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Racine Art Museum Provides Glimpse
Into The Great Depression

Museum Displaying Art Created As Part Of The Works
Progress Administration

By J. Carlisle Larsen
Air Date: Friday, March 31, 2017, 415pm

sHARE: B0 & ] ¥

@ Listen Download

AL the height of the Careal Depression in 1933, helween |3 million and [
million people were withoul work across the Uniled States. Thal same
vear. Lhe Works Progress \dministration was established by Presidenl

I ranklin 1. Poosevell Lo provide r-eliel and jobs Lo Americans.

\mong Lhose who benefited from the WP A were arlists Lhi-ough Lhe

[ ederal el Project (I AP). established two pears later in 1935, These
arlists were hired Lo cieale performance arl pieces. painlings. dravings
and more. [ low. more Lhan SC pears alter Lhe founding of the WA arl

crealed as parl of the progiam is on display al Lhe Pacine \el [ luseun in

Lhe WA AL from PAI's Collection™ exhibit .

[ ena Vigna. curalor of exhibitions al PAIL said Lhal: while Uhe governmenl
provided some financial supporl Lo arlists Lhiough the I AP, arlists were

nol. gelling rich Lhrough Lhe progi-am.

“They were struggling in Lhe
same way Lhal olher- people
would be sti-uggling.” Vigna said.
pointing Lo olher- professions like
engineering and constiuclion.
which were hit. har-d by Lhe

CGireal: Depression.

Bl there really was Uhis

sbirong desite Lo incr-ease Applied Design Block Printed Textiles,
Volume 1V, ca. 1940. Color wood block on
cotton by anonymous artists. Courtesy of

the Racine Art Museum

posilivity on a lol of fronls. and
il seemed as il Lhere were
enough arlists producing and
enough arlists working and enough supporl. — nol. withoul some conflicl

— bul enough support Lo pul programs in place Lo allow the arlists Lo
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keep working.” she conlinued.

Ihe program was nol withoul conlroversy. bul lawmakers eventually
signed on because Lhere was a beliel thal arl could help Americans move

past Lhe Gireal Depression. Vigna said

Of the arl created during Uhis Lime. mor-e than @O0 pieces ullimalely
ended up al PAIL The museum's fiest direcbor. Sulvester Jerru. was a
WPA arlist relocaled from [lichigan who helped administer- Lhe | ederal

\itl Project in Wisconsin.

Tle was significanl in bringing Lhe lens of the WA Lo the Wustum

[useum.” Vigna said of PAIL formerly called Uhe Wustum ['useum of | ine

\itls.

Ihe WPA projects thal made their way into the PAIs collection include
walercolor paintings. phologi-aphs. sculplures and more. [ul the colleclion
also received a number of crall arl pieces special Lo WPA project s

established in Wisconsin. such as the [livaukee Fandicr-all Project (HHP).

[he TP — which began in 1935 when IHarriel. Clinton. the head of Uhe
Women's Division of Wisconsine WP A — was particdlarly special. Vigna
said. because it helped give people jobs who would normally nol be consider-ed

for- Lhem. including women and African Americans.

While the workers were nolarl o crall Lrained. Lhey were pul inlo
programs Lhal would allow them Lo make block printed Lextiles and

wall hangings. Vigna said. I'lany of these projects were commissioned pieces.
such as Lapestrdes for- nurseries or costumes requested by Lhealer

( ()Il]])(ll]i(‘%.

Ihis project allracted the atlention of people such as i<t [ ady [ leanor
Poosevell and architect T rank I loud Wright because of the people

involved and Lhe success of Lhe projecl.

Tt was this way Lo empower- people
Uhirough work. through crall.” Vigna
said. “And a lot of the people who
would starl in one of the ['liwaukee
Iandicr-all. Projects. if they gol r-eally

skilled. they could be moved into other:
divisions of the WPA!
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[Sepond Lhe individual benefit people
received from participaling in Lhese

projects. the community benelited as

well: Vigna said FHP would be asked

Richard Jansen at Work Painting a
Map of Wisconsin, ca. 1940. Silver

gelatin print by anonymous.Courtesy dolls for- children Uhal Uhey could Uhen
of the Racine Art Museum

Lo creale iLems such as educational
keep.

“Those Lhings werenl necessarily available in olher- avenues.” she said. o,
Lhe handicr-all project was pul into plag and given Lhese Lasks Lo sorl o

help make Lhings a litte bit belLer

Vigna said the arl produced Lhirough the WIPA shows a complex portr-ail

of the US. al thal Lime.

Some pieces are oplimistic and olhers are solemn. Olher- works show
people on Lhe job. Bul some arlworks display scenes ol American despair-.
such as a piece on display al Lthe museum showing people digging Uhrough
Lrash cans. And olher- arl shows Americans Lrying Lo conlinue having a

normal life.

Tt does respond Lo Lhe fack thal while you had such a grreal cloud casl
over: Lhe counli-y. vou also had these momenl's of prroduction. and Lhese
desir-es and hopes Lo sorl of move forward and move past whal was going

on. Vigna said.

Ihe WA emploved S5 million people thiough 1943, the year- Lhe

program ended.

Ihe "WPA AL [rom Pam's Collection™ exhibil is on display now al Lhe

Pacine Arl [luseum and r-uns thiough June 4.

Host:

Veronica Rueckert
Guest(s):
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I or- Lechnical questions o commenls aboul. WIPI's websile. sti-caming or- olher- digit al media products. please use our Websile | eedback

[orm.

I ind oul how Lo Support WDPD.

View our: )l'i\(l(ll )nli( u.

© (0 by Wisconsin Public Padio. a service of Uhe Wisconsin | ducational Communicalions Board and Uhe Universitu of Wisconsinl ladison.
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