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THE MODERN VOCABULARY OF PERSUASION IN ART REFLECTS PIVOTAL CONFLICTS OF
THE 1930S
Addressing and persuading a mass audience was a central artistic motive
in the contentious climate of the 1930s. The Rhetoric of Persuasion,
organized by Peter Galassi, Chief Curator, Department of Photography, and
Wendy Weitman, Associate Curator, Department of Prints and Illustrated
Books, seeks to define the modern vocabulary of persuasion by bringing
together nearly 75 posters, prints, photographs, and paintings that share
the aim of conveying an unambiguous social message. The exhibition
includes works by Margaret Bourke-White, Gustav Klucis, Dorothea Lange,
Jacob Lawrence, Tina Modotti, Diego Rivera, Ben Shahn, and by Leopoldo
Méndez and other members of Mexico’s Taller de Gráfica Popular, or
People’s Printmaking Workshop. The Rhetoric of Persuasion is on view from
April 30 through September 26, 2000, as part of Making Choices, the
second cycle of MoMA2000.
Pivotal events of the 1930s raised the clash of ideologies to a pitch of
urgent intensity: the worldwide devastation of the Great Depression; the
rise of Stalin, Hitler, Franco, and Mussolini; the struggle of the
Spanish Civil War; and the developing conflicts that led to World War II.
In the visual arts, the imperative to engage and convince the largest
possible audience spawned a distinctive brand of pictorial rhetoric.
Artists merged the dynamic simplicity of modernism and a premodern
grammar of easily readable human figures to develop a visual arsenal that
crossed geographical and ideological boundaries and provided a common
language for messages that were sometimes radically opposed in content.
The imagery of persuasion took a wide range of concrete forms, from
enormous murals to inexpensive prints that made up in breadth of
distribution what they lacked in scale. Typical subjects are unmistakable
exemplars of one side of the struggle or another—angelic heroes and evil
villains, indomitable workers and helpless victims—as well as more
generalized icons of power or force and inspiring images of mass
solidarity. In Rivera’s fresco Agrarian Leader Zapata (1931), for
instance, Emiliano Zapata, a leader of the Mexican Revolution, takes
charge of a slain soldier’s horse, thus assuming the noble pose of a hero
comparable to images in older European art. With equal clarity, Victor
Ancona and Karl Koehler’s poster This Is the Enemy (1942) renders the
evil visage of a Nazi general wearing a monocle that reflects the hanging
body of a victim.
Some of the works in the exhibition were commissioned as government
propaganda; others express the personal convictions of the artists who
made them. Among the latter, one of the most prominent is a display of
twenty-five panels from Lawrence’s The Migration Series (1940–41). In
small gouache panels that derive their force from simplified forms and a
limited palette, Lawrence chronicles the migration of African Americans
from the South to the North in the early twentieth century. Like the best
of Lange’s Depression photographs, Lawrence’s paintings succeed in
attaching genuine emotion to anonymous figures who represent the

http://www.moma.org/about_moma/press/2000/rhetoric_6_30_00.html

2/3/2009

MoMA | press | Releases | 2000 | The Modern Vocabulary of Persuasion in Art Reflects P... Page 2 of 6

suffering and strivings of millions.
Organized according to dominant themes, the exhibition demonstrates that
the common language of persuasion served a variety of causes. One wall,
for example, brings together posters made in the United States, the
Soviet Union, and Republican Spain, all of which celebrate the power of
military or industrial might. Nearby, Klucis’s Fulfilled Plan, Great Work
(1930), a propaganda poster for Stalin’s first Five Year Plan of forced
industrialization, hangs beside José Clemente Orozco’s Clenched Fist
(1948). In both images, the hand of the worker embodies a force that will
not be defeated.
SPONSORSHIP
Making Choices
is part of MoMA2000, which is made possible by The Starr Foundation.
Generous support is provided by Agnes Gund and Daniel Shapiro in memory
of Louise Reinhardt Smith. The Museum gratefully acknowledges the
assistance of the Contemporary Exhibition Fund of The Museum of Modern
Art, established with gifts from Lily Auchincloss, Agnes Gund and Daniel
Shapiro, and Jo Carole and Ronald S. Lauder. Additional funding is
provided by the National Endowment for the Arts, Jerry I. Speyer and
Katherine G. Farley, and by The Contemporary Arts Council and The Junior
Associates of The Museum of Modern Art. Education programs accompanying
MoMA2000 are made possible by Paribas. The publication Making Choices:
1929, 1939, 1948, 1955 is made possible by The International Council of
The Museum of Modern Art. The interactive environment of Making Choices
is supported by the Rockefeller Brothers Fund. Web/kiosk content
management software is provided by SohoNet.
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seeks to define the modern vocabulary of persuasion by bringing together nearly 75 posters, prints,
photographs, and paintings that share the aim of conveying an unambiguous social message. The
exhibition includes works by Margaret Bourke-White, Gustav Klucis, Dorothea Lange, Jacob Lawrence,
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from April 30 through September 26, 2000, as part of Making Choices, the second cycle of
MoMA2000.
Pivotal events of the 1930s raised the clash of ideologies to a pitch of urgent intensity: the worldwide
devastation of the Great Depression; the rise of Stalin, Hitler, Franco, and Mussolini; the struggle of the
Spanish Civil War; and the developing conflicts that led to World War II. In the visual arts, the
imperative to engage and convince the largest possible audience spawned a distinctive brand of pictorial
rhetoric. Artists merged the dynamic simplicity of modernism and a premodern grammar of easily
readable human figures to develop a visual arsenal that crossed geographical and ideological boundaries
and provided a common language for messages that were sometimes radically opposed in content.
The imagery of persuasion took a wide range of concrete forms, from enormous murals to inexpensive
prints that made up in breadth of distribution what they lacked in scale. Typical subjects are
unmistakable exemplars of one side of the struggle or another—angelic heroes and evil villains,
indomitable workers and helpless victims—as well as more generalized icons of power or force and
inspiring images of mass solidarity. In Rivera’s fresco Agrarian Leader Zapata (1931), for instance,
Emiliano Zapata, a leader of the Mexican Revolution, takes charge of a slain soldier’s horse, thus
assuming the noble pose of a hero comparable to images in older European art. With equal clarity,
Victor Ancona and Karl Koehler’s poster This Is the Enemy (1942) renders the evil visage of a Nazi
general wearing a monocle that reflects the hanging body of a victim.
Some of the works in the exhibition were commissioned as government propaganda; others express the
personal convictions of the artists who made them. Among the latter, one of the most prominent is a
display of twenty-five panels from Lawrence’s The Migration Series (1940–41). In small gouache
panels that derive their force from simplified forms and a limited palette, Lawrence chronicles the
migration of African Americans from the South to the North in the early twentieth century. Like the best
of Lange’s Depression photographs, Lawrence’s paintings succeed in attaching genuine emotion to
anonymous figures who represent the suffering and strivings of millions.
Organized according to dominant themes, the exhibition demonstrates that the common language of
persuasion served a variety of causes. One wall, for example, brings together posters made in the United
States, the Soviet Union, and Republican Spain, all of which celebrate the power of military or industrial
might. Nearby, Klucis’s Fulfilled Plan, Great Work (1930), a propaganda poster for Stalin’s first Five
Year Plan of forced industrialization, hangs beside José Clemente Orozco’s Clenched Fist (1948). In
both images, the hand of the worker embodies a force that will not be defeated.
SPONSORSHIP
Making Choices
is part of MoMA2000, which is made possible by The Starr Foundation. Generous support is provided
by Agnes Gund and Daniel Shapiro in memory of Louise Reinhardt Smith. The Museum gratefully
acknowledges the assistance of the Contemporary Exhibition Fund of The Museum of Modern Art,
established with gifts from Lily Auchincloss, Agnes Gund and Daniel Shapiro, and Jo Carole and
Ronald S. Lauder. Additional funding is provided by the National Endowment for the Arts, Jerry I.
Speyer and Katherine G. Farley, and by The Contemporary Arts Council and The Junior Associates of
The Museum of Modern Art. Education programs accompanying MoMA2000 are made possible by
Paribas. The publication Making Choices: 1929, 1939, 1948, 1955 is made possible by The
International Council of The Museum of Modern Art. The interactive environment of Making Choices
is supported by the Rockefeller Brothers Fund. Web/kiosk content management software is provided by
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Addressing and persuading a mass audience was a central artistic motive in the contentious climate of
the 1930s. The Rhetoric of Persuasion, organized by Peter Galassi, Chief Curator, Department of
Photography, and Wendy Weitman, Associate Curator, Department of Prints and Illustrated Books,
seeks to define the modern vocabulary of persuasion by bringing together nearly 75 posters, prints,
photographs, and paintings that share the aim of conveying an unambiguous social message. The
exhibition includes works by Margaret Bourke-White, Gustav Klucis, Dorothea Lange, Jacob Lawrence,
Tina Modotti, Diego Rivera, Ben Shahn, and by Leopoldo Méndez and other members of Mexico’s
Taller de Gráfica Popular, or People’s Printmaking Workshop. The Rhetoric of Persuasion is on view
from April 30 through September 26, 2000, as part of Making Choices, the second cycle of
MoMA2000.
Pivotal events of the 1930s raised the clash of ideologies to a pitch of urgent intensity: the worldwide
devastation of the Great Depression; the rise of Stalin, Hitler, Franco, and Mussolini; the struggle of the
Spanish Civil War; and the developing conflicts that led to World War II. In the visual arts, the
imperative to engage and convince the largest possible audience spawned a distinctive brand of pictorial
rhetoric. Artists merged the dynamic simplicity of modernism and a premodern grammar of easily
readable human figures to develop a visual arsenal that crossed geographical and ideological boundaries
and provided a common language for messages that were sometimes radically opposed in content.
The imagery of persuasion took a wide range of concrete forms, from enormous murals to inexpensive
prints that made up in breadth of distribution what they lacked in scale. Typical subjects are
unmistakable exemplars of one side of the struggle or another—angelic heroes and evil villains,
indomitable workers and helpless victims—as well as more generalized icons of power or force and
inspiring images of mass solidarity. In Rivera’s fresco Agrarian Leader Zapata (1931), for instance,
Emiliano Zapata, a leader of the Mexican Revolution, takes charge of a slain soldier’s horse, thus
assuming the noble pose of a hero comparable to images in older European art. With equal clarity,
Victor Ancona and Karl Koehler’s poster This Is the Enemy (1942) renders the evil visage of a Nazi
general wearing a monocle that reflects the hanging body of a victim.
Some of the works in the exhibition were commissioned as government propaganda; others express the
personal convictions of the artists who made them. Among the latter, one of the most prominent is a
display of twenty-five panels from Lawrence’s The Migration Series (1940–41). In small gouache
panels that derive their force from simplified forms and a limited palette, Lawrence chronicles the
migration of African Americans from the South to the North in the early twentieth century. Like the best
of Lange’s Depression photographs, Lawrence’s paintings succeed in attaching genuine emotion to
anonymous figures who represent the suffering and strivings of millions.
Organized according to dominant themes, the exhibition demonstrates that the common language of
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persuasion served a variety of causes. One wall, for example, brings together posters made in the United
States, the Soviet Union, and Republican Spain, all of which celebrate the power of military or industrial
might. Nearby, Klucis’s Fulfilled Plan, Great Work (1930), a propaganda poster for Stalin’s first Five
Year Plan of forced industrialization, hangs beside José Clemente Orozco’s Clenched Fist (1948). In
both images, the hand of the worker embodies a force that will not be defeated.
SPONSORSHIP
Making Choices
is part of MoMA2000, which is made possible by The Starr Foundation. Generous support is provided
by Agnes Gund and Daniel Shapiro in memory of Louise Reinhardt Smith. The Museum gratefully
acknowledges the assistance of the Contemporary Exhibition Fund of The Museum of Modern Art,
established with gifts from Lily Auchincloss, Agnes Gund and Daniel Shapiro, and Jo Carole and
Ronald S. Lauder. Additional funding is provided by the National Endowment for the Arts, Jerry I.
Speyer and Katherine G. Farley, and by The Contemporary Arts Council and The Junior Associates of
The Museum of Modern Art. Education programs accompanying MoMA2000 are made possible by
Paribas. The publication Making Choices: 1929, 1939, 1948, 1955 is made possible by The
International Council of The Museum of Modern Art. The interactive environment of Making Choices
is supported by the Rockefeller Brothers Fund. Web/kiosk content management software is provided by
SohoNet.
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photographs, and paintings that share the aim of conveying an unambiguous social message. The
exhibition includes works by Margaret Bourke-White, Gustav Klucis, Dorothea Lange, Jacob Lawrence,
Tina Modotti, Diego Rivera, Ben Shahn, and by Leopoldo Méndez and other members of Mexico’s
Taller de Gráfica Popular, or People’s Printmaking Workshop. The Rhetoric of Persuasion is on view
from April 30 through September 26, 2000, as part of Making Choices, the second cycle of
MoMA2000.
Pivotal events of the 1930s raised the clash of ideologies to a pitch of urgent intensity: the worldwide
devastation of the Great Depression; the rise of Stalin, Hitler, Franco, and Mussolini; the struggle of the
Spanish Civil War; and the developing conflicts that led to World War II. In the visual arts, the
imperative to engage and convince the largest possible audience spawned a distinctive brand of pictorial
rhetoric. Artists merged the dynamic simplicity of modernism and a premodern grammar of easily
readable human figures to develop a visual arsenal that crossed geographical and ideological boundaries
and provided a common language for messages that were sometimes radically opposed in content.

http://www.moma.org/about_moma/press/2000/rhetoric_6_30_00.html

2/3/2009

MoMA | press | Releases | 2000 | The Modern Vocabulary of Persuasion in Art Reflects P... Page 6 of 6

The imagery of persuasion took a wide range of concrete forms, from enormous murals to inexpensive
prints that made up in breadth of distribution what they lacked in scale. Typical subjects are
unmistakable exemplars of one side of the struggle or another—angelic heroes and evil villains,
indomitable workers and helpless victims—as well as more generalized icons of power or force and
inspiring images of mass solidarity. In Rivera’s fresco Agrarian Leader Zapata (1931), for instance,
Emiliano Zapata, a leader of the Mexican Revolution, takes charge of a slain soldier’s horse, thus
assuming the noble pose of a hero comparable to images in older European art. With equal clarity,
Victor Ancona and Karl Koehler’s poster This Is the Enemy (1942) renders the evil visage of a Nazi
general wearing a monocle that reflects the hanging body of a victim.
Some of the works in the exhibition were commissioned as government propaganda; others express the
personal convictions of the artists who made them. Among the latter, one of the most prominent is a
display of twenty-five panels from Lawrence’s The Migration Series (1940–41). In small gouache
panels that derive their force from simplified forms and a limited palette, Lawrence chronicles the
migration of African Americans from the South to the North in the early twentieth century. Like the best
of Lange’s Depression photographs, Lawrence’s paintings succeed in attaching genuine emotion to
anonymous figures who represent the suffering and strivings of millions.
Organized according to dominant themes, the exhibition demonstrates that the common language of
persuasion served a variety of causes. One wall, for example, brings together posters made in the United
States, the Soviet Union, and Republican Spain, all of which celebrate the power of military or industrial
might. Nearby, Klucis’s Fulfilled Plan, Great Work (1930), a propaganda poster for Stalin’s first Five
Year Plan of forced industrialization, hangs beside José Clemente Orozco’s Clenched Fist (1948). In
both images, the hand of the worker embodies a force that will not be defeated.
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acknowledges the assistance of the Contemporary Exhibition Fund of The Museum of Modern Art,
established with gifts from Lily Auchincloss, Agnes Gund and Daniel Shapiro, and Jo Carole and
Ronald S. Lauder. Additional funding is provided by the National Endowment for the Arts, Jerry I.
Speyer and Katherine G. Farley, and by The Contemporary Arts Council and The Junior Associates of
The Museum of Modern Art. Education programs accompanying MoMA2000 are made possible by
Paribas. The publication Making Choices: 1929, 1939, 1948, 1955 is made possible by The
International Council of The Museum of Modern Art. The interactive environment of Making Choices
is supported by the Rockefeller Brothers Fund. Web/kiosk content management software is provided by
SohoNet.
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