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Willem de Kooning: Master of Abstract Expressionism 
Open Ended Response Questions Answer Key 
 

1. Willem de Kooning's early life and artistic journey led him to New York City, where he 
became a central figure in the art world. He was born in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, in 
1904, and he began working as an apprentice to a commercial artist. However, he soon 
realized his passion lay in fine art. In 1926, he immigrated to the United States, where he 
would eventually settle in New York City. His decision to settle in New York was influenced 
by the city's thriving art scene and the opportunity it offered for artistic growth and 
recognition. Over time, he became a key figure in the abstract expressionist movement, 
leaving a lasting impact on the art world. 

 
2. Abstract expressionism is characterized by spontaneity, emotional expression, and 

gestural brushwork. Willem de Kooning's paintings, such as "Excavation," exemplified 
these characteristics in several ways. In "Excavation," he used bold, energetic 
brushstrokes to create a dynamic interplay of colors that captured the energy and 
complexity of New York City. The spontaneity of his brushwork is evident in the free-
flowing forms and shapes that seem to dance across the canvas. The emotional intensity 
of the painting conveys a sense of urgency and emotion, making it a quintessential 
example of abstract expressionism. 

 
3. Willem de Kooning challenged traditional depictions of the female form in his "Woman" 

series by presenting distorted and abstracted female figures. He used bold colors, 
expressive brushwork, and a confrontational approach to create alluring yet 
confrontational representations of women. In "Woman I," for example, he distorted and 
fragmented the female figure, blurring the lines between beauty and aggression. These 
paintings had a significant impact on the art world and society's perception of women in 
art by challenging conventional ideals of beauty and femininity and presenting a 
complex and provocative vision of the female form. 

 
4. Willem de Kooning's statement, "I have to change to stay the same," reflects his belief in 

artistic freedom and evolution. In the context of his art career, this statement means that 
he recognized the importance of continually evolving as an artist while staying true to his 
unique artistic vision. He understood that change and growth were essential for artistic 
development. De Kooning continuously explored new artistic avenues, experimented 
with different styles, and pushed the boundaries of his own work. Despite these changes, 
he maintained the core elements of his distinctive style, ensuring that his art remained 
true to his individual expression.  
 
In his later years, besides abstract expressionism, Willem de Kooning explored landscapes 
inspired by Long Island, showcasing his versatility as an artist. These landscapes depicted 
the serene beauty of nature in contrast to his bold and dynamic abstract works. One 
notable example is "Untitled XXII," where he used softer colors and more tranquil 
compositions to capture the peacefulness of the Long Island landscape. This exploration 
demonstrated his ability to adapt to different subject matter and artistic styles while 
retaining his mastery of painting techniques. It reflected his willingness to embrace 
diverse artistic challenges and further solidified his legacy as a versatile and influential 
artist. 

 
 


