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NORMAN ROCKWELL's genius lay in
his creation of images that have become
part of the fabric of our culture. He
held up a mirror to the society he lived
in, and Americans who have looked
into it have seen themselves as warm,
decent, hard-working citizens of a
country bountiful enough toaccommo-
date their boundless optimism.

Norman Rockwell presents in one vol-
ume the favorite paintings of the popu-
lar imagination, showing Americans of
all ages working and playing, at prayer
and at home, in times of stress and in
moments of joy.

Here, from the twenties, is the be-
nign elderly country doctor listening
through a stethoscope to the heartbeat
of a shy young girl’s doll; from the thir-
ties, the barbershop quartet; from the
war years, the famous Four Freedoms
posters; and from the fifties, a grand-
mother and her grandson saying grace
in a seedy cafeteria. Rockwell’s paint-
ings, filled with the details of ourevery-
day lives, capture the spirit of the mo-
ment—comical, wistful, or intimate—
with all its intricacies.

Clear and detailed commentaries by
Christopher Finch show the reader the
stylistic changes that took place in
Rockwell’s art decade by decade. Forty-
eight paintings and four large foldouts
are contained in this lavish full-color
collection.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Christopher Finch has written numer-
ous works on contemporary painting
and popular culture. Among his books
are several monographs on Norman
Rockwell, including Norman Rockwell—
332 Magazine Covers and 102 Favorite
Paintings by Norman Rockwell, both pub-
lished by Abbeville Press
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to do with their aspirations as with the everyday realities of
their existence. This is not to say that the Gonzagas’ aspira-
tions were unreal or absurd. They reflected the ideals of the
day, and Mantegna had the ability to make these ideals a
reality, if only in paint and plaster.

Norman Rockwell’s patrons were the millions of Ameri-
cans who subscribed to periodicals like The Saturday Evening
Post or who bought them on the street corner, in drugstores,
and in railroad stations. Their ideals were far removed from
those that prevailed at the ducal court of Mantua during the
latter half of the fifteenth century. Rockwell’s patrons grew
up with the Bill of Rights and a tradition of grass-roots
democracy. They were nourished on Mark Twain, Horatio
Alger, and Will Rogers. Their heroic models were not taken
from Virgil and Ovid; they were drawn from the ranks of
their own contemporaries—men and women like Charles
Lindbergh and Amelia Earhart, who seemed to represent
both an adherence to traditional American values and the
ability to confront the future without fear. It should be
added that, while Rockwell’s patrons welcomed the exist-
ence of these heroes, they did not see themselves as heroic
except when heroism was forced upon them by circum-
stances. When this did occur, as during World War 1I,
Rockwell rose to the occasion with works such as his ver-
sion of “Rosie the Riveter,”” based on a pose from Michel-
angelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling, and his celebrated “The
Four Freedoms’’; but even at this time he was more at home
with Willie Gillis, his everyman in uniform.
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Ironically, Rockwell—in his own quiet way—became a
hero of the American public. As he would have been the
first to point out, there was little of the conventionally
heroic about him. A modest, retiring man, not given to
grand gestures, he impressed himself on America’s collec-
tive imagination by his stubborn adherence to the old val-
ues. His ability to relate these values to the events and
circumstances of a rapidly changing world made him a
special person—both hero and friend—to millions of his
compatriots. Norman Rockwell provided a commodity that
people could rely on. Throughout a long career he gave his
public a sense of continuity.

His art itself consistently made a fascinating blend of the
old and the new. In one respect Rockwell was always a
thoroughgoing traditionalist, working at an easel in oils,
watercolors and other tried-and-true mediums, yet he had
to remain conscious of the fact that his work was intended to
be seen not as an original but as a reproduction. He did his
work in the studio, but before it reached the public it was
processed by the camera and by modern, high-speed, four-
color presses. An illustrator must, for example, be a master
of scale. This cannot be achieved by merely increasing the
size of the canvas. The commercial artist must work within
the limitations of a given format. Most of Rockwell’s Satur-
day Evening Post covers were painted on canvases several
times larger than the magazine itself, and it was essential
that he keep in mind how the image would work once it
was reduced for the presses. This is a highly specialized
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skill. Many masterpieces of the past lose much of their
impact when they are reproduced in books, because they
were conceived as paintings that would be seen in the
original on a wall. The artist never had any reason to
think about how they would appear on the printed page.
For an illustrator, however, this is the primary consider-
ation, and Rockwell’s work actually gains in power when
it is reduced to a magazine or book format. Rockwell was
a skillful artist in traditional terms, but beyond that he was
one of the most inventive visual journalists of the twentieth
century. His greatest talent was for creating magazine
covers that jump out from crowded news racks—an essen-
tially modern skill. The Saturday Evening Post, for example,
could automatically increase its print order by 250,000
copies when an issue had a cover by Rockwell.

There have, of course, been other artists who have mas-
tered the same principles, but Rockwell was unique in that
he alone managed to modify his skills, again and again,
throughout a career that spanned more than six decades.
From the beginning he managed to stay abreast of public
taste, and his reputation rests not on a handful of master-
pieces but on the accumulation of thousands of images that
have impressed themselves on the minds of several gener-
ations of Americans.

Not all of these images are of equal quality. The master-
pieces are there, sure enough, butjust as important—given
the character of Rockwell’s career—is the fact of his as-
tonishing consistency. The ability to produce high-quality
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Home Duty

MAY 20, 1916

WHEN NORMAN ROCKWELL WAS A young illustrator, in his early
twenties, Clyde Forsythe—a cartoonist with whom he shared a
studio at the time—told him that if he wanted to make some-
thing of himself he shouid shoot for the stars. The higher
Rockwell’s aim, Forsythe argued, the more he was likely to
achieve. Rockwell took this advice to heart. The top market for
illustrators at that time was The Saturday Evening Post—a
weekly that had already been in existence for well over one
hundred years—and the young hopeful decided to try his luck
where the competition would be stiffest.

He painted two covers and made a sketch for a third, then
took the train to Philadelphia, where he presented his work to
Walter Dower, who was then the Post’s art editor. Rockwell was
left to wait impatiently while Dower studied the work. When
the art editor reappeared it was to inform Rockwell that the
magazine was prepared to buy both of the finished works,
wanted him to develop the sketch for a third cover and was
ready to commission three more. Rockwell and the Post would
be associated for the next forty-seven years.

This Post cover, which appeared in May 1916, was Rockwell’s
first. There would be 323 more—an average of almost seven a
year.
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Courting Couple at Midnight

MARCH 22, 1919

THIs IS A FINE EXAMPLE OF ROCKWELL’s early cover art. Both
situation and characters are beautifully conceived and executed
to answer the demands of the medium. As the pendulum
swings and the cuckoo emerges from its ornate lodging, the
dapper young man—his hair just lightly rufled—gasps in
amazement, realizing that time has flown (as it is apt to do in
these situations). His beloved wears an expression that suggests
her emotions have soared beyond the mundane dictates of the
clock. She is living an eternal moment of romantic bliss.
Whether or not the cuckoo will succeed in shattering her reverie
is open to question, but promises made to her parents are clearly
running through the young man’s head.

There is nothing idealized or generalized about this couple.
They are, without a doubt, real people—people you might see
crossing the street or riding the bus, the young woman a trifle
plump, her beau a neighborhood dandy, almost choked by his
high, stiff’ collar In this respect this is already a mature
Rockwell work. It is also a particularly well-painted canvas.
The two heads, the girl’s dress and the cushion she leans against
are all handled with a wonderful economy. Rockwell has al-
ways understood that hands can be almost as expressive as
faces, and here his treatment of the young man’s hands is
especially effective.
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Leapfrog

JUNE 28, 1919

THE COVERS THAT NORMAN ROCKWELL painted in the years im-
mediately after World War I placed a great emphasis on a return
to normalcy and traditional values and subject matter. It was
some time before the editors of the Post encouraged him to take
note of the fact that America was changing—and changing
rapidly—though, interestingly, throughout this period many
other Post contributors, such as E. Scott Fitzgerald, presented
readers with graphic accounts of those changing times. Clearly,
the editors made a sharp distinction between the cover art,
which was designed to sell the magazine, and the editorial
content, which was governed by more flexible standards.
Given the limitations that were placed upon him at the time,
it’s extraordinary that Rockwell was able to come up with so
many lively compositions. The subject matter of this 1919
example, for instance, could hardly be more simple and
straightforward, but Rockwell managed to pep it up by using a
time-honored trick of the trade, making it seem that the leap-
frogging boy is almost literally jumping off the page.
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A Boy’s Best Friend

AUGUST 9, 1919

AT THE AGE OF NINETEEN NORMAN ROCKWELL became the art
editor of Boy’s Life. He soon moved on to more exalted things,
but he never forgot this beginning, and in that respect he may
be compared with another stalwart of The Saturday Evening
Post, P. G. Wodehouse, who started his career writing stories for
British schoolboy magazines. The two can, in fact, be com-
pared in many ways: Both sustained extraordinarily long
careers by remaining faithful to the values that had first made
them popular.

Rockwell has always felt particularly comfortable portraying
the everyday adventures of pre-adolescent boys. He under-
stands their simple pleasures and the predictable crises of their
lives. Many of his early Post covers were rooted in the kind of
material he had produced for Boy’s Life. In this example a dog
has stolen the pants of the youthful bather. Rockwell simply

- took the kind of situation he had been called on to illustrate
dozens of times and made a lively cover from it.

This may seem an easy enough thing to have done, but we
should not lose sight of the fact that it was rather bold of him to
use this Boy’s Life kind of material on the cover of something as
prestigious as the Post. From our perspective this cover may
seem rather old-fashioned. At the time it was painted it rep-
resented a breath of fresh air in the context in which it appeared.
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Man Threading a Needle

APRIL 8, 1922

IT15s AMARK OF NORMAN ROCKWELL’S enormous skill that he has
been able to make powerful covers out of the simplest and most
unlikely subject matter. This one, painted for the Post in 1922,
shows nothing more exotic than a middle-aged man attempt-
ing to thread a needle preparatory to darning one of his socks,
yet it is one of his most successful covers of that period.

The composition is strong because it is so simple, but it is the
wealth of carefully observed detail that brings the painting to
life. The man’s features are a wonderful study in concentration,
his tongue held firmly between teeth and lips and his nose
pointing the way for the thread to go. His torso is rigid, and his
hands—which seem much too big for this job—are pressed
together so as to steady each other. He sits on a backless chair on
which rest his pipe and his daily newspaper, the company of
which he would undoubtedly prefer to the task in hand. His cat,
ignored, brushes up against his trouser legs.

We are not told whether he is a bachelor or whether his wife is
out of town on a visit. But we can see that he is a man who is
concerned with his appearance, and we empathize with his
predicament. If we study the painting closely we will also
notice that when he finishes with the sock he will still not be
quite ready to repair to the comforts of his newspaper and pipe.
A button is missing from his vest.
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Christmas Trio
DECEMBER 8, 1923

WHEN NORMAN ROCKWELL WAS A BOY, on the upper West Side
of Manhattan, his father was given to reading out loud passages
from the works of Charles Dickens after supper while the boy
sketched the characters. This early exposure to the great
nineteenth-century novelist seems to have had a profound ef-
fect on Rockwell’s subsequent career. In one sense it is true to
say that almost all of Rockwell’s work can be seen as an exten-
sion of the Dickensian tradition. Rockwell has Dickens’ flair for
caricature and for inventing colorful and picturesque charac-
ters. He has the same gift of creating comedy out of everyday
situations.

Early in his career Rockwell often painted period pieces that
were quite blatantly Dickensian in inspiration. A case in point is
this Christmas cover. The man at the left of the group might be
Mr. Pickwick himself. The boy is clearly a cousin of Oliver
Twist, and it is not difficult to imagine Scrooge confronting the
Ghost of Christmas Past in any of the buildings that form the
background to this composition.

During the time he was painting period pictures Rockwell
built up a large wardrobe of costumes in which he would dress
his models. This collection was lost when his studio was de-
stroyed by fire in 1943, and after that he seldom attempted such
subjects again.
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First Love
APRIL 24, 1926

PERHAPS THE MOST REMARK ABLE THING about this cover is that it
seems so completely informal. Rockwell takes one of the stan-
dard Post formulas of the period and handles it with such ease
that one smiles as much at his casual skill as at the subject
matter. The circle—in this case representing the setting sun—
eclipsing a portion of the logo had become a conventional
device by this time, but note how Rockwell sets it off center,
thus emphasizing the fact that the girl is leaning on the boy.
This seems to be the first instance of Rockwell posing his main
characters with their backs to the viewer, a trick that must have
seemed quite daring when this cover appeared. The fact is that
we do not need to see the faces; their expressions could add little
to what the couple’s posture tells us.

An interesting aspect of this painting is that the two figures
are treated quite naturalistically but appear to be caricatured
because of the clothes they are wearing. The boy’s high-
waisted trousers and the girl’s oversized shoes alter the propor-
tions of their bodies and add pathos to the scene. Even the
sagging bench contributes to the overall mood of the picture.
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At the Breakfast Table

AUGUST 23, 1930

ONE OF NORMAN ROCKWELL'S GIFTS is his ability to bring fresh
life to subjects that have become hackneyed. The scene that he
treats here is a hoary one. At the breakfast table a wife finds
herself isolated from her husband, who has buried himselfin his
newspaper. It is one of the oldest situations in the book. Even in
1930, when this was painted, the average reader of the Post must
have encountered dozens of variations on it.

Rockwell approaches the theme with what almost amounts
to a sense of reverence. The joke speaks for itself, so he does not
attempt to overstate it but instead addresses himself to the
poignancy of the situation. What he does, in effect, is to take the
joke seriously.

All of his sympathy is directed toward the wife. Her pose tells
us a good deal about her feelings. She is pressed up against the
table as if she longs for physical contact with her husband. Her
face expresses resignation but not yet despair. This marriage,
we feel, has only recently entered this phase.

It is left to us to decide where this breakfast scene will lead. It
is perhaps worth noting, however, that it was painted at a point
in Rockwell’s life when he had recently been divorced by his
first wife.
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Going Out

OCTOBER 21, 1933

Because OF NORMAN ROCKWELL’S preoccupation with the
everyday aspects of the world, we do not generally think of him
as being at home with silks and satins—gingham would seem
to be more his speed—but his expertise in this area is clearly
demonstrated in this Post cover dating from the first year of
FDR’s Administration (note the little NRA seal to the right of
the dressing table). We can only guess at the occasion that has
prompted this young mother to pay such careful attention to
her gown and coiffure. A pretty woman, she seems to have
modeled her style on some of the movie stars of the day—
performers like Miriam Hopkins and Constance Bennett—a
fact that cannot have escaped the attention of the Post’s readers
when this cover appeared.

Whatever the circumstances, the woman’s daughter, on her
way to bed, is clearly not happy about being excluded from the
events that are about to unfold, but Rockwell leaves to our
imagination whether she is staring at her mother in disgust or
gazing in admiration. The device of placing figures with their
backs to the viewer is one that Rockwell has used frequently
throughout his career. Sometimes, as in this instance, he creates
a sense of ambiguity this way. At other times the pose leaves no
doubt as to what we could see if the figure were facing us.

This painting is elegantly composed, the profile of the young
woman’s head against the mirror being especially effective.
Note too that the Post’s editors have allowed Rockwell to bring
the mirror up to the top of the page, eclipsing part of the logo,
thus making a much stronger cover.
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The Milkman and the Young Couple

MARCH 9, 1935

ONE OF THE INCIDENTAL PLEASURES of Rockwell’s paintings de-
rives from their small, documentary touches—details that
sometimes manage to conjure up an entire era. How many of us
remember, for example, that milkmen often carried flashlights
when they delivered their wares? When Rockwell painted this
cover he was merely trying to be true to life in portraying this
milkman. In retrospect, however, the flashlight stands for a
whole vanished life-style. In a time when we buy our milk in
cardboard cartons plucked from the refrigerated shelves of
supermarkets, we have no milkmen to stop on the way home
from parties.

In its own quiet way this cover deals with class distinc-
tions—a subject we do not generally associate with Rockwell’s
art. The tradesman, forced to rise before dawn to earn his
living, seems faintly disapproving of the young couple who can
afford to spend the night on the town. Rockwel] does not pass
judgment, however. He simply records the scene with his usual
impassive accuracy.

No background is needed for this composition. Faces,
clothes and postures tell us all we need to know.



















Freedom of Speech

1943

TOO OLD TO GET INTO WORLD WAR II, Norman Rockwell decided
to help the war effort in the best way he could. The result was
the famous “Four Freedoms,” completed in 1943. The paintings
were inspired by remarks that Franklin Delano Roosevelt had
made in a Presidential address to Congress two years earlier.
Roosevelt had spoken of his ideals for the future of the world
and condensed these into the basic notions of freedom of
speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want and freedom
from fear.

Rather than try to project these ideals onto the world as a
whole, Rockwell showed them as he saw them applying to the
United States. In “Freedom of Speech” he decided to illustrate
grass-roots democracy at work in a small New England com-
munity. At the annual town meeting a young blue-collar
worker stands up to state his views on some matter that is
clearly of great importance to him. Rockwell’s viewpoint—
that anyone and everyone can have a voice in American
politics—is conveyed directly and succinctly.

The artist makes the young speaker an heroic figure, his
battered work jacket worn as a badge of honor. The townsfolk
who surround him listen to him with respect. The composition
is strong and simple, with the young man’s head silhouetted
against what appears to be-a blackboard. It may be that this
meeting is taking place in the very schoolroom where he
learned the principles that have now brought him to his feet.

Rejected at first in Washington, “The Four Freedoms” was
bought and published as an inside supplement by the Post.
Much later the Office of War Infomation reproduced them by
the hundreds of thousands—even dropping copies into the
European war front.

“Freedom of Speech” was a favorite of Rockwell’s. When the
curator of American painting at the Metropolitian Museum of
Art in New York wanted a Rockwell painting for their collec-
tion, Rockwell chose to make and send a smaller version of
“Freedom of Speech.”
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Freedom of Worship

1943

RoOCKWELL'S VERSIONS OF “The Four Freedoms” were sub-
sequently exhibited all over the country during World War II
and were instrumental in selling hundreds of thousands of
dollars’ worth of War Bonds. It is, in fact, difficult to judge
these paintings by normal standards because they belong as
much to the realm of patriotism as to the world of art.

The one thing that all four canvases have in common is the
fact that they convey their messages with a minimum of fuss.
To represent “Freedom of Worship” Rockwell simply painted
people of different faiths joined in the act of prayer. Heads, seen
in profile, and hands fill the canvas. The color scheme is almost
monochromatic, and there is very little depth of image, so that
the composition reads almost like a photograph of a sculpted
relief.

To empbhasize the point he is making, Rockwell included the
legend “Each according to the dictates of his own conscience,”
but this seems a trifle unnecessary, since the image speaks
eloquently for itself.
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The Tattooist

MARCH 4, 1944

The Tattooist 1S ONE OF NORMAN ROCKWELL’S best known and
most humorous wartime cover paintings. The joke is an obvi-
ous one—the kind you might expect to find furnishing the basis
for a one-panel newspaper cartoon—but Rockwell gives the
two figures enough personality to make this more than just a
simple sight gag. The sailor (modeled by Rockwell’s friend and
fellow illustrator, Mead Schaeffer) is a bruiser of a man, with a
face that has been through naval battles, storms at sea and
barroom brawls from San Diego to Singapore. He is rather like
the kind of character that was played by Wallace Beery in some
of the war movies of the period. His jacket, draped over his
knees, gives us a couple of clues to his personal attributes. The
ribbons pinned there attest to his bravery. The comb projecting
from a pocket hints that he may not be totally free of vanity. It is
amusing to picture this battered sea dog courting Sadie,
Rosietta, Ming Fu, Mimi, Olga, Sing Lee and Betty.

Rockwell has always enjoyed portraying artists at work, and
he treats the tattooist with no less respect than he would any
other artist. His calling may not be an exalted one, but
Rockwell shows him as a model of concentration, a craftsman
proud of his skill, busy on his living canvas.







Homecoming GI
MAY 26, 1945

[N WHAT WAS TO BECOME ONE of his most celebrated Post covers,
Rockwell painted a young, redheaded Gl returning home safely
from the war. All the predictable elements for a successful
tear-jerker are present. The aproned mother waits with open
arms. Father and sisters gasp with delight. The kid brother and
the dog rush to greet the returning hero, while neighbors, who
have their own sons in the service, look on. The girl next door,
who has blossomed during his absence, waits shyly to be
noticed.

It is a painting packed solid with sentiment, a fact that can
easily be justified by the time in which it was painted. It is all the
more effective because, rather than set his homecoming in some
comfortable suburban environment, Rockwell chose to locate
it in a tenement area in Troy, New York. The feeling of close-
ness that we associate with such neighborhoods lends an extra
emotional kick to the painting.

Rockwell portrays the subject faithfully, without attempting
to glamorize it in any way.
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War News

1945

NORMAN ROCKWELL SEEMS TO HAVE been a lifelong connoisseur
of humble dining establishments. Again and again he has
lavished his affection on diners, truck stops, coffeeshops, malt
shops, soda fountains and cafeterias. Each of these he has re-
created on canvas with such a feeling for the realities of the place
that you can almost smell the bacon frying on the griddle. His
naturalism goes beyond the careful observation of the physical
objects that make up such an environment—the cheap dinner-
ware, the vinyl seats of the bar stools, the functional tiled
floor—to an understanding of its ambience.

This is true of all his interiors. We always sense the human
presences and practical contingencies that have shaped them.
They exist in time as well as space.

In the present example we know that we are being shown real
people in a real setting. There is an intimacy about this group
that is totally convincing. We understand the relationship of the
three men without having to be told a word of dialogue. We are
presented with just enough of the interior itself to know exactly
what kind of place it is. From the information we are given it is
easy for us to conjure up the rest of the room, other customers,
even the kind of neighborhood it might be situated in. As in
most of his best work, Rockwell uses one apparently insig-
nificant tableau to evoke an entire way of life.
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Thanksgiving

NOVEMBER 24, 1945

[T HAS BEEN ONE OF NORMAN ROCKWELL’s great blessings as an
illustrator that he has never been afraid to present the obvious.
Lesser artists sometimes shy away from it, fearful that it will
make their work seem banal. Rockwell—perfectly capable of
producing novel ideas when the occasion demands—knows
that the obvious can often be very powerful, realizing that the
subtlety with which an idea is presented can have more to do
with its impact than the cleverness of the idea itself.

For the first Thanksgiving after the end of World War II,
Rockwell took an obvious subject—the veteran back in famil-
iar surroundings—and used all his powers of sympathetic ob-
servation to bring it to life.

Often we are able to guess at the dialogue that might accom-
pany an incident that he has painted. In this instance the emo-
tions that have welled up in both mother and son take them
beyond words. Just being together in the same room is all the
communication that is needed. The painting is still moving to-
day. At the time it first appeared its impact must have been
tremendous.
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Fixing A Flat

AUGUST 3, 1946

ONCE AGAIN ROCKWELL DEMONSTRATES that his vision of rural
America is not always idyllic. We can assume that the two
young ladies, toiling to change a wheel on their heavily laden
station wagon, are off in search of picturesque scenes. Instead
they find themselves stranded beside a rustic eyesore. The
weather is threatening, and the hillbilly who studies them from
his tottering porch clearly has little regard for the romantic
qualities of this mountain landscape.

As always, Rockwell concentrates on the situation. This may
be something that he stumbled on in his travels, or it may have
come straight out of his head; but, whatever the case, having
decided on his subject, he follows through and takes it to its
logical conclusion. The treatment is naturalistic, but he never
loses sight of the fact that he is contrasting two very different
life-styles and that the effectiveness of his painting depends on
clearly displaying symbols of those life-styles.
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The Gossips

MARCH 6, 1948

IT CANNOT BE STATED TOO OFTEN that Norman Rockwell is a
master of pictorial narrative, and in this tour de force he drives the
point home by telling a story about the telling—and retelling
—of a story. His subject is nothing less than the spoken
word—specifically the transmission of gossip—something
that would seem to fall entirely outside the province of the
graphic artist. He succeeds in giving us everything we need to
know by means of an almost cinematic sequence of character
studies. We never learn the substance of the calumnies that are
being passed from neighbor to neighbor, but the reactions of
the fifteen individuals involved in this cycle are more than
enough to convey his message.

Each of these characters—from the born gossip who starts
the ball rolling to the loudmouth in the derby hat and the
unfortunate victim of the whole episode—is a recognizable
type who might be found in any neighborhood.

Almost thirty years later another artist borrowed this basic
idea to compose a cover that adorned telephone directories in
many parts of the United States. To make it clear that this was
intended as a tribute to Rockwell, he was included as one of the
characters in the sequence.
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Bottom of the Sixth

April 23, 1949

WHEN NORMAN ROCKWELL PAINTS sporting events he seldom
deals with the excitement of the athletic contest itself. In this
instance he selected the moment at which the outcome of a ball
game is in doubt because of the vagaries of the weather. The
delight of the Brooklyn manager, who can be glimpsed behind
the umpires assembled in the foreground, is prompted by the
fact that the rain appears to be ceasing, which means that the
game will not be called and his Dodgers will have a chance to
make up their one-run deficit. The Pittsburgh outfielders are
already in position, waiting for the Brooklyn slugger to come
to the plate.

By selecting an eye level at about the height of the pitcher’s
mound, Rockwell transforms the three umpires into a monu-
mental, though faintly comical, group, and at the same time he
focuses attention on the sky where patches of blue are begin-
ning to appear.

The painting now hangs in the Baseball Hall of Fame in
Cooperstown, New York. The Brooklyn manager is the
former catcher Clyde Sukeforth; the Pittsburgh manager is
Billy Meyer. Dixie Walker is at bottom left. And the umpires,
left to right, are Larry Gaetz, Beans Reardon and Lou Jorda.
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Shuffleton’s Barbershop

APRIL 29, 1950

IF WE WERE TO MAKE A LIST OF Rockwell’s half-dozen finest
works, “Shuffleton’s Barbershop” would have to be included.
He succeeded here, perhaps more than in any other work, in
blending the demands of illustration with the concerns of the
the fine artist. This painting was made for a Post cover and
obeys all the rules of storytelling that we associate with his
cover art. But Rockwell might just as well have painted it for
his own pleasure, and it could hang on a gallery wall without
seeming in any way out of place.

Never has Rockwell lavished more affection on an interior.
We do not doubt for one moment that we are being given a
glimpse of a real barbershop. (The artist, in fact, used dozens of
photographs to ensure the accuracy of every detail.) But this
scene is more than just a documentary record of a charming
American backwater. Rockwell imbues it with a tremendous
warmth. We sense his deep involvement with the subject
matter.

By placing the window frame and the cracked pane of glass in
the foreground, Rockwell was able to create an illusion of depth
that greatly enhances his treatment of the scene. The lighting
too is beautifully considered. In fact, every element of this
painting seems to have been weighed with great care.
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The Plumbers

JUNE 2, 1951

WHEN ROCKWELL PAINTED THIS cover he—and the magazine’s
editors—must have been working on the assumption that most
of the Post’s readers would find it easier to identify with this pair
of plumbers than with the owner of the boudoir in which they
find themselves. The owner is absent, of course, but a berib-
boned Pekinese acts as her surrogate, casting a baleful eye on the
proceedings while seeking protection from them near the
wastebasket. The setting tells us a good deal about the room’s
usual occupant. Note in particular the invitations wedged into
the frame of the oval mirror (which, in its Gallic ornateness,
gives us a clue to the aspirations of the woman whose face it is
its duty to reflect). Clearly, this room belongs to woman who
likes to be seen in society, something of a big wheel in her
chosen circle.

As for the intruders, they are a well-realized pair of comic
characters, a little reminiscent of Laurel and Hardy. No words
are needed to communicate their opinion of this environment.
The idea of placing likable characters in unlikely surroundings
is one that Rockwell used over and over again. Because of his
inventiveness and his careful attention to character and detail,
he seldom failed to make it work.
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Saying Grace

NOVEMBER 24, 1951

Saying Grace MAY BE THE BEST known of all Norman Rockwell’s
Post covers, and it is not hard to see why it has remained such a
great favorite. The idea of the small boy and his grandmother
thanking God for their food in a seedy railroad-station cafeteria
was custom-made for Rockwell’s particular skills, and he did
not fail to make the most of the opportunity.

The environment is superbly evoked. It is essential that it
should be if the incident is to touch the viewer in the way it is
intended to. The detail of the Juniper Street Horn and Hardart
cafeteria in Philadelphia (the railroad station out the window
was added) is wonderful, and we should note, in particular, the
still-life arrangement in the left foreground. The cold coffee in
the clumsy restaurant-ware cup and the soggy cigarette ends
lying in the saucer are somehow exactly what was needed to set
off the simple piety of the old woman and the child. Nothing
could be more down to earth than cold coffee and soggy
cigarette butts. (The boy at the table with his back to the
window is Rockwell’s oldest son, Jerry.)

Much of Rockwell’s early work was carefully planned to
read as a powerful design against the page on which it was
intended to be seen. In this painting, as in many later examples,
Rockwell used instead a “snapshot” approach. The figures cut
off at the both sides of the canvas emphasize this. Rockwell was
borrowing from the art of the photographer to give the impres-
sion that this was a real incident that he happened to capture at
Jjust the right moment. He leaves us with the feeling that we are
witnesses to the event.
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Walking to Church

APRIL 4, 1953

ROCKWELL HIMSELF HAS CRITICIZED this painting, saying that it
was a mistake to treat the churchbound family as caricatures
since it weakens the impact of an otherwise naturalistic paint-
ing. Certainly most of the interest resides in the background,
which is superbly rendered in an idiom reminiscent of the work
of the Dutch realists of the seventeenth century. Rockwell gives
us here a scrupulously honest portrait of a down-at-heel
neighborhood in one of our older Northern cities. There is
garbage on the streets, and you can almost smell yesterday’s
pork chops in the dining roon of the Silver Slipper Grill. The
adventures of Steve Canyon and Little Orphan Annie are wait-
ing to be read on front-door steps. Windows are open to admit
the mild, spring air, while birds are scattered by the bell that
clangs in the nearby church steeple. The weathered fagades of
the buildings—each several generations old—are lovingly
rendered by the artist, who does not exclude from his painting,
however, the television antennae that have sprouted on the
roofs at a much more recent date.

This is Rockwell’s tribute to the kind of neighborhood that
one of his great contemporaries, Edward Hopper, loved to
paint. Rockwell’s approach is far more traditional than
Hopper’s—he paints in a style that was current long before
these buildings were erected—but the picture is nonetheless
touching for that.
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Breaking Home Ties

SEPTEMBER 25, 1954

Breaking Home Ties 1SONE OF NORMAN ROCKWELL’S finest paint-
ings, an instance of his special gifts and decades of experience
meeting in an ideal subject. Father and son sit on the running
board of an ancient, battered truck beside the tracks of a rural
railroad station. The son, dressed in his best suit, with a crisp,
white shirt and a necktie that seems a little too gaudy, waits
eagerly for the train that will carry him to college. The father,
dressed in blue coveralls—he has the face and hands of a man
who has spent his life in the fields, exposed to the elements—
stares off into space, presumably contemplating the passage of
time and the changes that his son’s departure will bring to his
life. The family’s collie rests its chin on the boy’s knee. The boy
holds lunch carefully wrapped by his mother, who—perhaps
because of the sadness of the occasion—has not come to see him
off. The father holds two hats. His own is a practical, wide-
brimmed number designed to shield him from sun and rain. His
son’s is a snappy new Stetson decorated with a colored band.

This is a thoughtful and controlled treatment of a subject that
could easily have seemed maudlin. Both figures command our
respect, and every detail is just right, down to the markers in the
boy’s textbooks, which tell us that, eager to continue his educa-
tion, he has already begun his schoolwork.

A classic twentieth-century illustration.
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Marriage License
JUNE 11, 1955

THERE CAN BELITTLE DOUBT THAT this is one of Rockwell’s finest
works. The idea behind it is simple enough: The artist contrasts
the young couple applying for a marriage license with the
elderly clerk who has seen it all a thousand times before. But the
scene is evoked with such affection that it becomes suffused
with complex resonances.

The old clerk occupies an office that, like him, seems to
belong to the past. It contains rows of dusty volumes and an
ornate potbellied stove. Paint is peeling from the dingy walls
and cigarette butts are scattered on the floor. But the tall sash
window lets in the early-summer light, which falls on the
young couple, bathing them in its glow and causing them to
stand out from their surroundings. Their concentration on the
task at hand is such that the surroundings have no meaning for
them anyway. In this composition the play of darkness and light
is used both to create the architecture of the painting and to
produce an emotional effect on the viewer.

Everything about this painting seems just right. Artists are
notoriously critical of their own work, but in this instance it is
impossible to think that Rockwell cannot have been satisfied
with the result of his labors.

92

FOLD OUT HEH







0&
v

et

e\

SN of

PN o i T S 1D






After the Prom

MAY 25, 1957

NORMAN ROCKWELL, LIKE ALL GREAT illustrators, is a master
storyteller. He knows how to create characters, how to set a
scene, how to give us the circumstances of a person’s life with a
few well-chosen details. The book illustrator, of course, has to
work with characters created in advance by a writer. Rockwell
has successfully illustrated many books, but he is at his best
when—as is the case with his Post covers—he is free to invent a
situation and characters from scratch. It is his gift that he is able
to plant an entire story in our mind with a single image. In After
the Prom he gives us the happy ending, and we are able to
reconstruct for ourselves the events that led up to it. We can
imagine how the evening began. We can even imagine the
anxieties of the preceding weeks. We can picture the prom itself
with a band in shawl-lapeled jackets doing its best to reproduce
the latest hits of Elvis Presley and Pat Boone. We can conjure up
the moment when the lights were lowered for the last waltz.

The notion of putting the young couple—the boy in his
white tuxedo, the girl with her spectacular corsage—in a truck
stop is a brilliant piece of invention. There is one enigma,
though, that everyone must solve to his own satisfaction. The
boy is clearly the son of the truck stop’s owner—their features
are almost identical—but is the girl a very special date, or did
the boy take his own sister to the prom? Only Norman
Rockwell knows for sure.
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Checkup

SEPTEMBER 7, 1957

THERE ARE FEW ASPECTS OF GROWING up that Norman Rockwell
has not painted at one time or another. The prestige of losing a
tooth was something he captured convincingly in this 1957 Post
cover.

The girl in the center of the composition may have already
experienced the ecstasy that her friend is now enjoying, but the
other observer, off to the left, is the picture of envy. She cannot
wait to acquire the same badge of maturity.

Since a detailed setting would have done nothing to add to
the effectiveness of this subject, Rockwell simply places the
three figures against a neutral background. This does not mean,
however, that he fails to pay attention to naturalistic details. In
fact, details become all the more important in so simple a
composition. His concern with naturalism can be seen by
looking closely at the girls’ shoes. Each girl is wearing sneakers,
but each pair is laced in a different way.
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Before the Shot

MARCH 15, 1958

IT Is EASY TO SEE THAT, had he not been a gifted artist, Norman
Rockwell might well have become a successful writer or direc-
tor for films or television. Situation comedy has been one of the
most popular genres in both these mediums, and no one has a
better knack for inventing comic situations than Rockwell. The
scene he painted for the March 15, 1958, edition of the Post
might have run into censorship problems from the Motion
Picture Production Code, but otherwise it would work per-
fectly in a movie. The boy, about to receive his shot, takes
advantage of the fact that the doctor’s back is turned to satisfy
himself that the doctor’s credentials are in order. As usual in
Rockwell’s work, the single image suggests a whole sequence
of events. We know what has gone before and what will come
after.

Another skill that Rockwell has in common with film-
makers is the ability to create an authentic setting for each
incident. In this case the setting is simple enough, but every
detail is just right. All of us have been in rooms like this, and we
know that the artist has taken care to make it convincing.
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The Runaway

SEPTEMBER 20, 1958

ROCKWELL CONTRASTED THE WORLDS of childhood fantasy and
adult authority on many occasions but never more effectively
than in this 1958 Post cover. The fact that the state trooper, like
the short-order cook behind the counter, is clearly in sympathy
with the boy’s dream of a life on the open road does not
diminish from this since the contrast is established in visual
terms. The cop’s broad shoulders, uniform and sidearm are set
off against the boy’s slender physique, white tee shirt and
pathetic travel kit.

Although Rockwell has dealt sympathetically with all the
ages of man, his deepest and most spontaneous sympathies
have always been with the world of the child. The child’s
imagination knows no bounds, and it is this to which Rockwell
seems to respond. He does not shrink from dealing with the
responsibilities of adulthood, but, in Rockwell’s universe, the
child is never far away. In this instance the cop and the cook
have no difficulty placing themselves in the boy’s position.
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A Time for Greatness
JULY 14, 1964

NORMAN ROCKWELL BEGAN HIS CAREER at a time when the illus-
trator reigned supreme. Newsreels and photo-journalism were
in their infancy; television was decades away. By the time he
came to portray John F Kennedy receiving the acclamation of
the Democratic Party’s National Convention for Look mag-
azine the situation had changed radically. An event such as this
was now covered by every imaginable kind of medium, and the
public, bombarded with literally millions of images, was actu-
ally able to experience the event in the home as it happened.
In his portrayal of the occasion Rockwell fell back on the
tried-and-true methods of his trade, counting on them to pro-
vide him with something that could not be achieved by any
other means. He created a careful, studied composition, using
the standards of half a dozen states to frame the President-to-be
caught in an heroic pose. Rockwell’s competitors, the photog-
raphers, are shown jockeying for position down among the
delegates on the floor. By contrast, Rockwell was able to choose
for himself a viewpoint high above the heads of the crowd.
Instead of trying to compete with the spontaneity of photo-
journalism, he gives us a symbolic record of the event.
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Spring Flowers
1969

NORMAN ROCKWELL IS, ABOVE ALL, a master of the character
study. When we think of his art we think first of the way he
portrays faces and hands, the skill with which he captures
thoughts and emotions in expressions and poses. It should be
remarked, then, that this charming still life, published in
McCall’s, is rather unusual in Rockwell’s output because it does
not include a single human figure.

This is not to say, however, that it does not include a human
presence. The shoes, the gardening gloves, the beribboned hat
on the potting-shed wall, the way the flowers and branches
have been arranged in the basket on the comfortable-looking
old chair—all these things tell us something about the woman
who inhabits this environment. The tame-seeming bird
perched in the doorway gives us another clue to her character.

Technically, then, this is a still life, but in a sense it is a
portrait—a portrait of a woman who stays in touch with nature
through the medium of her garden.
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Triple Self-portrait

FEBRUARY 13, 1960

PERHAPS THE MOST INTERESTING ASPECT of this cleverly con-
ceived self-portrait is the fact that the artist has chosen to give us
a glimpse inside his head as well as multiple images of the face
he shows the world. Pinned to his canvas are reproductions of
paintings by four acknowledged masters. There are self-
portraits by Diirer, Rembrandt and Van Gogh, and there is a
post-cubist head by Picasso. That Diirer and Rembrandt are
sources of inspiration to Rockwell will come as a surprise to no
one, but some people may be a little nonplussed to find the
expressionistic work of Van Gogh and the still more radical
vision of Picasso sharing space with these more academic mas-
terpieces.

The fact is that, despite the evidence of his work, Rockwell’s
taste is extremely catholic. Photographs of Rockwell’s home
and studio show a number of modern works hanging on his
walls, and, in 1923, as the result of a stay in Paris, he had a brief
experimental period of his own during which he did very little
commercial work. The fact that he abandoned this experimen-
tal approach does not mean that he lost interest in the idioms of
the twentieth century. Rather he decided to return to what he
did best, a happy decision for all of us, but the symbolic inclu-
sion of Picasso’s work in this self-portrait tells us that his
curiosity about modern art remained very much alive.
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The Abbeville Library of Art is a striking new series that makes high-
quality color reproduction and expert authorship available to the art
enthusiast at a popular price. Convenient and uniform in size, and
written in clear, vivid prose, each volume is lavishly illustrated through-
out with large color plates, including beautiful details on gatefold pages.
The many new titles projected for The Abbeville Library of Art series
ensures its becoming a vital part of every serious art reader’s lfbrary.
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