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This issue of the American Psychologist is devoted to the
psychology award winners whose dedication and achieve-
ments have been recognized by the American Psychologi-
cal Association (APA). Medals are clear symbols of rec-
ognition and accomplishment. The military has long given
medals for bravery, courage, and extraordinary effort in
challenging and difficult situations. Internationally re-
nowned artist Sam Gilliam, a sensitive and innovative
painter, has created a work of art that speaks to this form of
recognition in his Color of Medals.

Born in 1933 in Tupelo, Mississippi, Gilliam moved to
Louisville, Kentucky, when he was eight. He earned a bach-
elor of arts degree from the University of Louisville in 1955.
Following a two-year tour of duty in the Army, he earned a
master of arts degree from the same university in 1961.

A large man with an enormous talent, Sam Gilliam
paints with great splashes of color. When Gilliam paints on
canvas (and other fabrics), the material is not always
stretched and framed. It can be draped, looped, scrunched,
suspended, or folded. Though he is perhaps best known for
his works begun in the late 1960s that moved beyond the
confines of the frame, his art did not start out that way.

Moving to Washington, DC, in 1962 (where he has lived
ever since), Gilliam was influenced by the Washington Color
School, a loose collection of painters “who were categorized
as such not because they were intimate colleagues (in fact they
did not always get along), but because of their closely related
painting techniques” (Binstock, 2005, p. 11). The use of color
in a somewhat structured, formal manner intrigued Gilliam,
but he continued to grow as an abstract artist and began to
develop what was called a “confrontational aesthetic” (Bin-
stock, 2005, p. 37). This term is appropriate considering that
much of his work began to defy a classic definition of beauty,
using gritty color combinations and forms and shapes that
fought rather than harmonized.

At the same time, he began exhibiting and selling his
paintings. Gilliam’s career as an artist took off in the late
1960s. He had a number of solo exhibitions and was included
in shows such as the group exhibition “The Negro in Amer-
ican Art” at the University of California, Los Angeles. The
1960s were also a time of political and social ferment. Gilliam
participated in Martin Luther King Jr.’s 1963 March on Wash-
ington, but he made a conscious decision not to become an
activist and to focus instead on his commitment to his art. As
his friend and fellow artist Lou Stovall says, “Sam is not about
politics; he is about art.”

Although Gilliam was not publicly active in the civil
rights movement, its spirit was reflected in his art. He titled
one abstract painting April 4 (the date of King’s assassina-
tion) and another one Red April. Gilliam said,

Figurative art doesn’t represent blackness any more than a non-
narrative media-oriented kind of painting, like what I do. . . . I
must have made some six or seven Martin Luther King paintings.
The paintings are about the sense of a total presence of the course
of man on earth, or man in the world. (Binstock, 2005, p. 71)

Jonathan Binstock (2005), curator of contemporary art at
the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, DC, com-
mented,

If one agrees that titles are viable forms of artistic expression, then
the power of these paintings exists in the space between the image
and the words that point to that image. That is to say, what is
black in them is abstract, like the paintings themselves, and in the
ineffable realm of ideas. (p. 73)

The past three decades have witnessed Gilliam’s remark-
able productivity and prodigious diversity. Walter Hopps, a
storied curator of contemporary art who died in 2005,
described Gilliam as “one of the most innovative and finest
contemporary abstract painters America has produced”
(Binstock, 2005, p. xvi).

It is very difficult to convey in words the unusual
approaches Gilliam brings to his art, which are more ap-
parent in the actual paintings than in reproductions of them.
Perhaps the composition on the cover of this issue is a case
in point: Color of Medals combines intriguing materials,
including piano hinges. The hinges allow the structure to be
manipulated—but within the limits of the hardware. Is
there something symbolic of the military experience in
these piano hinges? Certainly music plays a role in military
life, with martial marches, anthems, and other pieces de-
rived from military experience. The colors of the piece
include Army green, Navy blue, and the brighter Air Force
blue, as well as the hues of summer khaki and white
uniforms.

The image is busy and complicated; some parts are
hidden from easy view. Does this evoke in some way the
life of men and women in uniform? The members of APA’s
Division 19 (Society for Military Psychology) study the
military experience and are keenly aware of the demands
and courage found in that milieu. Gilliam’s Color of Med-
als recognizes the men and women who accept a most
difficult task and go above and beyond the call of duty.
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