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Characteristics 
of Regionalism 
(c. 1930s-
1940s)

Movement in American art that focused on local 
subject matter

Rural Midwest, American folklore, or hard times during 
the Great Depression

Key artists: Thomas Hart Benton, John Steuart Curry, 
and Grant Wood

American mythology of “American-ness” as rural 

Murals under the Federal Art Project (FDA) project

Overshadowed and dismissed by the rise of American 
Abstract Expressionism during the Cold War 



Thomas 
Hart 

Benton



Thomas Hart Benton, America Today mural, Instruments of Power, 1930-31





Giorgio de Chirico, Ariadne, 1913

Thomas Hart Benton, Quenching Hands 
and Instruments of Power, 1930-31



Walker Evans, The New School for 
Social Research, 1930

• Art Deco Architecture 
• Streamlined
• Contrasted with older brick 

buildings
• Signals the school’s 

progressive ideology
• The school had a gallery that 

drew from the collection of 
Katherin Dreier (friend and 
supporter of New York 
Dadaists) and Société 
Anonyme 



John Steuart Curry, Wisconsin Landscape, 1938-39



Regionalist Artists’ Self-Promotion

Artists Curry and Wood posing for a publicity photograph at 
Stone City Art Colony and School, 1933

John Steuart Curry and Curry Family Papers, Archives of 
American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC



American Gothic, 1930
Grant Wood

https://www.artic.edu/artworks/6565/american-gothic


Two Views:

East Coast Intelligentsia: Rural Backwardness, 

Conservatism

Local Iowans: Too backwards, Iowa housewives 

displeased with the way this woman is 

portrayed





Characteristics of Social Realism

- Refers to painters, printmakers, photographers and film makers who draw attention to the 

everyday conditions of the working classes and the poor

- Represents a democratic tradition of independent socially motivated artists (usually left 

wing) 

- Persuasive and strong point of view

- International, though frequently associated with American painting

- Utilizes a form of descriptive or critical realism 

- Can be traced back to European Realism (Courbet, Millet)



Ben Shahn
“I hate injustice. I guess that’s 
about the only thing I really do 
hate.”



The Sacco and Vanzetti Case



Ben Shahn, Bartolomeo 
Vanzetti and Nicola Sacco, 
1931-32, gouache on paper 
on board, 10 7/8 x 14 5/8 
inches / 27.6 x 37.1 cm (The 
Museum of Modern Art)





Reminders
Reading Summary #3 Due October 31st

Reading Summary #4 (FINAL ONE!) Due November 21st

Final Presentation Dates: 

November 28 

December 5 

December 12 

Sign up ASAP!
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