
Artist Profile – Sam Gilliam  
 
b. 1933 Tupelo, MS; lives and works in Washington, DC  
 
 Gilliam was born in Tupelo, Mississippi, the seventh of eight children, and his family 
moved to Louisville in 1942 where Gilliam stayed until he obtained his master’s degree in fine 
arts. Louisville was segregated while Gilliam lived there and although African Americans in 
Louisville had more basic rights than those in other cities, he still experienced inequality. Gilliam 
participated in many forms of activism after his experience living in Louisville, for example, he 
protested segregation in public places. When Gilliam graduated and began formally working on 
his art, he wanted to focus on creating abstract figurative paintings, but was conflicted, and 
would continue to be conflicted, because many artists were giving up abstract work to focus on 
figurative. In 1962, Gilliam moved to Washington, DC to marry Dorothy Butler and intended to 
focus on his art and not get involved with politics, in 1963 however, he found himself 
participating in Martin Luther King’s march which would later influence his artwork.  
 The first works Gilliam produced in the 1950s, were typically dark and muddy with 
faceless figures giving off a feeling of isolation. In the 1960s after working with the Color School, 
his paintings became more about color and geometric forms, but soon they progressed to color 
bleeding into color creating a hazy and blended look. In the late 1960s Gilliam incorporates 
styles from the dada movement into his work and it continues to show up today. Although 
Gilliam refutes the term “black art” and tries to stay outside of politics, his work seems to focus 
on political and philosophical issues surrounding the African American community. These 
themes relate to his history with activism, but Gilliam considers his work to be more about 
opposing traditional conventions of painting. His abstract expressionist style makes color and 
shape a critical component of his paintings, in addition to the techniques he uses.  
 Some techniques Gilliam employs in his later works are the soak-stain technique; he 
thins out paint to pour it over the canvas and lets it soak into the material. On top of the soak-
stain technique, Gilliam explores using thicker media with the soak stain, resulting in a rocky 
surface that is present in his black and white paintings; which are paintings that are either a 
majority white or black and revolve around the theme of opposites and symmetry. Another 
technique Gilliam employs is when he folds and unfolds the canvas when it is still wet, multiple 
times, to add layers of color; this results in two distinct types of pieces from Gilliam, one that 
looks like a regular painting on a stretched canvas, and a second that looks like a large piece of 
fabric floating in space. Lastly, Gilliam uses collage work with his paintings where he 
incorporates aluminum, plywood, and paint to explore geometric shapes and texture.  
 Around 1967, Gilliam received a grant from the NEA (National Endowment for the Arts) 
and shortly after was accepted as an artist in residence at the WGMA (Washington Gallery of 
Modern Art) securing his financial future as an artist and removing the idea of working a side 
job. Gilliam gained attention and popularity mainly because of two shows he did very near each 
other; in 1967 at the Phillips and shortly after at the Jefferson Place Gallery.  
 A work of Gilliam’s that displays his technique of pinning the canvas fabric so it seems as 
if it’s floating is Light Depth (1) which is ten feet high by seventy-five feet wide, and 
demonstrates his soak-stain technique. The Generation Below Them (2) is an example of one of 
Gilliam’s collage pieces that show his interest in geometric shapes and texture, and Blackberry, 



Bar, and Green (3) is an example of the black version of his black and white paintings that also 
demonstrates his technique of experimenting with thicker mediums and soak stain.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 


