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Sample Answers to Unit 5 Short-Answer Questions 

 
Please see the following sample answers.  Your short-answer response should touch 
on most, if not all, of the following characteristics. 
 
1. By the time the Museum of Modern Art opened in New York City in 1929, modern art 
had already been an established idea among artists, collectors, and academics. 
However, prior to MoMA, the idea of having a public museum exclusively devoted to the 
avant-garde was unheard of, so the challenges of operating and curating for such an 
institution were unprecedented.  Furthermore, MoMA played a crucial role in introducing 
to American audiences the work of the European modern masters whose art remained 
largely unexposed and unknown in that part of the world.  In particular, the museum 
collected and celebrated the works of the Post-Impressionists, the Bauhaus, Cubism, 
and early incarnations of abstract art.  This was made possible in large part by Alfred H. 
Barr, Jr., MoMA’s first director and founding curator, who in the museum’s first year 
staged the Painting in Paris exhibition, which included works by Matisse, Picasso, and 
several other painters.  
 
2. Jackson Pollock is known for being arguably the twentieth century’s greatest 
abstractionist, and in particular he is known for championing the famous “drip” technique 
of painting, in which he stood over a large canvas that lay flat on the floor and applied 
seemingly random drips and splatters of paint (and whatever else happened to fall atop 
the canvas, i.e. cigarette butts, rock, dirt) until the end result resembled a unique and 
radical synthesis of Impressionism, Surrealism, and Cubism.  Although Pollock did not 
actually invent the technique, he applied it with such boldness and confidence that most 
people assume he did.  Key examples of this painterly approach are his seminal Full 
Fathom Five and Autumn Rhythm, works that became windows into Pollock’s inner 
turmoil, depression, and personal addictions.  In many respects, if Abstract 
Expressionism could be summed up with a single image, it would be a Pollock drip 
painting. 
 
3. While action painting (a.k.a. gestural abstraction) is arguably the best-known style of 
Abstract Expressionism, artists like Mark Rothko, Barnett Newman, and Clyfford Still 
were spearheading a style that employed full palettes of color, applying it in layers and 
on large scales, in a sense creating a field of color that would envelope the viewer.  This 
first generation of Abstract Expressionists were concerned with capturing the mythical 
and spiritual qualities they believed were inherent in abstract art.  When a new 
generation of abstract artists emerged, including Helen Frankenthaler, Kenneth Noland, 
and Morris Louis (all of whom were also called Post-Painterly Abstractionists), who were 
concerned with exploring more formal painterly elements such as form, shape and 
picture plane, and far less with mythic content. Frankenthaler in particular was a pioneer 
in the style with her technique of pouring oils and acrylics onto unprimed canvas and 
allowing the painting to soak in, which created a vibrant color field. 
 


