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ABSTRACT

The struggle over who writes our histories and who is included in those histories
resonates within the broader scope of my project where I examine such productions and
deliberations of American identity through U.S. visual language and artistic production. I
challenge exclusive ideas of “Americanness” and counter such exclusions within
Regionalism via the artistic production of Paul Cadmus. I specifically explore issues of
gender, race and class in the artworks of U.S. artist Paul Cadmus, his resulting impact on
the Regionalist movement and the heteronormative masculine identity that emerges from
within Regionalism.

I illuminate Cadmus’s contributions to Regionalism, rebuild connections between
other reassigned Regionalists, and challenge the accepted heteronormative masculine
identity of Regionalism. My project adds to the recent body of work regarding U.S.
homosexual artists within Regionalism and the overall greater categories of U.S. art. I

push against art history’s tendency to shut the book on Regionalism in standard
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Prologue

Relationship Status: It’s Complicated

It is no easy task to decipher the conflicted readings on Paul Cadmus’s artwork,
though it is breathlessly easy to read that which one seeks to prove from the visual
language of his canvases, as most scholars have done thus far. Scholars have named Paul
Cadmus everything from enfant-terrible to America’s greatest gay artist to satirist to
magic realist. Cadmus’s most enduring reputation as enfant-terrible was a moniker
eagerly imposed on him early in his career by a sensational newspaper headline, but his
temperament was a lifelong testament to tolerance, in both artistic production and stated
philosophy. Despite the rich literary narratives he executed in egg tempera and oil, or in
etchings, drawings, and even in photography, Cadmus comfortably deferred meaning and
interpretation to his critics and viewers. As he explained to a biographer, “A poet is not
expected to give an exegesis on a poem. I don’t think that a painter should do one of a
painting. (Aims differ with each work.) I have made statements in the past, now I know

’)1

better. Let art majors, art historians, etc., say their says.”” His tolerant philosophy served
his career well from the outset and allowed, as Cadmus put it, for everybody to “say their
says.””

In a 1992 newspaper article titled “The Charge? Depraved. The Verdict? Out of
the Show,” author William Grimes presents two important ideas surrounding Paul

Cadmus’s placement in both art history and popular culture. First, he inadvertently

illustrates the ease with which critics and scholars place artists and decide their historical

! Philip 1. Eliasoph, Paul Cadmus: Life and Work (University of New York at Binghamton, 1979). P. iii,
frontmatter.
? Ibid.



fates. He does this when he quotes Dore Ashton’s assessment that Cadmus is “not a

»3 Dore Ashton is cruel in her assessment of

historical figure at all, he’s an also-ran.
Cadmus’s work, characterizing it as “skewed Saturday Evening Post.”* Yet,
consideration of her assessment brings to the fore a curious connection to the Saturday
Evening Post’s most prominent illustrator, Norman Rockwell, and the revival of interest
in his work. Allan Wallach insists that an exploration of Rockwell requires first the
exploration of ideology because “what is ultimately at stake in any consideration of
Rockwell’s art is our conception of American history and society.” Wallach further
contends that Rockwell’s “defenders” bury one layer of ideology over another, much like
a Christian church built over a pagan temple, to assert a truth that was never necessarily
so. I contend that the same is happening with Cadmus and that the scholarship applied to
his work diminishes his status into a deferential role that is overshadowed by his very
placement in history as simply a gay artist or a lively example of censorship in American
art.

More recent scholarship pushes and pulls at Cadmus’s placement in Art History,
forcing him into even more desolate terrain where his impact as a cultural contributor is
diminished. Examination of a curious juxtaposition in Cadmus scholarship allows us to
consider dissimilar perspectives from doctoral dissertations and their potential impacts.
From 1978, Philip Eliasoph’s tome (at nearly 600 pages) is a lovingly devoted treatise on

the artist and covers every inch of not only Cadmus’s professional career, but much

* William Grimes, "The Charge? Depraved. The Verdict? Out of the Show.," The New York Times, March
8, 1992 1992.

4 Ibid, Grimes.

> Allan Wallach, “The Norman Rockwell Museum and the Representation of Social Conflict,” p288. In
Patricia A. Johnston, Seeing High & Low : Representing Social Conflict in American Visual Culture
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006).



biographical information as well, serving as both biography and monograph. Cadmus is
easily likeable, even more so, for those looking for homosexual role models to reclaim
and celebrate. Oddly, more than thirty years later, Anthony Morris’s 2010 dissertation
serves as a Cadmus micro-text, reducing Cadmus’s contribution to American art as an
entertaining exposé on censorship. Like Eliasoph before him, Morris diminishes the
effect Cadmus’s homoerotic imagery may have had on his reception and placement in Art
History. The comparison between the two texts elicits a gleaming similarity in their
parallel framing of Cadmus’s career trajectory throughout the 20™ century: at the height
of Cadmus’s most public censorship he held his greatest fame, only to be later eclipsed
by louder goings-on around him. It is baffling then that, during the height of the gay
movement, and now, in the era of “don’t ask, don’t tell,” these scholars manage such
sweeping omissions.

It was Cadmus’s 1934 painting, The Fleet’s In, that first brought him
national public attention. The painting’s subject matter includes a rollicking cast of
characters consisting of sailors on shore leave. The sailors socially and physically
interact with local floozies and effeminate male civilians in rather bawdy manners. Paul
Cadmus recalled that he was simply painting a scene very familiar to him, yet it still
caused a stir. A Works Progress Administration funded painting to be displayed in a
show at the Corcoran Gallery, Cadmus was both surprised by, and grateful for, the
negative and very public reaction of one navy officer that launched his professional
career in terms of affording him instant recognition across the country in newspapers and

magazines.



Though humorous and charming the history of The Fleet’s In may be, the focus of
this investigation is not that of the censorship surrounding the painting, nor is it a means
to further establish Cadmus as “America’s greatest gay artist,” or even to deny him that
status, but instead to consider the forces that move Cadmus away from Regionalism and
the function such a reassignment accomplishes. Otherwise, to continue to consider such
a narrow dialogue would diminish the accomplishments of such a complex artist and his
complex body of work, subtracting a nearly seventy-five year career into a compact and
tidy summary that belies the breadth and depth of his oeuvre and his agency as a cultural
contributor. Rather, the focus here is on the changing fashions of ideology as
constructions that can take hostage one artist for the greater cause. In this case, it is Paul
Cadmus detained for the sake of Regionalism. Instead of reestablishing Cadmus as
Regionalist, or attempting to reclassify him, I will show that Cadmus contributed greatly
to the Regionalist paradigm. Further, through the acknowledgment that Regionalism is
ideology instead of fact, we will see that the visual representation of American ideologies
is, in part, defined through exclusions, as exemplified in the case of Paul Cadmus: the
exemplary foil to a homegrown American art.

To map the convoluted history and unstable terrains of Regionalism I begin in my
prologue to illustrate the 80-year historiography of the ever-changing roster of
Regionalists through my focus on Paul Cadmus. In Chapter One, I look at the ways in
which marking gender difference is attempted through languages of American
masculinity. Regionalism creates a paradigm of gender inclusion via the perceptibility of
visible exclusion: Paul Cadmus, Grant Wood, and Norman Rockwell all contribute to the

orchestrations of these exclusions. In Chapter Two, I explore how Cadmus’s



“conversation pieces” trouble the idyllic rural and belie the agrarian myth for a
sophisticated modern age that is more accurate and threatening to the myths of
Regionalism. In Chapter Three, I reveal Paul Cadmus’s personal ideology of humanism
as the articulation of his homosexuality in its most socially acceptable realm, finally
transformed into a normalized homosexuality in 2009°s Hide/Seek exhibit. In these
discussions, I hope to reveal a more nuanced exploration of the analyses of Paul

Cadmus’s artworks and his contributions to U.S. art, within and beyond Regionalism.



Introduction
Problematizing Regionalism

An irony about the scholarship on Paul Cadmus is that all of the attention
bestowed upon The Fleet’s In is well deserved, even if the attention it receives is
misguided or too narrowly placed in issues of censorship and queer studies. And in a
twenty-first century mode of directness, the recent scholarship fast-forwards through key
relational placements that are quickly being erased. Once customary to discuss Cadmus
whenever considering the Regionalists, now it is moot. Cadmus has become so far
removed from Regionalism that his exclusion expressly emphasizes the sanctity of an
American triumvirate that included Thomas Hart Benton, John Steuart Curry and Grant
Wood.

The stock of that Regionalist trinity includes notions of wholesomeness. The
hearty, American born Midwesterner was never tainted by the excesses of European art,
or the big city for that matter, as many scholars characterize Regionalists. Yet, despite the
myths of this condition, and the occasional satire also evident in the works of Benton,
Wood, and Curry, it is Cadmus’s satirical oeuvre that is often used as reason enough,
difference enough in its worldly cynicism that it could not possibly be wholesome
enough and preclude him from sharing the condition of other Regionalists. Thus, some
scholars leave Cadmus there on the outskirts, close but not in the circle of Regionalism,
insignificant as a representation of American modernism, and without agency, during the
important American artistic pushback against Europe that permeated the Regionalist
movement.

In its heyday and at its height of popularity, Regionalism never was. In fact, it
was a designation that came after the fervor of American artists eager to paint the

6



American scenes from all over the country. Now, inherent in the triumvirate discussion
is an accepted visual language that specifically celebrates the Midwestern United States
as a cultural norm. Likewise, in current memory, both academic and popular, the
dialogue is ever more focused on the green pastures and farms of Kansas, Missouri, and
Iowa, and the heroically simple people that occupy the landscapes the triumvirate
painters are best remembered for. However, in nearly every discussion of Regionalism,
the less rural yet contemporaneous artist, Paul Cadmus, is almost always mentioned.

Despite the constant side-note inclusions of Paul Cadmus in these dialogues about
Regionalism, scholarship fails to pursue the purpose of his mention or his contribution to
the genre. The implication of his slight inclusion in dialogues about Regionalism and, at
the same time, the persistently overt exclusion of Cadmus from the category is far-
reaching and complicated. The most obvious complication is his homosexuality and the
bold representations of homoerotic imagery he derived from his urbane New York City
existence. Cadmus was gay and hailed from the city, two circumstances that can be used
to rigidly dismiss him from Regionalism, especially if the circumstances of Regionalism
itself remain unscrutinized. Yet, it is not as though it was the Regionalists themselves
that excluded Cadmus then, so it would appear that the ultimate exclusion occurs now,
well into the post-Stonewall 21* century, because it works and serves a purpose.

The focus of this investigation considers the complications of Cadmus’s
homosexuality as a prominent barrier to his inclusion within Regionalism, then, and even
more so, now. The pose of Cadmus’s homosexuality within Regionalism, and the
resulting predicament, begs an investigation of the social and political forces that separate

heterosexual Anglo-Saxon Midwestern America from artists such as Cadmus. Not only



has he been refused recognition as a Regionalist precisely because his homosexuality and
homoerotic imagery seemingly fall outside of the accepted national identity of what it
means to be an American, but his exclusion escalated throughout the decades of the
twentieth century when the visual dialogue of American nationalism shifted from
Regionalism to Abstract Expressionism. Artists such as Cadmus, and other American
Scene painters, were passed over in favor of artists like Jackson Pollack, and their non-
figurative, masculinist, and highly expressive images.

Recent scholarship during the past few decades has admittedly proclaimed a
“gradual renaissance” of interest in Cadmus, but the scholarship has mostly ignored the
implications of the artist’s relationship to Regionalism, and instead focused on his role as
a reclaimed artist for the gay community’s “unwritten history.”® Scholar Richard Meyer
calls the Regionalism of Paul Cadmus “a different American Scene” because it is clear
that Cadmus painted the American scene at the same time the triumvirate painted the
American Scene.” In fact, in a 1941 Encyclopedia Britannica entry titled “Famous
Paintings by Modern American Painters,” Cadmus is featured with Benton, Curry, and
Wood, along with reproductions of paintings by each of them.® Cadmus was an
important American artist painting the American scene during the height of Regionalism

and he was poised to “someday inherit the togas of Benton, Wood, and Curry.”

However, a glaring inconsistency highlights the complexity and problems in

imagining a community as a singular entity: imagined communities, either broadly

6 Meyer, Richard Meyer., Outlaw Representations: Censorship & Homosexuality in Twentieth-Century
American Art (Oxford: Oxford Univeristy Press, 2002).

7 Ibid.

® Ibid. Other American artists including Edward Hopper are also included in this encyclopedic entry.
® Ibid.



American with “a deep, horizontal comradeship,” or their more narrowly defined
subcultures, are nearly symbiotic and both rely on the other’s existence to sustain their
own.'” Meyer points out that Cadmus’s career faltered even more than that of the
Regionalists in a post World War II era where modern art criticism rallied for the rise of
abstract expressionism.'’ Not only did Cadmus fall into the shadow of the Regionalists,
as Meyer points out, Cadmus was “marginalized to the point of eclipse by the rise of
abstract expressionism.”'? One critic closed the book on the relevance of Regionalism in
a 1942 review of a Grant Wood exhibit, at the Chicago Institute of Art, when he claimed
that Wood’s show was a “culmination of a trend of escapism and isolationist thought and
action, which was popular with some groups yesterday, but which is definitely obsolete
today.”" So, Cadmus becomes twice removed from discussions of American art, once
from Regionalism, and then further with the disfavor of Regionalism. Despite Meyer’s
thorough investigation of Cadmus, he fails to consider the artist’s role with Regionalism
and what the implications of the rise of abstract expressionism posed against

Regionalisism’s decline actually says about his role as a non-regionalist during the

twentieth century, a highly nationalistic phase of American cultural identity.

The Accepted Regionalists and Their Inconsistencies
Around 1931, Benton, the so-called leader of Regionalism, entered a new phase

of his artistic development where he dedicated himself to representing the “scenes,

1% Benedict R. 0'G Anderson, Imagined Communities : Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism,
Rev. ed. (London ; New York ;: Verso, 2006).

" Ibid, 34.

* Ibid, 34.

B "Knocking Wood." Art Digest 1 Dec 1942: 12-13, in
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behaviors, and mythologies of American life.”"*

Though Benton claims he was unaware
of other American artists pursuing what he calls a “strong American viewpoint,” by the
spring of 1934 he acknowledges that the designation “Regionalist” was already accepted
in popular culture and throughout the American art world."> (And in an essay about John
Steurat Curry, Benton expresses doubt about this claim with his recollection that he first
met Curry in 1926 and immediately forged a friendship with him.'®) It is later in
Benton’s recollections, as late as 1969, that he subscribes to the triumvirate notoriety of
himself, Curry, and Wood whereas decades earlier he acknowledges that there were more
artists in the movement. He denigrates those that fled the designation when popular

artistic modes shifted:

When we were left to the mercies of the art journals, the professors and
the museum boys, we began immediately to lose influence among the
newly budding artists and the young students. The band wagon
practitioners, and most artists are unhappily such, left our regionalist
banner like rats from a sinking ship and allied themselves with the now
dominant internationalisms of the high-brow aesthetes. The fact that these
internationalisms were for the most part emanations from cultural events
occurring in the bohemias of Paris and thus as local as the forms they

deserted never once occurred to any of our band wagon fugitives.

While Benton and some others claim that the term was placed upon them and created
without their input or any desire to be part of a new school, Grant Wood had written a

manifesto in 1935 titled “Revolt Against the City” in which he describes the basic ideas

" Thomas Hart Benton, An American in Art: A Professional and Technical Autobiography (Lawrence,
Kansas: University of Kansas Press, 1969).

* Ibid, 70.

'® patricia Junker, ed. John Steuart Curry: Inventing the Middle West (New York: Hudson Hills Press, 1998).
Y Thomas Hart Benton, An Artist in America, 4th rev. ed. (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1983).

10



of Regionalism and calls for American artists to pursue them.'® Matthew Baigell asks us
to picture in our mind’s eye the 1930’s, anticipating that the result will be a “dust-bowl
landscape, a dour Middle Western couple, or perhaps some Bowery derelicts.”"’ As
Baigell rightly acknowledges:

Rarely had painters recorded so directly the great and immediate social issues and
cultural problems of the day. In their search for a key to the perplexities facing
virtually everyone, artists of the 1930’s charted and documented the body of
America as never before. They explored cities, small towns, rural hamlets, and
they painted, it would seem, every street and farm between Maine and California.
In their search for clues, they scrutinized hay wagons and modern automobiles,

revival meetings and urban political gatherings, dirt farms and enormous

industrial complexes, quiet side streets and roaring midways.*’

The prevalence of the American subject matter, for the American artist, extended
beyond the sometimes seemingly narrow mode of Regionalism and the mind’s eye
expectation of rolling farmlands. Benton ambivalently credits the press for their
application of the term in context to the art world. Otherwise, it had simply been a
literary term referring to a group of Southern writers.”’ Thomas Hart Benton and some
others claim that the term Regionalism was placed upon them and created without their
input or any desire to be part of a new school. Still, Grant Wood had written a manifesto
in 1935 titled Revolt Against the City in which he describes the basic rural tenets of
Regionalism. Further, he makes a call for American artists to pursue those rural tenets.

In the manifesto, Wood helped to create the myth, suggesting that Regionalism emerged

¥ Grant Wood, "Revolt against the City," Whirling World no. 1 (1935).

¥ Matthew Baigell, The American Scene: American Painting of the 1930's, American Art & Artists (New
York: Praeger, 1974).

* Ibid, 13.

2 Benton, An Artist in America.
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“rather gradually and without much blowing of trumpets, so that many observers are
scarcely aware of its existence,” as though it were much like an organic crop of corns,
growing slowly and unnoticed in the Midwestern soil.”> Though Wood, and others, hint at
mysterious origins for Regionalism, what is more perplexing is that the mythic middle
west solely becomes over time the expected and accepted subject matter of Regionalism.
The result is that artists such as Cadmus’s clearly legible urbanism ultimately, for a time,
extricates him from the countrified version of Regionalism that was especially popular in
the 1970’s during our nation’s bicentennial-induced patriotic fervor.

In her 2009 book, After Many Springs: Regionalism, Modernism, and the
Midwest, Debra Bricker Balken importantly explores what she characterizes as the
“artistic battles that waged simultaneously in New York and the Midwest during the
1930’s and 1940°s.”* In her argument, she rightly attempts to bridge the often confused
relationship between Regionalism and Modernism by illuminating the state of the arts
post-Depression era as “polarizing and alienating communities of artists who would be
variously labeled either modernists or Regionalists, without a full assessment of the
interconnections that at times unified their work.”** Yet, she too finds herself relying on
the exclusive and inaccurate Regionalist triumvirate of Benton, Wood, and Curry to argue
her case that Regionalism’s origins were actually in the modernist movement, and at the

expense of failing to mention Paul Cadmus at all.

2 Wood, "Revolt against the City."
> Debra Bricker Balken, After Many Springs : Regionalism, Modernism, & the Midwest (Des Moines, IA
New Haven: Des Moines Art Center ;
distributed by Yale University Press, 2009).preface page 1
24 .
Ibid. page 37.

12



Luckily, Cadmus has received mention in other investigations, including Jonathan
Weinberg’s Speaking for Vice, where Shore Leave and The Fleet’s In are used as
examples to illustrate encoded homosexual content.”> Similarly, works on Regionalism
mention him, as once requisite, for instance, in James Dennis’ Renegade Regionalists,
and in Erika Doss’ Benton, Pollock, and the Politics of Modernism: From Regionalism to
Abstract Expressionism. However, it is Wanda Corn in her important American art
survey, The Great American Thing, who first brings to our attention the original (and
enduring) problem with Regionalism: even in its origins, Regionalism has always been a
contested category.”® Corn discusses this issue in a simplified binary consisting of two
battling groups of artists, American Scene painters and modernists, and their concerted
efforts to each stake claim and differentiate ‘American’ art from /ess American art.
Country mouse and city mouse were officially at odds, even then, and have been at odds
ever since. Perhaps Regionalism will continue to be rewritten and revised to suit
dominant ideologies that construct and maintain what it means to be an American artist,
or even an American. These categories, much like the category of nation itself, are ever
in flux and mired in negotiations. Paul Cadmus’s consideration in these negotiations is a
necessary complication that will help to sort out such differentiations and show that his
exclusion actually helps maintain Regionalism’s status as a homegrown American art.

To illuminate the ever elusive, and ever changing, boundaries of the category of

Regionalism, one can consult the 1976 text by Nancy Heller and Julia Williams, The

% Jonathan Weinberg, Charles Demuth, and Marsden Hartley, Speaking for Vice : Homosexuality in the Art
of Charles Demuth, Marsden Hartley, and the First American Avant-Garde, Yale Publications in the History
of Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993).

*® Wanda M. Corn, The Great American Thing : Modern Art and National Identity, 1915-1935 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1999). P 288
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Regionalists. Curiously, this was published during the nations Bicentennial and in the
heat of the gay movement. The authors maintain that Regionalism is a wide-ranging term
that encompasses art by American artists with the focus on American scenes, yet they
remind us that this is not simply either urban or rural.*’ Indeed, they maintain that
Regionalism cannot be held to any one particular formal style, comparing Grant Wood’s
flatness to Thomas Hart Benton’s curves to Reginald Marsh’s sketchiness, and
proclaiming all three as archetypal Regionalists.”® Marsh’s emphatic inclusion in
Regionalist identity is powerful in that he, like Cadmus, focused on urban American
scenes. To further their broad characterization of Regionalism, Heller and Williams
emphasize that this type of art was produced in all regions of the United Sates, despite its
enduring designation as a “Midwestern phenomenon.”*’ Heller and Williams had hoped
to reveal Regionalism as perhaps the broadest American art movement of the twentieth
century, only for us to find that it is constantly diminished to the purview of Thomas Hart
Benton, John Steurat Curry, and Grant Wood, the ever acknowledged “triumvirate.”°
Sadly, during the thirty-plus years since their efforts, the mythic three have even more
forcefully continue to hold title to Regionalism.

In order to understand why this happens, one must ask how this is accomplished,
and to the detriment of whom. Barbara Jean Fields convincingly teaches us that we live
our freedoms at the expense of others and, so too, are our successes rewarded

accordingly. According to Fields:

7 Nancy Heller and Julia Williams, The Regionalists (New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 1976). P 13.
28
Ibid. P 13.
* |bid. p 13.
*° |bid. p 17.
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Ideology is best understood as the descriptive vocabulary of day-to-day existence,
through which people make rough sense of the social reality that they live and
create from day to day. It is the language of consciousness that suits the particular
way in which people deal with their fellows. It is the interpretation in thought of
the social relations through which they constantly create and re-create their
collective being, in all the varied forms their collective being may assume: family,
clan, tribe, nation, class, party, business enterprise, church, army, club, and so on.
As such, ideologies are not delusions but real, as real as the social relations for
which they stand.’’

So, this investigation will explore why Paul Cadmus is rearranged as he is in the history
of art and how his exception contributes to the construction of a normative heterosexual
male American identity, not only in Regionalism, but in popular U.S. culture. However,
in doing so, one must conscientiously remember that biases construct that which is
Regionalist and that which is not.

Philip Eliasoph innocently illustrates this often unidentified tendency of bias in
the analysis of artworks when he compares two critical reviews of Cadmus’s first solo
show at the Midtown Galleries in 1937. The show included Cadmus’s murals from
Aspects of Suburban Life. Though Eliasoph insightfully understands that the reception of
Cadmus’s work relies on the reviewer’s respective modus operandi, he stops short of
making any assertions about the impact of their reviews. Instead, he merely illuminates
the idea that juxtaposing the starkly contrasting critiques as matters of opinion that
“summarize the aesthetic debates of New York’s artists and critics of the late 1930’s.”

That debate, also investigated by Debra Bricker Balkan in After Many Springs:

Regionalism, Modernism, and the Midwest, centered on the now familiar rivalry of urban

3 Fields, "Slavery, Race and Ideology in the USA," New Left Review 181 (1990): 95-118
32 Eliasoph, Paul Cadmus: Life and Work. P. 95.
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versus rural and modernism versus the conservative tradition, a debate that Corn earlier
alerted us to. However, Eliasoph offers these two critical receptions of Cadmus’s first
ever solo show in 1936 at the Midtown Galleries as merely an illumination of an
“historical perspective” as a matter of circumstance instead of forces of ideology.
Abstractionist-proponent Lewis Mumford and the more conservative Edward Alden
Jewel offer dissimilar examples of the reception of Cadmus’s work. Mumford’s
assessment states:

By interest and conscious intention, Cadmus is a satirist who wishes to touch off
the vulgarities and weaknesses of the American Scene; by actual achievement, he
is a caricaturist who utilizes the technique of academic painting to deface the
nobilities and the ideal forms that academic painters delight in...Instead of hating
the subject the painter holds up to scorn, one comes pretty close to hating the
artist himself for giving one such an unpalatable mouthful. Aesthetically,
Cadmus’s compositions are still extremely conventional, even academic; his
figures are usually arranged within the old triangular field...None of the paintings
in the present show seem to me fully to live up to Cadmus’s declared intentions;
but he is young enough to overcome his academic bondage and his ambivalent
attitude towards his subjects.”

Conversely, Edward Alden Jewell, of the New York Times, writes much differently
about Cadmus’s first solo show, even favorably comparing some canvases to Watteau.
He writes:

The series of mural panels...is worked out in rather soft, though firm and pleasing
decorative tones in harmony with the pleasant texture of the brushwork itself...his
draftsmanship, so lusty and firm yet so full of unforced subtlety, and his quite
splendid sense of design...seems constructed with flawless skill...in which a
dozen figures are fitted into the sovereign pattern with an unblemished effect of
spontaneity and pictorial rightness. For the final test, consult Mr. Cadmus’s
drawings and prints...unhampered by color, these frequently articulate the artist’s
thought, relate his visual experience with swift, sure beauty of line. Face to face

3 Lewis Mumford, "The Art Galleries: Academicians and Others," The New Yorker, April 10, 1937 1937. A
portion of this quote is found in Eliasoph, Paul Cadmus: Life and Work. P 93-94.
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with such tokens, we can have no reasonable doubt as the genuineness of this
young man’s maturing talent.*

These representative critical reviews specific to Cadmus’s work show us that the artist,
even in his contemporary setting, is already a prime candidate to use in establishing the
demarcations and the boundaries of both Regionalism and modernism, and ultimately
who can and cannot represent what it means to be American. As Kirsten Buick argues in
Child of the Fire, Art History utilizes ideologies that maintain an “uninflected,
normalized notion of “Americanness” which requires the...artist to affirm and replicate
their absolute difference...in their artwork.”> In concert with Buick’s critique of Art
History, the juxtaposed show reviews remind us that it is important to remember seeing
does not begin with looking, but rather with the ideology that informs our seeing. If we
are to accept Barbara Jean Fields account of ideology, we will explore the ways in which
Paul Cadmus’s work assists in negotiating the supposed collective identity of
Regionalism as an imagined community and as an art movement as it relates to ideas of

nation and Americanness.

* Edward Alden Jewell, "Cadmus Canvases Hung at Midtown: One-Man Show of American Artist Is
Commended for Subtle Draftsmanship," The New York Times, March 27, 1937 1937. A portion of this
quote is found in Eliasoph, Paul Cadmus: Life and Work. P 94.

** Kirsten Pai Buick, Child of the Fire : Mary Edmonia Lewis and the Problem of Art History's Black and
Indian Subject (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010). Buick’s claim is directed at the difference of
blackness in the works of Edmonia Lewis. However, | argue that additional modes of difference apply to
Cadmus, in this case, homosexuality posed against normative American heterosexuality.
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Figure 9. Norman Rockwell, The Tattooist, 1944, oil on canvas.

Figure 10. Grant Wood, American Gothic, 1930, oil on board.
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Figure 11. Paul Cadmus, Lloyd and Barbara Wescott, 1942, tempera on board.

Figure 12. John Steuart Curry, Tornado Over Kansas, 1929, oil on canvas.

85



Figure 13. Charles Willson Peale, Belfield Farm, 1816, oil on canvas.

Figure 14. Paul Cadmus, Conversation Piece, 1939, tempera and oil on board.
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Figure 16. Paul Cadmus, What I Believe, 1947, oil and tempera on board.
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