
 P A G E  1

W H A T  S T O R Y  I S  S H E  T E L L I N G ?
Every piece of art tells a story. Take another look at these paintings, and think about what the 
artist was trying to say. Is her message emotional? Intellectual? Abstract? Write down your ideas.
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O T H E R  N O T A B L E  W O R K :

Lee Krasner
1908 -1984

Lee was born in Brooklyn, New York.

Composition, 1949 | The Sun Woman II, 1958 | Hieroglyphs No. 12, 1969 | Rising Green, 1972

Lena Krassner was the fifth child to be born into her family, but the 
first to be born in America. Her parents were traditional Orthodox 
Jews, and had moved from Russia to New York just before she 
was born. She always loved art as a girl, and when she was old 
enough, she told her parents she wanted to go to art college. They 
couldn’t afford to pay for her tuition (they had a store where they 
sold fish and produce) but they said they wouldn’t stop her. She 
was resourceful, independent, and very smart. She got a scholar-
ship that enabled her to attend three amazing art schools. She 
changed her name to Lenore, and then later shortened it to Lee 
and removed an ‘s’ from her last name. Krasner was a founding 
member of the American Abstract Artists– a group formed in New 
York City in 1936 to help the public to understand abstract art. In 
1945 she was married to another influential abstract Expressionist 
painter, Jackson Pollock. They moved to a house in East Hampton, 
New York where they painted. Their house is now a museum!
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O T H E R  N O T A B L E  W O R K :

Helen Frankenthaler
1928-2011

Helen was born in Manhattan, New York

Mountains and Sea, 1952 | Summerscene, Provincetown, 1961 | Mauve District, 1966

Helen Frankenthaler was born into a wealthy family. She attended 
some of the best art schools, and studied with famous painters. 
Her art was inspired by landscapes and her travels. She became 
interested in the movement of paint, and she developed a new 
way of applying color to her canvas. She called it the soak-stain 
technique. To make her art, she would pour thinned out paints 
from a coffee can directly onto a canvas she had laying on the 
floor. She would let the colors soak into the canvas, and this 
technique gives her paintings a blurry, dreamy, organic quality that 
is hard to achieve with normal oil paint and a paintbrush. Some-
times she used brushes or other utensils to help move the paint 
around the canvas, and sometimes she’d just let the paint go 
where it wanted to. Sometimes she’d even add things like plaster 
and sand to her paint to add texture! Frankenthaler was one of the 
creators of the Color Field Movement. She was married to another 
famous Abstract Expressionist painter– Robert Motherwell.
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O T H E R  N O T A B L E  W O R K :

Judith Godwin
1930 – present

Judith was born in Suffolk, Virginia.

Ode to Kenzo, 1955 | Martha Graham–Lamentation, 1956 | Purple Mountain | Epic, 1959

Judith Godwin had an amazing art education. She studied with the 
legendary Hans Hofmann. (Lee Krasner also studied with him!) 
Godwin’s art is inspired by her appreciation of nature, her passion 
for gardening, her love of architecture, and her interest in Zen 
philosophy. Her art is minimal– both in the forms she uses, and 
also in her color palette. (Later in her career her art transformed to 
include many bright colors). Her art is bold and her imagery is 
strong. You can see a lot of movement and gesture in her compo-
sitions. She was very good friends with a modern dancer named 
Martha Graham, and Godwin made a few paintings inspired by 
Graham’s performances. Judith Godwin once said: “The act of 
painting is for me, as a woman, an act of freedom, and a realiza-
tion that images generated by the female experience can be a 
powerful and creative expression for all humanity. My paintings are 
personal statements - extensions of myself. I take a truth, an 
intimate emotion, a question, an answer – and paint it.” 
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Women have always been an important part of Art History– 
contributing to every major art movement!

Before 1987, there were zero female artists included in Janson’s History of Art (the book 
most colleges use for art history). Women artists are under-represented in museums, 
too! This timeline shows just a small selection of notable women throughout art history! 

Fun fact!

Unlock an archived 
lesson to learn more 
about these artists:

Mary Cassatt
April 2017

Georgia O’Keeffe
July 2017

Grandma Moses
December 2017

Frida Kahlo
January 2018

Louise Bourgeois
June 2018

Yayoi Kusama
July 2018

Women artists
we’ve studied 
in The Studio

Caterina van 
Hemessen 
(1528–1587) was a 
Flemish painter. 

Herrad of Landsberg 
was a French nun, writer, 
and artist. She lived from 
1130-1195. 

Sofonisba Anguissola was an 
Italian Renaissance painter who 
lived from 1532–1625. 

Élisabeth Louise 
Vigée Le Brun was a 
French painter who lived 
from 1755–1842. 

Marianne North (1830-1890) 
was an English Victorian biologist 
and botanical painter. She traveled 
extensively throughout her life. 

Tamara de Lempicka 
was a Russian painter who 
worked in the Art Deco 
style. She lived from 
1898-1980.
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“The main difference, then, between abstract and non-abstract art is that the 
abstract artists does not have to choose a subject. But whether or not (s)he 
chooses, (s)he always ends up with one.”

Why do you think artists might choose to paint this way? 

Think about this: Abstract Expressionism began in the United States (primarily in 
New York) during the 1940’s and 1950’s. Can you think of any other major events 
that were happening in the world at this time? (Chat about it before you read on.)

Before Abstract Expressionism, the United States had never given birth to any 
major avant-garde art movements. A few interesting things were all happening 
around this time that created the perfect atmosphere for an artistic revolution.

World War II was just coming to an end, and the world was feeling the effects of 
this major historical event. Many European artists had moved to the United States 
as a result of the turbulent conditions in their home countries during the war. Jazz 
music was enjoying a radical renaissance. Jazz was nothing new, but it trans-
formed from a popular dance music (swing) into songs that were complicated 
and fast (bebop) and eventually made it’s way to a slower and more intellectual 
and emotional style that had a free-form structure and a longer format (cool jazz).

The art movements that came before (and that influenced many of the Abstract 
Expressionist artists) included... Fauvism– where painters were using color to 
express the feeling of things, rather than what they actually looked like in real life. 
Cubism– where artists re-imagined what something would look like if you took it 
apart, looked at it from different angles, and then put it back together. And, 
Surrealism– where artists were interested in depicting their dreams, using their 
imaginations, and illustrating fantasy situations.

Abstract Expressionism took all of these ideas and made them into something 
brand new. A style of art that is thoughtful, emotional, spirited, gestural, powerful, 
and showcased the freedom of expression that people were searching for (not 
only in art, but in all aspects of their lives).

 –Elaine de Kooning

What is 
avant-garde?

It’s a French term that 
describes people whose 

work, ideas, or lifestyle are 
experimental or different from 

the mainstream.
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N O W  I T ’ S  Y O U R  T U R N

Directions
1. Envision something you’d like to 
paint. It can be a landscape, or a person, 
a feeling, or anything else. Close your 
eyes and see the thing, and then imagine 
it getting simpler and simpler until it’s just 
shapes and colorful forms.
2. Paint those forms, and respond 
intuitively as you go. Try to really be in the 
present moment as you paint. 
3. Think about the language of color. 
What do different colors say about your 
art? Some colors shout and others whis-
per. Use the colors that are right for the 
story you’re telling. Also, think about 
when you might want to stop. There’s no 
need to finish your painting all at one 
time. Sometimes, art unfolds as you take 
breaks and then come back to see it with 
fresh eyes. Be spontaneous in your 
brushstrokes. Don’t be afraid to let the 
paint drip. Invite movement and gesture 
into your art, and express your ideas and 
feelings through your paint!

This week our artwork will be inspired by Judith 
Godwin’s unique style. Before we get started, let’s 
get a little insight into her process and her artistic 
philosophy.

This is an excerpt from a conversation 
with Judith Godwin...

“I most often begin to paint by envisioning form and 
space in nature and then interpret my ideas and 
feelings into planes of color on the canvas. When I 
recognize an emerging form, I respond intuitively by 
evolving complimentary sub-forms in colors and 
applications which feel supportive and foster devel-
opment. In studying color and its behavior, I have 
learned to trust my intuition. I have a strong belief in 
my work and pursue it constantly.

How my paintings will appear to others is not a 
concern while I am working. Neither do I intellectual-
ize about a work. I prefer to leave a canvas unfin-
ished for an extended period rather than make 
instant revisions, which could remove those elusive 
centers of directness and spontaneity for which I 
have striven. I would hope that viewers of my work, 
being innately sensitive to color and movement, 
would respond to some of the excitement, subtlety, 
discovery and idealism I have experienced in the 
best of my work.”

Visit her website to read more (and see more art!): 
judithgodwin.info/statement.html
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