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Arshile Gorky was born Vosdanig Adoian in the village of Khorkom, near Lake Van, in 
an Armenian and Kurdish province on the eastern border of the Ottoman Empire. As a 
child Gorky experienced the genocide of his people, the Armenians, which drove him 
and thousands of others out of Van. These traumatic events culminated in the early 
death of his mother from starvation in December 1919, during a winter of severe 
deprivation for the Armenian refugees in Yerevan. Gorky and his younger sister 
Vartoosh emigrated to the United States in 1920, where he eventually changed his 
name to Arshile Gorky.  
 
Gorky settled in New York City in 1924, and enrolled at the National Academy of 
Design and the Grand Central School of Art, where he quickly became an instructor. 
Despite some formal art training, Gorky was essentially self-taught, obtaining most of 
his education through visits to museums and galleries, and reading art books and 
magazines. By doing so Gorky became familiar with the European avant-garde, 
embarking on a study of its masters and their origins, notably Paul Cezanne, Joan 
Miró, Pablo Picasso, Fayum portraiture, and Paolo Uccello. To friends and colleagues 
who criticized his approach as derivative, Gorky stressed the importance of technique, 
continuity and his disdain for the concept of originality.  
 
In the 1930s Gorky began living and working from 36 Union Square, in New York City, 
where he would remain for the rest of his life. He established close artistic friendship 
with Willem de Kooning and the two are considered the fathers of Abstract 
Expressionism. 
 
Goprky exhibited works at numerous galleries and museums, including the Museum of 
Modern Art and the Whitney Museum of American Art, where he participated in almost 
every contemporary painting and drawing annual from 1936 until his death. By 1937, 
the Whitney purchased its first Gorky painting. He would eventually see his works in 
the collections of the Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 
Joseph H. Hirshhorn, and Peggy Guggenheim.  
 
Until his death in 1948, Gorky painted highly original abstractions that combined 
memories of his childhood with direct observations from nature and art. A sequence of 
catastrophic events beginning in the mid 1940s, however, would leave the artist in 
physical and emotional agony. A fire in his studio, a terminal diagnosis of rectal cancer 
and consequent operations, a debilitating automobile accident, and marital breakdown 
led Gorky to commit suicide on July 21, 1948. Despite his early death, the unique and 
impressive body of work that Gorky left behind made a profound impact on American 
Art, securing his reputation as the last great Surrealist painter and one of the first 
Abstract Expressionists. 
 
 
On the 2008 Long Island Art Museum Exhibition & David Burliuk:  
 
In the early twentieth century, a group of artists created a dynamic Long Island art 
colony they called the Hampton Bays Art Group. Primarily émigrés from eastern 
Europe, they found a haven on Long Island's South Fork. Earlier they had used the 
streets and people of Manhattan as their subject matter. Now they would rely on the 
fields and waters of Long Island, and the people who lived and worked here, for 
inspiration.  
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The bohemian paradise the group created became a place of refuge from a society 
these men and their families found repressive -- a place where they and other artists 
from varied backgrounds could share lively intellectual discussions, artistic 
camaraderie and take a break from the pressures of a world they saw as increasingly 
alienating.  
David Burliuk, the informal leader of this informal group, made his home in Hampton 
Bays its center, arranging exhibitions, concerts, readings -- and raucous parties. His 
friend and fellow Russian émigré artist Nicolai Cikovsky became an early convert to the 
appeal of Long Island, moving into a house in the North Sea where he spent more and 
more time painting. Soon other artists joined them, including Moses Soyer, Raphael 
Soyer, Arshile Gorky, George Constant, Milton Avery, and John Graham.  
The varied backgrounds of the members contributed to the vibrancy of the group. 
While the core members -- Burliuk, Cikovsky, the Soyers and Graham -- shared a 
common Russian heritage, their circle grew to include members from other ethnic 
backgrounds Constant was from Greece and Gorky from Armenia. Avery, the 
exception, was born in the United States. Whatever their backgrounds, all shared the 
same desire to create art in a free society that reflected the changing world around 
them.  
 
The art they created was as diverse as their backgrounds. Burliuk and Cikovsky were 
already established artists and their work reflected the wave of Modernism that swept 
across Europe during the 1910s and 1920s. The Soyers were trained in Manhattan, 
and their realist portraits of dancers, factory and office workers, and the unemployed 
had a decidedly American appearance. Constant, Avery, Gorky and Graham worked in 
a range of mediums and styles, resulting in exhibitions that were varied in content and 
visually interesting.  
nostalgic scenes the members of the Hampton Bays Art Group created on Long Island. 
Although their styles differed, their intent was the same: to create a refuge from the 
complicated world in which they could celebrate the arts and each other. 
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