Norman Rockwell (1894-1978) received his first commission at age 17. In 1916, he created
the first of 321 covers for The Saturday Evening Post. Rockwell's Americana images were
loved by the public, but not embraced by critics.
“The Problem We All Live With” by Norman Rockwell is considered an iconic image of the
Civil Rights Movement in the United States. It depicts Ruby Bridges, a six-year-old
African American girl, on her way to William Frantz Elementary School, an all-white
public school, on November 14, 1960, during the New Orleans school desegregation crisis.

John Singer Sargent (1826-1925) was the leading portrait painter of his generation, if not
American art history, Sargent created over two thousand watercolors, nine hundred oil
paintings, and a staggering number of works on paper. Although his work fell out of
critical favor during the height of modernism, interest in his contribution has
continuously grown since the 1950s and 1960s.
Gassed was completed in March 1919. The huge work depicts the aftermath of a mustard
gas attack during the First World War, with a line of wounded soldiers walking towards a
dressing station. Sargent was commissioned by the British War Memorials Committee to
document the war and visited the Western Front in July 1918. The painting was finished in
March 1919 and voted picture of the year by the Royal Academy of Arts in 1919.

Salvador Dalí (1904-1989) is best known for the striking and bizarre images in his
surrealist work. His painterly skills are often attributed to the influence of Renaissance
masters. His best-known work, The Persistence of Memory, was completed in August 1931.
Dalí had officially joined the Surrealists in 1929, and remained intensely interested in the
idea of subconscious art. Surrealism focused on the unconscious mind. Dali wanted to
capture inner visions, fantasies, and nightmares juxtaposing familiar objects with
unfamiliar objects and depicting irrational and bizarre scenes that defy common sense.

On June 4, 1989, Chinese troops and police stormed thousands of pro-democratic
protesters on Tienanmen Square who were calling for the resignation of repressive
Chinese Communist Party leaders. Protesters had kept vigils, marched, and chanted for
nearly three weeks. Finally, the Chinese police and military began to fire indiscriminately
into crowds of protesters, killing thousands.
A photographer for the Associated Press, Jeff Widener, was sent to document the
aftermath of the massacre. On the morning of June 5th, Widener was perched on a sixthfloor balcony of the Beijing Hotel. As he photographed bloody victims, passersbys on
bicycles and the occasional scorched bus, a column of tanks began rolling out of the plaza. Initially, Widener was irritated at his intended shot being ruined by the figure of a
man crossing in front of the tanks. He was unaware of the historically powerful moment
that was about to present itself. With his lens lined up, he captured the stunning
moments that would follow as this man stepped in front of the war machines, waving his
arms and refusing to move. The tanks tried to go around the man, but he stepped back
into their path, climbing atop one briefly. Widener assumed the man would be killed, but
the tanks held their fire.
Eventually the man was whisked away, but not before Widener immortalized his singular
act of resistance. Others also captured the scene, but Widener’s image was transmitted
over the AP wire and appeared on front pages all over the world. Decades after, Tank Man
became a global hero but was never identified. Such anonymity makes the photograph all
the more universal, a symbol of resistance to unjust regimes everywhere.

Georgia O’Keeffe (1887-1986) is one of the most significant artists of the 20th century,
renowned for her contribution to modern art. The stark beauty, unusual architecture,
and unique light of the American Southwest inspired her. In 1917, O’Keeffe traveled
through New Mexico- this is where she initially fell in love with the desert landscape. In
1929, during her second visit to New Mexico, O'Keeffe spent the summer at Taos. The
brightness of the southern light lent a remarkable clarity to the desert landscape,
revealing its forms with a directness that was in sympathy with the artist's own aesthetic.
In New Mexico "half your work is done for you", she remarked. The motifs O'Keeffe found
at Taos - the desert flowers, the red hills of the badlands, the crosses and the bones - gave
her a new series of emblems and brought to her work a mythical tone it did not have
before. Her artistic focus quickly shifted from the urban skyscrapers of New York to the
ancient, natural environment of New Mexico. In 1949, captivated by the landscape and
culture, she settled there permanently. She was inspired by the simplest of subjects but
her depiction of these objects was anything but mundane. Her enlarged views of flowers,
trees, shells, rocks, bones, and crosses are emblematic of her embrace of the genre.

Winslow Homer (1836–1910) was an American landscape painter and printmaker, best
known for his marine subjects. He is considered one of the foremost painters in 19thcentury America and a preeminent figure in American art. Homer was a frequent visitor
of Nassau and Florida in 1898- often passing through the Gulf Stream. In 1889, when
Homer painted “The Gulf Stream”, It is suggested that the painting was an understanding
or synopsis of his lifetime of experience, deepened by adversity, and the recognition of
his own mortality, combined with memories and reflections. There is reference to
aesthetic realism depicted in the painting, because as Homer separates the good from
evil, he also joins them.

Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) studied African art and the work of Paul Cezanne. It was this
period that led to the development of Cubism. Picasso had remarkable versatility and
endless flow of ideas meant that he had a hand in almost every artistic movement of the
20th century. Picasso’s Guernica was first exhibited at the International Exhibition in
Paris in 1937. It was conceived and executed at great speed in his Paris studio, and he
intended the painting to be a rallying cry against the murderous events that were
destroying Spain through the terrible Civil War (1936-39), and against man’s continuing
inhumanity. He was politically and morally committed to the Republican, anti-fascist,
cause in the Spanish Civil War. Thus it was inevitable that the painting would cause deep
controversy, artistically and politically. It is now, with the passage of time, possible to
assess Guernica with some objectivity, and it has taken its place as one of the significant
achievements by the major genius of 20th-century art. Between 1900 and 1914, many of
the ideas and innovations that have shaped and defined the 20th century were either born
or first given practical application. Among them were manned flight, motor vehicles,
radio broadcasts, plastics, and jet propulsion. New concepts such as relativity and
Freudian analysis offered new ways of interpreting our world, to run alongside
traditional concepts. In the visual arts it was Cubism, born in 1907 that created a new and
alternative language.

Theodore Gericault (1791-1824) was privately wealthy so he did not need commissions to
survive as an artist. This also meant that he was able to paint subjects that appealed to
him personally. Gericault’s painting, Raft of the Medusa broke new ground by taking art
into the controversial realm of political protest. It portrays on a heroic scale the moment
when the survivors of the wrecked ship see the sail of the vessel that will save them. They
had been abandoned by their captain, and their story scandalized the French nation. The
incident was seen as a metaphor for corruption in France after the fall of Napoleon. The
Raft of the Medusa—a major work in French 19th-century painting—is generally regarded
as an icon of Romanticism. The pallid bodies are given cruel emphasis- some writhe in
the elation of hope, while others are unaware of the passing ship. The latter include two
figures of despair and solitude: one mourning his son, the other bewailing his own fate.
These figures reflect the Romantic inspiration that fueled the work.
Like the survivors, it is necessary to search the horizon to find the ship that eventually
saved them. The Argus was the sister ship of the Medusa. The minute size of the ship, far
off in the distance, serves to heighten the dramatic moment captured by the painting.

Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni ( 1475-1564), known best as simply
Michelangelo, was an Italian sculptor, painter, architect and poet of the High
Renaissance. The Creation of Adam demonstrates the power of his works. The painting of
the Sistine Chapel ceiling began in 1505 and was completed in 1508. The Creation of Adam
is the fourth scene in the chronological order of the Genesis fresco narrative, but was one
of the last main panels to be completed. It is one of the most famous ‘religious’ painted
scenes on the ceiling. The Picture illustrates the “Book of Genesis” story of God breathing
life into Adam, the first human being. Michaelangelo’s powerful image of this scene,
showing the spark of life being passed from one outstretched fingertip to another, is a
visual masterpiece. Note how God’s index finger is fully stretched and tense with energy
while Adam’s fingers are so limp that they cannot even be fully extended. No image better
sums up the physical and conceptual chasm between God and Man.
Some suggest that the figure to the right of God (under his arm) is the yet to be realized
Eve. Other suggest that the figures and shapes surrounding the figure of God are an exact
drawing of the human brain, in which the frontal lobe, brain stem, and pituitary gland,
are detectable, along with other parts of the cerebrum...others have speculated that the
red cloth surrounding God is in the shape of a human uterus, while the green-colored
scarf at the bottom is actually a freshly cut umbilical cord. Viewers will have to decide for
themselves whether all this is complex symbolism or empty speculation.

Samuel Bak (b. 1933) is a Polish-born artist whose paintings meld Socialist Realism, Surrealism,
and Cubism. His identity as a Jewish Holocaust survivor, informs the ways in which he depicts
images of war and contemporary culture. Rife with symbolism, Bak’s work functions as a form of
catharsis, as much for himself as the viewer. His self-professed admiration for artists like
Albrecht Durer and Michelangelo is evident both in his subject matter and technique. Bak’s early
childhood is marked by Soviet, then Nazi, occupation of his hometown. His father and extended
family were killed during the Holocaust, while he and his mother survived. As an adult, Bak
discovered that his silent grief developed into an awareness that he could no longer keep the
burden of horrible memories locked inside. Bak has spent his life dealing with the artistic
expression of destruction and dehumanization- the unspeakable atrocities of the Holocaust.
He is a master of traversing the delicate territory of appropriating other artists’ paintings on
which he bases some of his works. In Creation of War Time II (from the series “In a Different
Light”), Bak boldly appropriates from both Michelangelo and the 20th-century surrealist Rene
Magritte. He takes the charged gesture between the hand of God and the hand of man and uses it
to question the power, nature, and very existence of God. Bak represents God as the negative
space in a blasted brick wall- the reference to Michelangelo is unmistakable even in simple
silhouette. Only God’s pointing hand occupies positive space, as a plaque secured to the brick wall
by a nail. Adam mimics the Michelangelo pose, but he has an inmate’s shaved head and wears
prison garb and an expression of exhaustion and futility. He reclines, inexplicably, on a purple
cloth, the rubble of a collapsed house, unexploded bombs, and a blank canvas. No brave new
world, this. In referring to his method and this particular series of paintings, Bak stated the
following:
“My imagery derives, of course, from Michelangelo's Creation of Man, at whose center
God’s and Adam’s fingers almost touch. What do these pointing fingers mean to me? The
hands seem to be of similar size. Is God creating man in his image, or is this man’s

creation of God? Could their gesture express any disappointment or accusation? Surely
man has failed his Creator with his endless history of injustice, cruelty, and war; and God,
by allowing it, has invited an accusing finger that mirrors his own.”
Bak’s works in this series seems to beg the question: Is God merely an invention of needy
man?

Andrew Wyeth (1917-2009) was a visual artist, primarily a realist painter, working
predominantly in a regionalist style. He was one of the best-known U.S. artists of the
middle 20th century. The work Christina’s World is set in the stark landscape of coastal
Maine and depicts a young woman seen from behind, wearing a pink dress and lying in a
grassy field. Although she appears to be in a position of repose, her torso, propped on her
arms, is strangely alert; her silhouette is tense, almost frozen, giving the impression that
she is fixed to the ground. She stares at a distant farmhouse and a group of outbuildings,
ancient and grayed in harmony with the dry grass and overcast sky.
Wyeth’s neighbor Anna Christina Olson inspired the composition, which is one of four
paintings by Wyeth in which she appears. As a young girl, Olson developed a degenerative
muscle condition—possibly polio—that left her unable to walk. She refused to use a
wheelchair, preferring to crawl, as depicted here, using her arms to drag her lower body
along. In a 1953 letter to Alfred Barr, the first director of The Museum of Modern Art,
Wyeth explained: “The challenge to me was to do justice to her extraordinary conquest of
a life which most people would consider hopeless. If in some small way I have been able
in paint to make the viewer sense that her world may be limited physically but by no
means spiritually, then I have achieved what I set out to do.”

