
 
 

RICHARD DIEBENKORN 
 

 

Richard Clifford Diebenkorn, Jr. (1922-1993) is one of the most acclaimed American post-war artists 

with a fluid and luminous style that encompassed both representational and abstract compositions. 

He was born in in Portland, Oregon, but when he was two years old, his father relocated the family 

to San Francisco. Diebenkorn took classes in studio art and art history at Stanford University from 

1940-42 and served in the U.S. Marine Corps from 1943-45. While stationed in Quantico, Virginia, 

he visited a number of important collections of modern art, including the Museum of Modern Art in 

New York, the Phillips Collection in Washington, DC, and the Philadelphia Museum of Art.  He was 

particularly inspired by the paintings of Henri Matisse and Paul Cezanne. He especially admired 

Matisse’s technique of structuring space through planes of color and merging indoor and outdoor space. Returning to 

San Francisco in 1946, Diebenkorn enrolled at the California School of Fine Arts, where he studied with David Park, an 

expressionist artist from the Bay Area. Awarded a fellowship the same year, he moved to Woodstock, New York, and 

made many contacts while visiting New York City. After returning to San Francisco, where he soon became a leading Bay 

Area artist, he was appointed to the faculty at the California School of Fine Arts in 1947, a position he held for two years. 

 

Diebenkorn had his first one-person show in 1948 at the California Palace of the Legion of Honor, a major 

accomplishment for such a young artist. After receiving a degree from Stanford University in 1949, he was awarded an 

M.F.A. from the University of New Mexico, Albuquerque in 1951. He briefly taught at the University of Illinois at Urbana 

1952-53, settling shortly thereafter in Berkeley, California. Diebenkorn often titled his works after places that provided 

him with inspiration, such as his Berkeley paintings. Throughout the 1940s and early 1950s, Diebenkorn followed a 

distinctive abstract vocabulary of forms, stylistically rooted in the New York School, placing him firmly within the ethos of 

American modernism. However, in 1955 he shifted from abstraction to a more representational mode, making reference 

to observed subjects. In 1964 he was invited to visit the Soviet Union on a Cultural Exchange Grant from the U.S. State 

Department. On that trip, he was able to see the great Matisse paintings at the State Hermitage Museum in Leningrad 

(now St. Petersburg) and the Pushkin Museum in Moscow, which had been unavailable to most of the world for decades. 

Until 1967, when he returned to abstraction, Diebenkorn executed still-lifes, landscapes, and interior figure paintings 

that present his finely tuned sense of color and structure. 

 

From 1955 to 1973, Diebenkorn taught at several California arts institutions, including a position at UCLA (1966-73) while 

he worked in a studio in the Ocean Park neighborhood of Santa Monica. There he created his last representational works, 

but returned to abstraction with his large-scale Ocean Park paintings. This series is characterized by broadly brushed 

surfaces of luminescent and atmospheric color, affirming the artist’s continuing concern with formal issues. These 

brilliantly colored abstract works—both paintings and drawings—elicited great acclaim.  In 1976–77, the Albright-Knox 

Art Gallery in Buffalo, New York, organized a major retrospective exhibition that traveled to Washington, DC, New York 

City, Cincinnati, Los Angeles, and Oakland.   

 

By the 1980s, Diebenkorn was generally regarded as a well-established American master. His association with California 

would always remain, but his stature as a world-class modern artist was secure.  In 1987, he and his wife left Santa 

Monica and moved to Healdsburg in the northern part of the state, where he worked on small-scale compositions. In late 

1988, Diebenkorn’s works on paper were organized into a major traveling exhibition with a catalogue by the Museum of 

Modern Art’s curator John Elderfield. This was a landmark event for the artist and his public, as it included the entire 

range of his stylistic journey through the late 1980s. Diebenkorn remained a prolific artist until his death in Berkeley, 

California, in 1993. 
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