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CHAPTER 8

Painting a New Deal

U.S. Post Office Murals from the
Great Depression

n the spring of 1941, Gustaf Dalstrom was hard at work painting a mural on
the wall of the post office in St, Joseph, Missouri. On the eve of World War 11,
the federal government’s New Deal was in its ninth year of struggle against cco-
nomic depression, but recovery was elusive and unemployment still too com-
mon. Gustaf Dalstrom had a job thanks to the New Deal's public arts program,
and citizens of St. Joseph came to watch him work, equipped with lists of ques-
tions prepared by the local schools art director. Dalstrom willingly paused in his
lahors to give brief talks about art in general and mural painting in particular.
The scene of Negro River Music that Dalstrom was painting on the wall of
the city's main post office had sparked controversy when the design sketches
were first printed in the local newspaper. [nspired by the music of Stephen Fos-
ter, a white American songwriter whe idealized African American life, the
mural depicted a group of blacks happily gathered for song and dance. A local
delegation from St. Joseph's African American community met with the com-
mittee of civic leaders who had approved the design to complain that the im-
agery portrayed blacks as “lazy people with no other thoughts but singing,
dancing, and clowning.” This protest by African Americans against their depic-
tion in a government-sponsared mural was not successful; the local leaders and
federal officials who approved the design argued that the mural celebrated the
important role of Negro music in American life. Other protests by local groups
against New Deal post office mural designs did succeed, especially when backed
by political clout. Unionized mine workers in Kellogg, 1daho, for example, had
the support of local mine OWners when the workers protested against Mine
Ekescue, a mural depicting an injured mine worker being carried out of the mine
on a stretcher, Kellogg citizens of all classes agreed that this image was far too
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Painting a New Deal

generally applauded by local committees charged with approving a mural de-
sign. Before World War [, most Americans shared the American Scene school’s
dislike of modern art; they much preferred art that not only depicted but also
celebrated evervday people engaged in familiar activities. The local committees
of “leading” citizens— the town's businessmen, club women, teachers. clergy,
Librarian, postmaster — resonated to the Treasury section’s emphasis on art that
captured local images and distinct regional histories. These committees tended
to align with the New Deal desire to represent citizens’ experience in a stvle
that was both recognizable and inspirational.

As we have seen, however, American Scene mural designs could evoke local
criticisin il citizens saw a bit too much realism in the image of a miner on a
_stretcher or too much Regionalist sentimentalism in the image of “clowning”
African Americans. By declaring the local mural to be a realistic representation
of the community, Section art invited scrutiny over who in the community was
being represented and how realistically.

At the same time, modern artists criticized the Treasury's unwritten re-
quirement that murals adhere to the American Scene style, calling it govern-
ment control of artistic expression. Several emerging modern artists of the day,
including Jackson Pollock, refused even to submit sketches to the Treasury's
Fine Arts Section in protest against such control,

[n the end, like so many other aspects of the New Deal, the Treasury De-
partment’s public art program in U5, post offices was a mix of political radi-
calism, cultural conservatism, and smart politics. It was politically radical in
making the state a very active agent in the American arts but culturally conser-
vative {(and politically smart} in offering a stvle of art capable of winning the
widest popular support from the American citizenry.

Using l’dlﬂtlﬂ&,’i as a Snur{:e

—— e ————— e — S - S e e ——

Historians study visual art for at least three reasons. Art historians are inter-
ested in the development over time of different styles of artistic expression;
they might, for example, trace the evolution from representational paintings to
impressionist renderings to abstract works. Art historians might also trace the
artistic evolution of a particular artist—for example, Jackson Pollock or
Gﬂ}rgia U’Kﬂﬂfe—in urder m see the inﬂuence nl' new ideas, new styles, ami

paintings for insight into the socicly in “rhlfh the .m was produced. I|1 Exam-
mmg '-.-.-ern art, f.mml h!smnam Lm l,race the v !mh]e lmes of L'U:I'Lﬂlff dnti 0.

sjmpler past and th_usu who wanmd l,nu fight f-m an unagmcd better future
Those two impulses, so evident in American politics during the Depression
vears, were also evident in the Regionalist and Social Realist schools of the
Amertican Scene art movement.




Using Paintings as a Source 163

Paintings, like written texts, are best understood when we have a sense of
the specific context in which the artist or author was working. When studying
section art, for example, it 1s useful to remember that both the Treasury De-
partment officials and the local post office artistic committees strongly favored
American Scene paintings. Artists who wished to win a Section art commission
quickly learned to “paint Section,” which meant toning down tendencies to-
wardd modern, abstract imagery and emphasizing the positive qualities of com-
mon Americans. [t is also useful to know that while the Treasury Department
never stated its preference for the American Scene style, it did very explicitly
state that the content of all post office art had o fit into one of three categories:
the history of the US. postal service itself, the history of the local community,
Or @ sCeTe from the community's evervday life. [n the case of Detroit, Michi-
gan, for example, everyday Tife in the 1930s meant the auto industry. William
Gropper —who would go on to become a major figure in Social Bealist art after
World War [l —won the commission for Detreit's Northwestern Branch Postal
Station with his design for Apfomobile Industre:

s labor individual A strictly realistic

ar collective? rendering of an auto
| plant?

e e e
AT AT T TR AT,
——— | —

Signiﬁcanu: of out- Scale of the men to
sized bodies? their machines?

Gropper's blending of realism, romanticism, and abstraction in this 1941 mural
can help a historian grasp the ways in which Americans in the 19305, and es-
pecially supporters of the New Deal, believed that workers were dwarted by in-
dustrial capitalism but al the same time were the real engine that kept society
going. It also provides a visual representation of the ways in which maodernism,
~in the slight abstractions we see in this painting, crept into the mainstream of
19305 art and life.
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Working with the Source 165

glps the historian to explain why the government wanted to combine senti-
tal Regionalism and defiant Social Realism under the patriotic tent of
merican Scene painting. Visual art makes social and political trends come to
¢, and that is of inestimable value to the historian. But without the contex-
wal background, we cannot make oplimal use of paintings as historical docu-
ments.

The ten post office murals included here all evoke the theme of “work.”
This sample was drawn from different regions of the United States and from all
three of the Treasury Section's categorles: postal history, local history, and
wveryday life. By focusing on the theme of work, this array of paintings gives
¥ou an opportunity to consider the kinds of depictions of industrial and agri-
tultural workers that local citizens and the federal government found unifying
ind uplifting. Consider the role of race and gender in these murals. How often
pd in what settings do nonwhite men or women of anv race appear as
orkers? Why did American culture in the Depression place so much emphasis
on the powerful, productive labor of the nation’s white men?

As vou analyze these works of an, consider both the content and the style
wed 10 convey that content. Once vou have examined each mural individually,
sit back and think about what conclusions yvou can draw [rom this set of murals
35 @ whole, If you had visited these ten post offices over the course of three
weeks in 1942, how would you have felt about America's past—and future?

orking with the Source

— - —_——— — — -

ere are a number of social trends that yvou can discern as you examine these
post office murals. On page 166 is a table you can use to keep track of the artis-
tic stvles, work styles, gender roles, and racial roles that yvou discern in the
paintings.
In considering each painting's artistic style, you may want to also ask your-
el if any sort of modern “abstraction” is used in any of these American Scene ‘
paintings. Tf so, what is the artist's purpose in distorting shapes and sizes? Re-
parding work values, you can assume that the images here are a representative
sample of both individual and group work. Which is more emphasized in the
murals?
When noting patterns in gender and race, vou should recognize that spe-
tial efforts were made to include depictions of white women and nonwhite
men and women in this sample. Even so, ask yourself if vou would know from
this selection of murals that American women comprised 22 percent of the
bbor force in 1930, nonwhite women were twice as likely to be employed for
pay as white women, and nonwhites comprised over 10 percent of the labor
force,
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‘The Source: Post Office Murals Depicting
“Work” in Local Communities, 1936-1942

-------- ae

“ The Riveter by Ben Shahn
Bronx, New York, 1938

Shahn, a Lithuanian immigrant, was one of the best Known and most
politically active artists to paint Section art. The Biveter was one of several
pranels that made up the mural Resonrces of America, which Shahn and his
wife, Bernarda Bryvson, painted for the Bronx post office,




ﬁ Development of the Land by Elsa Jemne, Ladysmith, Wisconsin, 1938

Jemne was a native of St Paul, Minnesola, who had studicd in Europe betore World War L She was criticized by both Treasury
officials and the citizens of Ladysmith for inaccurately rendering the size and scale of the farmer and his corn in conveving her
celebratory message.




