
Artist Profile – William T. Williams  
 
b. 1942 Cross Creek, NC; lives and works in New York City  
 
 In the late 1950s, Williams’ family moved from North Carolina to New York where his 
artistic talents were noticed by the head of a local community center. After his talents were 
recognized, Williams was given a room at the community center to use as studio space and 
attended the School of Industrial Art in Manhattan (the High School of Art and Design). During 
his time at the School of Industrial Art, Williams was exposed to different art museums in New 
York. These included the Museum of Modern Art and the Metropolitan Museum of Art where 
some of his classes were held. 

 In 1962, Williams attended Pratt Institute to study painting and during his junior year, 
he received a summer scholarship to The Skowhegan School of Art along with a National 
Endowment for the Arts traveling grant. Williams graduated from Pratt in 1966 with a BFA and 
in 1968 graduated from Yale University School of Art and Architecture with an MFA. Directly 
after graduate school, in 1969, the MOMA acquired one of his pieces and in 1970 he began 
exhibiting work in France. Williams is known for starting the artist-in-residence program at the 
Studio Museum in Harlem and has won numerous awards including the James Van Der Zee 
Award, the Guggenheim Fellowship, and the North Carolina Governor’s Award for Fine Arts.  

 Williams’ paintings focus on color and the physical boundaries that are attached 
to it. He works with line, form, color, and patterns to create geometric shapes and repetition in 
his paintings. Williams’ early works were mainly geometric, but as the years progressed he 
began to explore texture, almost monochromatically, and began abstracting his works to 
produce tension among the colors and forms. His work is characterized by bold colors, daring 
compositions, and using abstraction when abstraction was in decline in the art world.  

To make his abstract pieces recognizable, Williams used shapes that were related to 
cultural history and personal memories of his childhood spent in northern cities as well as the 
rural south. A specific example of this comes from his inspiration from quilting, Williams relates 
quilting to his African American history and tradition of abstraction, incorporating a diamond 
shape in his pieces that functioned as a stabilizing force as well as a memory. In William’s 
recent works he uses natural light and surrounds himself with nature to create his pieces, 
resulting in richly colored palettes reflecting changing seasons and atmospheric shifts.  

Examples of Williams’ works include Hawk’s Return (1), Reece’s Advice (2), Blues 
Labyrinth (3), and Tops and Tales (4). These examples are in order based on the year they were 
painted to see the progression of Williams’ style.  

 
Online Source: 
https://www.michaelrosenfeldart.com/artists/william-t-williams-b1942 
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