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The methods and tools of art making for the Abstract Expressionists pushed the boundaries of acceptable practice for even the most liberal art 
critics, not to mention the public at large.  The drips and splatters of Jackson Pollock, the palette knife smears of Hans Hofmann, the stained 
canvases of Helen Frankenthaler and the squiggles and lines of Michael Goldberg all pointed to a need for expression beyond the control of the 
hand.  By exploring new ways in which to approach the canvas artists were liberated from the constraints of creating work according to formulaic 
technique, thus painting could be whatever it wanted to be. 
     Jackson Pollock was at the forefront of this movement to redefine how paint was applied to the canvas.  He even moved the position of the 
canvas in space, taking it off the easel onto the floor to increase the ever-changing perspectives.  From here, paint could be applied straight from 
the house paint can using sticks, trowels, brushes or even pouring it directly onto the unprimed canvas.  Tying a string to the handle of the can he 
would even poke holes into the bottom and swing the can over the canvas for a steady drip 
with similar line thickness. Sand and gravel often functioned to create additional texture within the layers.

Jackson Pollock in Southern 
California, c. 1927-28.  Jackson 
Pollock Papers.  Archives of 
American Art.  Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington D.C.  
Rephotographed by Lee Ewing.

Jackson Pollock in his studio in The Springs, East 
Hampton, Long Island, 1949.  
Photograph:  © Arnold Newman.

All Pollock Images:  © The Pollock-Krasner Foundation, Inc. 
© Joslyn Art Museum 2008 

Jackson Pollock, The Little King, c. 1946.  Oil on canvas. 50 x 40 in. (127 x 101.6 cm).
Exhibited in 1946, but repainted the following year and retitled Galaxy. (Black and white image).

Jackson Pollock, Galaxy, 1947, oil and aluminum paint and small gravel on canvas, 43 1/2 x 34 
inches.  Gift of Peggy Guggenheim, Joslyn Art Museum. 

Following the lead of his brothers, Jackson Pollock left behind an itinerant childhood spent in southern California and Arizona and moved to New York to study art.  Enrolling at the 
Art Students League, he became a student and friend of Thomas Hart Benton, whose romantic and rhythmic sensibilities remained influential long after Pollock dismissed his mentor’s 
Regionalist subject matter as narrow and parochial.  By the early 1940s, Pollock, along with such other New York artists as Mark Rothko and Adolph Gottlieb, pioneered a semi-abstract 
style based on primitive and classical myths and symbols.  Unified by the psychoanalytical theories of Carl Jung, they believed their art could communicate an understanding shared by 
all people throughout time – a universal “collective unconscious.”  Later, Pollock referred to mythology more generally; like the Surrealists, he tried to draw “automatically” – 
spontaneously from internal impulses.
 In 1947, Pollock made his first revolutionary Abstract Expressionist “drip” paintings.  Rare evidence of an artist’s decisive moment Galaxy was one of the first canvases that 
Pollock took off the easel and laid on the floor and, with deliberate, intuitive gestures, veiled an existing image with colorful skeins of poured paint.  His energetic new compositions 
were completely abstract and “all-over” – that is, painted without reference to perspective depth or spatial orientation.  In addition to introducing his innovative dripping and spattering 
techniques, Galaxy reveals Pollock’s use of such unorthodox materials as sand and industrial aluminum paint, a kind of experimentation earlier encouraged by Mexican muralist David 
Alfaro Siqueiros.  In the following years, Pollock’s works became larger, the canvas clearly an arena in which the spontaneous act of creation was recorded.  As his ruggedly individual 
Abstract Expressionism was recognized as an important  American contribution to the international avant-garde, Pollock’s notoriety as art’s “wild one” grew.  A fitful genius given to 
bouts of depression and alcoholism, Pollock was America’s best known contemporary artist at the time of fatal automobile accident in 1956.

Top. Jackson Pollock, Reflection of the Big Dipper, 1947.  Oil, 111 x 91.5 cm  (43  3/4 x 
    36 1/8 in.), Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam.  
Bottom. Jackson Pollock, Shooting Star, 1947.  Oil, 99 x 61 cm (39 x 24 in.).  National 
    Museum of Fine Arts, Buenos Aires. (Black and white image).
Right.  Jackson Pollock, Comet, 1947.  Oil, 94 x 110 cm (37 1/8 x 43 3/8 in.).  Wilhelm-Hack-
    Museum, Ludwigshafen am Rhein, Germany. 

Joslyn’s Galaxy is one of a series of 4 pieces about the cosmos:  
Reflection of the Big Dipper, Shooting Star and Comet.  It may have 

also been inspired by astronomical events.

Discussion Questions:
 - Compare The Little King with Galaxy.  
 - What shapes do you see?
 - How do you think Pollock moved his body when creating 
these artworks?
 - Why do you think the artist covered up The Little King with 
drips of paint?

Timeline.........
1910 - 1960

Featuring Jackson Pollock

Pollock working on a painting on glass, in 
November 1950.  Frames from a color film by 
Hans Namuth and Paul Falkenberg.  
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1912  Paul Jackson Pollock 
is born in Cody, Wyoming  

on January 28.

1940 1950 1960

1927   Pollock works at the 
Grand Canyon as a surveyor.

1935 Pollock participates in the Federal Art Project of 
Works Progress Administration - mural division.

1939  Pollock begins psychoanalysis 
with Jungian, Dr. Joseph L. Henderson.

1943  Pollock meets Peggy Guggenheim and commis-
sions him to create a mural for her house.   Also this year, 
his first solo show is at The Art of This Century Gallery.

1947  Pollock starts to experiment 
with sand, broken glass and other 

substances in his paintings.

1950  Hans Namuth documents on 
film Pollock painting for his 1951 show 

at the Museum of Modern Art.

1956 Pollock is killed in a car accident 
on August 11 in Springs, Long Island.

Hans Hofmann, American, (1880-1966)
Morning, 1948
oil on canvas, 14 x 18 in.
Joslyn Art Museum.     © Hans Hofmann

Helen Frankenthaler, American, (b. 1928)
Monoscape, 1969
acrylic on canvas, 104 3/4 x 124 1/8 in 
Joslyn Art Museum.   © Helen Frankenthaler

Michael Goldberg, American, (b. 1924)
To be closely written on a small piece of 
paper which folded into a tight lozenge will 
fit any girl’s locket, 1998
oil and oilstick on canvas, 110 3/4 x 115 1/4 in.
Joslyn Art Museum.    © Michael Goldberg

Background.  Detail.  Jackson Pollock, White Light, 
1954. Oil, enamel, and aluminum paint on canvas, 
48 1/4 x 38 1/4 in. (122.4 x 96.9 cm), The Museum 
of Modern Art, New York.  The Sidney and Harriet 
Janis Collection.

Paul Jackson Pollock was born on January 28, 1912 as the youngest of five brothers.  The Pollock 
family moved a number of times from Wyoming to California and Arizona during Pollock’s childhood.  
Growing up in the southwest led Pollock see himself as the cowboy artist.  Perhaps this untamed spirit 
of the wild west is why he was expelled from schools numerous times.
     In 1930, Pollock followed his brothers Charles and Frank to New York City, and he enrolled in the 
Art Students League.  While there he took classes from Thomas Hart Benton and also spent time with 

1930  Pollock moves to New York 
and enrolls at Art Students League.  Here 

he meets Thomas Hart Benton.

1928  Pollock enrolls at Manual Arts High School after being expelled from 
Riverside High School.  Eventually he is expelled from this school and in 1929 as well.

1945  Pollock purchases a 
farmhouse in Springs, Long Island.  

Pollock and Lee Krasner marry.

1933  Pollock studies life drawing with 
John Sloan and sculpture with Robert 

Laurent and Ahron Ben-Schmuel.

the Benton family.  Pollock participated in the Federal Arts Project 
of the Works Progress Administration, specifically the mural 
division to work with his brother Sande.
     The influential art collector, Peggy Guggenheim commissioned 
Pollock to create a mural for her home.  After viewing this along 
with his second solo exhibition at The Art of This Century Gallery, 
Clement Greenberg said Pollock was “the strongest painter of his 
generation and perhaps the greatest one to appear since Miró.”
      Pollock married Lee Krasner, a prominent Abstract 
Expressionist artist, in 1945.   A month later they moved to a 
farmhouse in The Springs, Long Island where Pollock later turned 
a barn into his studio.  It was here that he developed his drip 
technique.  Intrigued by this practice, photographer Hans Namuth 
took photographs and shot film of Pollock working.   
      Pollock’s complex life resulted in a significant body of work and 
a remarkable legacy in the art world.  Throughout his short life, he 
struggled with depression and alcoholism which contributed to 
his death in a car accident on August 11, 1956. 
Jackson Pollock, Mural 1943-44 (dated “1943”).  Oil on canvas, 
7 ft 11 3/4 in. x 19 ft 9 1/2 in. (243.2 x 603.2 cm).  The University 
of Iowa Museum of Art, Iowa City.  Gift of Peggy Guggenheim.

1931  Pollock enrolls in two of 
Benton’s classes during the year.


