overwhelming, experience of living in a thriving, fast-paced metropolis. The abstract
forms could represent the flow of crowds, the speed of transit, or the constant hum of urban activity.

Legacy and Continued Relevance

Impact on Subsequent Art Movements in Chicago

The artists associated with Chicago style Abstract Expressionism left an indelible mark on the city's
art scene, influencing subsequent generations of artists. The emphasis on bold expression,
engagement with materials, and a connection to the urban environment laid a foundation for various
movements that followed. The spirit of experimentation and authenticity fostered by AbEx continued
to thrive.

This legacy can be seen in the continued exploration of abstraction in Chicago, often with a unique
regional flavor. Artists who came after the Abstract Expressionists often built upon the foundations
laid, incorporating new ideas and techniques while retaining a connection to the core principles of
expressive freedom and material honesty. The influence is subtle but persistent, shaping the
trajectory of art in the city.

Enduring Appeal of the Chicago Aesthetic

The unique aesthetic of Chicago style Abstract Expressionism continues to resonate with art
enthusiasts and collectors. Its directness, emotional power, and connection to a tangible sense of
place offer a compelling alternative to more cerebral or purely decorative art forms. The raw energy
and honest execution speak to a universal human desire for authenticity and powerful visual
experiences.



The enduring appeal lies in its ability to be both deeply personal and universally relatable. The
exploration of human emotion, the engagement with the urban experience, and the sheer force of
artistic vision make these works timeless. They continue to captivate viewers, offering insights into
the human spirit and the powerful dialogue between artist, medium, and environment.

Preservation and Scholarship

The ongoing efforts in art institutions and among scholars to preserve and study Chicago style
Abstract Expressionism are crucial for ensuring its legacy. As awareness of this distinct regional
style grows, so too does the appreciation for the artists who shaped it. Exhibitions, publications, and
curatorial attention continue to bring these important works to the forefront of art historical
discourse.

This dedication to scholarship and preservation ensures that the contributions of Chicago's Abstract
Expressionists are not overlooked. By contextualizing their work within both the national Abstract
Expressionist movement and the specific cultural landscape of Chicago, we gain a richer, more
complete understanding of this pivotal period in American art history. The ongoing dialogue about
Chicago style AbEx solidifies its importance and ensures its continued relevance for future
generations.

Frequently Asked Questions about Chicago Style for
Abstract Expressionism

Q: What distinguishes Chicago style Abstract Expressionism
from New York Abstract Expressionism?

A: Chicago style Abstract Expressionism often features a more pronounced emphasis on material
physicality, urban grit, and a direct, sometimes rugged, application of paint. While both movements
embrace gestural energy and emotional expression, Chicago's interpretation is frequently informed
by the city's industrial landscape and a distinct sense of groundedness.

Q: Who are some of the key artists associated with Chicago
style Abstract Expressionism?

A: While the canon is still evolving, artists such as Leon Golub, H.C. Westermann (though his work
transcends simple categorization), and various figures associated with the School of the Art Institute
of Chicago's post-war period are often discussed in relation to Chicago's unique contributions to
abstract art, often with a more figurative or directly socially engaged bent that still shares AbEx's
spirit of raw expression.

Q: How did the urban landscape of Chicago influence its



Abstract Expressionist artists?

A: The urban landscape of Chicago, with its imposing architecture, industrial centers, and bustling
city life, served as a major inspiration. Artists translated the visual and emotional experiences of this
environment into their abstract works, reflecting the city's scale, energy, and material textures.

Q: What themes are commonly explored in Chicago style
Abstract Expressionism?

A: Common themes include the urban experience, industrial landscapes, psychological states,
existential questions, and the raw expression of human emotion. There is often a focus on the
tangible realities of city life and the human condition within a modern, industrialized context.

Q: Was Chicago style Abstract Expressionism a formal
movement with a manifesto?

A: No, Chicago style Abstract Expressionism was not a formally organized movement with a
manifesto in the same way some European avant-garde groups were. It emerged more organically
through the shared sensibilities and artistic explorations of artists working in Chicago, influenced by
broader Abstract Expressionist trends but with a distinct regional character.

Q: How does the materiality of paint manifest in Chicago style
AbEXx?

A: Materiality is expressed through a focus on the physical properties of paint, such as texture,
viscosity, and application. This can be seen in thick impasto, visible brushwork, layering, and
sometimes the incorporation of unconventional materials, all contributing to a tactile and robust
surface.

Q: What is the lasting legacy of Chicago style Abstract
Expressionism?

A: The legacy lies in its influence on subsequent generations of Chicago artists, its contribution to a
broader understanding of Abstract Expressionism's regional variations, and the enduring appeal of
its raw energy, emotional honesty, and connection to the urban experience.
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