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One year after joining the faculty at the University of lowa, Grant Wood wrote a statement outlining
his basic principles of art. The title of the essay, “Revolt Against the City,” underlines its rhetorical
promotion of regionalism, a movement to which artists all over the United States must, according
to Wood, dedicate themselves in order to avoid a “colonial” dependency on European tradition.
He felt that the rural Midwest—the farmer’s life, dress, and setting—would provide the richest
kind of material for a truly indigenous regionalist style. “Revolt Against the City” appeared as the
first of four pamphlets edited and independently published in Iowa City in 1935 by Frank Luther
Mott, a renowned journalism professor and historian of the press. Following the essay by Grant
Wood, the short-lived “Whirling World Series” completed its brief run with three works by regional
writers: an experimental “musical play” concerning a farm family entitled Shroud My Body Down
by Paul Green, an interpretation in verse form of Chaucer'’s pilgrims by Edwin Ford Piper, entitled
Canterbury Pilgrims, and a collection of poems devoted to rural life in lowa by Hamlin Garland
called Iowa O Iowa.

The present revolt against the domination exercised over art and letters and over much
of our thinking and living by Eastern capitals of finance and politics brings up many consid-
erations that ought to be widely discussed. It is no isolated phenomenon, and it is not to be
understood without consideration of its historical, social, and artistic backgrounds. And
though I am not setting out, in this essay, to trace and elaborate all of these backgrounds
and implications, I wish to suggest a few of them in the following pages.

One reason for speaking out at this time lies in the fact that the movement I am discuss-
ing has come upon us rather gradually and without much blowing of trumpets, so that
many observers are scarcely aware of its existence. It deserves, and I hope it may soon have,
a much more thorough consideration than I give it here.

But if it is not vocal at least in the sense of issuing pronunciamentos, challenges, and
new credos—the revolt is certainly very active. In literature, though by no means new, the
exploitation of the “provinces” has increased remarkably; the South, the Middle West, the
Southwest have at the moment hosts of interpreters whose Pulitzer-prize works and best
sellers direct attention to their chosen regions. In drama, men like Paul Green, Lynn Riggs,
and Jack Kirkland have been succeeding in something that a few years ago seemed impossi-
ble—actually interesting Broadway in something besides Broadway. In painting there has
been a definite swing to a like regionalism; and this has been aided by such factors as the
rejection of French domination, a growing consciousness of the art materials in the dis-
tinctively rural districts of America, and the system of PWA art work. These developments
have correlations in the economic swing toward the country, in the back-to-the-land move-
ment—that social phenomenon which Mr. Ralph Borsodi calls the “flight” from the city.

In short, America has turned introspective. Whether or not one adopts the philosophy
of the “America Self-Contained” group, it is certain that the Depression Era has stimulated
us to a re-evaluation of our resources in both art and economics, and that this turning of
our eyes inward upon ourselves has awakened us to values which were little known before
the grand crash of 1929 and which are chiefly non-urban.
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Mr. Carl Van Doren has pointed out the interesting fact that America rediscovers herself
every thirty years or so. About once in each generation, directed by political or economic or
artistic impulses, we have re-evaluated or reinterpreted ourselves. It happened in 1776, of
course, and again a generation later with the Louisiana Purchase and subsequent explora-
tions and the beginnings of a national literature. It came again with the expansion of the
Jacksonian era in the eighteen-thirties, accompanied by a literary flowering not only in New
England but in various frontier regions. It was marked in the period immediately after our
Civil War, when Emerson observed that a new map of America had been unrolled before us.
In the expansionist period at the turn of the century, shortly after the Spanish War when the
United States found herself a full-fledged world power, we had a new discovery of resources
and values. And now, with another thirty-year cycle, it comes again. It is always slightly dif-
ferent, always complex in its causes and phenomena; but happily it is always enlightening.

Moreover, these periods of national awakening to our own resources have always been
in some degree reactions from foreign relationships. These reactions are obvious even to the
casual reader of history and need not be listed here except as to their bearing on the pres-
ent rediscovery. Economic and political causes have contributed in these days to turn us
away from Europe—high tariff walls, repudiation of debts by European nations, the reac-
tion against “entangling alliances” which followed upon President Wilson’s effort to bring
this country into the League of Nations, and the depression propaganda for "America Self-
Contained.”

But one does not need to be an isolationist to recognize the good which our artistic and
literary secession from Europe has done us. For example, until fifteen years ago it was prac-
tically impossible for a painter to be recognized as an artist in America without having be-
hind him the prestige of training either in Paris or Munich, while today the American artist
looks upon a trip to Europe as any tourist looks upon it—not as a means of technical train-
ing or a method of winning an art reputation, but as a valid way to get perspective by foreign
travel. This is a victory for American art of incalculable value. The long domination of our
own art by Europe, and especially by the French, was a deliberately cultivated commercial
activity—a business—and dealers connected with the larger New York galleries played
into the hands of the French promoters because they themselves found such a connection
profitable.

Music, too, labored under similar difficulties. Singers had to study in Germany or Italy or
France; they had to sing in a foreign language, and they even had to adopt German or Italian
or French names if they were to succeed in opera. In literature the language relationship
made us subject especially to England. The whole of the nineteenth century was one long
struggle to throw off that domination—a struggle more or less successful, but complicated
in these later years by a continuation of the endless line of lionizing lecture tours of English
authors and by the attempt to control our culture by the Rhodes scholarships which have
been so widely granted.

This European influence has been felt most strongly in the Eastern States and par-
ticularly in the great Eastern seaport cities. René d’Harnoncourt, the Austrian artist who
took charge of the Mexican art exhibit a few years ago and circulated it throughout the
United States, and who probably has a clearer understanding of American art conditions
than we do who are closer to them, believes that culturally our Eastern States are still colo-
nies of Europe. The American artist of today, thinks d’Harnoncourt, must strive not so much

129



130

against the French influence, which, after all, is merely incidental, but against the whole
colonial influence which is so deep-seated in the New England States.The East is nearer to
Europe in more than geographical position, and certain it is that the eyes of the seaport
cities have long been focused upon the “mother’ countries across the sea. But the colonial
spirit is, of course, basically an imitative spirit, and we can have no hope of developing a
culture of our own until that subserviency is put in its proper historical place.

Inevitable though it probably was, it seems nevertheless unfortunate that such art ap-
preciation as developed in America in the nineteenth century had to be concentrated in the
large cities. For the colonial spirit thereby was given full rein and control. The dominant
factor in American social history during the latter part of that century is generally recog-
nized as being the growth of large cities. D. R. Fox, writing an introduction to Arthur M.
Schlesinger’s “The Growth of the City,” observes:

The United States in the eighties and nineties was trembling between two worlds, one rural
and agricultural, the other urban and industrial. In this span of years . . . traditional America gave
way to a new America, one more akin to Europe than to its former self, yet retaining an authentic
New World quality. . . . The present volume is devoted to describing and appraising the new social
force which waxed and throve while driving the pioneer culture before it: the city.

This urban growth, whose tremendous power was so effective upon the whole of American
society, served, so far as art was concerned, to tighten the grip of traditional imitativeness,
for the cities were far less typically American than the frontier areas whose power they
usurped. Not only were they the seats of the colonial spirit, but they were inimical to what-
ever was new, original, and alive in the truly American spirit.

Our Middle West, and indeed the “provinces” in general, have long had much the same
attitude toward the East that the coastal cities had toward Europe. Henry James's journey to
Paris as a sentimental pilgrim was matched by Hamlin Garland’s equally passionate pil-
grimage to Boston. It was a phase of the magnetic drawing-power of the Eastern cities that
the whole country, almost up to the present time, looked wistfully eastward for culture; and
these seaport centers drew unto them most of the writers, musicians, and artists who could
not go on to Europe. And the flight of the “intelligentsia” to Paris was a striking feature of the
years immediately after the World War.

The feeling that the East, and perhaps Europe, was the true goal of the seeker after cul-
ture was greatly augmented by the literary movement which Mr. Van Doren once dubbed
“the revolt against the village.” Such books as “Spoon River Anthology” and “Main Street”
brought contempt uponthe hinterland and strengthenedthe cityward tendency. H.L. Menck-
en’s urban and European philosophy was exerted in the same direction.

But sweeping changes have come over American culture in the last few years. The Great
Depression has taught us many things, and not the least of them is self-reliance. It has
thrown down the Tower of Babel erected in the years of a false prosperity; it has sent men
and women back to the land; it has caused us to rediscover some of the old frontier virtues.
In cutting us off from traditional but more artificial values, it has thrown us back upon cer-
tain true and fundamental things which are distinctively ours to use and to exploit.

We still send scholars to Oxford, but it is significant that Paul Engle produced on his
scholarship time one of the most American volumes of recent verse. Europe has lost much
of its magic. Gertrude Stein comes to us from Paris and is only a seven days’ wonder. Ezra
Pound’s new volume seems all compounded of echoes from a lost world. The expatriates do
not fit in with the newer America, so greatly changed from the old.



The depression has also weakened the highly commercialized New York theatre; and
this fact, together with the wholesome development of little theatres, may bring us at last an
American drama. For years our stage has been controlled by grasping New York producers.
The young playwright or actor could not succeed unless he went to New York. For commer-
cial reasons, it was impossible to give the drama any regional feeling; it had little that was
basic to go on and was consequently dominated by translations or reworkings of French
plays and by productions of English drawing-room comedies, often played by imported ac-
tors. The advent of the movies changed this condition only by creating another highly ur-
banized center at Hollywood. But we have now a revolt against this whole system—a revolt
in which we have enlisted the community theatres, local playwriting contests, some active
regional playwrights, and certain important university theatres.

Music (and perhaps I am getting out of my proper territory here, for I know little of
music) seems to be doing less outside of the cities than letters, the theatre, and art. One
does note, however, local music festivals, as well as such promotion of community singing
as that which Harry Barnhardt has led.

But painting has declared its independence from Europe, and is retreating from the cit-
ies to the more American village and country life. Paris is no longer the Mecca of the Ameri-
can artist. The American public, which used to be interested solely in foreign and imitative
work, has readily acquired a strong interest in the distinctly indigenous art of its own land;
and our buyers of paintings and patrons of art have naturally and honestly fallen in with the
movement away from Paris and the American pseudo-Parisians. It all constitutes not so
much a revolt against French technique as against the adoption of the French mental atti-
tude and the use of French subject matter which he can best interpret because he knows it
best, an American way of looking at things, and a utilization of the materials of our own
American scene.

This is no mere chauvinism. If it is patriotic, it is so because a feeling for one’s own mi-
lieu and for the validity of one’s own life and its surroundings is patriotic. Certainly I prefer
to think of it, not in terms of sentiment at all, but rather as a common-sense utilization for
art of native materials—an honest reliance by the artist upon subject matter which he can
best interpret because he knows it best.

Because of this new emphasis upon native materials, the artist no longer finds it neces-
sary to migrate even to New York, or to seek any great metropolis. No longer is it necessary
for him to suffer the confusing cosmopolitanism, the noise, the too intimate gregariousness
of the large city. True, he may travel, he may observe, he may study in various environments,
in order to develop his personality and achieve backgrounds and a perspective; but this
need be little more than incidental to an educative process that centers in his own home
region.

The great central areas of America are coming to be evaluated more and more justly as
the years pass. They are not a Hinterland for New York; they are not barbaric. Thomas Ben-
ton returned to make his home in the Middle West just the other day, saying, according to
the newspapers, that he was coming to live again in the only region of the country which is
not “provincial.” John Cowper Powys, bidding farewell to America recently in one of our
great magazines, after a long sojourn in this country, said of the Middle West:

This is the real America; this is—let us hope!—the America of the future; this is the region

of what may, after all, prove to be, in Spenglerian phrase, the cradle of the next great human
“culture.”
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When Christopher Morley was out in Iowa last Fall, he remarked on its freedom, permitting
expansion “with space and relaxing conditions for work.” Future artists, he wisely observed,
“are more likely to come from the remoter areas, farther from the claims and distractions of
an accelerating civilization.”

So many of the leaders in the arts were born in small towns and on farms that in the
comments and conversation of many who have “gone East” there is today a noticeable
homesickness for the scenes of their childhood. On a recent visit to New York, after seven
continuous years in the Middle West, I found this attitude very striking. Seven years ago my
friends had sincerely pitied me for what they called my “exile” in Towa. They then had a
vision of my going back to an uninteresting region where I could have no contact with cul-
ture and no association with kindred spirits. But now, upon my return to the East, I found
these same friends eager for news and information about the rich funds of creative material
which this region holds.

I found, moreover, a determination on the part of some of the Eastern artists to visit the
Middle West for the purpose of obtaining such material. I feel that, in general, such a pro-
cedure would be as false as the old one of going to Europe for subject matter, or the later
fashion of going to New England fishing villages or to Mexican cities or to the mountains of
our Southwest for materials. I feel that whatever virtue this new movement has lies in the
necessity the painter (and the writer, too) is under, to use material which is really a part of
himself. However, many New York artists and writers are more familiar, through strong
childhood impressions, with village and country life than with their adopted urban environ-
ment; and for them a back-to-the-village movement is entirely feasible and defensible. But a
cult or a fad for Midwestern materials is just what must be avoided. Regionalism has already
suffered from a kind of cultism which is essentially false.

I think the alarming nature of the depression and the general economic unrest have had
much to do in producing this wistful nostalgia for the Midwest to which I have referred.
This region has always stood as the great conservative section of the country. Now, during
boom times conservatism is a thing to be ridiculed, but under unsettled conditions it be-
comes a virtue. To the East, which is not in a position to produce its own food, the Middle
West today looks a haven of security. This is, of course, the basis for the various projects for
the return of urban populations to the land; but it is an economic condition not without
implications for art. The talented youths who, in the expensive era of unlimited prosperity,
were carried away on waves of enthusiasm for projects of various sorts, wanting nothing so
much as to get away from the old things of home, now, when it all collapses, come back
solidly to the good earth.

But those of us who have never deserted our own regions for long find them not so
much havens of refuge, as continuing friendly, homely environments.

As for my own region—the great farming section of the Middle West—I find it, quite
contrary to the prevailing Eastern impression, not a drab country inhabited by peasants, but
a various, rich land abounding in painting material. It does not, however, furnish scenes of
the picture-postcard type that one too often finds in New Mexico or further West, and some-
times in New England. Its material seems to me to be more sincere and honest, and to gain
in depth by having to be hunted for. It is the result of analysis, and therefore is less obscured
by “picturesque” surface quality. I find myself becoming rather bored by quaintness. I lose
patience with the thinness of things viewed from outside, or from a height. Of course, my
feeling for the genuineness of this lowa scene is doubtless rooted in the fact that I was born



here and have lived here most of my life. I shall not quarrel with the painter from New Mex-
ico, from further West, or from quaint New England, if he differs with me; for if he does so
honestly, he doubtless has the same basic feeling for his material that I have for mine—he
believes in its genuineness. After all, all I contend for is the sincere use of native material by
the artist who has command of it.

Central and dominant in our Midwestern scene is the farmer. The depression, with its
farm strikes and the heroic attempts of Government to find solutions for agrarian diffi-
culties, has emphasized for us all the fact that the farmer is basic in the economics of the
country—and, further, that he is a human being. The farm strikes, strangely enough, caused
little disturbance to the people of the Middle West who were not directly concerned in
them; but they did cause both surprise and consternation in the East, far away as it is from
the source of supplies. Indeed, the farm strikes did much to establish the Midwestern
farmer in the Eastern estimation as a man, functioning as an individual capable of thinking
and feeling, and not an oaf.

Midwestern farmers are not of peasant stock. There is much variety in their ancestry, of
course; but the Iowa farmer as I know him is fully as American as Boston, and has the great
advantage of being farther away from European influence. He knows little of life in crowded
cities, and would find such intimacies uncomfortable; it is with difficulty that he reconciles
himself even to village life. He is on a little unit of his own, where he develops an extraordi-
nary independence. The economics, geography, and psychology of his situation have al-
ways accented his comparative isolation. The farmer’s reactions must be toward weather,
tools, beasts, and plants to a far greater extent than those of city dwellers, and toward other
human beings far less: this makes him not an egoist by any means, but (something quite
different) a less socialized being than the average American. The term “rugged individual-
ism” has been seized upon as a political catchword, but it suits the farmer’s character very
well.

Of course, the automobile and the radio have worked some change in the situation; but
they have not altered the farmer’s essential character in this generation, whatever they may
do in the next. More important so far as change is concerned have been recent economic
conditions, including the foreclosing of mortgages; and these factors, threatening the
farmer’s traditional position as a self-supporting individual, threatening even a reduction to
a kind of American peasantry, brought on the violent uprisings of the farm strikes and other
protests.

The farmer is not articulate. Self-expression through literature and art belong not to the
set of relationships with which he is familiar (those with weather, tools, and growing things),
but to more socialized systems. He is almost wholly preoccupied with his struggle against
the elements, with the fundamental things of life, so that he has no time for Wertherism or
for the subtleties of interpretation. Moreover, the farmers that 1 know (chiefly of New En-
gland stock) seem to me to have something of that old Anglo-Saxon reserve which made our
ancient forebears to look upon much talk about oneself as a childish weakness. Finally,
ridicule by city folks with European ideas of the farmer as a peasant, or, as our American
slang has it, a “hick,” has caused a further withdrawal—a proud and disdainful answer to
misunderstanding criticism.

But the very fact that the farmer is not himself vocal makes him the richest kind of mate-
rial for the writer and the artist. He needs interpretation. Serious, sympathetic handling of
farmer material offers a great field for the careful worker. The life of the farmer, engaged in a
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constant conflict with natural forces, is essentially dramatic. The drouth of last Summer pro-
vided innumerable episodes of the most gripping human interest. The nomadic movements
of cattlemen in Wisconsin, in South Dakota, and in other states, the great dust storms, the
floods following drouth, the milk strikes, the violent protests against foreclosures, the strug-
gles against dry-year pests, the sacrifices forced upon once prosperous families—all these
elements and many more are colorful, significant, and intensely dramatic.

It is a conflict quite as exciting as that of the fisherman with the sea. I have been inter-
ested to find in the little town of Waubeek, near my home, farmer-descendants of the folk of
New England fishing villages. Waubeek has not changed or grown much since it was origi-
nally settled, because it was missed by the railroads and by the paved highways. The people
of this community have kept as family heirlooms some of the old whaling harpoons, an-
chors, and so on which connect them with the struggle which their ancestors waged with
the sea. But their own energies are transferred to another contest, and their crops come not
out of the water but out of the land. I feel that the drama and color of the old fishing villages
have become hackneyed and relatively unprofitable, while little has been done, in painting
at least, with the fine materials that are inherent in farming in the great region of the Mid-
American States.

My friend and fellow-townsman Jay Sigmund devotes his leisure hours to the writing of
verse celebrating the kind of human beings I have been discussing. He is as much at home
in Waubeek—perhaps more so—as in the office of his insurance company. I wish to quote a
poem of his in this place.

Visitor

I knew he held the tang of stack and mow—
One sensed that he was brother to the soil;
His palms were stained with signs of stable toil

And calloused by the handles of the plow.

Yet I felt bound to him by many ties:
1 knew the countryside where he was born;
I'd seen its hillsides green with rows of corn,
And now I saw its meadows in his eyes.

For he had kept deep-rooted in the clay,
While I had chosen market-place and street;
I knew the city’s bricks would bruise his feet

And send him soon to go his plodding way.

But he had sought me out to grip my hand
And sit for one short hour by my chair.
Our talk was of the things that happen where
The souls of men have kinship with the land.

I asked him of the orchard and the grove,
About the bayou with its reedy shore,
About the grey one in the village store

Who used to doze beside a ruddy stove.

He told me how the creek had changed its bed,
And how his acres spread across the hill;
The hour wore on and he was talking still,

And I was hungry for the things he said.



Then I who long had pitied peasant folk
And broken faith with field and pasture ground
Felt dull and leaden-footed in my round,

And strangely like a cart-beast with a yoke!

There is, of course, no ownership in artistic subject matter except that which is vali-
dated by the artist's own complete apprehension and understanding of the materials. By
virtue of such validation, however, the farm and village matter of a given region would seem
peculiarly to belong to its own regional painters. This brings up the whole of the ancient
moot question of regionalism in literature and art.

Occasionally I have been accused of being a flag-waver for my own part of the country.
do believe in the Middle West—in its people and in its art, and in the future of both—and
this with no derogation to other sections. I believe in the Middle West in spite of abundant
knowledge of its faults. Your true regionalist is not a mere eulogist; he may even be a severe
critic. I believe in the regional movement in art and letters (comparatively new in the former
though old enough in the latter); but I wish to place no narrow interpretation on such re-
gionalism. There is, or at least there need be, no geography of the art mind or of artistic
talent or appreciation. But painting and sculpture do not raise up a public as easily as litera-
ture, and not until the break-up caused by the Great Depression has there really been an
opportunity to demonstrate the artistic potentialities of what some of our Eastern city
friends call “the provinces.”

Let me try to state the basic idea of the regional movement. Each section has a person-
ality of its own, in physiography, industry, psychology. Thinking painters and writers who
have passed their formative years in these regions will, by care-taking analysis, work out
and interpret in their productions these varying personalities. When the different regions
develop characteristics of their own, they will come into competition with each other; and
out of this competition a rich American culture will grow. It was in some such manner that
Gothic architecture grew out of competition between different French towns as to which
could build the largest and finest cathedrals. And indeed the French Government has spon-
sored a somewhat similar kind of competition ever since Napoleon'’s time.

The germ of such a system for the United States is to be found in the art work recently
conducted under the PWA. This was set up by geographical divisions, and it produced re-
markable results in the brief space of time in which it was in operation. I should like to see
such encouragement to art work continued and expanded. The Federal Government should
establish regional schools for art instruction to specially gifted students in connection with
universities or other centers of culture in various sections.

In suggesting that these schools should be allied with the universities, I do not mean to
commit them to pedantic or even strictly academic requirements. But I do believe that the
general liberal arts culture is highly desirable in a painter’s training. The artist must know
moretoday than he had to know in former years.My own art students, for example, get a gen-
eral course in natural science—not with any idea of their specializing in biology or physics,
but because they need to know what is going on in the modern world. The main thing is to
teach students to think, and if they can to feel. Technical expression, though important, is
secondary; it will follow in due time, according to the needs of each student. Because of this
necessity of training in the liberal arts, the Government art schools should be placed at edu-
cational centers.
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The annual exhibits of the work of schools of this character would arouse general inter-
est and greatly enlarge our American art public. A local pride would be excited that might
rival that which even hard-headed business men feel for home football teams and such en-
terprises. There is nothing ridiculous about such support; it would be only a by-product of
a form of public art education which,when extended over a long period of time, would
make us a great art-loving nation.

Mural painting is obviously well adapted to Government projects, and it is also highly
suitable for regional expression. It enables students to work in groups, to develop original
ideas under proper guidance, and to work with a very definite purpose. I am far from com-
mending all the painting that has gone onto walls in the past year or two, for I realize there
has not been much success in finding a style well suited to the steel-construction building;
but these things will come, and there is sure to be a wonderful development in mural paint-
ing within the next few years. In it I hope that art students working with Government aid
may play a large part. My students at the State University of lowa hope to decorate the entire
University Theatre, when the building is finished, in true fresco; and there is to be regional
competition for the murals and sculpture in three new Iowa postoffices—at Dubuque,
Ames, and Independence.

I am willing to go so far as to say that I believe the hope of a native American art lies in
the development of regional art centers and the competition between them. It seems the
one way to the building up of an honestly art-conscious America. _

It should not be forgotten that regional literature also might well be encouraged by Gov-
ernment aid. Such “little” magazines as Iowa's Midland (now unfortunately suspended),
Nebraska’s Prairie Schooner, Oklahoma'’s Space, Montana's Frontier might well be subsi-
dized so that they could pay their contributors. A board could be set up which could erect
standards and allocate subsidies which would go far toward counteracting the highly com-
mercialized tendencies of the great eastern magazines.

But whatever may be the future course of regional competitions, the fact of the revolt
against the city is undeniable. Perhaps but few would concur with Thomas Jefferson'’s char-
acterization of cities as “ulcers on the body politic”; but, for the moment at least, much of
their lure is gone. Is this only a passing phase of abnormal times? Having at heart a deep
desire for a widely diffused love for art among our whole people, I can only hope that the
next few years may see a growth of non-urban and regional activity in the arts and letters.



