
SOCIAL WORK 
PERSPECTIVES ON 
AMERICAN ART

Art and Social Work



SEVERAL TYPES OF ART

Painting and posters

Photography

Monuments and Sculpture

Music

Folk Arts and Crafts



SOCIAL WORK THEMES

In this presentation, we’ll examine...

Slavery and abolition

Poverty, inequality, and class issues

Idealism and utopianism

Civil rights, racism and anti-racism

Peace movements and anti-war sentiments



SOCIAL WORK ART

In this presentation, we’ll examine...

Public sponsorship of artists

Arts as a way to build communities

Arts in protest and political conflict

Arts as a tool of social transformation

Arts and identity (multicultural and national)



Representational Art more than Abstract Art.  
Contemporary Art seems less interested in social welfare

Mark Tobey
 Pacific 

Transition 
1943



PHOTOGRAPHY

Brought from France 
to England to America

First American 
portrait photograph, 
Robert Cornelius, 
autumn of 1839.



EARLY PORTRAITS
Elites and Middle Class in the 1840s



George Perkins 
Marsh family in 
the mid-1840s

1853, Edwin 
Stanton with son



Ezra Ames (1768-1836), The Fondey Family, 1803



EARLY PORTRAITS
Mechanics and Artisans (laborers) in the 1840-50s



PRIDE IN LABOR
American tradition of a strong work ethic.





AGRICULTURE & INDUSTRY



AGRICULTURE & INDUSTRY



Springfield, Illinois 
train station mural



WORK



Winslow Homer, The Cotton Pickers



Thomas Hart Benton, Louisiana Rice Fields, 1928



Tyrone Comfort, Gold Is Where You Find It, 1934



E.Irving Couse, Indian Weaver, 1934



FAMILIES
Art Portraying or Celebrating Families

Winter Scene, 1810



Brescia.  300-380 C.E.



FAMILIES, 1845
Love and Radicalism (the Hutchinson Family Singers)

most active 1840s through 1860s



Copley, The Copley Family, 1776



Worthington Whittredge, Summer Pastorale (View of Ka$enfels), 1853



Japanese small statues depicting families











Norman Rockwell, 
A Family Tree



Norman Rockwell, 
Breaking Home Ties,

1954



The Heroic Family



IDEALIZED WORLD
portrayals of the world we desire

Edward Hicks, The Peaceable Kingdom, c. 1846



Edward Hicks



Thomas Cole, The Voyage of Life, Childhood. 1842



Thomas Cole, The Voyage of Life, Youth. 1842



Thomas Cole, The Voyage of Life, Old Age. 1842



Thomas Cole, The Voyage of Life



1848
Droits De L’Homme





Peace Trek (1980s Cold War)













Walter Crane.   May Day 1891







PEACE AND WAR
art in memory of soldiers, against war, or inspiring peace

Maya Ying Lin 林璎, The National Vietnam War Memorial, 1982









Bruno Schmitz, The Soldiers 
and Sailors Monument, 
Indianapolis, 1888-1901

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bruno_Schmitz
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bruno_Schmitz


Walker and Weeks, The Indiana World War Memorial, Indianapolis, 1927-1965

Henry Hering, Pro Patria, Indianapolis, 1929

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bruno_Schmitz
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bruno_Schmitz
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bruno_Schmitz
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bruno_Schmitz


William Tylee Ranney Veterans of 1776 Returning Home, 1848



Jose Narosky











Memorial Day



War Monument in Jacksonville, IL



Lorado Taft (1860-1936), design for a war memorial



Thomas Hart Benton
Again,

1941



War Mural in Jacksonville, IL



Norman Rockwell, 
Bedtime



Nostalgia for the “Good Old Days”



LEISURE
art portraying people sharing pleasant or joyful activities
Agnes Tate, Skating in Central Park, 1934





Klaes Molenaer, 
Winter Landscape with Skaters, 
about 1660



Morris Kantor, Baseba$ at Night, 1934







Thomas Hart Benton, The Music Lesson, 1943



Thomas Hart Benton, 
Evening Concert, 1948



Utah State Capitol Building



William Sidney Mount. Bar-room Scene, 1835







William Sidney, Mount Farmers Nooning, 1836



Federal Art Project posters



Federal Art Project posters



Thomas Hart Benton, City Activities, 1930-1931



PUBLIC SPACES
art portraying people using public spaces or services

Andrew Stevovich, 
Eight AM, 1993



Thomas Hart Benton, City Activities, 1930-1931



Lily Furedi Subway, 1934



Carl Gustaf Nelson Central Park, 1934



Reginald 
Marsh 

(1898-1954), 
Tattoo and 
Haircut, 

1932



Joseph Henry Sharp, Fountain Square Pantomime, 1892



COMMON PEOPLE
art portraying common people in everyday life



ౘሏگ



Night Vendor



Cicéri's colored lithograph of Borget’s drawing of Macau scene



Joaquim Sunyer (1874-1954), L’esmorzar, 1915



Thomas Eakins, Shooting for Rail, 1876



Jan Brueghel the Elder River Landscape





Theodor Groll. Washington Street, Indianapolis. 1895





Hendrick van der Burch, 
Courtyard Scene, 1660



LABOR AND ACTIVITY
art portraying people and workers doing their work



Grant Wood, 
Dinner for Threshers, 1934







washing clothing as a theme



John Ottis Adams (1851-1927), Wash Day, 1885



Magnasco Landscape with Gypsies and Washerwomen, 1710



Millard Sheets Tenement Flats, 1934 



Foreign Factories at Guangzhou



Ray Strong, Golden Gate Bridge Under Construction, 1934



Federal Artists Project   Underpass. Binghamton, New York, 1934



Erle Loran   Minnesota Highway, 1934



Kenjiro Nomura   The Farm, 1934



Henry W Scheuch, Finishing 
the Cathedral of Learning, 1934

Raymond White Skolfield 
Natural Power, 1934



HUMAN DIVERSITY
art portraying issues of human diversity, prejudice, and racism



Anti-Slavery 
Art

James Henry Beard 
(1811-1893)
North Carolina 
Emigrants: Poor 
White Folks, 1845



Robert S. Duncanson (1821-1872)

Cincinnati *om Covington, Kentucky, 
ca. 1851







Andrew Wyeth That Gentleman (Tom Clark), 1960



Norman Rockwell (1894-1978). The Problem We A$ Live With, 1963



Thomas Hovenden. Last Moments of John Brown, 1884



George Catlin
See-non-ty-a Iowa 
Medicine Man,

 1845

Peace Medal



Winold Reiss
Home Gun, 1934

Federal Art 
Project



E Martin Hennings, Homeward Bound, 1934



Thomas Hart Benton
Romance, 1931

Earle Richardson Employment of 
Negroes in Agriculture, 1934



Robert Brackman 
Somewhere in America, 

1934



CIVICS
art exploring civic life and the public sphere

George Caleb Bingham, 
Election Results













Vachel Lindsay. The Vi$age Improvement Parade, 1910



a crude 
administration is 
damned already

a bad designer is 
to that extent, a 
bad citizen

let the best 
moods of the 
people rule

Vachel Lindsay



fair streets are 
better than 
silver
green parks are 
better than gold

bad public taste 
is mob law.
good public 
taste is 
democracy

Vachel Lindsay



ARTS & 
EDUCATION

Utah State 
Capitol Building



Freedom of 
Speech

Norman Rockwell



Nebraska State Capitol Building



University of I$inois Main Library

THE HOPE OF DEMOCRACY DEPENDS ON THE 
DIFFUSION OF KNOWLEDGE AND WISDOM



Community Art & Public Art (Creating Community)



How we show ourselves in art shows us  
how we understand our identity





Saratoga Springs, NY



Springfield, IL



Mount Rushmore, SD



Saint Louis, MO



Jacksonville, IL



Portland, OR

Student murals at Lincoln High School 
in Portland, Oregon.  (2006)



A world 
without 
borders

Un Mundo Sin 
Fronteras

Cold War







REGIONALISM
accessible art showing pride in a locality or region

Thomas Hart Benton







John Stockton de Martelly, Looking at the Sunshine, 1938



Grant Wood, Arbor Day



Grant Wood, Autumn Plow





WOMEN
real women and the realms of women’s lives, not necessarily as objects of desire



Greek 
Amphora

400-430 BCE

Conversing Youths
The girl’s eyes 
look down, the 
boy’s eyes look 

directly at the girl.















John Sharman (1879-1971)
At the End of the Porch, 1918





Lilly Martin Spencer (1822-1902) Patty-cake, mid 1850s



Mary Cassatt (1844-1926). The Child ’s Bath, 1893; Breakfast in Bed, 1897



Jessie with Guitar, 1957

Thomas Hart Benton

Missouri State Capitol





Stages of LifeGrant Wood Norman Rockwell



Feminism



Parity Begins at Home

Karl and Jenny Marx

(Book on the table is 
Inequality in Britain)



Norman 
Rockwell, 

The Holdout, 
1959



Niki de Saint Phalle
Nanas

Nana Vase, 1995



CHILDREN
Children and Child Welfare

John T. Peele (1822-1897), Chasing Butterflies or Boy and Butterfly, 1848





Italian boys kidnapped and brought to America



Joan Brull 
(1863-1912). 
Nena donant 
menjar a una oca.



Dorothea Lange
Oklahoma Girl 
lives in shack



Philadelphia, 1840s, 
James Peale Jr. & 
August Runyon Peale.



Federal Art Project 
Posters to promote 
public health.





Chaim Gross, Mother Playing, 1957



PROBLEMS
portrayals of disasters and social problems in art



helping those in distress

Simon de Vlieger (1601-1653)
Ship in Distress off a Rocky Coast,
 about 1645





Lorado Taft (1860-1936) The Blind, 1908





Winslow Homer, Gulf Stream, 1899



Copley, Watson and the Shark, 1778



Political 
Campaign Poster 
from the 1920s 
(United Kingdom)



Campaign to 
Raise Support for 

Children with 
Disabilities

National Society 
for Mentally 
Handicapped 

Children



Seymour Rosofsky, UnemploymentAgency, 1958



MENTAL ILLNESS / HEALTH
art portraying moods, emotions, and mental states



Matthias Grünewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece, 1512-1516



Follower of Hieronymus Bosch, Christ in Limbo, about 1557







vision of wellness



Tony Robert-Fleury (1837-1911). 

Le docteur Philippe Pinel 
faisant tomber les chaînes des aliénés.





Despair





HEALTH AND DEATH
art portraying death, illness, grief, or medicine



Jules Théophile Schuler (1821-1878), Le char de la mort, 1851



Les Fosses Communes, Cimitière de St Owen, 
Paris, 1876





William Ranney Prairie Burial, 1848



Howard Hill, The Assassination of Lincoln, 1872



Thomas Eakins, The Gross Clinic



Thomas Eakins, 
The Gross Clinic



Herb Block
Stalin Dies

You were always a 
great friend of 
mine, Joseph.



Caterina de Julianis. Time and Death (1720s)



Memento mori = Remember that you too will die, so live your life well.



陈建州, 范玮琪. Love Life (2008-2012)



陈建州, 范玮琪. Love Life (2008-2012)



Elihu Vedder, 
the Cup of Death 1885













POVERTY AND INEQUALITY
art illustrating economic injustice and the poor









Olin Herman Travis, Mayor of Hoover City, 1929



Dorothea Lange, Refugees in Oklahoma





Ben Shahn, 
Miner’s Wives, 

1948



Norman Rockwell, 
Changing a Tire



William Hahn, Sacramento Railroad Station, 1874







OPPRESSION
art illustrating human cruelty and oppression of others

Albrecht 
Dürer 

(1471-1528) 
Design for 
monument 

to the 
Peasants’ 
Revolt.





The Thinker’s Club



The Peterloo Massacre





SOCIAL CRITICISM
Propaganda, editorial cartooning, satire, and exposé



Helios Gómez 
(1905-1956).





Rick Geary’s absurdist approach to the “enemy” in the CCCP



Herb Block  (HERBLOCK)



Domestic Spying An Ignorant and Apathetic Electorate


