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The i1dea underlvying this thesis is that
by xamining the visual communication of an
era, one can construct a picture af the
attitudes and values. that exist at that time.
This study will attempit to construct a picture
of certain attitudes and values of American
society at the beginning aef this century by
examining the work of Morman Rockwell and Ben

Shahn.

Morman Rockwell and Een Shahn were bocth
artists — 1llustraters whose carvreers coincided,
spanning the early and middle part of this
century. The vreascons for picking the medium of

1llustration in genevral and the wovrk of these

twe men in particular to analyse soccial culture

are gquiie deliberate. Firstly illustration was
a majicrv medium of communication guring this
pericd in America. Major technological

advances tock place in the area of print which
elevated the art of 1llustraticocn and which
created a demand for images toc supplement the
pageé of text. These advances included .both
the impyroved quality of the four colouvy
printing process {Tull ceoclour? and the speed
with which printed matevrial cculd hbe produced.

Such major progress in producticon meant the






wider availability of quality printed material
tc American socciety at a reasonable price which
=niabled the development of mass communication.
The thesis will consider the graphic
jllustraticn of this pericd and the attitudes
they embody specifically with regard mainly to

the work of Rockwell and Shahn.

Fockwell and Shahn were initially selected

because of my admivation and regard fTor theilr
work. But upon lecking closer at these
illustraters with a critical eye, I wanted to

examine them in relation to their nistorical

zetiting. I wanted to see how they procijected
their views and mental images ef their
contemporary American culture. Their wovr k

mirrored different aspects of Amevrican life.
fin attempt will be made toc assess how work was
absorbed by their audience and how 1t vre2flected

the out loock and behaviecur of that cullture.

I feund a major ceoentrast in Rockwell and
Shahn's respective viewpoints. The main rvreason
for their conflicting ideas and centrasting
choice of subjects lies in theiv own completely

diverse social and cultural backgrounds. This






point will be dealt with in a discussien of the
cultural traditions to which sach man beleonged.
Chapter One and Two will deal with these
cultural traditions and the artists role within

that setting.

Chapter One will deal with Norman Rockwells
white, Anglo—-Saxon Frotestant background

{WASF . My approcach will be tco focus on the

wovrk of Rockwell and how through his
illustration, he reflected the ideas and
aspirations of the audience toc whom he
communicated. This WASF society which Was

predominant throughcout Amevrica, had been built
upon over much of the nineteenth centurvy. It

was the traditiocn of the maljlority.

In my opinicocn, this culture was made of
two components. Firstly, 1t encompassed the

cld values of the nineteenth century movralists.

This was a traditien ef discipline and
self-restraint. The black and white
distincticons between evil and good were never
doub¥ed giving the foundaticon for a conservative

hard working puritan werk esthes. This Victorian

ideclogy belonged to a particular set of






Americans. which made up Rockwells HASF
society. The second component of this culture
grew out of the new material advances and

soccial changes of the earvly twentieth century.
A new consumey scciety took its place within
Afmerican culture through the progress of mass

communication.{(&6pl4id

Morman Reckwells career, in illustration
exists within this tradition. He tock the ocld
values of Victorian Amevica and expressed them
in terms of the new consumer scciety. The cld
values, moral standards and the puritan idea of
clean living were combined with images of
pleasure, attractive sexternal appearance and
achievement through consumption.{(&,ppac—46&)
This is the context within which Rockwell will
be examined. I found while reading material on
Rockwell that generally not encugh consideration
was given to him as a Y*communicater® in the
advertising sense of the word. He was selling
a product, working as a maljor cover i1llustrator

for The Saturday Evening Fost in which each

piece of work was seen by an average four

miilion pecple.

& 1ot of discussion about his work was

sentimental and nostalgic however

4.






his ability tco persuade 1in selling a product
through his 1llustrative depictions has not
been dealt with adequately in the literature.
The main concern of the Art Directors he worked
for was moving merchandise and his illustrations

were used to suppovrit this.

Chapter one will alsc examine Rockwell's
role within the graphic tradition to which he
belonged. it willil loock at his technique,
method and formula with which he worked,
examining how these were used to dramatise the
"American Dream". Hhen iccking at Rockwell's
work at first ocne may think 1t to be an authentic
and uncomplicated mivrror cf American society.

Buestions need to be raised about Rockwells

selectively in his subject choice.

The second chapter will be concerned with
an opposing cultural tradition to that discussed
in Chapter One. EBEen Shahn will be used to
focus on the i1dea cf sccial realism and nhow
Shahn interpreted the society arcund him
through graphic communication. It is an
important consideraticon that Shahn was from a
family which had emigrated toc the United States

during the first decade of the twentieth






centurvy. He had been plucked at an esarvly age
from ocne cultural background and set down guite
abruptlily into a totally different one. This in
my cpinion gave him a more cbiective and
critical eve. He was more inclined to guestion
the values and behaviocur of societvy. Through
his drawings he wanted to make his audisnce
reevaluate assumpticns that existed as part of

the consumey culture which prevailed. Shahns

appreocach and ideclocgy in vrelation to i1llustration

and advertising w2ll be examined in this
chapter lococking at what impact he provoked
through his work. Shahn worked extensively for
the government during the depression years of
the Thirties in the W.F.A. {(Work FProgress
Administraticon} and the F.5.4. the {Farmers
Sccisty Administrationl}. His simplified
technigque 1s an impeovritant element as a method
cf clear communicaticon and 1is a characteristic
he wanted to keep throughout his career. His
need to convey a sense of social CoONSCiousSness
to his audience was of  uppermocst priovritv.
This will be seen more closely when examining

the subject and content of his work.

flthough the Tirst two Chapters will

examine the two cultural traditions separately






they existed and interacted tocgethevy in shaping

~

the views of Amevican audisnces. Chapter Thres
will contrast the traditions tc which Rockwell

ttempt

o
o
m
]
-
i

and Shahn belocnged. There wil

to place bot ultures intc an historical

"

prospective. Both Rockwel and Shahn' wovrk

[

n

fe

o the vacst ConsSumer culture

;.
]
n

=3 rescsponcse I

n

e d
-
fu
o
o
wi
oy
")
3

was taking shape. Rockwell worked

[
pae
n

CoOnNSumer culture contributing to it

through his wovrk. Shahn was an cutsider,

Nl
(]
i
et
B
m
m
.-+|
~h
m
(]
i
]
o |
Loh
‘-1-
e
M

n

(=]

M

ot

o

(=

commenting

divisions that formed as

Wil
w3
2
|
™
u
]
[w
2
M
-.1-
[
~h

ConsUuUmeYy 1=m .

wly
i

collect information

(=
(=]
et
o
mn
s
i
1
ot
[w
-1
n
[m

-

thelir Vi

envivroenment which they th

in
[
I
frosert
m
m

L]

[y
o
oy
Pt
n

T

= will sxamine both men's

-
i

interpre es

-

ol
oo
ot
m
=\

T
m
c+
1]
ot
et
u]
bt |
[w]

f "realitvy® and how th

m

¥

Shahn and Eockwell tock diffsrent

T
"
m
n
m
-
ot
m
L.
ot
o

irvonment they lived

m
[
m
=
m
b
’.-1-
n
ol
i
]
|
et
g
m
-
e
n
-
]
pord
m
]
g
e

within SO that conflicting percepticns of

misleading. The accuvracy of his draftsmanship
and attenticon te detail gives the impression of






et

illustvration

examine this pocint with suppovyiing

contlicts with this

View. I will

ryeferences

later. Bzn Shahn's images give the viewer more
resdocm to Torm his cwn 1deas aonn the subjiect
matter he presents. RFockwell includes all the
subtle svidence of reality in his wov k to
persuade the viewer this is so. In contrast,

Shahn lzaves cut unnecessar:s

of achieving a simple means of
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circulated each weelk . Hockwell embraced

ot

he
cptimism and aspirations of an entire nation
and in so doing plaved a4 pari in shaping what

1s known as the @é&merican Dream.

The finail theme will deal with this

subject. das the '‘American Dream' a realistic

aspivation? Hockwell and Shahn's work will be
cansidered in relation to this very real

phenomencn that toock firm grip on the American

public.
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Tlus. 1.1

g - ;
Colgate tooth paste advertisement, Norman Rockwell, 1924

Literary Digest






Colgats tcocthpaste advert

isement{ililus.

1.1} 13 an image which goes with the caption
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defect in everyday vreality by providing a moy e
desivable reality. {(Spias? Norman Rockwell's
theme of stabiliity and tradition shows E]
definesed methodology both in technigue and
formula. This will be discussed in relation to
his ability of persuasion.
TECHRNIGUE
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carvvied cut by Rockwell stands as esvidence as
tc how professional and meticulocus e was in
his approach to 1lilustration. His reputation

does not stand merely on a few mastevrpieces but
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produced over a pericd of sixty YEAars. Evy
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devices he emploved in creating his imagss. He
had many considerations in choosing sub ject
matter. His illustrations, each edition of The
Saturday Evening Past, were seen by over four

million peocple each week spanniln the whole of







Tlus. 1.2

Tllus. 1.2b

Doctor & Doll, Saturday Evening Post cover Norman Rockwell

Boy with Baby Carriage, Post cover Norman Rockwell
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Tlus. 1.3

Man painting flag é(;le Post cover Norman Rockwell






MocEthing fias been left to the audience's

imagination.

The peocple who bought the magazine became

the consumers of the tradition Rockwell promocted

in his i1lilustration. The uvrban city environment
had replacesd the =malil tocwns and farming
communitiss which meant a large number af
o=zocple became isclatesd and laonely in the
upheaval. Rockwesl1l provided a sense af
Tamiliarity and friendliness through his

portraved of the helping professions and the

next doov neighbouy characters. The Gossips

{1llus 1.4} gives an example aof the humorous
interaction between friends 2nd neighbeours that
possibly gave the consumer a sense of belenging
and familiarity. Also, the previocus
illustration (1llus. 1.23 is of a helping
professiong medicine {a popular thems Rockwell

used ocver and cocvey again! gives the audience a

]

sense of thevapeutic ministry (4p 207:. Thesse

pecple portrayed were the ordinary gecple vou'd
meet everyday and often the characters Rockwell
useaed appeared in may different forms and

7

vocations. Man painting flaaopole {(11lus. 1= 30

was a familiar character who appeaved from time

to time in many different situations.
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From the illustrations used as examples,

thers=s are no pressing sccial and movral

questions being asked.
his autocbicgraphy that
sphere tc comment on
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fitta=d well intoc a
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ROCKWELL A5 STORYTELLER

Rockwell emplovs
persuade his audience

perspective of American

‘Storytelling’,

enjoyed doing most =

he

ancther technigue to
by reinforcing his

Scocietvy.

aid was what he

n

giving the audience a

story thirough images. Leoking at this

[}

characteristic storyte

foer providing a moral

ling becomes a vehicle

code of living. The

advertisers wanted fto asscciate a way of living
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Tlus. 1.5 The Law Student Post cover Norman Rockwell 1927
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with their prvoduct. It was a pavable for the

consumer .

The law student {1llus. 1.5 is = good
example to show this point. Here, there is
more than a story in Rockwell's illustration.

The cld tradition of hard work and discipline

is combined with Ameyican history. On the
wall., behind the young man are 1images of past
presidents of the U.5.4A. The boocks hie yeads
have an ocid and traditicnal loock about then.
Such icons from the past are acting as
inspiration for this vyoung law student. The
parable within this weork, communicates to the
audience that traditicn and hard work arve the

most impertant ingredient of success, gives us
the view that anybody can be anything in the
H.5.4. nc matter what s=gcial backgvround they
come from. There is noG evidence of the
technolocgy and machine world that existed at
this time. This Fost cover appeaved in
February 1927 but froem the evidence of the law

student’'s surrocunding this could easily be

1827.

Such mystificatien of fAmevican history in

a twentieth century setting of consumerism asks

1S »






t

tm

the guestiocn — what 1is a truthful attempt
authentic portrayal? Excellent technical
draftsmanship 1s not the only component needed
for a truthful presentation of realitvy.

"Advertising the fimevican Dream

that %he cancepf to persuades pscple vou don't
change their ideas radically, bDut incorporate
their ideas in some wider dimension of meaning
(LGpuixd. This concept can be appiied tco how
Rockwell wovrked. Rockwell - incovpovated the
conservative middle class puvitan WoT K =thos
into a culture cf consumerism, through this

mn

toryvitelling technigue.

It mentions in Morman Rockwell Artist and

'
Ijliucstrater that one could ‘vegard Rockwells
wor k and career as a pocpular Histovry of
Amevrican Society {(2p27). If this statement is

Erus this accocunt of Amevican history would bDe
very misleading. Rockwell himself admits his

themes were based on what he wanted the woy 1d

to be iike {1Bp2:. (By critically exXamining
what he wanted the worid toc be Iike; However
if vou were to regard Hockwesll as ES

documentation of

20.






what Amevican society was like., the mivvrorsed
image would be one of distortion. Iin his work
there is noc evidence of the ‘'thirties’ Depressicn,
the machine age only manifested in the ocdd
automocbile or telephone and cityscapes weres
very rarely i1llustrated.

The main reascon his work has very little
relaticonshilip with actual events and happenings
is because he was selling the pecple what they
wanted. Many books concern themselves wit
*his devotio:y to averags fimerica’ {(2pZ2i? but
vou could say likewise that they wers the
target market in an advertising strategy.

Rockwell has the whole idea worked out
betove he starts the process of executing the
WOT K. The technigue is not., in  my cpinion, a
creative struggle but a means toc a preconceived
illustration. The creative aspeci appears tc
be of secondarvy impoytance to the cutcom of

the work. The

subject matter can be included

undery the hesading cf a formula as the themes

are vervy selective. They're always cptimistic,
trivial, attractive and humorocus. The subject
matter and content in his work maintain their

consistency through all the histerical

2%






ciety. All the

]

happenings in American S

lustrations I have used so far as references

ol
ol

have the same common dencominator in relaticon to

a particular style and formula.

Woman at Vanitv (11llus. 1.6} is a Fost

cover fTrom Gotober 1933, T

he glamocurs voung

wWwoman 1s in divect contrast o the cultural
climate of this periocd: America was in the
midst of economic depression. This i1llustration

doesn't project what was happening in Amevrican

society at this time. It does give a clear
idea of the tastes and hopes of that socisty.
The Stock Market had crashed 1in 1720 most of
the farming land it the midwest and scuth aof
the UUnited States had suffered tervible soil
ercsion. & large amount of pecple were iett
poverty stricken, vet Rockwell oresents an

ot

aoptimistic almos perfectliy utocpian world. For

consumers Rockwell provided escapism from the

less pleasing realiit

wi

v of eaveryday life.

22.






Chapter Two
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Ben Shahn existed within a cultural

tradition different to the one which Morman

Rockwell bBelonged. Shahn was Born 1n 1B9E in
Lithuania and emigrated with his family to the
tinited States in i904. His beginnings in
Russia gave him an appreciation far letter
maiking and drawing. The heritage was an
appareant influence an nis approach to his
career as a wvisual communicator. He mowved to
the United States at the age of eight which

changed and questicned a2 1ot of the tvaditicnal
Hebrew tradition te which e was accustemed.

The rural 1life of Lithuania seemed timeless to

the voung Ben Shahn, while in New York he found
the pecple never seemed fo have encugh time,
most of their time was spent rushing arcund.

He had to learn the English language and
alphabet {(which he later grew to lovel} and
found 1%t strange that his young contempovraries
couldn't carve or draw.

This upheaval of peliefs and culture to

|

which he was accustomed gave him the engquiring,

questicning mind that became well sxercised in

23






his work througheout his Careey . He wanted to

comment on socciety arcund him:

%

I have heard and sesn my environment

being built arcund me and above my head'
(S,p.184).

Thi in my cpiniocn sums up adegquately

n

Shahn's ideoclogy abeout the tradition within one

“ists. He seses 1t as important toc take Y Oom

your surroundings making you cbserve life as 1t

b

happens. He had bsen plucked from ocne cultural
background and seft down in a completely alien
cne. This meant he had no preconceived assumptions
about this new American sccietv. His culture
sxisted in the present tense and his ConCerns

were for the changing snvivoenment as 1t happened

before his eves.

He look at Rockwell living within a
particular soccial class that had distinct
cultural ideas and ties. Let us consider the

social survreocundings of Shahn in New York.

iife was difficult for the Shahn family

at first. Along with many immigrants 1n New

York at the time, Ben Shahn’'s parents worked

24.






havrd in cften dangerous and unhealthy

factories. When ayYyivivng in the
entered the hierarchy of class str
lowest ilevel, exdperiencing a

inegualities and noverty first h

ofe

time Shahn reached his early

decided by his parents that he W

States they
ucture at the
lot of the
and. By the

it was

m
m
g
n

culd begin a

lithographic apprenticeship. This pcrovided
Shahrn with an assured income throughout the
beginning of his careser which he coculd depend
on while examining his direction as EY
communicative artist. His appreciation for
lettering and drafttemanship was reatfirmed
during his fime as apprentice. This beginning

in life gave Shahn an attitude

]

that intevacted with his Jewis

culture.

His appryocach to each new pro

in terms of his cwn style but in t

LN

particular probliem demands .
thought cbhservation and pevcepiion
the mocst cutstanding gqualities o
Being for communication. These
tics which =tand out

characteyri

w

n

wovrk when ne commeanted on Ameri

These will be locked at 1n detail.

25.
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he terms the
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to be two of
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are the two
most in his
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inspiration came from the happenings in everyday

life which he constantly ocbserved and studied.

&

He gathered information throug photography,

reading., fravelling, writing and drawing. He

saw every Torm of human i1nteracticn as visual

material FTor communication. This will be
discussed further in Xxamining how Shahn's
tachnigus 2llowesd him to communicate with

society.

During Ben Shahn’'s apprenticeship with a

lithographer which he commenced at the age ot

fourtesen, he isarned respect for technical
ski1ll and dedication to detail. Dur ing this
pevicd Shahn attended the Haticnal Academy of
Design and HMew York University By night. He
studied science at Mew York University where he

won a study schoelarship {which 1f he'd taken,

could have changsd the whole divrection of his

careevi. During the twentiss he =pent four
vears living and studying in Faris. During

this time he spent much of this time travelling

Europe and Novith Africa and while in Faris he

studied the French s=tvie ot painting and
drawing. At the end of the decade Shahn
revaluated his career. At this stage in his

life he fTelt he had read the rvright books

2B .






been to the best mussums and travelled most of

EFurope and MNovih Africa. His real passion Was
for storytelling and communicating to an
audisnce. It was while in Faris he came acvoss
the Dreyfus case. He collected newspaper

cuttings and photography about the case becoming
vEery interested iv the plight of the two

immigrants.

EBartolomeco VYanzettil and Micocla Saccoc.,
both Italian immigrants, were accused ot

killing a paymaster and his guard in South

)

p
ot
-

(]

[]

HBroaintree New England and stealing £1&, 00
The two men were found guilty even though the

evidence against them proved contradictory.

it was througch the portraval of this

sl +

subiect that Shahn found his trus gift to

communicats toc an audience. Befocre fthis time

nhe had been searvrching for the perfect subject

but he began to vresalise through communicating
what was crdinary that he could heighten a
subjiect to make it extracrdinary. Shahn made
22 gouach paintings based o the theme of the
Dreyfus case in 193¢, The prints he made
insgpivred by these paintings mark E distinct

:nd show many ovevrall charvactevristics of

n
o+
-
o
m
o

27






Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti Ben Shahn

Tlus. 2.1






his commitment to direct communication.

Direct communication with an audience was

the most impovrtant considevation for Shahn
{(5,1246) Fassion cf Sacco and Yanzettil {1lius

3.1 can be considered in relation to this
statement heve Shahn presents a very simplified
line drawing of the twco accused. &t first

obsevrvaticocn 1t may seem naive or even cyrude.

The guality of his line drawing is vough and
almost velucitant lococking. Hhy has Shahn been
sg minimal in his poritraval of the two accused?
in his hope £o communicate Shahn has lefit ocut
211 unnecessary detail; he is getting back to
the simpliest statement possible. The vieweyr of

his work, I feesl has toc become actively involved

in forming an opinicn on the subiect and
completing the rest ot the ocicture. Shahn
combines the image with a perscnalised
folk—lettering type—face. This tvpe—-face Was

B

based on a coclliection cf hand lestteving Shahn

compiled while travelling the Etates in the

thirties during the depression. The uneven

weight o«of the ilettering halts the readability

e

of the piece which makess the reader Tocus oY

2 meaning of sach wovd. . Because Shahn was an

wie

immigrant himself maybe 1t made him feel movre

e
b &

responsible to communicate e plight of

28,






mincrity gvroups-

His consideration of a graphic prcblem is

5

first pricrity. He approaches the pvoblem by
clearing the ground of previcus assumpiicns

zbout the subject and try's as best he can to

ioock at the subjisct as if he is loocking at 1t

for the first time {&po MH—HN1ID). In the
growing technological and advertissasd wovrld

arcund him he felit there was a growing distance
between the senses and the ‘real world'. He
supported this idea in many talks and writing
about art by saying that the machine can absorb
our smoticns and contain our scul. He thought

that so much we live with and expeviences today

has becomsa devoid of persocnality {1ip4as72.
Shahn's hopes thvyough communication Was to
bridge the gap betwesen ocur enviveonment and the
human spivrit.

Let us consider The Fassion o Sacco and

]

Vanzetti in this vregard. Shahn's treatment of

the figures seems cdd and dispropovticnate.

The head's ssem overy sized in vrelation o the
rest of theiv bodies. Shahn disvregavds the

29 .






idea of what the human figure should lcok like.

The emphasis o their

u

vulnerability and pathet
immigrants. His trea

personaiised statement.

What kind of fTeelin
audience through such
tctally avoides the aesthe
tc give an advertised fe
in a wor ld where most

existed in the form of ad

s

hezad the

mn
n

heighten
p 2 = fate ot the two

tment is a very

g 1s Shahw giving his

L 3

a poritrayal” Shahn

tic approach soc as not
eling toc his subject.

visual communicaticon

1l

vertising. a distinct

differenc needed to be made. Shahn wasn't
selling a preoduct ocr & particular way of life.
He presentad the crdinary and aften
unncticeable with a Rumanist input. Shahn
relied heavily o newspapey ghotographs o
create his portravals. To the newspaper veaderv
of the day,., the fTactis of the trizal would have

been readily identifiable

was to give his audience

bl
[l
k3

the trial. Shahn

relationship between the

]

and his asudience. Hhen

f

e

e 1ic

et

he mess: iteral,

t
1

than an 11llustration. Sh

response from the viewer

30.
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Tllus. 2.2

This is Nazi Brutality F.S.A poster Ben Shahn 1942

Tllus. 2.3 Cats Cradle Ben Shahn print



Seward Park Ben Shahn painting 1936

Tlus. 2.5



cbserved. A painting which encompasses Shghn's
sympathy and humanism for the many

underprivileged mincyrity groups, that didn’t

really fit into the ideals of the American

-

Dream_i1s Eesward Fark ilius. 2.5 . This whole
“

painting 1s devoid of all unnecessary detail.

This painting was completed in 1%32& during the
depressiocn and focuses on the plight of the
'l1ittle peocple’ ; icbless, middie aged man on
street covrners and si1tting on park Benches,

sharing tales of their misforiune.

Ehahn has simplified the figures of the
fTour man into basic shapes of colour and
heaviness. Iliuas 2.5 shows the fTaorgotiten
pecple in the rush towards capitaliism. He
cbserved the strengihs and fTrailiies of the
human chavacter, viewing with a critical eye
the relationship of man toc socciety arcund him,
Shahvn undevrsitoocd the social power of images and
wanted toc use communication as 2 WEeaIpOon. He
can ses the direct contrasts between slick
commevrcial advertissment and the dull shabby
image of these men in Ssewavrd Fark.
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Chapter Three






CHAFTER

fl

Morman Reockwell and Hen Shahn have been
considered individually in Chapter One and Two
but with regavrd to their relationship to
soci=sty thev need to be compared and contrasted
This chapter will discuss the contrast between

the cultural tradition o which Rockwell and

Shahn belonged in thes context =h Amevrican

saociety at this time. Each man reflects a
different message through his wor k mivryoring
different acspects of American life. Already
discussed in this thesis are FEockwells and
Shahn's cultural backgrounds and how this
dictated their respeciive directicn as
communicaticrs.

Rockwell hbelonged to the realilm of
publicity and advertising. Over his lifetime
he i1llusivrated cver thvyee hundred Evening Fost
covers and accespted commissicons from more than

cne hundred and fifty companies. Locking at
this encrmous amount of work, theiv are many
similar charvractevistics in style and content,

Shahn's work vreacts against the Utopian worid

of advertising and Rockwell's type af

illustration. The ocverall theme in Shahn's

33.
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work attempts to reaffirm the relationship o

man to fiis snvivronment, whatever thi

n
mn

]
"

environment ma: be. Through cbservation and

-.

perception he wanted to give back toc his
audience a statement about themselves. His
hope in each image was to raise guestions to
the viewer abou the image.

Hecause Fockwell and Shahn are
communicators there are sccial implications in
their work. A most distinctive characteristic
in Rockwell's wor k is the nocstalgic and
traditional aspsct. Hhat sort of message does
this give his audience and why was he so

successtTul with his approcach? FRockwell makes

assocciaticons with the past in his i1llustrations

because 1t suggesis cultural authority. The
cConsumer products for which he illustrates

acguive a form of dignity which seems Superior

toc any vulgar matevrial interest.

John Bergery veitsvates this poin in his
gensvral views on publicity. He suplains that
publicity in sssence i1s nostalgic, selling the
past toc the future. It cannct i1tself supply
the standavrds of 1ts own claims and so all 1Es

reterences to guality are bound to be

34.
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Tlus. 3.2

Tllus. 3.3

The Letterman Post cover Norman Rockwell 1938

100th Year of Baseball Post cover 1939



Hashingtoen and the American sagle behind him.
This is pure glevification of American history.
The Utocpian idealisaticn in this 1image is the

tvype of work that made scciety believe in the

fimerican Dream.

The Amesvican dream sncompassed the idea

that all Amevricans wevre part of a hugh networt

-

of entities despite the fact that American

society was made up of many different raciasl
cultuvral and economic entities{3p2i7:.

Rockwell strengthens this belisf The letfterman

{31llus. 3.27 and The 100th Yesar of Bassball
{1lilus. 2.3} are just, twoc on the sublject of
the spovrts community. In Rockwells work his

£

subjects always belong cheevrfully and willingly

to a socciety that makes them happy and
OrocsSperous. But 1s this an honest depiction of
society? in a socciety that incorpovrated 13

millicon immigrants froem Eurcpe during the fivrst

thvree decades of the twentisth century was ik
naive to portray such = ‘corporate culture,
such an ideal monccul tural socciety”? If

Fockwell was cateving for an audilence that made
up the majority of socciety then he sequally

excluded the minocvrity groups.
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YEARS OF DUST

RESETTLEMENT ADMINISTRATION

Rescues Victims
Restores Land to Proper Use

Tlus. 3.5 Years of Dust F.S.A. Poster Ben Shahn 1936

71, New York Central Diner. Post cover, December 7, 1946

Tlus. 3.4 Boy and Servant Post cover Norman Rockwell 1946






EBen Shiahn s
lecturing toc situd
based mainly on
as a graphic art:
at tnhe Franklin
spoke cut against
calling 1t the
fact® ({(Spl2és&ld.

Focest cover, Dece
Seems o be the f
including a subjie

poriraval here is

Ben Snhahns
seems guite cppo

Rockwell i1llustra
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iis ochserwvatieons of his Carser

- On a talk he gave in 1950

School i New York 1y he
Y

glamourisation in Advertising

sacharins prettificaticon c¥f

hat some

.
ﬁ-

He went enn o Say

i
b

has immunized

e public

e

ting public information {Sp

in my cpsevrvation presentad

m

chés. Take the sxample of th

mberv 1244 (31lilus. 3.4 This
irst i1llustration Rockwell did
il = that was black. But the

consistent with the ingrainesd

115 WASPF community. He shows
7 to be happv and content

status while he attends to
Bov. Mo guestions are asked
s are made to the long held

attitude oT commercial art
=ed to the i1deoclcogy of what
ted. Shahn accusesed such wovrk

tc be spoiling public taste (Spl2é&6} Shahn
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believed the public audience would respond more
readily tc a bBit of bBrilliant chservaticn than

they would to the idealisation ot fact.
Thryoughout his careesy he sSaw authentic

communication to be his main responsibility.

Shahn saw 2very asp=act of iife and fuman
experience o Bbe worithy cf attention in the

hope of honest communication.Rockwell l=ft an
impressiocn on his audience that scCiety Wwas
made up ot well crdevred contenteaed groups.
Shahn in contrast toock a2 look at the wovy ld,

challisnging the long held nctions of Justice,

freedom and prospevrity. Shahn observed the
plight of the littile peocple., the minority
groups that were outside the accepted vEeErSion
of Fockwelils Amevrican Dyream. During the

thivrties EBen Shahn was part of the FSA which

highlighted the devastation =f the depression

on grveat numbers of Amevican Farmers. ¥Yeavrs of
Dust {(illus 3.5) was a poster Shahn i1liustrated
in 1934 concevrning the problems facing a
hopeless farmerv. In contvras with Rockwells

work thevre is no glamcurisation of this scene.

I feel Shahn 1s trying toc put acvross the idea

in an anti—aesesthetic wav. His use of muddy

browns and gQreys certainly dossn't lend

assthetic appeal to the portraval. WHhere 1in
38.
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Russia’s Triple Crisis
By Ellsworth Raymond

ARE FIVE-PER-CENTERS

NECESSARY?

By Kermit Roosevelt

Tlus. 3.6 Man with Television Aerial Post cover Norman Rockwell 1949

FORTUNE

JULY 1949

“*

Tlus. 3.7 Television Aerials_Fortune cover Ben Shahn 1949







Socciety. Rockwells illustration {(3.&1} is
liteval. We see the workman on the voof of

this joilly mans house in the act of installing
this new and exciting form of entertainment,
the televisicon. Every last detail has been
included in the work. Rockwell paid as much
attenticen to 1llustrating, the flower box as he
did tc the subject of the wovrk,., the television

antenna. The representation is practically

]
-

photographic. Een Shahn's i1llustration Ep
in my opinion, provides the viewer with more
information. The viewer 1is noct given the same

wealth of detail as Rockwell has given but

Shahn provides a more direct form of
F

communicating an idea to he audience. This

group of houses, each with their eNCYMoOUs

antenna is carvicatured toc smphasize the esffect
television was having on the lives of the
American pecple at this time. Shahn nas
ocbserved the television aerials as clutter in
the environment. The protvaval of the aevials
is the simplest possible, using minimal line
drawings in their representaticn. My perscnal

nreference is for Shahns perspective on the

Tt

subjiject.
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Rockwell and Shahn used photography guilte
extensively for collecting visual information
SEhahn, while working feor the government,
transfered from the Graphic Communication
sector of the FS5A into the photographic
department where ﬁfteﬁ he became an unofficial
member ocf the team working under Roy Fa
Stryker. Shahn worked with Walker Evans,
Doorothea Lange, Russel Lee, about a dozen in
all, to produce scme 270,000 negatives
documenting the life patterns o fmevrican
society during the years of the depression.
Between 1935 and 1%932E Shahn travelled over most
of the Scuth and Midwest of Amevica documenting
the lives of farmsrs, miners, cotitonpickers -
evervbody affected by the plight of the
depression. This procject was to document how
the American Dream went wrong. They
communicated the caonditions under which the
pocr fAmevicans lived and showsd the effects ths
naticns hard times had on actual men, women and
children. Shahn was very well suited to this
form of work. He cpposed mass communication
that sterotyped public information. The
relationship of man to his environment WAas
always foremost in his mind. He help Styker
understand that i1t was not encough to photograph

factual ‘'conditicns' clearly. The photeographer,

42.






Shahn believed, had to &try toc show the effects

they had upon human beingcs. Loocking at a

0l

picture of bad land for example, he explained
‘You're not going to move anybody

with this picture of ercded scil, but the
effect that this eroded soil has on a kid who
looks starved, this is going to move people

(3pill)

42.






CONCLUSION

Rockwell and Shahn have been
considered within their social surroundings. Their
work was a response to the changing culture that moved
toward consumerism during this period in American
society. An attempt has been made to show each man's
work within their respective social and cultural
surroundings. Contrasts have been made on what Rockwell
and Shahn took from society as visual information for
their work. Shahn hoped to act as a social
consciousness, portraying social, economic and racial
injustice. His concern for minority groups is evident

in such work as Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti, Seward

Park, and this is Nazi brutality. Rockwell portrayed

the world, not how it was, but how he wanted it to be.
The ideal of the American Dream was always portrayed in
images of love, happiness, nostalgia and prosperity. It
would be difficult to assess the actual effect their
work had on American society,this thesis hopes to show
that a picture can be constructed, by looking at Ben
Shahn and Norman Rockwell's illustrative careers, on
the tastes, values and aspirations of American

society, which they lived within.
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