





came. The Great Depression hurt the Walker estate,
and the museum was almost forced to close.®

In the winter of 1938—39 the Minnesota Arts Coun-
cil, led by Rolf Ueland, a Minneapolis attorney, pro-
posed to the T. B. Walker Foundation that the museum
be reorganized as an art center under the Federal Art
Project. The couneil would raise $5,500 to launch the
venture. All parties agreed, and the drive got under
way later in the year.

Ueland experienced considerable frustration with
the fund drive. The Junior Chamber of Commerce, for
example, promised to assist but dropped the project six
weeks later after collecting only $22.50. Nevertheless,
the effort gradually came together, and by the spring of
1939 the arts council claimed success. The building was
renovated during the summer, and the Walker Art Cen-
ter opened in January 1940 with Daniel S. Defenba-
cher, formerly an assistant to national director Holger
Cahill, as director.

During the next three years an aggressive program
of art and art education at the Walker employed fifty to
sixty-five artists. They administered the project and
conducted free classes, offered demonstrations and lec-
tures, made radio broadcasts, and, of course, mounted
exhibitions. The entire program was successful; during
the first year alone, more than 111,000 people visited
the center and more than 3,000 took art classes. When
the Federal Art Project ended in 1943, the board of
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directors of the Walker foundation continued to oper-
ate the enterprise as a community art center. Fifty
years later, the Walker Art Center remained a highly
respected cultural institutjon.

The University Gallery, founded in 1934 on the
Minneapolis campus of the University of Minnesota,
also benefited from the WPA’s art program. In 1935
Ruth Lawrence became director and began almost at
once to seek FAP support. She finally succeeded early in
1938, receiving federal funds for twenty staff people.
This group proceeded to organize numerous exhjbitions
for circulation in schools and towns throughout the
state, using WPA funding until the program ended. In
the 1990s the institution, renamed the University Mu-
seum, continued to provide the state with on-site and
touring exhibitions.

A third major facet of the FAP in Minnesota, the
Index of American Design project, started in New York
City but soon spread to the rest of the country. Its
purpose, outlined in the Index of American Design
Manual, was “to compile material for a nation-wide
pictorial survey of design in the American decorative,
useful and folk arts from their inception to about 1890.”
Objects representing American design and workman-
ship were to be rendered in watercolors and sent to
Washington with research notes to become part of a
national collection. Between four and five hundred
people worked on the project nationwide, about a
dozen of them in Minnesota under the direction of art-
ist Jean Taylor. This group scoured the state tor items of
interest, often engaging in spirited discussion about
whether the objects truly represented indigenous art
forms. Included among the artifacts recorded in Min-
nesota and housed in the Library of Congress are jugs,
clock faces, glassware, cigar-store Indians, carts, cabi-
nets, tools, wood carvings, and dozens of others.™

CONSIDERABLE EVIDENCE suggests that artists
appreciated the opportunities that the Federal Art Proj-
ect offered them—both to build their careers and to
contribute to cultural growth. As David Granahan put
it: “We all owe a great deal to the New Deal which
enabled young artists to continue through the Depres-
sion and at the same time enrich the lives of the citi-
zens. [ don’t know how Lolita [his wife] and I could
have coped it if hadn't been for the WPA and Treasury
projects.” Even the acerbic Syd Fossum was compli-
mentary, calling the FAP program “a renaissance.” He
believed that the projects produced a considerable
amount of good art, saved many careers, and made fine
art available to the masses: “People . . wouldn't go to
museums, but they went to these WP art centers.”” He
especially praised the revitalization of the Walker,®
Yet Fossum represented another view as well. Just as
in the other Federal One projects in Minnesota, there
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Painter, printmaker, and activist Syd Fossum,
preparing a work for exhibition, 1940

was no lack of controversy in the FAP. The fear and
animosity that developed in that program was not fo-
cused upon the state director, as it had been in the
music and writers’ projects. Art-project workers ob-
jected to policies imposed from above.

In the summer of 1935, even before the WPA pro-
gram was formalized, the Minnesota Artists’ Union was
born and soon boasted more than one hundred mem-
bers. Most of these joined the FAP when it was orga-
nized that fall. The union had three declared objec-
tives: to promote cultural development in the state; to
encourage greater understanding and communication
between artists and the public; and to promote “eco-
nomic adjustment between artists and employer.” Since
the employer in this case was the federal government,
the third objective reflected a determination to lobby
for reasonable relief compensation and job security.*

The union was active from the beginning. In late
1935 it demanded that artists be paid a rental fee
whenever their works were exhibited, just as musicians
were paid to perform. Although this venture achieved
no success, there was a victory in 1936. The union
joined others protesting plans to send an art exhibit to
the Olympics in Nazi Germany, and the government
reconsidered and dropped the idea. In the following
year, when relief workers faced the specter of budget
cuts that would lead to layoffs, the union protested
without success. Then, in the summer of 1939, another
round of federal budget cuts resulted in layoffs, strikes,
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and protests nationwide. The Minnesota artists joined
in. In addition to issuing written demands for redress,
the union took to the streets, setting up picket lines
around the WPA state headquarters in St. Paul and at
the state capitol. Fossum and many others were later
arrested and temporarily jailed. At length the charges
were dropped, and the artists were restored to WPA
employment.”

Another incident, serio-comic in nature, could have
caused considerable difficulty like the fan-dancer fiasco
but was not allowed to get out of hand. In 1938 E. R.
Youngren, a St. Paul physician, discovered that the FAP
art classes were employing nude models. He conducted
a personal investigation and became convinced that
women were brought in from other WPA projects to
pose. Furthermore, the doctor believed that relief art-
ists were advertising that for one dollar anyone could
visit the classes to watch. Outraged. he complained to
U.S. Attorney Victor E. Anderson, Senator Henrik
Shipstead, the local police, and even to FBI Director
J. Edgar Hoover. Youngren could not be ignored. The
investigation that followed revealed that, while nude
models were used, all was on a strictly professional
basis. There was no further uproar, but just to be on the
safe side, the practice was suspended.®

THE SCALING DOWN of all non-defense-related ac-
tivities of the Work Projects Administration began on
December 8, 1941, immediately following the attack on
Pearl Harbor. All art, music, and writing projects were
folded into the war services section, itself a subdivision
of the WPA Services Division. By the spring of 1942
practically all cultural programs had ceased to exist.
Only those with sound state or local support remained
to be terminated when the WPA art program officially
ended on June 30, 1943.%
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What conclusions can be drawn from studying Fed-
eral One and its successors at the state level? Originally
conceived as a component of the work-relief program,
the WPA art projects soon broadened in scope to reflect
cultural and nationalistic goals. The programs would
provide work for unemployed artists and performers
and provide entertainment to a broader segment of the
population than had ever had access to such material
before. At the same time, the projects would encourage
American art forms and promote the American way of
life. Many project administrators and observers from
the national to the local level soon became committed
to this concept. Many also thought that the art projects
should be made permanent, although conservatives dis-
agreed sharply.

Unfortunately, the experiment soon proved to be a
bureaucratic and administrative nightmare with diffi-
culties that transcended these positive features. Re-
search on the projects in several states reveals that,
while details varied from place to place, the pattern
was essentially the same. ' There were, to be sure, art-
ists in need of assistance and people in need of cultural
enrichment, but bringing them together was difficult.
The identification of bona fide artists, performers, and
writers was a major problem, while limited budgets,
selection quotas, frequent complaining, and constant
changes and pressures from Washington placed heavy
burdens on project directors, who were often hard
pressed to operate their programs at all—let alone do
something culturally significant.

Certainly, there were successes, in Minnesota and
across the nation—witness the popularity of many pro-
grams, especially the symphony and art-center move-
ments. The Walker Art Center and University Mu-
seum, the book reprints, and the art either in situ or in
museum collections around the state are a part of the
WPA legacy. But in general the reality never matched
the ideal. One lesson Federal One taught was that an

“See Hendrickson, “Federal Arts Projects in [owa,”
24-38, “Federal Music Project in Oklzhoma,” 361-75, and
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Poster by FAP artist Carl Lindahl, 1936, advertising
WPA accomplishments statewide

effort to use a limited work-relief program as a vehicle
for cultural enrichment could produce only limited
success. Another was that, however noble the idea, any
program of government support for the arts is fraught
with danger. Without doubt, Federal One pointed out
the need for broadened support of the arts and left
some tangible results. But it did not demonstrate con-
clusively that government sponsorship of the arts was a
viable proposition—either during the Great Depression
or for posterity.

All illustrations are from the MHS collections.
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