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She was one of the most determined artists of the 20th century: American Lee Krasner (1908-1984). She was a 

pioneer of Abstract Expressionism and constantly reinvented herself throughout her life, something expressed in 

the enormous energy and variety of her works. In a major retrospective, the Zentrum Paul Klee is showing some 60 

works from internationally significant museums and collections, including the artist’s most important drawings, 

paintings and collages made between the 1920s and the 1970s. 

 

“I was a woman, Jewish, a widow, a damn good painter, thank you, and a little too independent.” Lee Krasner 

 

Lee Krasner was born in Brooklyn in 1908. Her parents, of Russian-Jewish extraction, had immigrated to the USA a few 

months previously. By the age of fourteen she was already pursuing her declared goal of becoming an artist, by applying to 

the only school in New York at the time that offered art classes for girls. There was no artistic Damascus-Road experience, 

no encounter that might have spurred on her career aspiration – just an unswerving will. 

Caustic, disputatious, unique, candid, brilliant – these are the words that colleagues and family used to describe Lee 

Krasner. Her training was traditional, drawing nudes from life models and later following Cubist ideas, but her studies also 

propelled her into the centre of a new artistic movement in the USA: Abstract Expressionism. 

The new artistic trend developed throughout the 1940s, principally in New York, bringing together such diverse artists as 

Willem de Kooning, Mark Rothko and Jackson Pollock. She married Pollock in 1945 and for a long time stood in his shadow. 

Towards the end of her life, her own artistic accomplishments were increasingly recognised. She is one of the few women 

artists to have been awarded a solo exhibition by the Museum of Modern Art in New York. 

 

‟Lee Krasner’s paintings truly are magnificent! She always found new ways to create abstract, expressionistic works that 

radiate an incredible liveliness and power.” Fabienne Eggelhöfer, Chief Curator Zentrum Paul Klee 

 

As a pioneer of Abstract Expressionism, Lee Krasner was already experimenting with abstract painting in the 1940s, and 

making colour the subject of her art. It was around this time that she produced her first series of works, entitled Little Images. 

The small-format works from the 1940s form the starting-point for this exhibition. 

 

Monumental paintings from 1960 

In 1957 Lee Krasner moved into the studio previously occupied by Jackson Pollock, who had died in a car accident a year 

before. The studio in Springs was more spacious, and Krasner used the opportunity to work in large formats. She jumped in 

the air holding long-handled brushes and from now on, deploying her whole body, painted works that were more than 2.5 

metres high and often over 4 metres wide. The monumental groups of works from the 1960s made at this time are among 

the highlights of the exhibition. Krasner made her first large-format works, the Umber Series (1960) at night when she was 



 
 

suffering from chronic insomnia. Subsequently she reduced her colour palette to umber and white, as she didn’t want to 

work with colours under artificial light. 

In 1962, colour enters Krasner’s work again. While the artist retained the rhythmic structures of the Umber Series, the 

paintings, which now used powerful colours, became dramatically expressive, and the imposing group of works of the 

Primary Series came into being. Krasner never made sketches or studies for these oversized formats. The work had to 

come from within: “There’s a blank, and something begins to happen, and the hope is that it comes through.” 

 

Collages 

Lee Krasner never followed a particular style, but constantly went on reinventing herself. Her working process was cyclical: 

sometimes she left her works to rest for several days, sometimes she destroyed what she didn’t like to create something 

new from it later. Dissatisfied with a series of drawings, she pulled them down from the wall and left them lying in her studio. 

When she stepped back into the studio some weeks later she was surprised: “I saw a lot of things there that began to 

interest me. I began picking up torn pieces of my own drawings and re-gluing them.” Apart from paper she used her own 

scraps of canvas as well as Pollock’s in her collages, as in the work Bald Eagle (1955) which is shown in the exhibition. 

 

For this extensive exhibition the Zentrum Paul Klee has been able to access a large number of valuable loans from 18 

internationally significant museums and collections, which are being shown for the first time in this arrangement. They 

include works from the Metropolitan Museum, the Museum of Modern Art and the Whitney Museum of American Art in New 

York, the Hirshhorn Museum in Washington D.C. and the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne. The exhibition also 

features 33 works from American private collections which are seldom shown in public.  

 

“I am extraordinarily delighted that we are able – more than thirty years after the legendary Krasner-Pollock double exhibi-

tion in the Kunstmuseum Bern in 1989 – we are able to show the first major retrospective by this exceptional artist here in 

Bern.” Nina Zimmer, Director Kunstmuseum Bern – Zentrum Paul Klee 

 

 

 

 

 

Curators 

Lee Krasner. Living Colour is curated and organised by the Barbican Centre, London in cooperation with the Schirn 

Kunsthalle Frankfurt, the Zentrum Paul Klee, Bern and the Guggenheim, Bilbao. The curator in the Zentrum Paul Klee 

responsible for the exhibition is Fabienne Eggelhöfer, Chief Curator / Head of Collection Exhibitions Research. 

 

Publication 

LEE KRASNER. Ed. Eleanor Nairne and Ilka Voermann. German and English editions, 240 Seiten, 250 Ills., bound, Hirmer 

Verlag, ISBN 978-3-7774-3296-0 (German), ISBN 978-0-500-09408-2 (English). 

 

The exhibition is supported by  

Kanton Bern, Burgergemeinde Bern, Terra Foundation for American Art 

 
 

 

Media tour 
 

Zentrum Paul Klee cordially invites you to join the media tour with curators Fabienne Eggelhöfer and Eleanor Nairne, 
Barbican Centre, London, on Wednesday, 5th of February 2020 at 11:00 am. Kerrie Buitrago, executive vice presi-
dent of the Pollock-Krasner Foundation and Mark Patiky, photographer and relative of Lee Krasner, will be present as 
guests. Please confirm your presence until 3rd of February 2020 via press@zpk.org.  
 

 
 

Please find press images and further information on the media website of the Zentrum Paul Klee. 
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Quotations Lee Krasner 

“I never violate an inner rhythm. I loathe to force anything. I do not force myself, ever … I have regard for the inner voice.” 

 

“I am never free of the past, I believe in continuity. I have made it cristal clear that the past is part of the present which 

becomes part of the future.” 

 

“And I think even today it is difficult for people to see me, or to speak to me, or observe my work, and not connect it with 

Pollock. They cannot free themselves.” 

 

“Painting is not separate from life. It is one. It is like asking – do I want to live. My answer is yes – and I paint.” (1960) 

 

“Jackson always treated me as an artist… he always acknowledged, was aware of what I was doing… I was a painter before 

I knew him, and he knew that, and when we were together, I couldn’t have stayed with him one day if he didn’t treat me as a 

painter.” 

 

“All my work keeps going like a pendulum; it seems to swing back to something I was involved with earlier, or it moves 

between horizontality and verticality, circularity, or a composite of them. For me, I suppose that change is the only constant.” 

(1973) 

 

“Painting is a form of communication, it’s a form of expression. I think it’s as old as mankind, I assume it has its meaning 

whether I can define it or not. I have to stay with it. That’s that.” 

 

“I think all painting is biographical. I think you can read any artist if you take the trouble to.” 

 

“Today I can look back and say this seems to be a work process for me: I get back to myself, to my own work, destroy it in 

some way, re-utilise it in some way and come up with a new, more clarified image possibly.” 

 


