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Exhibition Belies
‘WPA Art’ Label

By Andrew Hudson

THE EXHIBITION, “Fed-
eral Art Patronage 1933 to
1943, at the University of
Maryland’s Fine Arts Center
until May 13, is truly histor-
ie. It is the first compre-
hensive exhibition of “New
Deal art” since President
Roosevelt's ‘“honorable dis-
charge” of the various
‘Government art programs in
1943.

In his catalogue introduc-
tion to the show, Dr. Francis
O’Connor, Assistant Profes-
sor of Art History at the
University, points out that
the generally used 1label

“WPA” for the art program

of the Roosevelt Adminis-
tration is inaccurate. There

| were three distinet programs.

THE FIRST program,
called the Public Works of
Art Project (PWAP), was a
-program of workrelief for
professional artists under the

‘auspices of the Treasury De-

partment. It lasted from De-
cember, 1933, to June, 1934,
and employed 3749 artists
who produced 15,633 works
of art, from murals to cera-

“mics.

On April 24, 1934, an exhi-
bition of 551 of these works
went on show at the Comor-
an Gallery of Art.

A “Sketeh of Old Balti-
more Waterfront” by Her-
man Manil, included in the

works that Mrs. Roosevelt se-
lected to hang in the White
House.

THE SECOND program be-
gan in October, 1934, as the
Treasury Section of Painting
and Sculpture and continued
as a Section of Fine Arts

“until June, 1943. It was con-

cerned with art for govern-
ment buildings, and was led
by the same men who super-
vised the PWAP: Edward
Bruce, Edward Rowan and

Forbes Watson.

One per cent of all public
building construction funds
allocated by Congress was
set aside for artistie decora-
tion and C were
awarded through open com-
petitions.
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Several mural designs
(rather set and academic in
style for Government build-
ings in Washington and post
offices and Federal court-
houses across the country
are included in the Universi-
ty of Maryland show. Some
of the murals can still be
seen in the Justice Depart-
ment building and the Social
Security building.
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. |Federal Art Project through-
g Aout its duration.

crudity,
show a strong temperament
and a striving after abstract
form. They have a wildness
and an urgency. The paint
" doesn’t go on properly, but
looks awkward,
and restricted by the sub-
ject matter. As his later work
shows, Pollock had to revo- }
lutionize painting in order to
express his own poetic vision.

vainting (1936) by Adolph Got-
tlieb, shows him by contrast
much in command of his art.
T'he way in which rhythms

“Sweatshop” by éeorge Bi

are set up by the nearly re
peated shapes of figures and
funnels; tension created by
the merging thrusts of the
curved chair legs; and design
on the surface of the canvas
combined with movements
nto a pictorial space, show
e hand of an assured, intel-
igent painter with a strong
sense of form.

Other works that point to
an enlightened attitude on
the part of the officers and
supervisors of the WPA Fed-
eral Art Project are Ad Rein-
ardt’s geometric abstract
ainting of 1942; Arshile
Gorky’s sketch for a large
mural (since destroyed) at
Newark airport; and strongly
abstract paintings by Morris

In their roughness and
these two works

ill at ease

“SUN DECK,” an early

George Biddle’s mural on
the theme of “Society Freed
Through Justice,” (located
in the 5th floor stairwell at
Justice) is remarkable for a |
technique of cross-hatching |
thin strokes of diluted color
that gives it the brilliance of
a watercolor or a crayon |
drawing. ‘

THE THIRD program, the
WPA Federal Art Project,
was devoted to the principle |
of work-relief. It was started
in August, 1935, and lasted,
with several changes of
name, until April, 1943.
Directed by Holger Cahill, it
aimed to help the artist con-
serve his skills and develop
his talents, whatever the re-
sult, and to increase cultural
awareness in the Nation. Ex-
hibitions were sent around |
the country; classes in art |
were initiated; Community
Art Centers and Federal Gal- |
leries were set up. ;

Many artists who went into
the countryside from big
cities remamed there and are .

Most important of
however, was the encourage-
ment and support given to
the individual artist. At its

.all,

peak, the Federal Art
Project employed about 5000
artists, engaged to create
easel painting in all media
murals, sculpture and fine
prints. In the easel division,
artists were permitted to
work in their own studios.
Many future members of the
postwar New Yeork School
benefitted from this opportu-
nity to explore freely new
artistic directions.

In the exhibition at Col-
lege Park, there are two ear-
ly paintings by Jackson Pol
lock, who was employed b
the Easel Division of th

Graves and Loren Maclver.
The show at the University
of Maryland is well worth
seeing. It’s not often that one
ets a chance to see early
ollock and early Gottlieb. !
ancis O’Connor, who se-
ted and assembled the ex-
bition, also created a cata-
gue which, with its full.;
hronology and bibliography, |
is an dimportant document. ?
And Washingtonians  will
d that the exhibition is
not without a local touch: in-
addition to the sketch by
Herman Maril, there are also .«
 early works by William Cal- + ‘
| fee, Mitchell Jamieson, and
~Jatcob Kainen. A
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