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 Toward an Iconography
 of American Labor: Work, Workers,
 and the Work Ethic in American Art,
 1930-1945
 Erika Doss

 In America, a certain reverence for work together with an abiding

 faith in the work ethic have played a significant role in shaping self

 and civic identity from the Republican era of the early nineteenth

 century to the present day. Indeed, it is a commonplace assumption

 that what we "do" as Americans is often the most outstanding indi-

 cator of who we "are." Moreover, the meaning of work as a crucial,

 moral link between individuals and public life is so strong that it

 might almost be considered a "calling" that ties individual

 Americans to the larger, national, community that is the United

 States. It is ironic, then, that the history of American art reveals a

 paucity of both public memorials and private objects focused on

 labor and laborers. Even during periods when issues of "labor and

 capital, work and wages" were central to the nation's political and

 social life, such as in the late nineteenth century, art which focused

 on work and workers was relatively sparse.'

 An exception is found in the 1930s, when American artists

 ranging in stylistic diversity from regionalist painter Thomas Hart

 Benton to social realist cartoonist William Gropper, responded to the

 crisis of the Great Depression with an extensive iconography cele-

 brating work and workers. In both their private paintings and their

 public commissions, these modern artists generally depicted

 American wage laborers as heroic figures of action and autonomy,

 and thus as exemplars of the work ethic. In such New Deal agencies

 as the Works Progress Administration/Federal Art Project, and the

 Treasury Section of Painting and Sculpture, an iconography of labor

 was courted by American arts administrators, who recognized the

 powerful social and political import of upbeat images of rugged,

 dynamic workers during the severe unemployment and cultural

 malaise of the Great Depression.

 Leo Raiken's 1938-1939 Rock Quarry, for example, a mural

 study that was originally painted in a section competition for a U.S.

 Post Office in Westerly, Rhode Island, is a perfect example (figure

 1).2 Emphasizing the strength, individuality, determination, and util-

 ity of the workingmen of Westerly's granite industry, from blue-

 collar drillers and stonecutters to professional-class engineers and

 architects, Raiken's sketch extolled work as a symbol of community,

 collectivity, and shared experience. Twelve sturdy figures were

 Robert N. Bellah et al, Habits of the

 Heart, Individualism and Commitment in

 American Life (Berkeley: University of

 California Press, 1985), 66; and Herbert

 G. Gutman et al, Who BuiltAmerica

 (New York: Pantheon, 1989), 561.

 2. See Karal Ann Marling, Wall-to-Wall

 America: A Cultural History of Post Office

 Murals in the Great Depression

 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota

 Press, 1982), 161-70, for a full analysis

 of the Westerly post office mural compe-

 tition.
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 Figure 1

 Leo Raiken, Rock Quarry, 1938-39,

 oil on canvas, 68' x 147'.

 represented as active and engaged men who dominate the machines

 and tools and schemes of the quarry industry-drills, sanders,

 hoses, air compressors, hoists, blueprints-and unite in purposeful

 labor. Each of the twelve has a serious job to do and does it, from

 carving and smoothing huge blocks of rock to reading architectural

 plans and supervising the entire large-scale operation. Against a

 backdrop of blue sky and wispy clouds, each occupies his spot

 along the horizontal lay of the bleached-out quarry like a colorful

 prop on a stage set.

 Rock Quarry was clearly an idealistic and mythical depiction

 of the 1930s worker, or producer, and of the milieu of work itself,

 particularly when measured against the harsh realities of the Great

 Depression. It was prominently featured in the recent Wolfsonian

 Museum exhibition, "Designing Modernity: The Arts of Reform and

 Persuasion, 1885-1945," one of many artworks in that show which

 provided "tangible evidence" of the links between aesthetics and

 politics in the modern age.3 As a senior fellow at the Wolfsonian

 during the summer of 1995, I had the opportunity to study a vast

 number of other American images among the museum's total

 collection of some 70,000 diverse objects, from paintings, sculptures,

 and furnishings to prints, posters, photographs, bookends, hood

 ornaments, figurines, toys, plaques, studies, and plates. Given the

 high esteem that Americans have traditionally held for the work

 ethic, as an art historian I was most interested in how the nation's

 workers had been imaged, constructed, and appropriated in twen-

 tieth century art, especially during the Great Depression, when the

 specter of unemployment and the escalation of labor unrest touched

 every facet of American life. The Wolfsonian was a treasure trove

 providing the visual and physical material from which I could

 contemplate a number of questions about labor imagery during this

 3 Peggy Loar, "Preface," in Wendy Kaplan,

 ed., Designing Modernity: The Arts of

 Reform and Persuasion, 1885-1945,

 Selection from the Wolfsonian (New

 York: Thames and Hudson, 1995), 7.
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 time of economic slump and anguish, including the role played by

 gender in the representation of work and workers from 1930 to

 1945.4

 Raiken's sketch and other Wolfsonian pieces, including

 Promote the General Welfare, a 1935 study by an anonymous artist for

 a U.S. Post Office mural competition in San Jose, California (figure

 2), and Hoover Dam Bookends, a pair of molded metal bookends cele-

 brating the 1930s construction of the gigantic Nevada dam (figure

 3), provide evidence of a 1930s iconography of "manly workers"

 seemingly untouched by the economic exigencies of the era. The

 1935 California mural sketch, for example, features a triad of work-

 ers: a farmer wearing denim overalls, a bare-chested African-

 American migrant laborer carrying a bag of cotton, and a shirtless

 construction worker with rippling pecs holding a sledge hammer.

 Each of these healthy-looking and heroic labor icons is framed by

 equally optimistic views of agricultural and industrial production:

 amber fields of grain, billowy rows of cotton, cattle ranches, busy

 harbors, and the churning factories and active construction sites of

 industrial production. Propping these masculine laborers is a scene

 of the California State Legislature in session and, below this,

 sketches of American men and women glancing hopefully upward,

 toward the politicians and producers who might promote their

 well-being.

 As Barbara Melosh and Karal Ann Marling have written,

 such painted and sculpted representations of muscular producers,

 often accompanied by the fruits of their labors, helped to deflect

 Depression era anxieties about unemployment, and undercut

 worries about the roles and responsibilities of masculine breadwin-

 ners.5 By largely avoiding contemporary labor issues such as collec-

 tive bargaining, deskilling, mass-production, unionization,

 work-stoppages, and strikes, the vast body of these images and

 objects helped also to bolster New Deal era government and busi-

 ness intentions to cast and constrict wage labor as a classless and

 collective enterprise.6 That is, an iconography of labor presented in

 much American art of the 1930s often upheld status quo patterns of

 corporate management and control, rather than proposing a radical

 critique of the meaning of work and the relationships between

 workers and management.

 This is most obviously the case among much (but not all)

 government sponsored New Deal art, and it continued under both

 government and private patronage during World War II. From 1941

 to 1945, the success of wartime mobilization demanded the nour-

 ishment of an iconography of labor, and American artists produced

 plentiful posters of hearty Rosie the Riveter and stalwart military

 personnel.7 Joseph Binder's 1942 Back Him Up Boys! poster for the

 U.S. Government's War Production Board (figure 4) overlays the

 silk-screened silhouette of an American infantry man upon a photo-

 graph of a group of six railroad section gandy dancers, and includes

 4 For information and illustrations of some

 of the American objects in the

 Wolfsonian, see the catalog, Public

 Works, edited by Stephen Neil Greengard

 (Miami: The Mitchell Wolfson, Jr.

 Collection, Miami-Dade Community

 College, 1984).

 5 Barbara Melosh refers to "manly work-

 ers" in Engendering Culture: Manhood

 and Womanhood in New Deal Public Art

 and Theater (Washington, D.C.:

 Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991). See

 also Karal Ann Marling, Wall -to-Wall

 America: A Cultural History of Post Office

 Murals in the Great Depression.

 6 See, for example, David Brody, Workers

 in Industrial America: Essays on the

 Twentieth Century Struggle (New York:

 Oxford University Press, 1980), and

 Stanley Vitas, New Deal Labor Policy and

 the American Industrial Economy (Chapel

 Hill: University of North Carolina Press,

 1987).

 7 See Melissa Dabakis, "Gendered Labor:

 Norman Rockwell's Rosie the Riveterand

 "Discourses of Wartime Womanhood," in

 Barbara Melosh, ed., Gender and

 American History Since 1890 (New York:

 Routledge, 1993), 182204.

 Design Issues: Volume 13, Number 1 Spring 1997 55

This content downloaded from 155.93.145.138 on Mon, 20 Nov 2017 07:47:16 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Figure 2

 Anonymous, Promote the General Welfare, ... ......

 ca. 1935, oil on canvas, 42" x 18". . ...* .. ...>, ............
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 Anonymous, Hoover Dam Bookends,
 ... ... . ....... .

 ... .... ...

 ca. 1935-37, molded metal bookends in the
 -J,

 shape of Hoover Dam, 41/2' x 43/4'.

 Figure 4

 Joseph Binder, Back Him Up Boys 1942,

 poster, 20' x 16'.
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 the following text: "Railroads need more workers. Here's your

 chance to back up America's fighting forces. Get an action job on the

 railroads which haul to them the things they must have." The

 potent and muscled bodies of the railroad workers are heroic and

 anonymous; the central figures are nude to the waist. Objectified

 and dehumanized, they symbolically fuel a burgeoning American

 militarism, itself fueled by the economic mandates of corporate

 capitalism.

 As these Wolfsonian artworks reveal, from 1930 to 1945,

 America's artists produced a large number of images and objects

 which meshed with the social mores and political ideology of

 American government and American business, both of which were

 aligned in the revitalization and sustenance of a culture of corporate

 capitalism. A vast iconography of labor was marketed to the

 American public, aimed at persuading people of various tenets of

 this corporate culture, including faith in work and faith in technol-

 ogy. Curator Bernard F. Reilly, Jr., for example, convincingly argues

 that many 1930s images including Promote the General Welfare, were

 "emblems of production," and that both the workers and the kind

 of work depicted emphasized "the technological renewal which

 New Deal planners envisioned as essential" to modern American

 society.8

 Rock Quarry, Promote the General Welfare, and Hoover Dam

 Bookends all uphold this view, yet, as I perused hundreds of other

 American objects in the Wolfsonian produced under federal govern-

 ment arts patronage during the Great Depression, I was struck by a

 number of other labor-oriented images which did not easily fit with

 notions of New Deal reform and persuasion, and which begged,

 instead, alternative readings. Some were simply offbeat and odd-

 ball: a 1931 chrome metal hood ornament, for example, nicknamed

 "The Action Twins" and made by the Action Ornament Company

 of Saint Paul, Minnesota, features two men holding a wheel crank

 attached to a windmill; when the automobile is moving and wind

 blows through the windmill, the figures frenetically turn the crank

 and seem to help propel the car down the highway. And Liquidation,

 a 1935 picture by magic realist painter Arnold Wiltz, depicts a nude

 female and a fully clothed male worker with a jackhammer posing

 in a surreal landscape of fallen powerlines and bombed-out build-

 ings. Obviously, neither of these objects is particularly explicable as

 political propaganda. They might be dismissed out of hand as bad

 design and bad art but, issues of taste and quality aside, their exis-

 tence complicates many of our assumptions about the representa-

 tion of work and workers in American art in the 1930s.

 So do other images and objects in the Wolfsonian collection.

 Women, for example, when depicted in much of the "official"

 government art of the 1930s, are usually cast as girlfriends, help-

 mates, mothers, and fertility symbols. Despite the fact that one of

 every six urban families in 1936 was solely dependent on a female

 8 Bernard F. Reilly, Jr., "Emblems of

 Production: Workers in German, Italian,

 and American Art During the 1930s,"

 in Kaplan, Designing Modemity,

 287-313.
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 wage earner, women workers were rarely illustrated in Depression

 era art.9 The Wolfsonian contains a few rare examples including

 Doris Lee's 1931 self-portrait, The Seamstress, and Minna Citron's

 1941 self-portrait, The Welder. Both feature autonomous female

 workers: Lee fixing the bobbin on a Singer-style sewing machine,

 and Citron poring over a small metallic detail. Lee's picture shows

 her figure and her face, while Citron shrouds herself in a welder's

 protective uniform and helmet, thus disguising her body and her

 gender. The comparison of the two self-portraits leads to questions

 about what kind of work women artists felt comfortable about

 depicting, and how they wanted to represent themselves, and

 female labor, during the Great Depression.

 Certain women artists including Citron, Riva Helfond, and

 Elizabeth Olds produced WPA prints and drawings which point-

 edly condemned the state of labor, and the relationship between big

 business and big government, in the 1930s. Helfond's gloomy Coal

 Pickers (1939) depicts two elderly women searching for fuel inside

 an abandoned mine, and a lithograph done by Olds the same year

 shows the "middle class" boxed inside a tent, listening attentively

 to a politician. On their right can be seen a ruined factory and a

 figure lynched in a tree, on their left, a group of strikers carry a sign

 reading "United Middle Class Defeat Monopoly Labor." Citron's

 Strike News, a 1937 print, pictures another view of American indus-

 trial labor in that "Year of Strikes": seven men, grouped together

 against the backdrop of a huge factory, gather around a smiling

 figure holding a newspaper whose headline reads "STRIKE CLOSES

 MILL." None of these images present a particularly heroic or ideal-

 ized American worker, and with their emphasis on mine closures

 and labor strife, none glorify industrial production. More interest-

 ingly, while all of these pictures were produced under the auspices

 of various federal arts agencies, none catered to the New Deal

 image of a collective and cooperative way of work. This suggests

 that an "official" ideological or propagandistic agenda was, per-

 haps, less dominant than we may want to believe. At the very least,

 such objects show that 1930s government arts patronage was para-

 doxical, punctuated more by diverse artistic expression and ambiva-

 lent attitudes about labor than by uniform declarations of New Deal

 reform and persuasion.

 The Wolfsonian features plenty of these "social realist"

 images, as they are usually called, and more than a few take a dim

 view of the large-scale mass-industrialization that government,

 business, and organized labor, more or less together, pursued in the

 1930s. Several artists conflated the plight of Great Depression steel-

 workers, for example, with that of the crucified Christ: in Steel Town

 Twilight (1936), Carl Hoeckner sketched a dark factory landscape

 and showed laborers being beaten by armed thugs while Christ

 languishes on the cross; in Steel Town (1939), Harry Sternberg

 layered a gloomy graveyard, a decrepit row of workers' shanties,

 9 Mary Elizabeth Pidgeon, "Women in the

 Economy of the United States of

 America-A Summary Report," U.S.

 Women's Bureau Bulletin, 155

 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of

 Labor, 1937), 35-7.

 Design Issues: Volume 13, Number 1 Spring 1997 59

This content downloaded from 155.93.145.138 on Mon, 20 Nov 2017 07:47:16 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 and a shadowy, neo-Gothic church with a large sculpture of Jesus

 against the looming monolith of a smoking steel mill. Sternberg had

 revealed his genuine anguish about worker autonomy in mass-

 production industry a year earlier in a three-part print series titled

 Dance of the Machine, whose sequence shows male and female rank-

 and-file trapped-literally-in the cogs of big industry, manipulated
 by timeclocks and bosses, and, finally, resisting and breaking free.

 As with many other objects in the Wolfsonian's eclectic collection, it

 is difficult to come to any sort of definitive conclusion about what

 these protest pieces collectively represent, save that, in an era of

 high unemployment and unrelenting labor disquiet, the meaning of

 work and the vulnerability of workers obsessed American artists of

 all stylistic persuasions.

 That vulnerability is, perhaps, most evident in the museum's

 large number of Great Depression images and objects which depict

 partially clad or practically nude American male workers. The

 Wolfsonian is headquartered in Miami Beach, where the body beau-

 tiful-bronzed, toned, and fit-is a dominant visual sign on the

 beach and on the streets, but the phenomenal popularity of Marky

 Mark, Fabio, and Calvin Klein's stable of insolent male models, and

 the shirtless hunk with the washboard belly who is ogled by female

 secretaries in the mid-nineties television ad for Diet Coke, suggest

 an even wider contemporary cultural obsession with bare-chested

 beefcake.10 Perhaps it was my summertime proximity to all of those

 Florida bodies which made me notice the abundant illustration of

 all-but-naked male laborers in 1930s art, and which leads me to ask

 why so many American artists, especially male artists, chose to

 represent workers on those terms during the Great Depression. It

 should be noted that the Wolfsonian holds few such beefcake-

 worker images by women artists of the era; nor are there any corre-

 sponding depictions of "cheesecake" laborers in the collection.

 On one level, the appearance of naked men in 1930s

 American art signals a continuation of a long-standing aesthetic

 interest in the ideal human form, mostly male, from the Greco-

 Roman era to the Renaissance. Following this, the relatively rare

 nineteenth century fine arts depictions of America's virile working-

 men, such as Thomas Anshutz's 1880-1881 painting, Ironworkers'

 Noontime, which actually shows a group of strong-bodied steel-

 workers flexing their muscles during their lunch break, romanced

 the male laborer as an heroic industrial age figure, and further enno-

 bled the work ethic. As John Gladstone remarks, it wasn't as though

 workers actually labored half-dressed; rather, artists, trying to

 devise an aesthetic vocabulary which might nourish the era's strug-

 gling labor movement, drew on the traditional academic symbol of

 the heroic male nude."1 Even during World War I, that symbol
 persisted when artists such as Dean Cornwell produced paintings

 aimed not at labor solidarity but at urging mass-industrial support

 for military mobilization. Cornwell's 1918 picture, Work for America!

 10 See Jill Neimark, "The Beefcaking of

 America," Psychology Today27, 6

 (November/December 1994): 32-39, 70,

 and 72.

 11 John Gladstone, "Social Realism in

 American Art: The Generation of 1876,"

 The Joumal of Decorative and

 Propaganda Arts ,20 (1994): 112-39. On

 Anshutz's painting, see Randall C. Griffin,

 "Thomas Anshutz's The Ironworkers'

 Noontime: Remythologizing the Industrial

 Worker," Smithsonian Studies in

 American Art,4, 3-4 (Summer/Fall 1990):

 129-43, and Thomas H. Pauly, "American

 Art and Labor: The Case of Anshutz's The

 Ironworkers' Noontime, " American

 Quarterly40, 3 (September 1988):

 333-58.
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 Figure 5

 Dean Cornwell, Work forAmerical, 1918,

 oil on paper, wood panel, 361/3 x 253/4'.

 (figure 5), designed as a wartime propaganda poster for the

 Division of Pictorial Publicity, features a blatantly mythical Man of

 Steel, a strong-armed and bare-chested metalworker posed in front

 of a boldly painted backdrop of billowing factory chimneys and
 ready-for-action warships.

 But as Melissa Dabakis argues in her analysis of Douglas
 Tilden's 1901 bronze sculpture, The Mechanics Fountain, which

 features five skilled workers clad only in leather aprons or loin-
 cloths, such American Renaissance images and objects also func-
 tioned as discourses about masculinity and manliness. "The male

 body," she writes, "has historically functioned as both the site and

 nexus of cultural signification," and during the Gilded Age, depic-

 tions of muscular, working class male bodies both "represented an

 ideal of manliness feared lost" and signaled "racial and class fears"

 about the changing nature of work. Turn-of-the-century images of

 nearly nude workers, in other words, upheld notions of a "mythical

 past when manual labor defined manliness," and also spoke to an

 Design Issues: Volume 13. Number 1 Spring 1997 61
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 acute "crisis of masculinity" that was set in motion with the

 burgeoning of a modern way of work that consisted of big factories,

 mass-production, and the loss of the independent and autonomous

 yeoman."2

 The appearance of musclebound and seminude male labor-

 ers in American art of the 1930s testifies to similarly complex

 cultural understandings of labor and masculinity during the Great

 Depression. The straining bodies depicted in the Hoover Dam

 Bookends, for example, are obviously symbolic, but of what? On a

 simple level, they serve as icons for the thousands of workingmen

 who built the dam from the late 1920s to 1935. In a more sophisti-

 cated analysis, their actions-and those of the many other workers

 illustrated in the art of the 1930s-attest to the general desire of

 Americans during the Great Depression to move on and get out of

 the hard times of the present, and into a better tomorrow. As

 Marling writes, the multitude of "zipping airplanes and thundering

 stagecoaches" in New Deal murals offered aesthetic alternatives to

 the era's economic stagnation, and the same argument can be

 utilized to explain the number of active male bodies that are illus-

 trated again and again in 1930s pictures and sculptures. 3 Ironically,

 when social and industrial progress seemed inert, many American

 artists chose to depict sturdy, strong, muscular, and dynamic labor-

 ers, as if these painted and sculpted symbols of manly might and

 movement might actually propel America out of its economic

 slump.

 But what do we make of the nakedness, or near-nakedness,

 of many of these male workers? The Herculean laborers of Hoover

 Dam Bookends are nude, the sledgehammer-holding construction

 worker and the black laborer of Promote the General Welfare are both

 stripped to the waist, and several members of the railroad section

 gang in Back Him Up Boys! are bare-chested. Among the many other

 Wolfsonian examples are Frank Cassara's lithograph, Drillers, (1937,

 figure 6) and Leon Gilmour's woodcut titled Cement Finishers (1939),

 both of which feature semiclothed working men, one duo operating

 pneumatic drills, and the other smoothing over a recently poured

 patch of concrete. The Welder (figure 7), a 1942 painting by Francis

 de Erdely, depicts a similarly shirtless young man, his head turned

 slightly, and the weight of his torso relaxed in a traditional contrap-

 posto stance.

 While each of these images symbolizes work, they also

 embody the deep-felt anxieties of nonworking males of the Great

 Depression, for whom labor had been the primary form of identity.

 At a time when that identity was obviously in crisis, these pictures

 suggest that male artists attempted to sustain a sense of the mascu-

 line self through depictions of the manly body, a body defined by

 muscles and might. In a fairly typical pattern of American artistic

 response, they avoided the real labor issues of power and authority

 in the workplace and among workers, and focused their attention

 12 Melissa Dabakis, "Douglas Tilden's

 Mechanics Fountain: Labor and the

 'Crisis of Masculinity' in the 1890s,"

 American Quarterly47, 2 (June 1995):

 204-35. See also Dabakis, Monuments,

 Manliness, and the Work Ethic:

 Representations of Labor in American

 Sculpture, 1880-1935 (forthcoming,

 Cambridge University Press).

 13 Marling, Wall-to-WallAmerica, 17.
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 Figure 6

 Frank Cassara, The Drillers, lithograph,

 141/2" x 123/8".

 Figure 7

 Francis de Erdely, The Welder, ca. 1942,

 oil on canvas, 471/2 x 375/8'.
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 specifically on the body of the worker himself. By analogy, today's

 obsession with the Marky Mark physique may stem from a contem-

 porary crisis of masculinity brought on by feminism, AIDS, homo-

 phobia, and the upheaval and decline of industrial labor. In the

 1930s, issues of labor collectivity, mass-production unionization,

 and workplace reform were similarly sublimated by artists who

 focused on the manliness of the male body and, ultimately, on the

 vulnerability of that body.

 Semiclad or nearly nude, these manly workers are vulnera-

 ble as objects of the American gaze. Well-muscled, sinuous, and

 virile, they are the source of visual pleasure and the objects of

 desire. What may have been desired most is to literally have, hold,

 or own the body of the worker. On one level, these representations

 of the worker-body may be seen as signals of corporate or elite

 desires to own labor and control the working class. It is worth

 noting that, aside from purely aestheticized representations of

 naked men in twentieth century art, the male most often depicted

 nude or nearly nude was the Native American, and the act of reduc-

 ing the modern American Indian to a savage, exotic, and "primi-

 tive" body was akin to their marginalization within the larger

 culture. It is also noteworthy that of the many American artists who

 were openly committed to representing and encouraging labor and

 the labor movement in the 1930s, such as Harry Gottlieb and

 William Gropper, workers were consistently illustrated fully

 clothed. In Gottlieb's 1938 serigraph, The Next Shift, for example, the

 body of labor is seen marching to work, whereas in Erdely's

 portrait, it is the laborer's body that is singled out and openly

 invites our brazen scrutiny of male flesh.

 Erdely's worker is, in fact, not working but posing: flanked

 by the tools of his trade, his protective goggles perched on his head,

 and his leather safety gloves completely encasing his hands and

 forearms, The Welder's thumbs are firmly hooked into the beltbuckle

 of his hip-hugging blue jeans. His downward gaze, the long line of

 his well-defined torso, and the obvious positioning of his big gloves

 on his thrusting hips draws our attention to his groin-not to his

 status as a skilled laborer. Even those beefcake workers who are

 engaged in what appears to be strenuous work, such as the two

 figures in Cassara's print, The Drillers, seem to be nothing more than

 stageprops for artists whose real interest lay in illustrating rippling

 muscles and well-defined pecs, not in depicting the milieu of work.

 Like the working-class heroes of the Hoover Dam Bookends, their

 labors are mostly metaphoric: they have no real utility, save as hard

 bodies whose athleticism serves to pique the admiration and desire

 of spectators. And while documentary photographs are hardly the

 mirror of truth, it is interesting to compare Arthur Rothstein's Farm

 Security Administration picture titled Jackhammer Operators, Douglas

 Dam, Tennessee, June 1942 (figure 8) with Cassara's print. Both

 images portray drillers, yet Rothstein's photo shows two, fully-
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 Figure 8

 Arthur Rothstein, Jackhammer Operators,

 Douglas Dam, Tennessee, June 1942,

 photograph (silver gelatin print),

 1 O1/8" x 81/8".

 clothed and helmeted workers (Would anyone operate a pneumatic

 drill without wearing such attire?), and further suggests the homo-

 erotic orientation of images such as The Drillers.

 Dehumanized as sex objects, these images of seminude

 workers are also indicative of a hierarchy of work well in place by

 the 1930s. With the shift from manual labor to the machine opera-

 tions of the large-scale industrial workplace, bodily strength was

 increasingly superfluous for the typical American workingman.

 Cornwell's steelworker was, as Reilly asserts, "an anachronism" by

 the 1930s, and Erdely's depiction of a Donatelloesque welder was

 merely an excuse to paint a beefcake pinup.'4 Even the skilled work-

 ers of Raiken's Rock Quarry, all of whom adhere to the specific

 duties of their craft, didn't really require the bulging muscles and fit

 bodies that the artist gave them. More importantly, although Raiken

 insisted on glorifying the blue-collar laborers of the Rhode Island

 granite quarry by making them the central figures in his mural

 sketch, he flanked them by suit-and-tie-wearing professionals, the

 white-collar architects, engineers, foremen, clerks, and bosses who

 were increasingly holding the real authority in the modern work-
 place. 14 Reilly, "Emblems of Production," 287.
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 But, if 1930s artists, and audiences, found nothing very

 heroic or ennobling about the real conditions of factory labor, and

 the image of the mostly sedentary and highly-schooled white-collar

 worker was found similarly lacking, it is no surprise that they strug-

 gled to hold on to an image of dynamic masculine strength. Men

 continued to identify with and pursue a masculine image defined

 by muscular brawn and athleticism. Fitness magazines such as

 Physical Culture (launched in 1908), and bodybuilding proselytizing

 by strongmen like Charles Atlas ("The World's Foremost Muscular

 Scientist"), prospered during the Great Depression.5 The strong

 male body they promoted was emblematic, however, not of the

 world of work but of increasingly stronger currents of leisure and

 consumption-sports, for example-that had come to dominate

 twentieth century American culture and society. As Melosh writes,

 the "manly worker" image offered by many American artists in the

 1930s "embodied nostalgia for an imagined past of individual

 dignity lost in the modern world of work.""6 But the prevalent semi-

 nudity of that image also signaled a widespread loss of certainty

 about the centrality that labor had traditionally held as the key indi-

 cator of masculine identity in the United States. Their ambivalent

 images heralded a newer model of modern masculinity, one which

 dominates today, which posits the strong male body as simply a

 body, an icon of personal fitness and an object of homosocial desire,

 not of social construction and production.

 As these diverse images and objects in the Wolfsonian

 demonstrate, there were many codes placed upon the bodies of

 male laborers during the Great Depression. While often ambiguous,

 the image of the beefcake worker evoked tensions about masculin-

 ity at a time when the cultural construction of maleness was in

 upheaval. With the exception of the pictures and sculptures gener-

 ated by specific trade and labor unions, the 1930s also marked the

 last period in American art which saw the production of a signifi-

 cant number of images and artifacts attuned to the themes of work

 and workers. Many Americans claim to continue to believe in the

 work ethic, but lotto sales and dreams of "winning the big one"

 increasingly dominate our national consciousness. And while work,

 itself, remains the prevalent symbol of American self-identity, antic-

 ipations of retirement have replaced a previous era's glorification of

 the virtues of labor. The ways in which 1930s artists portrayed

 workingmen, and working male bodies, foreshadowed our contem-

 porary cultural obsession with the hypermasculine Soloflex man.

 Their images and objects bring up many other points for considera-

 tion, from considering how men-and women-perceived and

 valued male appearance during the 1930s, to weighing the ways

 such art allowed and denied homoerotic desire. However, these are

 all issues for further speculation in the study of twentieth century

 American art.

 15 F. Valentine Hooven, Beefcake: The

 Muscle Magazines of America,

 1950-1970(Cologne: Taschen Verlag,

 1995), 20-22.

 16 Melosh, "Manly Work: Public Art and

 Masculinity in Depression America," in

 Melosh, ed., GenderandAmerican

 History Since 1890,173.AII illustrations

 courtesy of the Wolfsonian Foundation.
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