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Multimedia  tour

Joe  Jones,  American  Justice,  193313

Helen  Lundeberg,  Double  Portrait  
of  the  Artist  in  Time,  1935
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Main  commentary

Descriptive  commentary

Georgia  O’Keeffe,  Cow’s  Skull  with  
Calico  Roses,  1931
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Philip  Guston,  Bombardment,  193714

Arthur  Dove,  Swing  Music,    
(Louis  Armstrong),  1938
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VISIONS  OF  
DYSTOPIA
Artists  may  have  depicted  hopeful  visions  
of  urban  and  rural  life,  but  the  Great  
Depression  caused  profound  anxiety.  The  
rise  of  Fascism  in  Germany,  Italy  and  Spain  
provoked  an  atmosphere  of  imminent  
doom,  exacerbated  by  the  arrival  of  those  

Philip  Guston’s  ‘Bombardment’  (1937),  
with  its  explosion  of  dynamic  centrifugal  
forms,  evoked  the  horror  of  the  bombing  
of  Guernica,  Spain,  an  event  that  signalled  
the  growing  might  of  Francisco  Franco.

Surrealism  emerged  in  Paris  in  the  early  
1920s  and  soon  found  its  way  to  America.  
The  movement’s  emphasis  on  the  
unconscious  enabled  artists  to  mediate  
their  unease  through  dreamlike  visions  of  
the  world.  

(continued  over)



They  produced  tortured  images  of  the  self  
and  of  unimaginable  realities.  For  many  
left-­wing  artists,  who  were  often  supported  
through  the  New  Deal’s  art  projects,  
Vladimir  Lenin  remained  a  hero.

O.  Louis  Guglielmi  depicts  the  dead  
Russian  Bolshevik  leader  in  a  barren  
industrial  landscape,  a  far  cry  from  the  

Regionalists  and  Charles  Sheeler’s  
muscular  factories.  

Meanwhile,  Peter  Blume  presents  the  
Italian  leader  Benito  Mussolini  as  an  evil,  
menacing  spirit,  his  green  head  looming  
over  the  scene.

John  Steuart  Curry  and  Grant  Wood  used  
metaphors  to  transmit  their  feelings  of  
dread.  In  Curry’s  rendition  of  the  Garden  
of  Eden,  pigs  savagely  attack  a  snake,  
tossing  it  through  the  air  as  they  gather  
for  the  kill  in  front  of  an  apple  tree.  

6



In  Wood’s  ‘Death  on  the  Ridge  Road’  
(1935)  a  car  hurtles  towards  a  lorry  
cresting  a  hill  in  the  opposite  direction  –  an  
impending  fatal  collision  that  we  are  
unable  to  prevent.

Leaving  New  York  for  the  sparsely  
populated  wilds  of  New  Mexico,  Georgia  
O’Keeffe  saw  the  precariousness  of  life  on  
the  frontier.  

Her  painting  of  a  bleached  cow  skull  with  
calico  roses,  which  were  used  to  decorate  

the  intense  desert  heat,  expresses  the  
fragility  of  existence  in  this  era.

7



List  of  works  (clockwise  in  order  of  hang)  

Georgia                                         15   
O’Keeffe
Cow’s  Skull  with  Calico  Roses,  
1931
Oil  on  canvas

The  Art  Institute  of  Chicago,  Alfred  Stieglitz  
Collection,  gift  of  Georgia  O’Keeffe

Ivan  Albright
Self-­portrait,  1935
Oil  on  canvas

The  Art  Institute  of  Chicago,  Mary  and  Earle  Ludgin  
Collection
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Grant  Wood
Death  on  the  Ridge  Road,  1935
Oil  on  Masonite

Collection  of  Williams  College  Museum  of  Art,  
Williamstown,  Massachusetts,  Gift  of  Cole  Porter  
47.1.3

John  Steuart  Curry
Hogs  Killing  a  Snake,    
c.  1930
Oil  on  canvas

The  Art  Institute  of  Chicago,  Restricted  gift  of  an  
anonymous  donor
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Joe  Jones                                     13   
American  Justice,  1933
Oil  on  canvas

Columbus  Museum  of  Art,  Ohio,  Museum  Purchase,  
Derby  Fund,  from  the  Philip  J.  and  Suzanne  Schiller  
Collection  of  American  Social  Commentary  Art    
1930–1970

Philip  Guston                       14
Bombardment,  1937
Oil  on  Masonite

Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art,  Gift  of  Musa  and  Tom  
Mayer,  2011
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O.  Louis  Guglielmi
Phoenix,  1935
Oil  on  canvas

Sheldon  Museum  of  Art,  University  of  Nebraska-­
Lincoln,  NAA-­Nelle  Cochrane  Woods  Memorial

Peter  Blume
The  Eternal  City,  1934–37
Oil  on  composition  board

The  Museum  of  Modern  Art,  New  York.  Mrs  Simon  
Guggenheim  Fund,  1942
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O.  Louis  Guglielmi
Mental  Geography,  1938
Oil  on  Masonite

Collection  of  Barney  A.  Ebsworth

Federico  Castellón
The  Dark  Figure,  1938
Oil  on  canvas

Whitney  Museum  of  American  Art,  New  York
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Lundeberg
Double  Portrait  of  the  Artist  in  
Time,  1935

Smithsonian  American  Art  Museum,  Museum  
purchase

Walt  Kuhn
Portrait  of  the  Artist  as  a  Clown  
(Kansas),  1932
Oil  on  canvas

Collection  of  Barney  A.  Ebsworth
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LOOKING  TO  
THE  FUTURE
A  number  of  artists  moved  away  from  

abstraction  was  the  most  appropriate  style  
to  convey  the  rapidly  changing  times.  

Indeed  many  were  interested  in  forging  a  
consciously  new,  American  artistic  
language  –  one  that  could  embrace  
advances  in  technology  and  capture  the  
sense  of  a  world  driven  forward  by  youthful  
optimism  and  the  promise  of  a  better,  
more  equitable  future.  

For  George  L.  K.  Morris,  the  foundations  of  
such  an  art  lay  in  the  rich  history  and  
symbols  of  indigenous  cultures,  which  were  
incontestably  American  in  origin.

Ilya  Bolotowsky’s  mural  study,  on  the  other  
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European  abstract  artists,  particularly  the  
biomorphism  of  Joan  Miró  and  the  
abstraction  of  Piet  Mondrian.  

Meanwhile,  Arthur  Dove  created  smaller,  
more  lyrical  paintings  –  sensitive  pictures  
in  which  he  endeavoured  to  distil  the  very  
essence  of  landscape  and  music.  

The  early  work  by  Jackson  Pollock  here  

Thomas  Hart  Benton  and  the  Mexican  
David  Alfaro  Siqueiros  in  the  decade  before  
Pollock  made  the  decisive  switch  to  pure  
abstraction  with  his  drip  paintings.

As  these  diverse  artists  suggest,  the  1930s  
were  a  crucial  period  in  the  development  of  
American  art,  in  which  the  groundwork  
was  laid  for  the  emergence  of  Abstract  
Expressionism  in  the  1940s  and  Pop  Art  in  
the  1950s.  

15
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By  mid-­century  the  United  States  was  

contested  for  global  supremacy  with  the  
Soviet  Union.  

The  1930s  –  in  society  and  art  –  announced  
the  end  of  the  ‘age  of  innocence’  in  
America.
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List  of  works  (anticlockwise  in  order  of  
hang)

llya  Bolotowsky
Study  for  the  Hall  of  Medical  
Sciences  Mural  at  the  1939  
World’s  Fair  in  New  York,  
1938/39
Oil  on  canvas

The  Art  Institute  of  Chicago,  Wilson  L.  Mead  Fund
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Arthur  Dove                             16
Swing  Music    
(Louis  Armstrong),  1938
Emulsion,  oil  and  wax  on  canvas

The  Art  Institute  of  Chicago,    
Alfred  Stieglitz  Collection

Jackson  Pollock
Untitled,  c.  1938/41
Oil  on  linen

The  Art  Institute  of  Chicago,  Major  Acquisitions  
Centennial  Fund;;  estate  of  Florene  May  Schoenborn;;  
through  prior  acquisitions  of  Mr  and  Mrs  Carter  H.  
Harrison,  Marguerita  S.  Ritman,  Mr  and  Mrs  Bruce  
Borland,  and  Mary  L.  and  Leigh  B.  Block
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Arthur  Dove
Tree  Trunks,  1934
Oil  on  canvas

Phillips  Collection,  Acquired  1934.  Acc.  No.:  1585

George  L.  K.  Morris
Indian  Composition  No.  6,  1938
Oil  on  canvas

Brooklyn  Museum,  Bequest  of  Laura  L.  Barnes  and  
gift  of  Mr  and  Mrs  Allan  D.  Emil,  by  exchange  and  
the  Dick  S.  Ramsay  Fund,  2006.42
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