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Abstract Expressionism 

AKA:  

 Action Painting: Dripping, flinging, slathering, and smearing lots of paint 

onto the canvas 

 Color Field Painting: Filling a picture plane with zones of color that create 

tension between the shapes and lines 

 The New York School: Unconventional application of paint, usually with-

out a recognizable subject 

 Gestural Abstraction: Unconventional application of paint, usually with-

out a recognizable subject. Brush strokes reveal the artists’ process. Ex-

perimentation with control vs chance. 

 

Abstract Expressionism came about during the Depression Era. Many of the 

artists during this movement met through WPA (Works Progress/Project Ad-

ministration), which is a government-paid program that paid artists to paint 

in government buildings. 

Artists tended to represent their inner turmoil and anxiety from the horrors 

and pains they endured during World War II and as the Cold War began to 

heat up. 
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Create a Color Grid 

Using gouache or tempura paint, start with a base color. Make sure to mix a 

large quantity! Fill in the top-leftmost box with this color. Mix your base 

color with different combinations of colors to fill in the grid. 
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Create a scale from white (tint) to black (shade): 

       

Create a scale of tints and shades from white to black using any color 

you want. Your pure color should be in the center of your scale. 

       

Tints Shades 

Tints Shades 

Tints & Shades 

       

Creating Neutrals using Complimentary colors 

Using Gouache or tempura paint: 

Using gouache or tempura paint, mix your complimentary colors to 

create two (2) separate scales. Your pure colors should be on the 

opposite ends. Use your color wheel to help you pick your colors! 
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Action Painting 

Action Painting Artists: Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, Mark Tobey, Lee Krasner, 

Joan Mitchell, Grace Hartigan…  

Step 1: Wear something comfortable, but something you wont mind getting 

paint on. This may get messy! 

Step 2: Place a newspaper, or newsprint paper down onto your table to 

protect your table top. Make sure your entire table gets covered. You 

may even want to work outside. 

Step 3: Place your canvas sheet facing up on top of your newspaper/

newsprint. 

Step 4: Pick your color palette 

 4a. Mix your paints on your palette in individual globs 

Step 5: Pick a color for your base, and paint your entire canvas that color. You 

may leave it white if you wish. 

Step 6: Load your brush or palette knife with lots of paint. 

Step 7: Spatter, smear, splash, drip, fling or drag your paint across your 

canvas. Experiment and have fun with it! 

 Pay attention to your line quality! 

Step 8: After your canvas is dry, glue it onto the next page. 

Step 7: Clean up your materials and tabletop. 
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Color Field Artists: Mark Rothko, Helen Frankenthaler, Barnett Newman, Jules Olitski, 

Kenneth Noland 

Color Field 

 

Create a color wheel using color pencils, or gouache or tempura paint: 
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Primary Colors: Red, Yellow, Blue 

Secondary Colors: Orange, Green, 

Violet 

W
arm

 

Cool 

Be neat! 

Warm Colors: Red, Orange, 

Yellow 

Cool Colors: Green, Blue, Violet 

Violet 


