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Do we have a real art in America?

iﬁumﬁlﬂy. Why do you ask?
Belad . &
Well, I always thought we had been too busy in our past to build an American art.
And then too, our history has been so short there hasn't been the time to develop

an art, in the sense of European art. Ien't that so?

ot at all, John, There's alwaye been an American art, almost since the very
beginning of the settlement. In the Colonisl and esrly American period, roughly
from 1670 to 1850 there was a coherent tradition of portrait painting somewhat

in the style of the English portrait school, but clearly merked by the hard-headed
objectivity of American character. High pointe in this group are the anonymous
painter of the picture called "Madame Freake" and "Baby Mary" 1874; Robert Feke who
begen painting in the first quarter of the 18th century; Ralph Earl and John
Singleton Copley, who were painting st the time of the Revolution. We also have
John Trumbull and Charles Willson Peale, and of course Gilbert Stuart, who painted
so many portraits of George Washington, and whose death if 1828 marks the end of 3
our strong early portrait school.

That's right. I've forgotten about those early portraits. I've often seen them

in the muceums, But that's about all there is to American art. Isn't that so?

Not at all. In the period between the war of 1812 and the Civil Wer the American
artist turned from portrsiture to historical allegories; to close observation and
drematic statement of the American scene particularly of the so-called Hudson River

school of painters. But moet interesting of all in this period, to me at lesst,

is the homespun.vernscular of the painter of scenes from everyday life, George
Caleb Bingham, for instance, who comes along in the 1840's. Then, aeide from the

profesgional painters we have, in the 19th century, the reey and idiomatic folk
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end popular art of America which expresses the varied experience of the

¢ommon people, And then at the time of the Civil ¥War there are James Abbott
MoNeil Whistler, ome of the most cosmopolitam of American talents; Winelow Homer,
the painter of the epic of America out of doors, and & little later, Thomas Eakins,
e.la"\giranteat portrait and g;nra peinter of the latter half of the 13th century,
and Albert Pinkham Ryder, one of our most extreordinary gemiuses. And there are
other names -- George Immess, Homer Martin, Alexander Wyant, Jolm LeFarge, Frank
Duveneck and Johm Singer Sargent.

That's quite an impressive list.

And there were others. The American Impressionist painters like Theodore Robinson,
John Twachtman, Childe Hassam, Maurice Prendergast and Marry Cassatt, and toward
the close of the 19th century the group called "The Eight", which included Robert
Henri, Arthur B. Davies, George Luks, John Sloan, Willism J. Glackens; Later
George Bellows, And then the modernist group which came along about 1910,

That'e all very well, Mr. Cahill, for all those fellows already in the museuns,
but what have we got today? What kind of American peintings and painters flourish

now — if any?

"If eny?® I'm surprised at you, Joln. But I'll answer your question just the same,
and I can do it best by introdueing our program guest, one of the leading painters
in America today. He is Mr. George Biddle, the well-known murel painter, President
of the Mural Painters' Guild, end & man who has done a grest deal in developing the -
present public art program in our country. HMr. Biddle, will you tell our skeptical

young men here something about American painting today?




FOR STUDY PURPOSES ONLY. NOT FOR REPRODUCTION.

Collection: Series.Folder:
R+ P 2l

The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY

I'll be glad to do what I can, Mr. Cahill,

Mr. Biddle, I've heerd a lot of people talking about an

American renaissance in art, Whet do they mean by that?

We have heard & good deal lately about an American art
renaissance, There's no question that we've had goed

artists. Yet, in my opinion, it may be years before we

have a significent birth of Americen art, let alone a

re-birth. What Americas has today is a whirl of interest

in American art, — & grester curiosity and excitement ebout art
than ever before. Indeed, there is a greater popular interest
in art in America today than hes existed anywhere in Europe

for hundreds of years. And that is & matter of fact, not

of opinion,

What makes you say it ie a matter of fact, not of ginion,

Mr. Biddle?

Mostly because of the current popularity of art reproductions,
art magazines, end art exhibitions throughout the cowmtry.
Popular magazines, with colored reproductions of contemporary
Americen and classical art, reach an audience of approximately
ten million people a week,
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(CONT'D) The yearly sttendance at art exhibitiome

is nearly twenty millions. The W. P. A. art

galleries have had

it ia a

try toward
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That sounds awful, Mr. Biddle
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d m.frﬁ The artist is being recognised more and

more
as serving a soclal functlion dtae—esese just
ag a doctor serves a soclal functlon, or a

clerpyman, or 4 LEcchol, cvmmwmsmmmmivs il
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the salea of his pl 8, and

Lo

the 8

i

JOHN: When did this sort of thing begln
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My the great sttendance at art shows, the sale of art books, and by the
tremendous public interest in the government art progrems. Mr. Cahill
will be able to tell us about that.

The American public has supported the W.P.A. Art Progrems in an extraordinary
degree., Public schools, libraries, and other institutions have sponsored

the production of 1,400 murals, 50,000 oil paintings and watercolors,

90,000 prints, and 5,700 sculptures for public buildings. They have

also sponsored a community art center program which has already given

six million people in every section of the cou:ntry pome understanding of

the significance of art in everyday life,

I didn't realize there was such & demand for art as all this.

It's too bad that thie public demend for art did not begin long before

this, If we had created ae insistent a demand for the work of the
creative artist in the part thirty years as we have for automobiles,
American art yxk would have been immeasurably enriched., Americen art
patrons have spent meny millions for the work of foreign artists and
for the rare antiquitiesg of other lands, but 1f thelr money had been
spent for the works of American creative talent, it is entirely probable

that American talent would have met the demand.
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CAHITL: appear., In Italy the artists were conms
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produce , and al times the commands were even

gulded by 4l ing taste, but
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Well; I guess we've improved a lot since Mr. Dana's time.

We're certainly inviting the American renaissance.

You think, if we keep up the interest that hMr. Biddle has

told us about, we can help the American artist -- make

art flourish in this country?

flourd
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Amerlcan painting has been a genuine reflection of

Amerlcan 1life and American character since the very

beginning, since its sarlieat
different senss .oday than 1t
’olonial and early American times,

painting waa devoted to portralf

Ll

thers, just as good, often
by anonymous artiats.
the famous "Mrs. Freake ard Baby Mary,"
best portraits of all time, painted
; and there's the lovely portrait of
"The Gitbs Children," and the celebrated "Elizabeth
Paddjy pail about the s ame perilod,
century, These
recorda of
Undoubtedly

Iuteh painting,

other art,
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As Ernest Fenollosa, the great American art

eritic has salid, "The Alien influence is invariably

at the heart of the native development."™ In this
sense, then, the ancestry of palnting is like the
ancestry of human belngs, they come "out of

the everywhere, into the here." But whils the

ancestry

now "
belong to a loeality

to ths world
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Wegll, George, 1t's mpstly & very useful expression,

though 1 must edmit 1t's been vastly overworked.
The American scene is certainly

American portrsit painters, who

the valus of palnting the

them, Dut in discussing

firat come to the subject of reglonslism,

"Reglonalism" -- A8 dord

across freque

-

what

sOme reapect,

fork, especlally in their more
T “i""‘ - 1|-\_.,, # 51 L ekbtg
e inspiration of the countpry,
of art centers
Mlddle :he Rocky Mountain reglon,
and the Pacific Coasts. The rapid growth af

and the enthusiasm with which

turned to loesl
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But will this art be reglonal or national in

character, Er, Cghlll ==

the people of that locallty, o

of the people as a whole?

courss, on how

relatsd to the

Intereat
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CAHILL: (CONTINUED) This naturally gives the artist the

opportunity of saylng something in his art about
an envirorment and a soclal 1l1fe which he is likely
to know well.. As

is jolned by other

eliminations wilil

landans
Ld il

of

101e

reglonalism, one real
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(CONTINUED) After all, there is no reason why

artiats should not find in the Middle Wesat or
any other reglion, the flowers of & local romanticism
which may not have the bloom of Gauguin's south

Wil

Seas but which are, Just the same, plants from
similar garden, <This regional work, partly
because its aubject mat er 1s famllier and not
exotic, la abie to get Lts message over
publle which heretofore has had littlas cont

wilth &art,

But why 1a the American

attention?

Every commmity appears to 1 trying Lo say

art ething about .cular meaning

OWIl
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How do the paintings of these different commnitisg

differ, Mp, Jahlll, apart from the difference
of landscape?

CAHILL: It 1s in the paintings devoted to the
scene that one
in thelr most obvious
sastern farming ocounty

at

ipalachians, ti
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Indeed I do, and I admire his work very much.

Mr. Slean has probably had a greater influence on
American art than any other man living. As a teacher
he has launched hundreds of artlats on their caresérs,
through his work at the American Art Student's League.
Also, Mr, Sloan is the author of that

witty book called "The Glat of Art",

as an excallent handbook for artists

whather it be painting, musle, writing,

other medium. Mr, Sloan, can you tell my good
Georges, heres, something the artist today, and his

precccupation with "painting American®!

SLOAN: Theres i3 so much talk today about the American scene
as though it 1s something that's been diswovered
in the last ten years. Amerlcan palnters have always
painted 1t, from Glackens, Luka, Shinn and myself,
back to Winslow Homer, Eakins, and even earlier artists.
It 18 nct necessary to paint the American flag to be
an Amsrican painter. As though you didn't
American scene eve y time you open your eyes!
for the American acens:
mental realization. If you

your work will be American.

What about the soelal significance of your work, Mr.

Sleoan?
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There 18 also toc much talk today about soclallye

conscious painting. My old work wes very much 80,

unconacionsly., But now I feel that such a thing

=]

ahould not be put intc painting, and 1 resarve it

for my atching. You may aay thot
whils Rome burns,

ronssand
pPropa;

freely, w

MATTOT we
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It ia true, isn't 1it, Mr. Slcan, that you have
always lived and painted American - that you have

never, that is, studied in the Buropean schools?

I have never been cutalde the United States:

SIOAN :

while this fact means that I have ssen few
great masterplecesa of

in the great French s

mean that I

wit
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Why isn't subject matter important, Mr. Sloan?

Subjeet matter is only important insofar as 1t.

interests the artist, If the artist is interested,
he will turn out an Interesting plcture; for the
artist has first of all to find something

about life

and select

scross.
moving event; a few plums on

mind, 1s snough for subject

Renolr puts thres plums

suprface of an eight=-by=twe

result that is as

carved relief

tradit in th nae that the Cothie
had tradition 'hs Indians have & great
traditional base ey work together with the same

community ¢
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Certaln conditions in the soclal relations

must ohange Lefores we will have any

kind of united spirit, which

artists, will make them wor

eapec
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(CLOSING)

You have been listening to the eleventh program In

a seriss of broadecasts entitled "What's Art To Me"

the Colunbla
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They may of course be prints of & large edltion, but
1t 18 better to get something fine &nd nct so rare
than to get some poor original just because no one
else hus it. A collection should be used to develop
your taste instead of as 6 mwe&ans of "showing off".
And then, of course, the works of meny of our younger
artists ere very moderstely priced.

And it's elwaye Lluportent to keep in mind, isn't 1it,
thet the unknown painter of today may be the great

master of tomorrow?

Yes; and 1f you like his work, ploneer a bit and BO
help him to Vecome recogniged. But do so only after
you have formed your own personel taste -- And finally,
the smeteur collector should remember that art 1s not
imitetion, Subject matter has its plece; but the
method of bullding & ploture, the form and design,

are most essentlal, With these principles in mind,

an ert collection cen be sterted -- end I speskifrom
exporience when I sey that 1t 1s & faselneting ad-

venture.
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Thank you very much, kr. Lewisohn - And now I want to
introduce to the radic audience & famous American pelinter.
He is Mr. Henry Billinge, widely known for paintings,
eapecislly his exciting mursels which make brilllant
decorsative use of machine forme, for ilnstence, bls moblle
mural in the Pord Bullding et the World's Falr in New York.
Mr. Blllings, whet do you think of the perennial story of
the modern-artlst-and-the-cutraged publle?

BILLINOS:It's the saus old story. The wmore modern the artist the

BILLINGS :

more outraged the public. Put I den't belleve the artist's
intention today is just to cutrage the public. Of course,
certain romantic painters of the 19th century quite frankly
set out to shock bourgeols teste. That was the reason for
the flowing tie, the velvet trousers and elwaye living in
sn attle. Today it seems that 1f the ertist iz honest and
alert toc the contemporary world he will end up with forms
that ore sc stertling end so new that agaln the general
public will be left behind. GSoeclal and technicsl changes
in our generation have teen 80 rapld that aesthetlo

change hes had & hard time keeping shead of them,

You don't think the artist's aim, then, is to lead the
public taste, Mr. Billlngs?

I wouldn't put it exmctly thet way. The artist tries, among

other things, to restate the vision of life anew, as for

instence, nature gives us a fresh day each morning. As the
artist 1s succesaful in this matter, so he will lead publiec
teste. But toc do this he must recapture contemporary life

while it 1s still allve and atlll contemporary.
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Whet would be & concrete exsample of this, Ere Billings?

Well, this may serve, kr. Cahill., A modern srtist

who happens tc see beauty in a locomotlive, for instence,
will not try to force his conception of the locomotlive
intc an old &rt form. He won't paint a vague lupression
of steam #nd light end speed as the lmpressionlast
painters of the past century would have done. le

won't see & locomotive es Monet or Turner, for instance,
but will eee it, end pelnt 1it, in terms of the present,
with his present-day understanding. The result ls that
1t will look like = locomotive, and & very modern snd
up-to-date one at that. For example, I try to palnt
the dynsmics or even the abstract shepes end forms

thet meke up & locomotive, the concentric and excentrie
eircles of its machinery, end the forwerd thrust cf

its ériving shart, This ls one way in whlch the

modern pelinter reflects the splrit of the sge in hils

own work. The modern artist must be adventurous in

his attitude towsrd the modern world. In this con-
nection, 1'd like to quote a very interesting

stetement made by Alfred E. Barr, Jr., Director of

the Museum cof Modern Art. MNr. Parr writes as followe:
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"Nodern art ls sn adventure of the eye and mind. Like

many adventures it 1s beset with pitfalls snd quick-
sandis, faloe starts and blind slleys -~ many of which
are really imaglnary cdifriculties, bora of our general
reluctance to face snything new or strange. Under-
standing mwodern art does not require sany great effort
of the intellect. The theories back of most apparently
abatruse paintlngs cen ususlly be expressed in & few
sentences. Fut understending modern ert, or for that
metter, the art of the past, does require some
initiative and isegination. Modern art 1s not for

the ti:i1d or complecent man wilo does not went to be
disturbed, but for the slert, the youthful-minded,

the adventurcus,”

Thank you, Mr. Billings. Thst meskes & very good
concluding statement for this last brosdomst of our

serles.

You have been listening to the laast broadesst in a
series of prograns entitled "what's Art to Ne™, whiech
have been presented each Saturdey at this time, for
thirteen weeks, by the Columbla Proadoesting System
in cooperation with the Nuseum of Modern Art in

New York City. (CONT)




FOR STUDY PURPOSES ONLY. NOT FOR REPRODUCTION.

The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY

Collection:

Series.Folder:

R+ P

2 1.2




