
Artist Profile – Beauford Delaney  
 
b. 1901 Knoxville, TN; d. 1979 Paris, France  
 
 Delaney studied at the Copley Society, the South Boston School of Art, and the Lowell 
Institute before making his way to work as an artist in New York City during the Harlem 
Renaissance. Delaney spent his life as an artist travelling back and forth between New York City 
and Paris; where he established himself as a gay, black emigrant, and ended up spending most 
of his later life in Paris until his death in 1979. While he was known to pull inspiration from city 
life, Delaney also strove to include African American influences in his work and was very 
involved in black artist exhibitions and was proud of black achievements of the time. In 1961 
heavy drinking began to impact Delaney’s physical and mental health, creating shorter periods 
of lucidity that continued on until his death in 1979.  

Delaney painted with bold, saturated colors and transcendent light that created an 
atmospheric energy in his images, images that include subjects of abstractions, expressive 
portraits, and cityscapes. Delaney’s portraits were done of both black and white people, 
friends, relatives, supporters, and strangers, and progressed into his signature style of brightly 
colored and sometimes textured paintings. His portraits often portrayed the subject from the 
shoulders up and had a monochrome background, if the figure was shown in full they were 
often floating in space with no link holding them to the ground.  

At the same time as his portraits, inspired by a city that had many different races living 
together, Delaney started working on streetscapes. The objects in each of his streetscape 
paintings are not done in great detail and often used arbitrary colors. By doing this, Delaney 
was focusing more on the mood of the painting as opposed to how it realistically looked, he 
used composition, color, and texture to evoke a specific mood that unified the scene before 
him. Delaney’s expressive streetscapes represented his ideal view of a city that included 
equality, love, and respect among all people.  

Delaney’s abstractions began during the time when he moved from New York City to 
Paris and they still included his style of thick layers of paint with a bold palette. At this time 
abstract expressionism was becoming popular, and while Delaney chose not to consider himself 
a part of this group, his works were gaining popularity. Although Delaney was suffering 
mentally and physically at times, and his paintings occasionally reflected that, his works were 
still meant to be about the experience he was having and were never outwardly depressing.  

A few examples of Delaney’s works are Portrait of James Baldwin (1); showing his 
portraiture style of figure in space with his signature palette and texture, Untitled (Village 
Street Scene) (2); one of his many street scene paintings, and Ciel (3); an example of his later 
abstract work.  
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