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ABSTRACT 
 

 

Modern Art in Your Life and Suburbia analyzes Life’s 1948 article “A Life Round Table on 

Modern Art.” My thesis specifically offers a new perspective of Life’s suburban utopia to 

previous art historical discussions about the relationship between Life magazine and its 

coverage of modern art. The article, as it appeared in Life, was a strange amalgam of Life’s 

ideals—tradition and stability on the one hand—that seemed oddly in conflict with the 

magazine’s discussion of avant-garde modern art. This thesis addresses how and why we see 

this discrepancy by paying close attention to the magazine’s advertisements that appealed to 

suburban life as well as readers’ negative responses to the article, a perspective that art 

historical scholarship has largely ignored.
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Introduction 

On the weekend of June 11th, 1948, fifteen men—art historians and critics—gathered 

in the Museum of Modern Art’s penthouse to discuss modern paintings produced during the 

last forty years. Life founder Henry R. Luce had assembled over a dozen scholars and critics 

renowned for their work in and for the arts including avant-garde critic Clement Greenberg 

of Commentary, Partisan Review, and The Nation; Theodore Greene: Professor of 

Philosophy at Yale University; and British author Aldous Huxley for a roundtable on modern 

art. Life published the results of the symposium in its October 11th issue in an article entitled 

“A Life Round Table on Modern Art.” Luce felt that the critics’ discussion could offer 

serious consideration regarding cultural and social questions about modern art, which could 

inform and clarify the public’s thinking.1 An image featured in the published article shows 

the eclectic group of critics and scholars deep in discussion surrounded by papers, Lucky 

Strike cigarettes, glasses of water, and, of course, modern paintings—Pablo Picasso’s Girl 

Before a Mirror (1932) and Yves Tanguy’s Slowly Toward the North (1942) appeared in the 

background of the photo. The article, however, received overwhelmingly negative responses 

from readers despite Life’s endeavors to educate the public about modern art. Readers’ 

unfavorable reactions to the article point to a disparity between Life’s attempt to educate the 

public about modern art and an evident opposition to the article from their readers—a 

disparity that existed in the tension between the wholesome suburban lifestyle that Life 

promoted and the avant-garde modern art that the critics discussed in the roundtable. 

                                                           
1 James Thrall Soby Papers, I.165, The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York. 
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Education had been an essential mission of the Museum of Modern Art since the 

1930s. Museum Director Alfred H. Barr, Jr., hired Victor D’Amico to head the Museum’s 

emerging Educational Project in 1937. The Education Program sought to implement the 

theories of John Dewey, which advocated for progressive education. Art historian Carol 

Morgan notes that advocates of progressive education wanted to instill a strong sense of 

agency in an individual: to encourage “his capacity to adjust himself effectively to the world 

around him, his potential for improving that world through the release of his powers of 

creative self-expression.”2 In other words, Dewey’s, and by extension, MoMA’s aims 

towards education sought to capitalize on an individual’s creative self-expression as a means 

of engaging with the world and cultivating his education. This emphasis on creative agency 

related to the Museum’s belief that the modern artist expressed freedom and individuality 

through his artwork.3 In 1936, MoMA president Nelson Rockefeller hired Artemas C. 

Packard to research how the Museum could most effectively cultivate the development of 

aesthetic values in American life. Packard’s research, which became known as the Packard 

Report, demonstrated MoMA’s investment in identifying and educating a larger audience.  

A central question that the Packard Report proposed was whether or not MoMA 

should be an institution that serves the few or the many. Packard himself favored progressive 

education, and believed that MoMA could become a leading institution of progressive 

education which emphasized a process of “developing the capacity of the individual to adapt 

himself adequately to his environment.”4 For MoMA, then, modern art could become the 

                                                           
2 Carol Morgan, "From Modernist Utopia to Cold War Reality: A Critical Moment in Museum Education," 

in The Museum of Modern Art at Mid-century: Continuity and Change, ed. Barbara Ross (New York: Museum 

of Modern Art, 1995), 151. 
3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid., 154.  
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means through which individuals could actively and creatively engage the world. This 

investment in progressive education’s support of creativity and freedom translated to 

MoMA’s advocacy of modern art as a symbol of freedom and individuality in postwar 

America. Drafts and outlines of “A Life Round Table on Modern Art,” for instance, reveal 

that MoMA wanted to evoke comparisons between the Museum and countries such as Russia 

and Germany to indicate that artistic creativity and freedom thrived in the United States 

while the latter countries restricted personal and artistic freedom.5 MoMA’s interpretation of 

modern art as an expression of freedom and individuality derived in part from conservative 

rhetoric that claimed that modern art was anti-American and Communist because it was non-

representational. MoMA thus assumed the responsibility of protecting democratic ideals 

through promoting modern art as an expression of freedom and individuality in the postwar 

years.  

Meanwhile, Life interpreted its mission in the postwar years to reunite Americans. 

Instability and upheaval characterized the postwar era in America: the country was still 

grappling with the devastating aftermath of WWII and facing the threat of nuclear warfare; 

WWII had torn families apart sending men to war while women found themselves working to 

support their families, which consequently complicated traditional gender roles. Life’s 

endeavors to employ modern art as a means of developing cultural consensus6 thus 

constituted a reaction to the flux of the postwar world. Life’s attempt to use modern art as a 

way to cultivate consensus indicates the fundamentally different approaches that the 

magazine and MoMA used to educate the public in “A Life Round Table on Modern Art:” 

                                                           
5 JTS, I.165. MoMA Archives, New York.  
6 Erika Doss, "Looking at Life: Rethinking America's Favorite Magazine, 1936-1972," introduction to Looking 

at Life Magazine, ed. Erika Doss (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001), 14. 
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MoMA positioned modern art as a symbol of freedom and individuality in postwar America, 

and Life intended to help Americans navigate a return to normalcy and stability. Life 

attempted to do so in part through advertisements that extolled a suburban lifestyle anchored 

on the nuclear family and by juxtaposing politically controversial articles with images of 

family.7 Life’s and MoMA’s differing perspectives on modern art established a tension 

between individuality and consensus that ultimately characterized “A Life Round Table on 

Modern Art” by creating a competing narrative of avant-garde modern art and suburbia.  

Art historical scholarship has acknowledged Life’s endeavors to clarify modern art for 

the public. Art historian Bradford R. Collins presents an extensive review of Life’s 

relationship with the Abstract Expressionists throughout the 1940s.8 Life devoted a section in 

the symposium to discussing the artwork of Jackson Pollock, Theodor Stamos, Adolph 

Gottlieb, and others. Collins argues that the magazine treated the artists fairly and did not 

vilify them as antagonists of mainstream American culture. He suggests, rather, that Life’s 

coverage of the Abstract Expressionists amplified their success and presence in mainstream 

American society. Yet, the suburban narrative that Life deliberately crafted in its 

advertisements did seem at odds with the modern art discussed in “A Life Round Table on 

Modern Art:” the article was replete with discrepancies between modern art as an expression 

of freedom and individuality and the identical nuclear family archetypes in advertisements. 

Art historian David Joselit also asserts that the magazine was an ideal platform to 

                                                           
7 Rebecca Centanni, "Advertising in Life Magazine and the Encouragement of Suburban Ideals," Advertising & 

Society Review 12, no. 3 (2011), accessed August 28, 2015, doi:10.1353/asr.2011.0022. 
8 See Bradford R. Collins’ Life Magazine and the Abstract Expressionists, 1948-51: A Historiographic Study of 

a Late Bohemian Enterprise." The Art Bulletin 73, no. 2 (June 01, 1991): 283-308. Accessed August 30, 2015. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/3045794?ref=no-x-route:54863044861a2e7ae9763d645db16340. 
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communicate with the masses about modern art given Life’s populist bend.9 Yet, what is 

missing from Collins’ and Joselit’s respective analyses is a deeper consideration of Life 

itself: its mission and purpose as a picture magazine; the vision of Life’s powerful publishing 

magnate founder Henry R. Luce; the advertisements that dominated half of the pages in each 

issue; and Life’s largely middle-class readership. Above all, scholarship regarding Life’s 

presentation of modern art for readers largely ignores its popular reception. The negative 

responses from readers complicates Collins’ and Joselit’s confidence in Life as an ideal 

publication to widely disseminate modern art. Therefore, questions pertaining to readers’ 

unfavorable responses to the symposium are also of interest: who was Life trying to appeal 

to, and whom did the magazine actually attract? The middle-class in fact constituted Life’s 

largest demographic10—does Life’s demographic relate to readers’ negative reactions to “A 

Life Round Table on Modern Art”? I contend that there was an inherent tension between the 

avant-garde modern art in “A Life Round Table on Modern Art” and the suburban lifestyle 

that Life represented in its advertisements. Centered on Life’s “Round Table on Modern Art”, 

my thesis is comprised of the following three chapters: MoMA’s and Life’s investment in the 

symposium, the symposium as it appeared in Life, and its reception.  

The first chapter focuses on the symposium itself. The panel addressed the questions 

that Life put forth in a prospectus circulated prior to the symposium. The prospectus asked 

the following questions: is modern art a good or a bad development, and was modern art 

something that a responsible person could support, or was it merely an irrelevant aspect of 

                                                           
9 David Joselit, "The Private Gesture in Public: Art of the New York School," in American Art Since 

1945 (London: Thames & Hudson, 2003), 28. 
10 James L. Baughman, "Who Read Life? The Circulation of America's Favorite Magazine," in Looking at Life 

Magazine, ed. Erika Doss (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001), 43. 
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the culture?11 The first chapter addresses how the panel answered these questions and, 

moreover, elucidates what both Life and MoMA hoped to accomplish with the symposium—

MoMA advanced modern art as a symbol of freedom and individuality, and Life implicitly 

emphasized modern art’s potential to generate consensus. Primary resources from the 

symposium such as outlines and rough drafts of the article as well as correspondences 

between James Thrall Soby and roundtable moderator and Life contributor Russell W. 

Davenport indicate that both MoMA and Life genuinely wanted to communicate with the 

public about modern art.12 Correspondence between Soby and MoMA president Nelson 

Rockefeller, on the other hand, reveals that MoMA was more intent to position modern art as 

an expression of freedom and individuality than Life, whose opinions on modern art seemed 

to be one-dimensional.13 The first chapter further addresses the differing perspectives that 

Life and MoMA embodied in their discussion of modern art at the roundtable: why Life was 

less likely to attribute political significance to modern art, and how Life and MoMA each 

interpreted freedom and individuality in postwar America.  

The first chapter also discusses what Henry R. Luce envisioned for the symposium, 

and why Life appeared to be an ideal format to communicate with a broad public about 

modern art. Luce founded Life in 1936 with the intent to create the best picture magazine for 

people to look through—a magazine that would communicate efficiently and accessibly to a 

mass audience.14 It is not surprising, then, that Life would present an in-depth discussion on 

modern art—the magazine capitalized on the visual as a means of communication and 

                                                           
11 JTS, I.165. MoMA Archives, New York. 
12 Ibid.  
13 Ibid.  
14 Loudon Wainwright, "On a Winning Team," in The Great American Magazine: An Inside History of 

Life (New York: Knopf, 1986), 91. 
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informing the public. However, scholars such as Alan Brinkley and James L. Baughman have 

revealed fundamental contradictions within Life that betrayed its claim to be a magazine for 

everyone by demonstrating that Life’s demographic was largely middle-class and white.15 

Brinkley notes that Luce thought of the United States as a “distinctly American community 

of shared values and hopes,”16 an idea that Luce readily espoused in his 1941 essay “The 

American Century” in which he argued that America needed to be directed and invested in 

common causes in order to be a strong and powerful nation.17 Historian Erika Doss similarly 

observes that the Life round tables were founded on cultural consensus—they sought to 

disseminate appropriate modes of culture for middle-class Americans.18 These insights about 

the magazine itself and Luce will continue to be important in subsequent chapters.  

The second chapter focuses on how the symposium appeared in Life. Moderator 

Russell W. Davenport wrote the 23-page article organized under three headings “The 

Esthetic Experience;” “The Difficulty of Modern Art;” and “The Spirit of the Times.” Each 

of these sections revealed Life’s intent to position modern art as a means of facilitating 

consensus. The article concluded with the assertion that modern art was, above all, about the 

struggle for freedom: modern art allowed the artist to freely and creatively express himself; it 

was a creative endeavor that embodied individuality.19 This conclusion evoked MoMA’s 

opinion about modern art as an expression of freedom. The article’s conclusion cautioned 

readers to reconsider simply disregarding modern art. Life thus interpreted supporting 

                                                           
15 See Baughman’s "Who Read Life? The Circulation of America's Favorite Magazine." In Looking at Life 

Magazine and Alan Brinkley’s "Life Begins." In The Publisher: Henry Luce and His American Century for 

further analysis on Life’s middle-class demographic.  
16 Alan Brinkley, "Life Begins," in The Publisher: Henry Luce and His American Century (New York: Alfred 

A. Knopf, 2010), 230-231. 
17 Henry R. Luce, "The American Century," Life, February 17, 1941, 170. 
18 Doss, "Looking at Life: Rethinking America's Favorite Magazine, 1936-1972," 14. 
19 Russell W. Davenport, "A Life Round Table on Modern Art," Life, October 11, 1948, 79. 
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modern art as a moral and patriotic responsibility: Life enveloped readers in the moral 

struggle of modern art which revolved around freedom for all individuals. This conclusion 

collapsed the viewpoints of MoMA and Life: modern art is being evoked as a symbol of 

freedom, but with the provision that modern art could be a means to guide public opinion and 

behavior. This tension between freedom and consensus likewise emerged in the critics’ 

discussion of paintings that appeared in an inset of color reproductions in the article such as 

surrealist Joan Miro’s Person Throwing a Stone at a Bird (1926) and Jackson Pollock’s 

Cathedral (1947). The second chapter also addresses the changes between the outline, draft, 

and published version of the article such as the fact that MoMA’s voice was greatly 

diminished in the article that appeared in Life. 

The third and final chapter focuses on the article’s negative reception among Life’s 

readers. The responses to the round table on modern art featured in the “Letters to the Editor” 

section of a subsequent Life issue were not positive. Responses ranged from condescending 

remarks about specific paintings such as Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror (1932) to other 

readers who expressed their dissatisfaction that Life had even invested its time to discuss 

modern art.20 The third chapter attempts to answer why the majority of responses to the 

article were negative. Historian Alan Brinkley notes that Life embraced the newly emerging 

great middle class and its new suburban civilization in the postwar years.21 It is possible, 

then, that within the pages of Life modern art failed to resonate with the middle-class, 

suburban lifestyle that the magazine deliberately cultivated for its readers particularly 

through advertisements.  

                                                           
20 "Letters to the Editor," review of A Life Roundtable on Modern Art, Life, 1948. 
21 Brinkley, "Life Begins," in The Publisher: Henry Luce and His American Century, 230-231.  
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The third chapter considers the effect of placing a 20-page spread on modern art 

alongside advertisements for makeup, cigarettes, and home appliances such as vacuum 

cleaners. Historian Rebecca Centanni has shown that the advertisements in Life spoke to the 

lifestyle that many Americans desired in the postwar era: ads that appealed to suburban living 

couched in traditional values of the nuclear family.22 Centanni also reveals that Life 

strategically placed ads alongside editorial content to reinforce a suburban lifestyle.23 In other 

words, the ads that embraced a suburban lifestyle that centered on the nuclear family may 

have resonated more with Life’s readers than the avant-garde modern art that appeared in “A 

Life Round Table on Modern Art.” The third chapter refers to historian Lizabeth Cohen’s A 

Consumer’s Republic: the Politics of Consumption in Postwar America in which Cohen 

demonstrates that a mass-consumption oriented economy was equated with civic 

responsibility: the government encouraged Americans to spend to keep the economy thriving 

after WWII.24 Mass consumption was also therefore embedded in political rhetoric: mass 

consumption promoted capitalist democracy and was wholly linked to the American way of 

life by virtue of offering its citizens endless choices of what to buy. Life arguably stood 

behind this ideology as evinced in the proliferation of advertisements that comprised half of 

the pages in each issue. Cohen’s book thus adds yet another layer of meaning to the notions 

of freedom and individuality to contend with in the context of Life’s symposium on modern 

art. 

                                                           
22 Centanni, "Advertising in Life Magazine and the Encouragement of Suburban Ideals." 
23 Ibid.  
24 Lizabeth Cohen, "Reconversion: The Emergence of the Consumers' Republic," in A Consumer's Republic: 

The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Knopf, 2003), 127. 
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In conclusion, this thesis on Life’s “Round Table on Modern Art” elucidates what was 

at stake for both Life and MoMA in attempting to educate the public by presenting modern 

art in a widely-circulated popular magazine. Both Life and MoMA recognized that modern 

art could be influential in the postwar world. MoMA believed that modern art expressed 

democratic ideals such as freedom and individuality. Life similarly acknowledged that 

modern art was about the struggle for freedom, but the magazine harnessed this struggle to a 

moral responsibility for Americans which reflected the magazine’s intent to cultivate 

consensus among the middle class. The thesis particularly addresses the nuances between 

Life and MoMA regarding their investment in modern art, and discusses how the ethos Life—

its emphasis on unity, consensus, and suburban ideals—affected its interpretation of modern 

art and perhaps also affected readers’ responses to the article. I intend for my thesis to add a 

new perspective of Life’s suburban utopia to previous scholarly discussions about the 

relationship between the magazine and its coverage of modern art. This new perspective 

demonstrates the different connotations of freedom and individuality that Life and MoMA 

attached to modern art, and that “A Life Round Table on Modern” thus constituted a complex 

negotiation of freedom and individuality that shifted between avant-garde modern art and 

suburbia.  

Chapter 1 

 

On May 3rd, 1948, founder and editor-in-Chief of Life Henry R. Luce extended an 

invitation to Museum of Modern Art trustee and chairman of the department of Painting and 

Sculpture James Thrall Soby to participate in a weekend symposium to discuss paintings 

produced during the last forty years. MoMA hosted the symposium in its penthouse and hung 
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paintings from its collection as nominated by members of the panel such as Joan Miro’s 

enigmatic Person Throwing a Stone at a Bird (Fig. 1) to Jackson Pollock’s sprawling, chaotic 

Cathedral (Fig. 2) along with a dozen modern paintings from outside the collection.  Panel 

members also had a folder on hand with photographs and color reproductions of paintings to 

aid the discussion. Luce had invited approximately a dozen scholars and critics renowned for 

their work in and for the arts to participate in the symposium such as avant-garde art critic 

Clement Greenberg, art historian Meyer Schapiro, and director of the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art Francis Henry Taylor.25 Russell W. Davenport moderated the symposium—he was a 

regular contributor for Life and also moderated other Life “Round Tables” on the pursuit of 

happiness and housing, published on July 12, 1948, and January 31, 1949 respectively.26 In 

his letter to Soby, Luce indicated that the “Round Table” series was dedicated to “cultural 

aspects of [our] present day society,”27 and that he believed that a round table on modern art 

could inform and clarify the public’s thinking. Life published the results of the roundtable in 

an article entitled “A Life Round Table on Modern Art” on October 11, 1948. Luce’s remarks 

foregrounded Life’s interest in conducting the roundtable: the magazine sought to form a 

consensus on modern art that the public could rely on to inform their own opinions on 

                                                           
25 The complete list of critics and scholars at the symposium include: Arthur Leigh Ashton: Director and 

Secretary, Victoria and Albert Museum, London; R. Kirk Askew, Jr.: Director, Durlacher Gallery; Georges 

Duthuit: Editor, Transition, Paris; Alfred N. Frankfurter: Editor and publisher of Art News; Theodore N. 

Greene: Professor of Philosophy, Yale University; author: The Arts and the Art of Criticism; Clement 

Greenberg: Associate editor of Commentary; art critic, Partisan Review and The Nation; Aldous Huxley: 

author; H.W. Janson: Professor of Art and Archaeology, Washington University; Curator, Washington Art 

University Art Collection, St. Louis; A. Hyatt Mayor: Curator of Prints, Metropolitan Museum of Art; 

Raymond Mortimer: Literary editor of The New Statesman and Nation and contributor to The Arts, London; 

Charles Henry Sawyer: Dean, School of Fine Arts, Yale University; Meyer Schapiro: Professor of Fine Arts, 

Columbia University; James Johnson Sweeney: author, lecturer, and scholar; Francis Henry Taylor: Director, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
26 Davenport also contributed to roundtables on finance and economics during the 1930s for Fortune magazine, 

another Luce publication, founded in 1929. Davenport joined Fortune’s editorial staff in 1930 and became its 

managing editor in 1937. Life also held a fourth roundtable on movies, written by Eric Hodgins and published 

on June 27, 1949.  
27 James Thrall Soby Papers, I.165, The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York. 
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modern art. MoMA, on the other hand, positioned modern art as a symbol of freedom and 

individuality.28 These respective aims were not mutually exclusive. There was a tension, 

rather, between consensus and individuality implicit at Life’s roundtable on modern art.  

A prospectus that Life circulated one week prior to the symposium reveals Life’s 

intent to employ modern art as a means of facilitating cultural consensus. Life’s Art Advisor 

to the Editor Francis Brennan sent a follow-up letter to Soby confirming that the symposium 

would take place on the weekend of June 11th; Brennan also informed Soby that a few of the 

guests had expressed a desire to read a preliminary paper that would serve as a general guide 

for the roundtable discussion. Moderator Russell W. Davenport subsequently sent a 15-page 

prospectus to Soby that Davenport himself had written which centered on questions that 

would elicit further inquiries and arguments for the panel to discuss. Davenport posed two 

important questions in the prospectus that would ultimately frame the critics’ discussion at 

the symposium. The two questions were “is modern art, considered as a whole, and 

definitions aside, a good or a bad thing? Is it a thing which men of intellectual responsibility 

should support, or can they neglect it as a minor and impermanent phase of culture?”29 The 

unsophisticated questions that Life posed in the prospectus (was modern art good or bad? 

Should a responsible person support modern art?) constitute a mode of Life attempting to 

promote consensus among middle-class Americans. Historian Erika Doss discusses Life’s 

roundtables in Looking at Life Magazine. She notes that the series was predicated on cultural 

consensus—their purpose was to determine, as Doss says, “appropriate modes of culture for 

                                                           
28 Ibid.  
29 Ibid. 
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middle-class Americans.”30 In other words, Life assumed that it could influence mass opinion 

on cultural aspects of society through its series of roundtables. This intent to affect mass 

opinion related to Luce’s endeavors in creating Life: he recognized that photography could 

potentially have a tremendous impact on journalism.31 Luce wanted to develop a whole new 

art of communication to the business of informing using text and image together32—an ideal 

format for discussing modern art with a mass audience, and also perhaps for influencing the 

mentality of the country.33  

The intent to cultivate consensus related to Life’s mission in the postwar era to 

convey the unity and shared values of the American people. Historian Alan Brinkley notes 

that in the postwar period Life became the “celebratory face of the great middle class.”34 In 

other words, Life aimed to be a mirror for its middle class readers: to provide a visual 

schematic of how life should be. A tension between individuality and consensus was thus 

implicit within Life’s postwar mission: the magazine conceived of America as a collective 

identity, not as a country comprised of individuals. Life attempted to reflect the lives of the 

middle class by regularly featuring stories of middle-class Americans striving to keep the 

                                                           
30 Erika Doss, "Looking at Life: Rethinking America's Favorite Magazine, 1936-1972," introduction to Looking 

at Life Magazine, ed. Erika Doss (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001), 13.  

31 Loudon Wainwright, "On a Winning Team," in The Great American Magazine: An Inside History of 

Life (New York: Knopf, 1986), 91. 

32 Ibid. The nucleus of Life was the “Big News-Picture story of the week.” This feature consisted of “pure pictorial 

journalism” which was a photographic essay—a series of photographs with minimal text—an approach that was 

simple and direct. “A Life Round Table on Modern Art,” then, was somewhat of an anomaly in the magazine 

given that Life generally did not abundantly employ text with images.  
33 Historian James L. Baughman reports that Life’s circulation had reached 5.45 million by 1948. He does, 

however, acknowledge that audience size does not equal influence—it is more meaningful to focus on Life’s 

demographic, which was predominantly among the middle classes. Regardless, there is no denying that Life had 

a strong presence in the lives of Americans in the postwar period.  
34 Alan Brinkley, "Life Begins," in The Publisher: Henry Luce and His American Century (New York: Alfred 

A. Knopf, 2010), 230-231. 
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American Dream alive—working towards upwards social mobility through hard work.35 

This mission of Life became especially important in the postwar era which was characterized 

by instability and upheaval: the country was still wrestling with the traumas of WWII and 

facing the threat of nuclear warfare; WWII had uprooted families, sending fathers and 

husbands to war while women left the home to work which complicated prescribed gender 

roles in which the woman typically remained at home. After the war Americans tried to make 

sense of how to reorder their lives and return to normalcy in the midst of these changes. 

Life’s attempt to employ modern art as a means of cultivating cultural consensus at the 

roundtable, then, was in part a reaction to the changing social landscape in postwar America: 

Life positioned itself as a mass publication that could help Americans navigate a return to 

normalcy and stability in the wake of WWII in part through instructing Americans on 

appropriate modes of culture.  

Life’s ambivalent observations and un-nuanced inquiries regarding modern art in the 

prospectus evinced a tension between individuality and consensus. This tension emerged in 

the prospectus’s discussion of painting and photography. Davenport conjectured that the 

layman could understand the distinct functions of a photograph and a painting, in which the 

painter’s work involved more than merely copying nature.36 Davenport subsequently asked if 

visual experience was such a “negligible field for exploitation as to justify its complete 

neglect by a large proportion of contemporary artists?” and, also, if it was not “possible to 

argue that there is a retreat from reality here, and that the artist himself is closing off from 

consideration a vast field of important impressions and experience?”37 In other words, 

                                                           
35 Brinkley points to Life’s early stories on Fort Peck, Montana, and Muncie, Indiana as particularly indicative 

of the magazine’s inspiring stories about the American middle-class.  
36 JTS, I.165. MoMA Archives, New York.  
37 Ibid.  
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Davenport questioned if modern artists were turning their backs on recognizable subject 

matter that reflected the world around them. These questions were especially relevant for 

Life, which capitalized on photography—particularly recent innovations in miniature cameras 

such as the Leica and candid camera techniques—to document everyday happenings and 

people.38 For Life, then, “visual experience” was synonymous with what could literally be 

seen. The fact that Davenport emphasized the lack of “common visual experience” in modern 

art in contrast to photography testifies to the magazine’s concern that perhaps modern artists 

were not directing Americans towards the common causes that Luce defined, such as 

cooperation and self-reliance, through their art. Life’s investment in common visual 

experience was evident in the magazine’s mission statement. When Luce founded the 

magazine in 1936, he proclaimed that Life’s mission was to “see life, to see the world; to 

eyewitness great events…to see man’s work—his paintings, his towers, his discoveries…to 

see and take pleasure in seeing; to see and be amazed; to see and be instructed; thus to see 

and to be shown.”39 Luce was therefore interested in visually communicating with people. 

Yet, there is also an implicit emphasis on instruction in Life’s mission: to see was 

inextricably linked to instructing readers through the visual content in the magazine. 

Historian Terry Smith has discussed what made Life modern: he attributes the magazine’s 

modernity to how Life emphasized the visual and the way that power is distributed using 

modes of seeing.40 In other words, Life capitalized on the visual as a means of power by 

using imagery that was deliberate and didactic—Life intended for its images to inspire 

readers. Life’s mission statement thus also embodied a contradiction: Luce wanted the 

                                                           
38 Wainwright, "On a Winning Team," 14. 
39 Doss, "Looking at Life: Rethinking America's Favorite Magazine, 1936-1972," introduction.  
40 Terry Smith, "Life-Style Modernity: Making America Modern," in Looking at Life, ed. Erika Doss 

(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001), 28. 
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magazine to capture a wide breadth of accomplishments and every-day happenings, yet Life’s 

focus on the American middle-classes constituted a narrow lens through which the magazine 

attempted to portray life in postwar America. 

The prospectus attempted to establish a history of the modern artist’s growing 

autonomy in society—a history that equivocated between individuality and consensus. In the 

prospectus Davenport hailed Georges Rouault, Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, and Georges 

Braque as “revolutionists” of modern art, but that subsequent artists merely imitated the 

former artists.41 Life thus accepted Rouault, Picasso, and Braque. The fact that Davenport 

noted that later generations of artists merely imitated the former artists suggests that Life 

lamented the lack of originality. Davenport went on to say that modern art itself had become 

an “academic tradition” at the expense of its revolutionary character.42 In other words, the 

revolution of modern art had ceased and perhaps Life was dissatisfied with its conclusion. 

This observation made it sound like Life was advocating for more avant-gardism despite its 

conservative stance towards modern art throughout the prospectus. Moreover, Davenport 

implied that Picasso, Braque, and Rouault were temperate modern artists compared to the 

new generation of artists, despite the fact that critics and the public initially regarded Picasso, 

Braque, and Rouault as extreme. This contradiction between avant-gardism and tradition 

continued with prospectus’s discussion of the modern artist. Davenport declared that the 

modern artist found himself in a new position of autonomy—he was not beholden to 

conforming to the tastes of the public or patrons—which seemed to suggest that modern art 

still retained some degree of individuality.43 The prospectus therefore shifted between 
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lamenting the demise of modern art’s innovation and celebrating the modern artist’s 

autonomy. Davenport identified the modern artist as a product of 19th-century Romanticism 

which marked the first time that artists truly became independent.44 These observations about 

the modern artist seemed to praise his freedom. On the other hand, the prospectus mentioned 

that the 19th-century artist was still governed by the classical tradition in art that still retained 

the “stabilizing influence formerly exerted by the patron.”45 In other words, the freedom of 

artists working in the 19th-century was not entirely unchecked. Life’s concerns about the 

modern artist’s autonomy testify to Erika Doss’s observation that Life worried that the 

unregulated pursuit of freedom would devolve into social and cultural anarchy.46 In other 

words, the ideas that Davenport proposed in the prospectus regarding the modern artist 

related to the magazine’s concern that unregulated freedom—complete artistic 

individuality—could pose a threat to society. These tensions between artistic revolution and 

tradition and the modern artist’s autonomy indicated that Life vacillated between 

individuality and consensus; Life embraced freedom, but also wanted to regulate it.  

The questions that Davenport posed in the prospectus evoked an implicit moralism 

that was fundamental to Life founder Henry R. Luce (Fig. 3) and hence to the magazine 

itself. In his letter to Soby, Davenport had stated that the prospectus did not represent an 

official viewpoint.47 However, Brinkley notes that Life reflected Luce’s own idealistic, moral 

values and that the magazine was very much a product of Luce’s vision for an America 
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founded on shared values.48 Luce elaborated on his idealism in his essay “The American 

Century” which appeared in Life on February 17th, 1941—a critical time for the country 

leading up to America’s involvement in World War II that December. Luce, however, 

maintained that America was already involved in the war as a principle of defending 

democratic ideals.49 He expressed his conviction that if America was to become a global 

power then Americans needed to be directed and invested in common causes.50 Luce 

asserted that “our vision of America includes a passionate devotion to great American 

ideals…a love of freedom, a feeling for the equality of opportunity, a tradition of self-

reliance and independence, and also of co-operation.”51 Luce thus implied that these were the 

common causes to which Americans needed to commit themselves. His remarks also contain 

an inherent tension between individuality and consensus. Luce claimed that freedom and 

independence were essential tenets of America; yet he also stressed cooperation and assumed 

that he was in a position to proclaim which values were most important to Americans. 

“Cooperation” implied a responsibility for Americans to uphold the values that Luce 

identified. This is not to say that values such as freedom and cooperation opposed one 

another, but rather, that Luce’s words evoked an incongruity between freedom and 

consensus. Indeed, there was a discrepancy inherent in Luce’s intent to use avant-garde 

modern art as a means of cultivating consensus. The avant-garde is committed to 

destabilizing the status-quo, not promoting consensus. Life thus embodied a contradictory 

stance towards modern art.  
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Luce’s ideology in “The American Century” regarding consensus continued to appear 

in the prospectus. Davenport argued that modern art showed a “marked tendency to retreat 

from the expression of…‘the great obvious truths of human nature.’”52 This observation was 

not original to Life; British author Aldous Huxley—who was also present at the 

symposium—had made a similar one in his 1931 essay “Art and the Obvious.”53 According 

to Huxley’s essay, examples of great obvious truths included that individuals were 

responsible for their own happiness; that parents love their children; and that nature moves 

people to experience feelings of “elation, awe, tenderness, gaiety, and melancholy.”54 

Davenport did not include any citations nor did he specify why Life called upon Huxley’s 

essay. However, Huxley’s observations about great obvious truths were in essence provisos 

for how people should act and respond: not unlike Luce’s remarks in “The American 

Century” which outlined common causes to which Americans needed to commit themselves. 

The fact that the prospectus relied on Huxley’s essay constitutes a further contradiction in 

Life’s perspective on modern art. The ideas expressed in Huxley’s essay regarding great 

obvious truths were not complementary to modern art: avant-garde modern art espoused 

artistic freedom and independence, not the depiction of readily accessible morals. Life’s 

emphasis on art that could readily communicate with people testifies to the magazine’s 

investment in promoting consensus among the American middle class in postwar America.  

Concerns about individuality and consensus were similarly evident in proofs of the 

article that Soby sent to Davenport one month after the symposium. In the midst of the 

                                                           
52 JTS, I.165. MoMA Archives, New York.  
53 Aldous Huxley, "Art and the Obvious," in Music at Night: & Other Essays (London: Chatto & Windus, 

1931). 
54 Huxley persistently addressed the theme of civilization in decline, as in his renowned novel A Brave New 

World, published the same year as “Art and the Obvious.” “Art and the Obvious” similarly articulated a concern 

that art was in decline because artists increasingly catered to popular taste at the expense of art that intelligently 

and meaningfully communicated with the public.  



Greve 20 

 

discussion on American abstract art, James Johnson Sweeney remarked that Jackson 

Pollock’s Cathedral evinced “spontaneity, freedom, and expression.”55 Pollock’s all-over 

loops of paint completely cover the canvas: one cannot tell where the painting starts and 

ends. Bold lines of black paint and masses of gray and white compete with thinner strains of 

yellow creating an endless energy on the canvas. Sweeney’s observation about Cathedral 

was the only time that a critic at the roundtable discussed the notion of freedom in relation to 

a specific painting in contrast to MoMA which asserted that modern art was an expression of 

freedom and individuality. Critics in fact frequently applied the term “academic” to the 

modern paintings that they disliked the most.56 Editor of Parisian magazine Transition 

Georges Duthuit, for instance, remarked that Theodoros Stamos’ Sounds in the Rock (Fig. 4) 

left him underwhelmed, stating that Stamos’ painting “doesn’t convey anything to me. I think 

it is academic.”57 This observation was hardly likely to enlighten the layman about modern 

art—Duthuit did not clarify why he thought Sounds in the Rock was academic. Stamos’ 

painting depicted organic forms awash in hues of dark blue and purple. A mark of pink 

against the largest shape in the painting gives the appearance of an eye in profile; the organic 

forms in the painting suddenly become anthropomorphic. The critics then turned their 

attention to Adolph Gottlieb’s Vigil (Fig. 5). Yale University professor of philosophy 

Theodor Greene declared that the painting was an “academic picture in the worst sense.”58 

Greene did not specify what led him to dismiss Gottlieb’s painting. Gottlieb’s painting 

consisted of a series of totem-like, geometric symbols. The symbols look primeval: eyes and 

faces emerge from the depths of the black canvas yearning to communicate with the viewer. 
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William Baziotes’ The Dwarf (Fig. 6) similarly received unfavorable remarks from Clement 

Greenberg who declared The Dwarf to be “academic in color.”59 The Dwarf similarly evoked 

a symbolic, primeval aura through the cool tones of blue, purple and green enveloping the 

creature on the canvas. One eye stares out at the viewer—a gaze made slightly menacing by 

the row of jagged teeth emerging from the figure’s mouth. A kidney-shaped area of blue 

against the figure’s green body leaves the viewer wondering if this organ is external or 

internal. Gottlieb’s, Baziotes’, and Stamos’ paintings each exhibited diverse approaches to 

abstraction; yet the critics largely condemned them for being “academic” without clearly 

articulating their opinions. The prospectus had deemed modern art’s regression into 

academicism to be its most alarming characteristic. This charge against modern art signified 

a central paradox within the prospectus, and indeed, the very way in which Life approached 

modern art in the proofs: academicism represented a tyranny that modern art had ultimately 

failed to liberate itself from; on the other hand, Life wanted to regulate the revolution of 

modern painting. Thus, while MoMA endeavored to position modern art as a symbol of 

freedom and individuality, Life equivocated between individuality and consensus.  

Life’s concern about individuality and consensus was also evident in the critics’ 

discussion of works that fell under the Surrealism, Romanticism, and Mysticism category. 

The panel addressed two surrealist paintings: Yves Tanguy’s Slowly Toward the North (Fig. 

7) and Salvador Dali’s Spain (Fig. 8). Dali’s Spain transports the viewer to a nightmarish 

post-apocalyptic world filled with ghostly, incomplete figures. A slip of red paint drips 

ominously from a drawer, perhaps signifying blood. Tanguy’s Slowly Toward the North 

similarly situates viewers in an abstract landscape with figures comprised of nothing more 
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than geometric shapes interlocked together. The dark blue background interspersed with 

ripples of light blue indicate an underwater environment or perhaps the velvety sky of outer 

space. The panel largely agreed that Tanguy’s painting was superior to Dali’s. Critics did not 

overtly relate the paintings to social content—perhaps another contradiction in Life’s 

discussion of modern art: in the prospectus Davenport lamented that modern art turned away 

from recognizable subject matter, yet the critics did not attempt to ground the paintings in 

any social context. Art critics Clement Greenberg, Meyer Schapiro, Alfred Frankfurter, and 

James Johnson Sweeney attributed the success of Tanguy’s painting to its originality—

Tanguy’s symbols were “obviously the product of Tanguy’s own experience,” whereas 

critics regarded Dali’s symbols as inferior because of their resemblance to Renaissance 

drawings.60 The critics’ preference of Tanguy to Dali seemed to indicate that Life wanted 

modern art to wholly embrace artistic individuality. On the other hand, Life also praised 

Walter Stuempfig’s Manayunk (Fig. 9) for employing techniques of abstraction despite 

Stuempfig’s representational mode of painting.61 Stuempfig’s painting had little to do with 

the surreal landscapes of Dali’s and Tanguy’s painting. Manayunk portrayed an east coast sea 

town underneath a hazy blue sky. Figures walk and play along the pier. The steep drop of the 

pier and its uniform gray in contrast to the white buildings in the foreground transform the 

painting into proportional areas of color. Stuempfig’s painting, then, constituted a middle 

ground between Life’s and MoMA’s perspectives on modern art: Manayunk’s subtle nod to 

abstraction evinced a modernist tendency but one that did not embody a “wayward”62 artistic 

revolution that Life regarded warily. Life, however, praised Morris Graves for painting 
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“rather enigmatic pictures depicting a private, mystical dreamlike world of his own.”63 The 

panel addressed Graves’ Little Known Bird of the Inner Eye (Fig. 10). The bird emerges 

barely visible through the layers of red paint enveloping it. A scratchy encircling of blue 

protects the bird. The panel appreciated that Graves employed his own symbols in his 

artwork: a remark that aligned with the roundtable’s dismissal of Dali’s painting for its 

conventional nature, but not its praise of Stuempfig’s fusion of representation and 

abstraction. In other words, there was an inherent contradiction in how Life addressed the 

modern artist’s use of symbols: on the one hand, critics disliked Dali’s symbols because they 

were too familiar and praised Graves and Tanguy for their originality despite the fact that the 

prospectus seemed wary of unrestrained artistic expressions of freedom. These equivocations 

inherent in Life’s discussion of modern art demonstrate the contradictory terms in which the 

magazine addressed modern art. Life’s inconsistencies in its discussion of modern art would 

become even more apparent in contrast to MoMA’s firm stance that modern was an 

expression of freedom and individuality.  

 Correspondence between James Thrall Soby and MoMA president Nelson 

Rockefeller64 indicate the different ways in which Life and MoMA interpreted individuality. 

On July 20th, 1948, Soby corresponded with Rockefeller about the article on the symposium 

that would appear in Life. Soby and Rockefeller specifically advocated for positioning 
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MoMA and modern art as symbols of creativity and freedom.65 Soby sent a tentative outline 

to Rockefeller for the Life article comprised of six headings, one of which was the “Museum 

as a symbol of the free and creative spirit.” Soby concluded his letter to Rockefeller stating 

his desire to end the article with the latter notion, and that references to Russia and Germany 

would further establish MoMA as the bastion of freedom and creativity.66 MoMA had 

already alluded to these concerns in its annual report from 1948. MoMA acknowledged the 

effects of WWII, conceding that democracy had survived attacks from totalitarian regimes 

that valued conformity over individuality.67 The Museum expressed their concern that this 

attack against individuality was still ongoing—“denunciations against the new” arrested 

creativity and intellectual pursuits.68 Attacks against modern art appeared in the government 

particularly with republican senator George R. Dondero’s vituperative remark that modern 

artists were “germ-carrying vermin” whose art demoralized American society and culture.69 

Dondero declared that modern art was anti-American and Communist because it did not 

glorify America through recognizable subject matter.70 Art historian Francis Frascina notes 

several controversies regarding modern art under President Truman’s administration, 

including the State Department’s cancelation of the touring exhibition Advancing American 

Art in 1947. The show was subject to rampant criticism since its first opening in 1946 from 

conservative newspapers and magazines declaring that the show featured “left-wing” 
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artists.71 These attacks, then, were the battles that MoMA faced in its defense of modern art 

against those who regarded modern art as anti-American and communist. In response to these 

attacks Soby and Rockefeller positioned MoMA as a defender of democratic ideals. 

Davenport had also acknowledged in the prospectus that totalitarian regimes had restricted 

artistic creativity and freedom of expression. Nonetheless, MoMA and Life adopted alternate 

means of approaching modern art in postwar America: MoMA upheld MoMA as an 

expression of democratic ideals, while Life vacillated between individuality and consensus in 

its discussion of modern art.  

Life and MoMA, of course, did not have wholly disparate aims regarding the 

symposium on modern art—correspondence between Davenport and MoMA trustee and 

chairman James Thrall Soby in the months prior to the publication of “A Life Round Table 

on Modern Art” reveal mutual interest in wanting to educate the public about modern art. On 

June 21, Davenport wrote to Soby to thank him for his participation in the roundtable, and to 

express his appreciation of the clarity of Soby’s statements throughout the discussion.72 Soby 

responded promptly and affirmed that he did find their discussion time well spent; he felt that 

the panel had made significant strides in clarifying their ideas in such a short amount of time, 

especially since clarity was essential for interpreting modern art for the public. 73The 

correspondence between Davenport and Soby indicates that both men believed the Round 

Table to be a success and that the panel had admirably addressed important questions and 

issues concerning modern art. Their correspondence also raises questions about MoMA’s 
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involvement in the symposium. After all, MoMA’s investment in modern art implied 

affirmative answers to the questions that Davenport posed in the prospectus regarding 

whether modern art was good or bad. Yet, Life and MoMA’s intentions for the symposium 

were not entirely incongruous. By 1948, MoMA was approaching the 20th anniversary of the 

Museum’s founding. The annual report from 1948 discussed the significance of the 

Museum’s 20th Anniversary. MoMA recognized that modern art had been brought before a 

larger public than ever before.74 The annual report stated that art was above all a means of 

communication, but that communication presented a problem for both the public and the 

museum itself: the public’s skepticism weakened channels of communication between art 

and the public. MoMA therefore felt a responsibility to bridge the gap between modern art 

and the public.75 MoMA proposed to accomplish this goal through its Twentieth Anniversary 

series of exhibitions, which would endeavor to clarify modern art for the public by 

demonstrating that modern art developed out of tradition and that modern art was 

characteristic of its current society.76 The remarks from the annual report recall Luce’s hopes 

for the symposium: he envisioned the symposium as an opportunity to educate the public 

about modern art. MoMA’s and Life’s intentions, then, were not wholly dissimilar. Each 

sensed the public’s skepticism towards modern art and both considered modern art as a 

significant cultural aspect at least worthy of discussion and the public’s consideration. 

Moreover, Life’s widespread circulation promised to draw attention to MoMA and its 

endeavors.  
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A rough draft of the article collapsed MoMA’s and Life’s intentions towards the 

roundtable on modern art. The draft closely followed the outline that Soby had drawn up. 

The introduction argued for modern art’s connection to art of the past ranging from ancient 

Roman architecture to Renaissance painting. The introduction also included statements from 

Rockefeller who asserted that understanding modern was tantamount to understanding the 

“life of this era.”77 Rockefeller, then, shared Luce’s conviction that modern art could benefit 

society by offering serious consideration of an important cultural aspect. Subsequent 

paragraphs in the rough draft incorporated questions that Life posed in the prospectus: did 

modern art have “moral and philosophical validity”, or was it something that society could 

largely ignore?78 In answer to these questions, the draft featured remarks from John Hay 

Whitney and Nelson Rockefeller. Rockefeller and Whitney felt that modern art derived from 

“man’s inner identity of mind and spirit.”79 Whitney connected this identity and spirit to how 

modern art addressed moral and human themes such as the Dignity of Man and Man’s 

Despair and Hope80—themes that seemed to align with Life’s assertion that modern art 

should incorporate great human truths. 

The difference between Life’s and MoMA’s perspectives, however, became evident 

towards the end of the draft. The draft concluded with Rockefeller evoking modern art as an 

emblem of “individual consciousness” and that modern artists wholly supported the 

importance of individual freedom in contrast to the totalitarian regimes of Nazi Germany and 

Soviet Russia.81 Rockefeller identified MoMA with this endeavor of protecting freedom and 
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democracy, and urged everyone who valued freedom of expression to protect it as well.82 

These remarks convey how MoMA framed its support of modern art as a patriotic act. 

MoMA was the cultural institution to further the notion that modern art was an expression of 

freedom and individuality. While Life certainly alluded to modern art as an expression of 

freedom and individuality, what Life actually emphasized was modern art’s potential to build 

consensus—an idea that conflicted with MoMA’s patriotic, democratic associations with 

modern art.  

In conclusion, Life’s and MoMA’s objectives regarding the symposium were not 

entirely disparate. Each attempted to clarify modern art for the public, and felt that modern 

art was an important aspect of society that affected citizens. However, despite mutual efforts, 

Life and MoMA ultimately framed their discussion of modern art in ways that were in 

tension with one another: MoMA employed modern art as an expression of freedom and 

individuality, while Life employed modern art as a means of facilitating cultural consensus. 

Moreover, MoMA’s stance towards modern art as an expression of freedom and individuality 

did not waver, while Life’s discussion of modern art was characterized by problematic 

contradictions. 

Chapter 2 

“A Life Round Table on Modern Art” appeared as a 23-page article with an inset of 

color reproductions accompanied by a digest of the critics’ remarks beginning with Picasso’s 

sensual, vibrant Girl Before a Mirror (Fig. 11) in the October 11, 1948, issue of Life. The 

final image that readers encountered in the article was not a modern painting, but Nicholas 
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Poussin’s Parnassus (Fig. 12). These two paintings acted as disparate visual parentheses for 

the article enclosing Life’s and MoMA’s perspectives on modern art. Round table moderator 

Russell W. Davenport wrote the article. Davenport organized the article under three 

headings: “The Esthetic Experience;” “The Difficulty of Modern Art;” and “The Spirit of the 

Times.” Each of these sections expanded on questions put forth in the prospectus regarding 

whether or not modern art was good or bad, and if it was something a responsible person 

could or should support. The article concluded with the assertion that modern art was, above 

all, the struggle for freedom: modern art allowed the artist to freely and creatively express 

himself; it was therefore a creative endeavor that embodied individuality that Americans 

should support.83 This conclusion collapsed the viewpoints of MoMA and Life: the magazine 

evoked modern art as a symbol of freedom, but with the provision that modern art could be a 

means to guide public opinion and behavior. It was this discrepancy between embracing 

freedom and employing modern art as a way to unite Americans that characterized “A Life 

Roundtable on Modern Art.”  

A color photograph (Fig. 13) of critics gathered at the roundtable in the midst of their 

discussion that appeared at the beginning of the article conveys the incongruity between the 

discussion of avant-garde modern art as an expression of freedom and Life’s investment in 

generating consensus among Americans. The photograph was the first one that viewers 

encountered in the article. Pablo Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror and Yves Tanguy’s Slowly 

Toward the North from MoMA’s collection are visible in the photograph. Picasso’s painting 

immediately stands out in the photograph. Metropolitan Museum of Art Director Francis 

Henry Taylor’s head juts in front of the painting, drawing attention to the critics gathered at 
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the roundtable, thus shifting the emphasis from the art on the wall to the men at the table. The 

photo seemed to be about white male power rather than focusing specifically on modern art. 

The men are gathered intently around their glasses of water, Lucky Strike cigarettes, and 

coffee. The photo imparts an atmosphere of authority: these men intend to spend all day 

deliberating at the roundtable. The photo’s placement at the beginning of the article 

attempted to communicate to readers that the roundtable was a serious, legitimate discussion 

about modern art. The deliberate placement of the photograph suggests Life’s intent to use 

the roundtable to disseminate appropriate modes of culture for the middle class. Historian 

Erika Doss has discussed Life’s coverage of modern art. She argues that modern art emerged 

as a way for Life to cultivate a directed, unified nation— Life’s article ended with the 

assertion that citizens should support modern art because it represented freedom and 

individuality.84 However, the photograph of the roundtable itself was not particularly 

expressive of freedom or individuality: Life presented modern art alongside a photograph that 

implicitly conveyed a sense of order and authority. 

The article’s emphasis on the layman similarly evinced Life’s investment in consensus. 

The roundtable revolved around the perspective of a layman—someone who was “intelligently 

interested”85 in painting—an interesting albeit problematic conceit. Davenport’s imprecise 

definition of a “layman” exemplified the nebulous and contradictory nature of the round table’s 

discussion of modern art. Kirk Askew, a New York art dealer, argued at the symposium that 

the concept of a layman was implausible; he stated that anyone who did not actually paint was 

a layman, and thus, everyone in attendance at the panel qualified as such since none of them 
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were painters. Davenport acknowledged in the article that a number of men at the roundtable 

agreed with Askew; Davenport nevertheless maintained the perspective of a layman 

throughout the discussion.86 On the one hand, Life’s investment in the layman’s perspective 

can be read as an indication of the magazine’s endeavors to appeal to everyone by framing the 

discussion in intelligible terms. On the other hand, Davenport had previously stated in the 

article that the “object [of the round table] was to obtain a discussion between persons whose 

knowledge of art could not be questioned, irrespective of whether one might or might not agree 

with their evaluations.”87 In other words, what appeared to be at stake for Life in the article 

was not modern art itself, but that the opinions put forth were supposedly indisputable—in 

essence, the article served to guide readers’ opinions on modern art. Moreover, the article’s 

subheading “fifteen distinguished critics and connoisseurs undertake to clarify the strange of 

art today” would have alerted readers to the fact that none of the men present indeed were 

representative of a layman, and that the word “strange” evoked an implicit wariness of modern 

art inherent in the discussion. Davenport’s statement demonstrates the inconsistency with 

which Life addressed modern art. Davenport maintained that modern art was a bastion of 

freedom and creativity; yet he also stipulated that the critics had unquestionable authority—

the implication about modern art expressing freedom and individuality did not translate to 

readers having the freedom and creativity to think about modern art on their own terms. There 

was thus an implicit imbalance present in the article between the panel and the average reader 

of Life: it seemed as though Life attempted to play the role of both layman and authority 

simultaneously.   
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The critics’ discussion of Pablo Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror in the inset further 

evinced the contradictory terms in which the article addressed modern art. The discussion 

began with deliberations on Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror. Davenport stated that Picasso’s 

painting had been chosen as a “key to the whole discussion of modern art”88 for three reasons: 

Girl Before a Mirror was generally accepted as a “great modern classic;” the painting was not 

an “extreme example” of modernism; and that the painting was still modern enough to trouble 

the layman.89 These assumptions established a contradiction between avant-gardism and 

tradition. A modern painting could not be a “classic”—classic implies timelessness, not 

something new. Davenport negated his own assertion that Girl Before a Mirror was the 

quintessential template for modern art by saying that it was not an “extreme example” 

modernism. The fact that Life would choose a painting that was, according to the magazine, 

not overtly modern evinced a hesitancy to fully embrace modern art. One could assume that 

Life chose to start the roundtable with Picasso’s painting because readers might be able to 

comprehend it and thus be more willing to approach the rest of the paintings discussed in the 

symposium; yet the magazine conceded that the painting was confusing to the layman. These 

assumptions set up contradictory terms for the discussion that operated between avant-garde 

modern art and tradition.  

Life’s contradictory discussion of modern art similarly emerged in the panel’s formal 

analysis of Girl Before a Mirror. Columbia University professor Meyer Schapiro talked at 

length about Picasso’s painting. He argued that Girl Before a Mirror went beyond merely 

depicting the scientific, anatomical human body; Picasso instead communicated how “our 
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conception of the bodies of others is affected by our feelings and desires.”90 In other words, 

Girl Before a Mirror portrayed an internal, psychological experience rather than a 

representation of the recognizable exterior world. Schapiro attributed the inner, psychological 

experience to the girl becoming aware of her sexuality.91 The young woman’s arm reaches into 

the reflection offering a caress to her counterpart. The colors in the reflection are more vibrant, 

the girl’s breasts are more clearly defined and her round stomach seems to press against the 

frame of the mirror—all perhaps indications of the girl’s flourishing sexuality. The discussion, 

however, then took an abrupt turn with a comparison between Girl Before a Mirror and 

Rembrandt’s St. Bartholomew (Fig 14). Rembrandt’s painting was exhibited at the roundtable 

as a contrast with modern paintings at the symposium. The comparison was not extensive; the 

panel did not actually bother to compare the two paintings other than agreeing that they 

preferred Girl Before a Mirror to St. Bartholomew: critics concurred that Picasso’s painting 

was more interesting. Met director Francis Henry Taylor stated that he preferred the painting 

on “purely esthetic grounds.”92 Life also compared St. Bartholomew to Picasso’s Ma Jolie (Fig. 

15). The critics noted that both paintings are portraits, but that Picasso’s painting was more 

compelling. Meyer Schapiro referred to Ma Jolie’s geometry—the exacting tessellations—as 

an expression of the intellectual. In other words, Picasso made sense of his world through a 

reduction of lines and planes. St. Bartholomew, on the other hand, was a study of psychology: 

St. Bartholomew’s furrowed, contemplative face—his arched brow foregrounded against his 

wrinkled forehead—revealed an expression of character whereas Ma Jolie conveyed a new 

way of seeing. There had been no mention of such a contrast between a modern painting like 
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Picasso’s and an older painting such as Rembrandt’s in any prior drafts or outlines of the 

article. It is possible, however, that Life included a reproduction of Rembrandt’s painting to 

contextualize Picasso’s Ma Jolie. Historian Wendy Kozol has observed that Life often placed 

photographs of domesticity—the nuclear family—alongside stories and images of the 

changing postwar world; Kozol suggests that photographs of domesticity helped clarify 

ambiguous and conflicting issues to readers.93 Perhaps, then, Life included Rembrandt’s 

painting with Picasso’s with a similar intent: to emphasize that modern art was not an 

anomaly—both Rembrandt’s and Picasso’s paintings were rooted in the tradition of portraiture. 

Yet, the juxtaposition of Ma Jolie alongside St. Bartholomew indicated the inconsistency of 

Life’s discussion of modern art through contrasting avant-garde modern art with traditional 

modes of representation. These discrepancies which characterized Life’s discussion of modern 

art materialized in the form of a tension between freedom and unity in the panel’s formal 

analysis of artworks. 

The incongruity between freedom and unity was evident in the panel’s discussion of 

Joan Miro’s Person Throwing a Stone at a Bird in the inset. James Johnson Sweeney 

characterized Miro as a “lyrical painter” who “integrates the nursery rhyme, or child, or lyrical 

quality, just as thoroughly as Picasso relates sex—or as I call it, voluptuousness in Girl Before 

a Mirror.”94 Sweeney attributed this lyrical quality in Miro’s painting to the figure’s concave 

body and the curved trajectory of the stone hitting the bird floating seamlessly against an inky 

blue-black sky. The rounded form of the person in Miro’s painting echoes the sensuous forms 

in Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror. Sweeney, however, stated that what most satisfied him about 
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Person Throwing a Stone at a Bird was the “organization of the various elements into a unity. 

These make a composition that…gives you a unity which is restful.”95 The organization 

Sweeney referred to is evident in the way that each aspect of the painting—the sky, the body, 

the ground—all seem to converge. The critics did not mention that Miro represented the stone 

hitting the bird with a series of geometrical shapes and a delicate trajectory, or that Miro 

denoted the bird itself with just a tiny beak, eye, and a shock of red plumage. In other words, 

Sweeney emphasized the unity of the painting rather than Miro’s unique, individual vision as 

an artist. The article also did not elaborate on surrealism—that perhaps the curving, organic 

shapes and the landscape’s abstract familiarity in Person Throwing a Stone at a Bird were 

expressions of dreams. In sum, there were additional aspects about Miro’s painting that critics 

could have elucidated for readers rather than focusing on the painting’s unified composition.  

Critics likewise emphasized the unified composition of Matisse’s Goldfish and 

Sculpture (Fig. 16) in the inset which revealed Life’s interest in generating consensus among 

Americans. Georges Duthuit, editor of a Parisian arts magazine, observed the influence of 

French Impressionism and also of Paul Cezanne’s formal organization as in the deliberate, 

balanced grouping of apples, a bottle, and bread in Cezanne’s Still Life with Basket of Apples 

(Fig. 17).96 In Goldfish and Sculpture, Matisse achieves compositional balance by grouping 

the goldfish, sculpture, and nude woman close together and placing them in the foreground. At 

first glance the goldfish bowl appears larger than the attending sculpture and nude beside it, 

but each figure presses into the foreground with equal force. Duthuit did not specifically state 

that Matisse was part of the fauves—a movement in French painting following Impressionism 
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that emphasized color as a means of expression and representation rather than employing color 

realistically. Both Miro’s and Matisse’s paintings addressed new ways of seeing but Life 

viewed them primarily as rational, unified compositions. One could argue that the critics’ 

attitude towards these paintings was for the layman—perhaps discussing the painting’s 

composition was more approachable than in-depth deliberations on Surrealism or Fauvism. On 

the other hand, assuming that Surrealism and Fauvism were intellectually beyond readers was 

not a very flattering presumption. One could also contend that the critics’ observations were 

merely subjective. However, as Erika Doss notes, Life was a key producer of consumer culture 

in the postwar era, and the images and text that appeared in the magazine constituted ways to 

shape popular opinions; or at least the opinions that Life most wanted to be popular.97 In other 

words, perhaps Life continually wove a thread of unity into its analysis of modern art as a 

means of implicitly instilling the same virtue in its readers.  

 The roundtable’s analysis of Georges Rouault’s Three Judges (Fig. 18) in the inset 

collapsed the tension between modern art as an expression of freedom and as a way to generate 

consensus. The critics discussed what Three Judges expressed. British critic and author 

Raymond Mortimer stated that Rouault’s painting particularly expressed the “artist’s response 

to human beings and society” through its “horror of the modern world, a brutal disgust with 

human injustice.”98 The severe, sobering expressions of the three judges impart a sense of 

condemnation and dissatisfaction. Mortimer went on to say that he imagined that the horror 

and disgust of the modern world in Rouault’s painting “makes the picture easier to approach 

for the layman.”99 His remark has several implications. It could mean that the critics felt that 
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Miro’s and Matisse’s paintings were not relevant to the modern world in contrast to Rouault’s. 

Second, Mortimer could mean that the layman was also dissatisfied with the modern world and 

therefore more likely to approach paintings that similarly expressed discontent with 

modernism. These observations bore a greater significance given that the roundtable occurred 

in 1948 after both World Wars: threats of nuclear warfare were ongoing in the midst of the 

trauma and loss of World War I and World War II. Mortimer also stated that he felt that the 

formal aspects of the painting were what made the painting compelling.100 Indeed, the tight 

framing of the painting amplifies the judges’ stern gaze and thus makes it inescapable for the 

viewer. Author Aldous Huxley concurred, stating that he felt that the formal elements in Three 

Judges underscored the content of the painting.101 This was an observation that critics had not 

made of any paintings previously discussed, perhaps suggesting that the panel found particular 

merit in modern paintings that merged both content and formalism—the modern artist was free 

to express what he wanted so long as his painting depicted content that spoke to people. Indeed 

the panel’s apparent desire for both content and formalism foreshadowed its hesitancy towards 

abstract American art in the critics’ discussion at the roundtable.  

The roundtable’s ambivalence towards abstract American artists in the inset further 

conveyed the tension between freedom and unity in postwar America. The heading for this 

section read “Young American Extremists,” a drastic shift from a draft of the article in which 

the heading simply read “Young American Artists.”102 As in drafts of the article, Davenport 
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acknowledged that the discussion of the works were notable for the lack of reliable standards 

in evaluating the artwork: critics were unable to clearly articulate why they did or did not like 

certain paintings.103 The fact that Davenport specifically mentioned a breakdown of agreement 

among the roundtable was to perhaps alert readers to the fact that they should be wary of 

American abstract art because the critics were unable to reach a consensus. Pollock’s 

Cathedral received the most polarizing remarks ranging from Clement Greenberg who 

declared that Cathedral was one of the best paintings recently produced in America—to Yale 

University professor Dr. Theodore Greene who thought Pollock’s painting to be a “pleasant 

design for a necktie.”104 Greene’s remark conveyed the idea of Pollock’s art as mere decorative 

commercial art instead of avant-garde modern art. British author Aldous Huxley also 

commented that the painting seemed like a “panel for a wallpaper which is repeated indefinitely 

around the wall”—an uncanny foreshadowing of Cecil Beaton’s 1951 Vogue photographs of 

fashion models posing in front of Pollock’s paintings (Fig. 19). Art historian James Johnson 

Sweeney defended Cathedral, noting that the painting had “spontaneity, freedom, and 

expression.”105 The liberated lines of paint traverse the canvas in infinite loops: there is no 

gravity or horizon that restricts the direction of the paint. Sweeney’s remarks were the only 

time that the notion of freedom—an aspect that MoMA had persistently associated with 

modern art throughout drafts and outlines of the Life article—was applied to a specific painting 

at the roundtable. Yet, the panel had expressed alarm that there was a “complete breakdown of 

standards” when it came to discussing abstract American art.106  Indeed, Davenport concluded 

that the discussion might lead the layman to deduce that “whatever the values of modern art, 
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the precise determination of them is a matter fraught with a great many difficulties. The critics, 

at any rate, leave us in confusion.”107 The section on American abstract art was also the only 

one to end on a pessimistic note of confusion and difficulty—perhaps an indication that readers 

should be wary of something the critics could not even clearly articulate. In other words, what 

Davenport emphasized regarding abstract American art was the critics’ lack of consensus as 

opposed to interpreting modern art as an expression of freedom and individuality.  

The inset concluded with works that fell under the Surrealism, Romanticism, and 

Mysticism category which further evinced a tension between freedom and consensus. James 

Johnson Sweeney criticized Salvador Dali’s Spain for making concessions to popular taste—

an ironic statement given the fact that Life itself was a mass-circulated popular magazine. 

The panel also criticized Spain for the painting’s “hackneyed” symbols that looked like they 

had “come out of a book of Renaissance drawings.”108 The roundtable thus insinuated that 

the symbols in Dali’s painting—the dresser with a drawer half open and a substance 

reminiscent of blood pouring out of it, the disembodied arm belonging to an incomplete 

figure, and the warring figures in the background—were not original. The panel’s assertion 

that the symbols in Dali’s painting resembled symbols from the Renaissance surely would 

have baffled anyone familiar with Renaissance art, such as Robert Campin’s Merode 

Altarpiece (Fig. 20) in which the white linen, white lilies, and the mousetrap that Joseph is 

building all represent Christian themes related to the life of Christ. Dali’s symbols, on the 

other hand, are not of the material world and instead belong to an inexplicable dreamscape. 

The panel praised both Yves Tanguy’s Slowly Toward the North and Morris Graves Little 
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Known Bird of the Inner Eye for their originality: the panel asserted that both Tanguy and 

Graves used symbols that were a product of their own imaginations, such as Tanguy’s 

ambiguous shapes clustered in a rich, blue environment and Graves’ enigmatic bird nestled in 

layers of red.109 Walter Stuempfig’s Manayunk was the anomaly in the group. Manayunk’s 

painting of an east coast sea town had nothing to do with the private, inner worlds that Dali, 

Tanguy, and Graves depicted. Editor and publisher Alfred Frankfurter remarked that 

Manayunk, while still representational, exhibited the “influence of the teachings of 

abstraction.”110 In other words, Stuempfig’s painting displayed avant-garde tendencies while 

still retaining representation evident in the figures on the pier and the buildings situated 

squarely behind the pier. This group of paintings—Dali’s, Tanguy’s Graves’, and 

Stuempfig’s—was nevertheless a strange amalgam of Life’s conflicting opinions towards 

modern art that, on the one hand, espoused originality through Tanguy’s and Graves’ 

inventive symbols, while on the other hand lauded Stuempfig’s painting merely for fusing 

abstraction and representation. 

The initial observations made in “A Life Round Table on Modern Art” intensified the 

tension between freedom and unity. Life presented the article accompanied with the subheading 

“Fifteen Distinguished Critics and Connoisseurs Undertake to Clarify the Strange Art of 

Today.” The article began with several observations culled from the prospectus and the 

subsequent discussions at the symposium: Davenport acknowledged that the modern art 

viewers encountered in galleries constituted a departure from “acknowledged masters” such as 

Paul Cezanne, Vincent Van Gogh, Georges Seurat, and Paul Gauguin.111 He acknowledged 
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that the public and critics had largely ridiculed these artists when their work first debuted.112 

Davenport noted that modern art seemed to be “strange distortions of reality,” “ugly,” and 

“wrong” to the public.113 Davenport did not indicate from where these descriptions of modern 

art originated: the article did not include any input from readers nor did they mention any 

negative reviews from exhibitions on modern art—two inclusions that might have 

contextualized Life’s negative characterization of modern art for readers. These negative 

aspects of modern art crystallized into two characteristics that Davenport assumed the layman 

associated with modern art: it is difficult to understand, and concerns itself with the “ugly or 

the strange” instead of the “beautiful.”114 Life’s assertion effectively reduced modern art to 

whether or not it was aesthetically appealing, and also presumed that the layman was likely to 

think of modern art in such one-dimensional terms. Davenport emphasized the concern of 

whether or not American civilization could continue to thrive without the “humanizing 

influence of a living art that is understood and enjoyed by a large public.”115 This concern 

situated the discussion of modern art in a context of moral questions. The phrase “humanizing 

influence” denoted that modern art should have a moral, spiritual effect on humanity—a 

chance for viewers to improve their wellbeing through looking at modern art. Davenport’s 

question conjured Henry Luce’s rhetoric in his essay “The American Century” in which he 

maintained that Americans needed to be invested in common causes such as cooperation and 

a love of freedom in order to prosper.116 These opening statements in the article evinced the 

ambivalent terms in which the article addressed modern art. On the one hand, Davenport 
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discussed modern art in terms of aesthetics. On the other hand, Davenport also emphasized 

that modern art should have a “humanizing influence,” one aspect that certainly transcended 

formal characteristics of modern art. In other words, Life endeavored to attribute qualities to 

modern art that could translate to a means to unify Americans.  

The main article continued with the heading “The Esthetic Experience” which situated 

looking at modern art as a moral responsibility of the layman. The section began with the idea 

that looking at modern art was a process of seeking an “esthetic experience” which “leads 

outward, so to speak, to a larger world, even to the moral and spiritual cosmos.”117 This 

observation, however, seemed to focus on a spiritual experience rather than an esthetic one 

despite the fact that the critics’ analysis of the paintings largely emphasized formal aspects of 

the artwork. British author Aldous Huxley elaborated that the “esthetic experience” supposedly 

revealed truths about the nature of the world; it was mystical and defied analysis in words 

similar to Catholic and Hindu ideology.118 In other words, Life collapsed a spiritual and esthetic 

experience into an act of looking that would benefit the layman. The panel concurred that the 

layman needed to look at many pictures—careful and patient observation was imperative. 

Davenport referred to this approach of thorough looking as a “process of self-education;” critic 

A. Hyatt Mayor agreed, noting that it had taken him substantial time to appreciate Paul 

Cezanne’s paintings. 119 Furthermore, Francis Henry Taylor pointed out that understanding a 

painting and liking it were not mutually exclusive; one could understand a painting and still 

dislike it.120 The critics thus offered the layman a degree of flexibility—he needed to make an 

effort to understand the painting, but he was not forced to like it. Subsequent remarks, however, 
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seemed to undercut the layman’s agency when looking at modern art. Theodore Greene and 

Francis Henry Taylor further debated the layman’s responsibilities in relation to Picasso’s Ma 

Jolie. Taylor suggested that the layman ought to ask himself: “what does this picture mean to 

me? If it means nothing, is it my fault or the artist’s?”121 Such questions implied a sense of 

responsibility on behalf of the viewer or the artist. The questions that Taylor raised were also 

similar to the ones that framed the panel’s discussion (was modern art a good or bad 

development? Was it something a responsible person could support?)—one-dimensional and 

not very provocative. The latter questions also emphasized the layman’s responsibility in 

looking at modern art. Taylor concluded that it was the layman’s fault if he failed discern 

anything meaningful in the painting.122 Taylor’s conclusion evinced Life’s ambivalence 

towards the layman: on the one hand, Davenport’s claim to embody the layman’s perspective 

in the article indicated that Life felt the layman’s perspective to be valuable; on the other hand, 

stating that it was inherently the layman’s fault if he did not get anything out of modern art did 

not put much faith in the layman. These conflicting observations about the layman were a 

reflection of Life’s endeavors to situate modern art in a context of moral responsibility. 

The next section entitled “The Difficulty of Modern Art” espoused a tension between 

individuality and consensus. Theodore Greene observed that the “modern artist…feels 

compelled to develop his own highly individual idiom…He [develops] it because he feels 

compelled to express life accurately as he sees it from a highly individualistic point of 

view…because we are living in a highly individualistic age.”123 Greene seemed to embrace 

this artistic individuality inherent in modern art. His remarks recall MoMA’s voice in previous 
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drafts and outlines of the article in which Soby and Rockefeller asserted that modern art was 

an expression of freedom and individuality.124 Greene, however, also conceded that the artist’s 

use of his own individual idiom might confuse the public; the public might not be able to 

understand the modern artist’s artwork at the expense of the artist maintaining his individuality. 

Greene thus proposed that “you have got to try to build a community, and as you build a 

community you will get a common language and common beliefs. Then you will get art that 

communicates itself more easily.”125 This commonality, however, seemed to undercut 

Greene’s previous remark about individuality—artistic individuality was not likely to thrive 

with artists communicating common beliefs for a specific community. Yet, attempting to build 

a community founded on shared beliefs was exactly what Life tried to promote through its 

Luce-driven ethos. The conversation then shifted to specific artists. Literary editor Raymond 

Mortimer stated that he believed Matisse, Picasso, and Braque to possess “extraordinary 

imaginative power,” but that many young artists immediately attempted to “project their 

imaginative vision.”126 Mortimer wanted to see artists gradually cultivate a vision of their own 

like Picasso, Matisse, and Braque had, and he urged artists to return to studying nature as 

Walter Stuempfig did.127 Implicit in Mortimer’s remarks is his desire to see younger artists 

embody the techniques of an older generation of artists—those whom Life considered masters 

of modern art. This would seem to indicate, however, that Life, like Mortimer, wanted to see 
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younger modern artists perpetuate the past grandeur of modern art rather than find new means 

of artistic expression and creativity.  

The roundtable furthered the tension between individuality and consensus in the next 

subsection “The abuse of symbols.” Davenport noted that one of the main characteristics of 

modern art was that symbols had becoming increasingly private owing to modern art’s 

emphasis on individuality.128 Davenport thus implied that the public had a difficult time 

making sense of modern art because the symbols did not communicate with everyone. Aldous 

Huxley drew on Russian author Leo Tolstoy’s statement that art is communication—Huxley 

wondered “when we get to the point of destroying communication by private symbolism, what 

about it?”129 In other words, were modern artists free to use whatever symbols they wanted at 

the expense of communicating with the public? Francis Henry Taylor attempted to answer 

Huxley’s question. Taylor gave an example of a show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

featuring genre painter William Sidney Mount. He recalled that the exhibition attracted scores 

of new visitors to the museum. He proposed that the new visitors came to the museum to see 

something that they were familiar with—scenes of everyday life that Mount depicted.130 

Mount, of course, did not employ symbols in his works, but rather, paintings such as Farmers 

Nooning (Fig. 21) conveyed an intelligible message to viewers through recognizable subject 

matter. Meyer Schapiro, on the other hand, raised the point that perhaps it is “precisely because 

the symbols are not completely legible that we value them…precisely because the symbols 

cannot be readily communicated.”131 In other words, Schapiro introduced the possibility that 

people valued obscure symbols because they were authentic. He referred back to the panel’s 
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discussion of Salvador Dali’s Spain which critics overwhelmingly disliked on account that 

Dali’s symbols were recognizable. Editor and publisher of Art News Alfred Frankfurter 

maintained, however, that the modern artist should strive to make his work intelligible—only 

then would the public accept modern art.132 The critics’ disputes regarding the modern artist’s 

(mis)use of symbols centered on whether or not he communicated with the public. This concern 

about communication circles back to Life’s endeavors to create consensus through modern 

art—if modern art could not accurately communicate with the public, then no consensus could 

be established. Moreover, the title of the section “The abuse of symbols” implied that Life did 

not necessarily support the modern artist’s exclusive use of symbols at the expense of 

communicating with the public.  

The next subsection asserted that representational painting constituted a “conservative 

view” which further demonstrated Life’s own conservative stance towards modern art. The 

panel returned to Rouault’s Three Judges in its attempt to defend both abstract art and 

representational art. Sam A. Lewisohn, a well-known collector and owner of the painting 

present at the roundtable interrupted the discussion. Lewisohn stated that “I am one of those 

who very much prefer to start with recognizable subject matter… I think the conviction is an 

important element in a painting. But I am convinced that the technique and the structure should 

be incidental to carrying out a deep feeling. I do not think you get a satisfying picture by 

avoiding life. The form should be an implementation of some conviction regarding life.”133 

Lewisohn’s remarks reveal a skepticism to embrace art that does not have some intelligible, 

recognizable meaning behind it.  Lewisohn’s presence at the symposium raises a number of 
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questions: why was he included in the first place, and allowed to interject in the critics’ 

conversation? Drafts and outlines made no mention of Lewisohn’s commentary—why was it 

important to include in the published version of the article? Theodore Greene’s remarks offer 

an answer. Greene stated that he was “trying to defend the distinctive kind of importance that 

attaches to art like Rouault’s, as well as the distinctive kind of importance that attaches to work 

like Ma Jolie. We tend to shuttle from one extreme to the other.”134 In other words, Greene 

identified the panel’s tendency to exclusively support abstract or representational art. The panel 

compromised in agreeing that the content of a painting may be obscure, but it did not have to 

be. The critics’ remarks recall their observations from the inset in which the panel appreciated 

that Rouault merged content and formalism in his painting. Nevertheless, Life seemed to prefer 

the “conservative view” in its praise of Rouault’s painting, and also of Walter Stuempfig’s 

Manayunk with its combination of abstraction and representation more than paintings such as 

Jackson Pollock’s entirely abstract Cathedral.  

The concluding section of the article “The Spirit of the Times” further exhibited a 

tension between extolling freedom and unity. The critics at the roundtable related modern art 

to a Zeitgeist135—modern art was a reflection of the time. Davenport noted that certain values 

and attitudes characterized the Zeitgeist such as the fact that, as Davenport observed, there was 

a “kind of breakdown of standards, so that it is hard for us to make value judgments.”136 

Davenport’s use of the word “us” is ambiguous in this context—he could be employing the 

word in a collective sense, or only to refer to the critics at the roundtable who were responsible 
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for issuing an opinion on modern art and delivering it to the public. His remark underscores 

Life’s endeavors to create consensus among Americans—concrete, intelligible standards had 

to be in place in order to make sense of the world. Life featured Nicholas Poussin’s Parnassus 

as an example of a painting that adhered to intelligible standards. The panel stated that the 

painting “imposes a unity on a greater diversity of elements.”137 In other words, the panel’s 

analysis of Parnassus made it clear the panel considered unity an essential formal aspect of 

painting. It is striking to note that Poussin’s painting is the final image of the article; the panel 

had certainly made similar observations about several of the modern paintings they discussed, 

yet Life still opted to end with a painting from the 17th-century instead of a modern one. Life’s 

observation about Poussin’s work—how the artist imposes unity on a greater diversity of 

elements—indicates Life’s emphasis on unity over artistic freedom and individuality 

associated with modern art.  

Observations about cultural institutions under “The Spirit of the Times” further evinced 

a tension between individuality and consensus. Theodore Greene stated that modern art was 

not to blame for the breakdown of standards—institutions such as the church and “liberal 

education” were also complicit.138 The church and education were important, influential ways 

to instruct people. Francis Henry Taylor located the breakdown of standards in the dissolve of 

monotheism which had resulted in a “multiplicity of convictions.”139 In other words, people 

were no longer governed by one overarching ideology; rather, there were many different 

convictions with which people had to contend. Alfred Frankfurter expanded on Taylor’s 

thoughts, adding that “we have now reached the stage where we must finally face the question 
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of how much of the Classical-Christian tradition we wish to retain in our attitude toward art.”140 

Frankfurter’s appeal to religion, while perhaps out of place in the context of the article, was in 

line with Luce’s Christian, conservative views.141 Frankfurter maintained that, according to 

Classical-Christian tradition in the arts, esthetics was inextricably linked with ethics. 

Frankfurter continued that the Classical-Christian tradition now faced opposition from a newer 

one which “says that esthetics stands alone as a part of human experience; that art is good or 

bad purely in its own terms.”142 Frankfurter thus felt that Christian morals were threatened by 

this new development in esthetics. He ultimately concluded that “once you use the words 

‘genuine’ and ‘authentic’ you cannot entirely separate morality and truth from the work of 

art.”143 Frankfurter’s words seemed to summarize Life’s stance towards modern art: morality 

had to guide freedom and individuality; the two could not go wholly unregulated in the flux of 

the postwar world. 

The conclusion of the article evoked a tension between freedom and consensus. Life 

concluded the article with the subsection “The struggle for freedom” which asserted that 

modern art was an expression of freedom and individuality. Davenport stated that the “meaning 

of modern art is, that the artist of today is engaged in a tremendous individualistic struggle—

a struggle to discover and to assert and to express himself.”144 His remarks imply that the 

freedom to artistically express oneself is essential to modern art. Davenport extended this 

freedom to all individuals, noting that even though the modern artist’s artistic freedom troubled 

the layman, the “individualistic struggle…is really one of the great assets of our civilization. 
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For it is at bottom the struggle for freedom.”145 Hence, Davenport implicated the layman in the 

moral struggle of modern art—the struggle revolved around freedom for all individuals. Yet, 

Davenport was not content to encourage readers to wholly embrace freedom without a caveat. 

The last lines of the article read: “this does not mean, on the other hand, that that the artist need 

have no standards. He must have them: he should be free but not irresponsible. Such, perhaps, 

is the ultimate answer to these deliberations…And in the light of it the layman, who might 

otherwise be disposed to throw all modern art in the ashcan, may think twice—and may on 

second thought reconsider.”146 Davenport thus yoked the modern artist and readers together. 

Each had a responsibility—the modern artist was not to pursue freedom recklessly, and Life 

urged readers to be responsible citizens by embracing modern art as an expression of freedom 

and individuality. Yet, veiled within Life’s advice to the layman not to disregard modern art 

was an implicit emphasis on consensus: embracing modern art was something that all 

responsible Americans could and should do; the article’s conclusion did not leave much choice 

to the layman.  

In conclusion, “A Life Round Table on Modern Art” established its discussion of 

modern art on contradictory terms. On the one hand, the article touted freedom and 

individuality as essential characteristics of modern art. These were the very qualities that 

MoMA associated with modern art throughout drafts and outlines of the article. On the other 

hand, MoMA’s voice was hardly heard in the published version: Life instead emphasized that 

freedom and individuality were aspects of modern art that constituted a responsibility for 

both artist and layman. In other words, Life heavily implied that responsible citizens should 
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support modern art. Life’s perspective in fact dominated the article. MoMA Director Alfred 

H. Barr Jr., was not present at the symposium. John Hay Whitney’s and Nelson Rockefeller’s 

remarks from the article’s rough draft regarding modern art’s expression of human themes 

were also absent in the published Life article. Luce and Life chairman of the board of Editors 

Daniel Longwell, however, observed the roundtable, indicating how much presence and 

power Life had in crafting the article from start to finish. The article was, above all, a product 

of Life’s authoritative voice that underscored consensus and unity in its discussion of modern 

art.  

Chapter 3 

Responses from Life readers to “A Life Round Table on Modern Art” appeared in the 

magazine in a subsequent issue. The majority of responses were unfavorable. One reader 

from New York remarked of Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror that “whoever called that girl 

sensuous must have been smoking reefers.”147 The panel had extensively discussed Picasso’s 

Girl Before a Mirror; it was the first painting that viewers encountered when reading the 

article and which Meyer Schapiro praised for Picasso’s skillful portrayal of both the 

adolescent girl’s physical appearance and her corresponding emotional, sensual awakening in 

the mirror’s reflection. Yet, the reader from New York wholly disparaged Girl Before a 

Mirror and, by extension, Schapiro’s opinion put forth in the Life article. The reader’s 

remark implied that anyone who liked the painting must be under the influence of drugs—or 

delusional—to appreciate Girl Before a Mirror. Another reader from Wichita, Kansas, 

commented that “art in its essential purpose…is not a commercialized channel for the self-
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expression of doodles.”148 The second remark is ambiguous—“commercialized” could 

denote the reader’s dissatisfaction with modern art’s appearance in a mass-circulated, popular 

magazine such as Life. The reader’s remark could also relate to a suggestion Life addressed in 

the prospectus prior to the symposium: that modern art’s only potential merit came from its 

ability to shock people, and that this shock value was predominantly responsible for 

generating interest in the public and financial investment from art museums.149 Of course, 

these responses from Life readers do not represent the opinion of Life’s readers entirely; the 

magazine did feature two favorable responses to the article.150 Nevertheless, the negative 

responses point to a disparity between Life’s endeavors to educate the public about modern 

art and an evident opposition to the article from readers. Such negative reactions to “A Life 

Roundtable on Modern Art” raises the question: why did the article largely elicit negative 

responses from readers? The answer in part relates to Life’s didacticism that reinforced a 

wholesome suburban lifestyle rather than the avant-garde modern art that the critics 

discussed in the roundtable.  

Life’s commitment to suburban ideals influenced the reception of Life’s roundtable on 

modern art. In Life’s article, advertisements for Prestone antifreeze and vacuum cleaners 

contrasted with the modern art that the magazine presented. The Prestone antifreeze ad (Fig. 

22), for instance, depicts small photographs of three men from Wisconsin, New Jersey, and 

Indiana—a fire chief, an ambulance driver, and a police captain respectively—testifying to 

Prestone’s safety. An illustration of each man diligently performing his job accompanied the 
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photographs of the men. The Prestone antifreeze ad declares: “In YOUR car too!”151—

implying that men who purchased Prestone antifreeze would likewise be the upstanding 

protectors of their families—just like the fire chief, ambulance driver, and police captain 

protect citizens. “In YOUR car too!” also implied that readers owned a car; the tagline was 

thus also a commentary on the upward social mobility that accompanied postwar 

prosperity.152 The bold font of the ad strikes the viewer: a verbal analog to the men’s daring 

rescues depicted in the advertisement. An ad in the same issue for a Eureka “Walking 

Cleanser” (Fig. 23) vacuum, in contrast, showed a woman cleaning her home. The woman 

enthusiastically uses the vacuum cleaner clad in a pristine dress and high heels. The woman 

is white and very thin with blonde hair and high cheekbones—the epitome of a domestic 

housewife. She is shown moving in an almost pinwheel fashion to underscore the speed and 

efficiency of the vacuum cleaner. Historian Rebecca Centanni has shown that advertisements 

like the Eureka vacuum cleaner suggested that a woman could find fulfillment through her 

domestic chores, and, by extension, her familial responsibility to look after the home.153 Both 

advertisements implied that traditional gender roles in the home could spare the country from 

moral depravity. The intent of the ads thus closely paralleled the sentiment in Luce’s 1941 

essay “American Century” in which he invoked moralism as the backbone of America which 

would ensure the country’s survival: he proclaimed that Americans needed to be invested in 

                                                           
151 Prestone Antifreeze, "When Safety's a Must, It's Prestone Antifreeze," advertisement, Life, October 11, 

1948, 69. 

152 Historian Lizabeth Cohen notes that government programs such as the Veterans Administration and Federal 

Housing Administration allowed people to own homes more easily through low interest rates, no direct down 

payment, and mortgage insurance lenders. Credit also became more widely available to consumers which 

encouraged them to spend rather than save.  
153 Rebecca Centanni, "Advertising in Life Magazine and the Encouragement of Suburban Ideals," Advertising 

& Society Review 12, no. 3 (2011), accessed August 28, 2015, doi:10.1353/asr.2011.0022. 



Greve 54 

 

and directed towards common causes in order to ensure the country’s survival.154 

Advertisements such as these indicated that the common causes in part involved a 

commitment to return to prewar gender values in which the man protected the family and the 

woman maintained the home. Centanni has also demonstrated that advertisements such as 

these in Life reflected the lifestyle that many people in the postwar era desired: a lifestyle 

centered on the nuclear family—advertisements that promised stability in the wake of the 

recent traumas of WWII and the increasing threat of nuclear warfare as the cold war 

progressed.155 Life thus promoted a traditional, suburban lifestyle in part through 

advertisements that were overtly gendered—ads which depicted the male as the breadwinner 

of the family and, alternately, the woman of the home who was often shown beaming from 

her domestic throne as she cooked meals over her new stove and vacuumed her home in 

record time.156 Centanni notes that advertisements such as these intended to appeal to a return 

to prewar values in which the woman remained at home.157  

Portrayals of masculinity in Life’s advertisements likewise complicated the dynamic 

between the magazine’s roundtable on modern art and its embrace of suburban living. 

Discussing Life in his book American Art since 1945, art historian David Joselit notes that the 

development of Abstract Expressionism coincided with the emergence of a new American 

consumer society.158 Joselit suggests that the success of Abstract Expressionism owed much 

to coverage in mass media publications such as Life: the magazine published a prominent 

feature on Jackson Pollock in August 1949 (“Jackson Pollock: is he the greatest living painter 
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in the United States?”), and, in 1951, the renowned photo of the “Irascibles” appeared in an 

issue of Life. Art historian Bradford R. Collins also suggests that Pollock and the other 

“Irascibles” benefitted from Life’s publicity—the magazine brought the artists straight into the 

homes of thousands of Life’s readers.159 Joselit specifically contends that Pollock’s 

appearances in Life typified the kind of “rugged individualism”160 that readers wanted in an 

artist. Pollock’s arrogant, aloof gaze in both photos from 1949 (Fig. 24) and 1951 (Fig. 25) 

made him appear as monumental as his expansive canvases. Pollock’s willful individualism 

recalls art historian Michael Leja’s research on the relationship between Modern Man 

discourse and the New York School. Leja notes that Modern Man discourse specifically 

concerned itself with developing a “new form of human self-description” in response to a crisis 

in ideology provoked in part by WWI and WWII.161 Modern Man discourse sought to reorient 

the self with an emphasis on moving away from the rational, centered self.162 In other words, 

Modern Man discourse favored the impulsive, the creative, the subversive—all aspects that 
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Pollock himself and his artwork embodied via the primeval gestures of his paintings that sought 

to access the unconscious and primitive aspects of human nature. However, one should 

reconsider Pollock’s rebellious individualism in the context of the streamlined suburbia that 

Life endorsed through its advertisements. The magazine was replete with discrepancies 

between Pollock’s headstrong individualism and the standardized nuclear family. For instance, 

the advertisement adjacent to Pollock’s painting in Life’s 1949 feature was for Barbasol 

shaving cream (Fig. 26). A young woman fawns over a young, white shirtless male who, 

presumably, has recently used the shaving cream. The contrast between the young man and 

Pollock is striking: the young man appears clean-cut, attractive, and wholesome. He has a full 

head of hair perfectly gelled back. He looks tan and muscular. Pollock, on the other hand, 

seems to be dressed in a grungy workman’s uniform splattered with paint. He too is clean-

shaven, but his confrontational gaze alienates viewers instead of inviting an embrace as does 

the young man opposite Pollock. An ad for Pall Mall cigarettes (Fig. 27) that appeared in “A 

Life Roundtable on Modern Art” also portrayed an idealized conception of masculinity similar 

to the Barbasol ad. The ad featured an adult man dressed in a suit smoking the “longer, finer” 

cigarette and urged consumers to look for the “distinguished red package” of Pall Malls163; the 

man in the ad thus appears as a refined gentleman. In sum, these juxtapositions between 

Jackson Pollock and the wholesome male archetypes in Life advertisements presented two very 

different types of masculinities—the former that seemed off-putting and aloof—and the latter 

the epitome of nuclear family virtues that Life encouraged Americans to embrace after WWII. 

There is, then, another narrative that extends beyond the relationship between the success of 

the Abstract Expressionists and Life—a narrative that shifts ambiguously between the 
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masculine “individual” as typified by Pollock and the masculine “individual” as portrayed in 

Life’s advertisements. The advertisements also implicitly spoke to social class through the 

contrast of Pollock’s workman outfit and the attractive, refined nature of the men in the 

Barbasol and Pall Mall ads. 

Sociological books about the new American consumer classes and the mass media 

influenced the reception of “A Life Roundtable on Modern Art.” The advertisements that 

appeared in Life implicitly spoke to social class. Sociologist David Riesman’s The Lonely 

Crowd (1950) presented a comprehensive study of American character. Riesman and his 

colleagues Nathan Glazer and Reuel Denney identified and defined three “types” of people 

amongst Americans, one of which they classified as the “other-directed type.”164 The other-

directed type, according to Riesman, wants to be loved rather than esteemed in order to relate 

well to others—he or she prioritizes a sense of belonging.165 Riesman stated that the other-

directed type actively observed the behavior and interests of those around him—he based his 

own actions and personality around the perceived actions of others.166 David Joselit has likened 

this unceasing act of processing information to a person equipped with radar constantly picking 

up signals.167 Joselit’s apt analogy introduces the possibility that certain “signals” were 
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stronger than others among other-directed types. It is possible, then, that within the pages of 

Life modern art failed to resonate with the middle-class, residential lifestyle that the magazine 

deliberately promoted to readers. Or, put another way, it is possible that readers—under the 

theory of Riesman’s “other-directed types”—perceived the middle-class values of the nuclear 

family portrayed in the advertisements rather than Pollock’s expression of individuality. 

Readers’ responses to Life’s 1949 article on Pollock were disparaging. One reader sarcastically 

commented, “why use the word ‘living’ so loosely?”168 The reader’s comment could perhaps 

be addressing Pollock’s lack of intelligence as a painter. Life had sarcastically disparaged 

Pollock throughout the article, using words such as “drip” and “drool”169 to describe his 

method of painting. The article also implied that Pollock chose to paint abstractly because 

figure painting was too difficult for him. Another reader emphatically replied “Is he the greatest 

living painter? NO!”170 The second reader’s remark clearly indicates that he or she thinks that 

Pollock’s artwork is unimpressive. Their responses suggest that the “rugged individualism” of 

modern artists and their art did not attract the magazine’s readers. Historian James L. 

Baughman has shown that Life’s biggest demographic was among the middle class: people 

who were between 30-34 years of age, from the professional and skilled labor classes, married, 

and college-educated.171 In other words, Life’s demographic was not how the magazine 

portrayed Pollock: a rugged, bohemian laborer. Baughman has also suggested that many of 

Life’s readers were likely to share founder Henry R. Luce’s Christian, conservative opinions 

about “God and the Republican party”172—an observation that speaks to the collective, unified 
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nature of Life. The competing tension between individuality versus suburban conformity were 

thus also present in how Life depicted social class. 

Portrayals of femininity were also subject to Life’s vacillation between individuality 

versus suburban conformity. One sequence of advertisements in “A Life Round Table on 

Modern Art” particularly demonstrated this tension. The sequence began on the same page as 

the last section of the article entitled “Spirit of the Times” in which the article argued that 

modern art was an expression of freedom and individuality.173 The ad on the left-hand side of 

the page features an ad for women’s stockings; the right-hand side of the page features ads for 

hair nets and bras for women (Fig. 28). The women in the ads for stockings and bras are sensual 

with rouged lips and full hair—the blonde evokes a pinup girl, and the young woman in the ad 

for bras is similarly alluring through her red lips and provocative gaze. We cannot see the 

young woman’s face in the ad for hairnets, but her perfectly coiffed hair, pearls, and delicate 

features cement her as an archetype for suburban debutantes. Each of these ads attempted to 

regulate female sexuality through consumer goods: what products women should buy to look 

a certain way, even when Life depicted two disparate stereotypes of femininity—the sexy pinup 

girl and the suburban debutante—on the same page. Life seemed to indicate which kind of 

femininity it preferred in the next ad. The next ad was a full-page advertisement in black and 

white for a young woman using Woodbury Facial Soap (Fig. 29) on her wedding day—the 

soap that presumably every young debutante uses which seems to promise a lifetime of marital 

bliss. The ad depicts the bride with her groom doing various activities such as their wedding, 

attending a party, and planning their home together. The bride is as much an archetype as the 

women in the ads on the previous page: attractive, slender, and well-dressed. Her husband also 
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appears refined and handsome. Together the bride and groom represent the nuclear family—

each housewife, each husband appearing as identical, ideal archetypes who expressed as much 

“individuality” as new refrigerators churned out in production lines destined for suburban 

homes.  The subsequent page features an ad for baby diapers (Fig. 30). This sequence of ads—

beginning with the young women, to the married couple, and ending with an ad for baby 

diapers—raised the question of which “spirit of the time” Life was committed to—avant-garde 

modern art, or middle-brow suburbia? In other words, within Life’s gendered ads, individuality 

assumed an equivocal meaning in Life between modern art’s freedom of expression and 

suburban consumerism. Art historian Terry Smith has astutely summarized this ambiguity, 

writing that “in Life at every moment, the imagery of democracy is evoked and betrayed, a 

rhetoric of freedom disguises hierarchical empire of signs.”174 Smith’s incisive observation 

underscores the friction between Life’s rhetoric about freedom and individuality and the 

magazine’s portrayal of suburban life through advertising: the ads that appeal to a suburban 

lifestyle are the empire of signs which seemingly espoused freedom through consumer 

purchasing power, but which also attempted to regulate individuality through the nuclear 

family archetypes that dominated the ads. 

Life’s portrayal of the postwar nuclear family in its advertisements was ultimately a 

fantasy. C. Wright Mills’ White Collar: The American Middle Classes (1951) discussed the 

mass media in relation to consumers. Mills stated that the mass media, particularly advertising, 

was at fault for selling an unattainable suburban lifestyle to consumers.175 Life found itself 

addressing this aspect of advertising during its fourth roundtable symposium on the movies. 
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The movie roundtable was the last of Life’s roundtable series. It took place on May 13th-15th, 

1949, near Hollywood. The article appeared in Life on June 27th. The roundtable consisted of 

film scholars and young industry filmmakers. Life established two key points to be addressed 

at the symposium from a prior discussion which alleged that “Hollywood deliberately confuses 

fantasy with reality, thereby providing neither the recreation of true fantasy nor the recognition 

of true experience.”176 Several consumers and critics agreed that Hollywood was guilty of 

portraying a “dolled up reality” which ultimately was “untrue to what you can expect from real 

life.”177 In other words, people were unhappy that the films did not reflect reality.178 Head of 

MGM Productions Dore Schary rejoined Life’s indictment of movie advertising with a keen 

observation of his own, declaring that he had reviewed the “issue of LIFE in which your article 

appears, and I offer as Exhibit A a series of ads. I submit these as proof that Hollywood is not 

alone when you say it ‘deliberately confuses fantasy with reality.’”179 In other words, Life’s 

advertisements were no more truthful than the fictitious plots of Hollywood films. The 

magazine in fact had perpetuated a fantasy with its first roundtable “A Life Round Table on 

the Pursuit of Happiness” (July 12, 1948). A full-page photograph next to the article showed a 

collage of smaller photographs most of which featured mostly middle-class Americans—many 

                                                           
176 Eric Hodgins, "What's With the Movies?," Life, May 9, 1949, 98. 
177 Ibid.  
178 The roundtable did not elaborate on how Hollywood constructed fabricated reality; critics, however, did 

express their dissatisfaction with the Motion Picture Production Code. The Production Code evolved out of the 

Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA) attempt to show consumers, and the 

government, that Hollywood was serious about self-regulating the content of their films. The MPPDA was 

founded in 1922. In 1929, film journalist Martin Quigley—a devout Catholic—reached out to MPPDA 

president Will H. Hays about establishing a code for film censorship which would become known as the 

Production Code. Quigley had a seminal role in drafting the Production Code as he mediated between 

Hollywood and leaders of the Catholic Church. Hays appealed to Jesuit priest Daniel A. Lord to help devise a 

new code predicated on Christian morality. Hollywood producers balked at the new code, knowing that its 

didacticism would hardly result in satisfied audiences. Hollywood producers advocated for a code that 

accounted for popular taste rather than Christian morals. Economic realities ultimately brought the code into 

being—government censorship would have been more costly and restrictive than self-regulation, which the 

Production Code facilitated. The MPPDA Board of Directors ratified the Production Code on March 31, 1929. 
179 Eric Hodgins, "A Round Table on the Movies," Life, June 27, 1949, 92. 



Greve 62 

 

of whom were smiling young women and children—as well as young mothers, husbands and 

wives, and two men in the Armed Forces. Of the sixteen photos in the collage, only one 

depicted an African American—a high school teenager dressed in her cheerleading outfit. The 

juxtaposition of the collage alongside the article’s title page overtly equated the pursuit of 

happiness with the suburban lifestyle portrayed in the collage. Of course, Life deliberately 

selected these photos—this was only a segment of American society; the magazine did not 

represent everyone equally, similar to how critics and consumers complained that movies did 

not accurately reflect reality. “A Life Table on the Pursuit of Happiness” even addressed 

“irrational advertising”180—advertising that insinuated that consumer goods were the key to 

happiness and success. Neither roundtable on the pursuit of happiness or movies acknowledged 

that Life itself participated in irrational advertising, and that even the magazine’s feature 

articles frequently operated in a nebulous web of simultaneously critiquing and perpetuating 

fantasy. 

The plethora of advertisements in Life is evidence of the burgeoning consumer-

oriented society emerging in postwar America that affected its citizens. Centanni has also 

observed that the advertisements in Life purposely appealed to a suburban lifestyle, which 

helped draw the reader’s attention to the spread of products in the magazine.181 

Advertisements in fact dominated fifty-percent of the magazine’s pages and the ads were 

typically in color while the editorial content was in black and white.182 Life withheld 

advertisements from the inset that featured the colored reproductions and digest of the critics’ 

remarks; the paintings therefore stood out against the black and white text in the inset. 
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Nevertheless, advertisements continued to eclipse the content of Life’s article: the only full-

page color reproduction of a painting in the inset was Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror on page 

58; the inset continued through page 65 whereupon the article resumed where readers 

encountered a slew of ads that diminished the editorial content. For instance, a black and 

white advertisement for a Keystone camera (Fig. 31) appeared next to the critics’ discussion 

on whether or not modern artists should incorporate recognizable symbols into their artwork. 

The ad featured a young woman and man, presumably a married couple, smiling and looking 

through the lens of the camera. A contact sheet with multiple stills of a smiling baby issued 

from the camera. The ad was also juxtaposed with a black and white reproduction of Georges 

Braque’s Woman with a Mandolin (Fig. 32). The ad for the camera implied that it issued 

images easily—ones that people could understand and recognize in contrast to Braque’s 

painting which had nothing to do with the nuclear family that appeared in the Keystone 

camera ad. Luce had even acknowledged that advertising should have a significant role in 

Life, declaring that the advertisements should “compete photographically with the editorial 

content”183 in the magazine. His remark indicates that Life was in the business of both 

journalism and in part selling a suburban lifestyle founded on the nuclear family; 

advertisements constituted an integral part of the magazine’s visual narrative. An ad at the 

end of the article also testified to Luce’s remarks about advertising. The ad for Coty makeup 

featured a close-up of a young woman’s face (Fig. 33). Her skin appears dewy and flawless 

from the makeup. The text next to the ad stated that modern art was an expression of freedom 

and individuality—one that Americans should embrace. The ad, on the other hand, centered 

on looking and representation by depicting a stereotypically beautiful woman. Life thus 
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alluded to two different types of looking: one associated with avant-garde modern art, and 

the other with suburbia.   

Notions of individuality contingent on artistic expression and consumer spending also 

presented a dichotomy in Life. Life helped perpetuate the perception that consumer spending 

was a civic responsibility. Historian Lizabeth Cohen distinguishes one image of the consumer 

that emerged during the Great Depression: purchaser consumers.184 Purchaser consumers 

contributed to the well-being society by exercising their purchasing power: their purchases 

could reinvigorate and sustain the economy.185 Purchaser consumers became increasingly 

prominent in the post-war economy as the government worried that the economy would slump 

as it did after WWI; the government thus encouraged citizens to spend their money on 

commodities for their homes such as new refrigerators, televisions, and washing machines to 

outfit their new homes rather than save money.186 Accompanying the notion of responsibility 

was the idea that consumers’ freedom to spend and have a wide array of products to choose 

from embodied capitalist democracy.187 Life had also portrayed modern art as a bastion of 

freedom and democracy—the article in fact concluded with an appeal to readers to embrace 

modern art as an expression of one’s commitment to American democracy.188 Yet, Life 

deliberately cultivated a suburban lifestyle anchored around the nuclear family through its 

advertisements.189 An ad for Pacific Towels (Fig. 34), for instance, was geared towards making 
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the home the most comfortable place it could be. The ad showed a woman in the shower—her 

hand is tactfully positioned over her breast and the steam from the shower blurs her body. 

Three towels create a curtain enveloping the shower. The ad is overtly sensual: the steam from 

the shower obscuring the woman’s body and the towels imply a sense of voyeurism. The ad 

proclaims “luxury awaits you”—a phrase that encouraged the purchase of the towels as an item 

that would contribute greatly to the overall experience of suburban living. The ad also denoted 

that each woman should purchase the towels for herself and her family which questioned how 

much individuality one could exercise through consumer spending when the ads sold the same 

suburban lifestyle to consumers. 

The advertisements that accompanied “A Life Roundtable on Modern Art” constituted 

a central tension between the debate of modern art which promised intellectual fulfillment 

versus ads which assured immediate, tangible gratification. The right-hand side of the page 

next to the section “The Esthetic Experience” featured an advertisement for Bayer Aspirin 

(Fig. 35). The ad showed a baseball player running. The ad states that the fastest record for 

running the bases is 13.8 seconds; Bayer Aspirin, however, works in only two seconds. At 

first glance, the juxtaposition of text and advertisement do not seem to be problematic. 

However, the “esthetic experience” that Davenport went on to describe was not necessarily 

complementary to the Bayer Aspirin ad. He characterized the “esthetic experience” of 

modern art as one that revealed spiritual, mystical truths.190 Davenport thus urged readers to 

look at modern painting instead of what the painting was supposed to represent. The Bayer 

Aspirin advertisement, in contrast, guaranteed immediate headache relief in two seconds. The 
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ad proclaimed that Bayer Aspirin was “ready to go to work!”191 and also depicted a tablet of 

aspirin quickly dissolving in a glass of water to demonstrate its rapid effectiveness. The 

juxtaposition of text and advertisement thus established a contrast established in time 

between the “esthetic experience” and taking Bayer Aspirin: the latter promised immediate, 

physical relief while the former required time and effort from readers. The contrast also 

alluded to a distinction between the tangible and intangible—between an experience that 

could not be concretely described, and a recognizable brand that assured pain relief. The 

advertisements that appeared alongside Life’s article thus created a tension between suburban 

ideals and the avant-garde modern art presented in the magazine.  

The tension between Life’s suburban utopia and modern art continued in a subsequent 

article entitled “100 Years of American Taste: A gallery of popular paintings reveals an 

unwavering love of realism.” Life published the article on June 29th, 1949, and presented an 

array of art from artists such as Henry Inman, James McNeil Whistler, John Sloan, Edward 

Hopper, and Abraham Rattner. The article proclaimed that Americans still overwhelmingly 

preferred realism when it came to art. The article focused specifically on a show displayed by 

the Corcoran Gallery in Washington, D.C., which presented a “glittering array of handsome, 

nostalgic pictures.”192 “Nostalgic” seemed to mirror the suburban lifestyle in which Life 

invested. For instance, Henry Inman’s Picnic in the Catskills (Fig. 36) depicted an idyllic rural 

scene of picnickers enjoying an afternoon outdoors in the sunshine. Life described the painting 

as one which left viewers in the 1830s with “feelings of peace and nostalgia, reflecting the 
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simple, primarily farming society.”193 America in the 1950s may not have resembled the rural 

America over 100 years ago that Inman represented. Yet, the very advertisements that Life 

prominently displayed were intended to instill similar feelings of tranquility and tradition; the 

nostalgia in Picnic in the Catskills was not far from the idealized suburban scenes that Life 

emphasized in advertisements. An ad for Mutual Life’s Insured Income Service (Fig. 37) 

featured in the same issue as the roundtable, for example, depicted a suburban home, complete 

with a pristine yard and white picket fence. A man says to his wife, “our dream home came 

closer today!”194 in part from the financial security provided by Mutual Life. Big, full trees 

grew behind the house. The home illustrated in the ad—like the tranquil scene in Inman’s 

painting—both promised simplicity and leisure to Americans.  

 Life divided “100 Years of American Taste” into several decades of paintings that 

spoke to America’s character beginning with the 1830s and continuing on through the 1840s-

1850s, 1860s-1880s, 1890s-1920s, and 1930s-1940s. Richard Woodville’s War News from 

Mexico (Fig. 38), for instance, was typical of the “homey anecdotes and historical 

landmarks”195 evident in paintings from the 1840s-1850s. War News from Mexico typified 

the kind of sentimental paintings popular at the time: a group of white men gathered on a 

porch reading a newspaper reacting to news about the war. The men’s faces convey a sense 

of urgency and concern; one can imagine the men promptly volunteering to fight for their 

country. Such sentimentalism and patriotism testified to Luce’s remark upon founding the 

magazine that Life should “concentrate on American artists, and especially on those who 
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delight in painting the American scene with some degree of sympathy.”196 The paintings that 

Life included in “100 Years of American Taste”, then, wholly adhered to the art that Luce 

wanted in the magazine: art that was simple, accessible, and wholesome. Other paintings 

featured in “100 Years of American Taste” included John Singer Sargent’s Mrs. White (Fig. 

39) and Albert Bierstadt’s Mount Corcoran (Fig. 40) which depicted the stately features of 

the American landscape and its citizens respectively. The article concluded with paintings by 

Edward Hopper and Abraham Rattner. Life contrasted Hopper’s Early Sunday Morning (Fig. 

41) with the “loftier spheres of some art circles” who “[preferred] abstraction”197 such as 

Rattner’s Transcendence (Fig. 42). Yet, Rattner’s painting is not abstract—one can clearly 

discern figures in the foreground and background. Moreover, Transcendence portrays 

religious themes that many modern artists had rejected in their own work. Life had in fact 

lamented the demise of religious content in modern painting in “A Life Round Table on 

Modern Art”—the fact that Rattner incorporated religious themes in his painting should have 

encouraged the magazine to support Transcendence rather than categorize it as belonging to 

the loftier sphere of abstraction. Life thus implicitly set itself apart from those “loftier circles” 

who favored abstraction by deliberately choosing American realist paintings—and assuming 

that Americans preferred them.  

Life further distanced itself from its 1948 symposium the following year with an article 

discussing the Boston Institute of Modern Art’s decision to change its name to the Boston 

Institute of Contemporary Art. In “The Frightening Freedom of the Brush: The Boston Institute 

of Contemporary Art and Modern Art,” art historian Serge Guilbaut draws attention to the 
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political underpinnings of the ICA’s decision to change their name. He summarizes the 

political tension between the American right and left regarding modern art. On the one hand, 

modern art’s freedom of experimentation and expression was equated with liberal freedom and 

opposition against totalitarianism.198 On the other hand, the conservative right—voiced by 

opinions like those Senator George R. Dondero—declared that modern art was Communist in 

part because it was unintelligible to the public.199 The ICA, growing wary of the extremes of 

liberalism versus conservatism, attempted to create a middle ground between the two by 

becoming an institute dedicated to contemporary art.200 

 The ICA crafted a manifesto entitled “Modern Art and the American Public” signed 

by ICA president Nelson W. Aldrich and director James S. Plaut which demonstrated the ICA’s 

commitment to art that was accessible to the public. The purpose of the statement was to 

generate publicity and to address the public’s concern about the “unintelligibility” of modern 

art, the elitism enveloping modern art, and its foreign content.201 Life of course had similar 

goals with its symposium on modern art: the article attempted to clarify modern art for the 

public. The new goal of the ICA was to promote art that was intelligible to the public.202 The 

institute described modern art as a “cult of bewilderment”—art that deliberately confused and 

frustrated people.203 The word “cult” implied another discontent on behalf of the ICA: the 

institute felt that modern art had become elitist; it was art to be consumed by the few instead 
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of the masses. Following the manifesto the ICA planned an exhibition to demonstrate what 

kind of contemporary art it was supporting. The show, American Painting in Our Century 

(1949) was organized by artist and curator Frederick Wight. Although the ICA endeavored to 

have the exhibition be a compromise between the right and the left, critics largely interpreted 

the exhibition, and consequently, the ICA’s name change as a reactionary gesture: critics 

viewed the ICA’s actions as a rejection of modern art. Washington University Art Professor 

H.W. Janson—who had also attended Life’s roundtable on modern art—spoke out against the 

Boston ICA, declaring that “to repudiate the term ‘Modern Art’ at this time cannot but give 

aid and comfort to all the protagonists of die-hard conservatism…If the [ICA’s] statement 

really means everything it says, the most we can expect…will be the sponsoring of a ‘safe and 

sane’ middle of the road style, in which the ideas of modern art are sufficiently diluted to please 

the great mass of the public.”204 Janson felt that the Boston ICA overtly renounced modern art 

in favor of a watered-down art that catered to the public. Janson thus implicitly linked populist 

art with conservative attitudes. Indeed, populist art constituted the main motif of American 

Painting in Our Century with a style of painting which Wight selected that was “humanistic, 

balanced, rational, and a little romantic.”205 In other words, the art featured in the exhibition 

was traditional, and also espoused painting with strong American roots, such as John Sloan’s 

McSorely’s Bar (Fig. 43) and Charles Burchfield’s November Evening (Fig. 44), both of which 

extolled American experience and depicted recognizable subject matter. The Boston ICA thus 

implicitly embodied a conservative attitude despite its endeavors to be a compromise between 

liberalism and conservatism.  
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Life interpreted the ICA’s decision to change their name as a whole-hearted affirmation 

of conservatism. Life reacted to the ICA’s name change with an article of their own entitled 

“Revolt in Boston: Shootin’ Resumes in the Art World,” published on February 21st, 1949. 

The magazine did not explicitly state its opinion towards the ICA, but it was nonetheless 

evident that Life supported the Boston Institute of Contemporary Art’s decision to disassociate 

themselves from modern art. Life seized upon the conservatism implicit in the exhibition 

catalogue for American Painting in Our Century in its own article about the ICA. Indeed, Life 

made no attempt to discuss the possible merits of modern art like Life had done with “A Life 

Round Table on Modern Art.” For instance, Life merely presented The Dwarf in the article as 

the epitome of a villainous modern painting: a painting that was supposedly unrecognizable 

and unfamiliar to the public despite the fact that Life had discussed and featured Baziotes’ 

painting in its own roundtable on modern art. The Dwarf appeared alongside modernist 

paintings by Paul Burlin and G.L.K. Morris. Each of the productions were in black and white, 

and as Guilbaut proposes, were intended to be a deliberate contrast to the colored reproductions 

of paintings featured in the ICA’s exhibition such as George Bellows’ Stag at Sharkey’s (Fig. 

45) and String Quartette (Fig. 46). Moreover, the colored reproductions from the exhibition 

had text next to them that explained the painting’s significance and the artist’s technique; no 

explanatory texted accompanied the modern paintings at the beginning of the article. In the 

hands of Life, then, the ICA made an exclusive shift towards conservatism—towards the kind 

of art Life envisioned for its readers. 

In conclusion, Life’s coverage of art following “A Life Round Table on Modern Art” 

appeared to undercut the magazine’s stance towards modern art in the aforementioned articles 

on the ICA and Americans’ preference for realist painting. On the one hand, Life had at least 
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succeeded in reaching a mass audience with its article because it was in mass circulation. 

However, Life’s demographic was largely middle-class Americans, and the advertisements that 

populated the magazine’s pages intended to sell a suburban lifestyle to its readers by 

representing the nuclear family. The reception of “A Life Roundtable on Modern Art,” coupled 

with the art that Life subsequently featured indicated that the magazine had made a negligible 

impression on readers regarding modern art. Moreover, Life’s attempts to stipulate what kind 

of art readers preferred evinces an arrogance—perhaps even an ignorance—on the magazine’s 

behalf to assume that Life could determine America’s taste in art.  

Conclusion 

On October 5th 1949, nearly one year after Life published its roundtable on modern 

art, MoMA opened its exhibition Modern Art in Your Life. The exhibition juxtaposed 

artwork—modern paintings, architecture, and sculpture—alongside consumer wares to show 

that modern art influenced many facets of modern living.206 Critics overwhelmingly 

responded favorably to the exhibition. Howard Devree of the New York Times remarked that 

the layout of the exhibition was particularly well-executed to demonstrate that modern art, 

for instance, inspired modern design.207 MoMA’s coherent, accessible exhibition departed 

sharply from Life’s 23-page sprawling, dense article that, despite Life’s efforts, did not clarify 

modern art for the public and in fact seemed to provoke readers’ frustration and disapproval. 
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Life’s attempt to discuss modern art for its readers was at best ineffective; at worst, it added 

to the confusion. 

The juxtaposition of modern art and design involved viewers in modern art in MoMA’s 

exhibition. Curators Robert Goldwater and René d’Harnoncourt intended for the convergence 

of modern art and design to make modern art accessible and familiar to everyone.208 Viewers 

first encountered a gallery with painting and sculpture organized under five different 

categories: Abstract Geometric Form; Geometrically Stylized Representation; Abstract 

Organic Form; Surrealism and the Fantastic; and Cubism and Futurism. Prepared by these 

visual chambers, viewers then walked through doorways from each of these sections into 

smaller galleries that held everyday items inspired by modern art from radios to tableware. 

Goldwater and D’Harnoncourt thus incorporated items from consumer culture in the exhibition 

to establish that modern art was an inherent aspect of people’s lives. The curators intended for 

the formal similarities between modern art and design to involve spectators in modern art by 

demonstrating that the aesthetic similarities between the artist and designer translated into the 

forms of everyday life.209 Indeed Modern Art in Your Life can be read as one of MoMA’s 

endeavors to implement John Dewey’s theory of progressive education: the exhibition 

encouraged viewers to engage modern art in their everyday surroundings, and hence to adapt 

to their environment.210 In other words, the exhibition did not intend to overwhelm viewers 
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with theory and knowledge, but rather, advanced active learning by inspiring viewers to make 

connections between modern design and modern art. 

MoMA’s investment in progressive education translated to its investment in promoting 

modern art as an expression of freedom and individuality at Life’s roundtable. Art historian 

Carol Morgan has noted that progressive education’s emphasis on cultivating an individual’s 

“creative self-expression”211 aligned with the Museum’s belief that modern artists similarly 

espoused freedom and individuality through their artwork. MoMA, then, sought to position 

modern art as a bastion of freedom and creativity at the roundtable. This mission for MoMA 

was especially important in the years following WWII when modern art increasingly came 

under attacks from conservatives for being Communist and anti-American for its lack of 

recognizable subject matter as in Jackson Pollock’s Cathedral or Yves Tanguy’s Slowly 

Toward the North. At the roundtable, however, critics praised both of these works for their 

expressive individuality.212 The exhibition catalogue for Modern Art in Your Life also 

maintained that the modern artist upheld democratic virtues such as freedom and individuality 

through his artwork.213 MoMA, in other words, firmly maintained that modern art was an 

expression of freedom and individuality whereas Life consistently wavered between 

individuality and consensus in its discussion of modern art.  

Life’s motivation for the roundtable on modern art, on the other hand, was largely 

didactic—Life employed modern art as a means of generating consensus among middle class 

Americans. The notion of consensus was essential to Life’s founder Henry R. Luce and hence 
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to the magazine itself: Luce conceived of America as a unified, collective country founded on 

shared values such as a love of freedom and cooperation.214 In the article, of course, Davenport 

had asserted that Americans should support modern art because it was a creative endeavor that 

allowed the artist to freely and creatively express himself; modern art was a struggle for 

freedom. These patriotic sentiments, however, were few and far between in Life’s article: the 

assertion that modern art was an expression of democratic ideals such as freedom and 

individuality occurred only in the final section of the article; specific references to freedom 

and individuality in relation to modern art were sparse throughout the article.215 Life instead 

situated its discussion of modern art in a context of moral responsibility by debating the 

obligations of the layman regarding modern art—careful looking at artwork, resisting an urge 

to dislike an artwork simply because it is abstract—as well as discussing the modern artist’s 

role in society.216 These concerns about the layman and the modern artist evinced Life’s 

investment in unity and consensus: the concerns that Life addressed in the article regarding 

modern art were about how people should act. In other words, what Life emphasized in the 

article was not modern art itself, but the fact that the magazine could employ modern art as a 

means of generating consensus.   

The respective aims of Modern Art in Your Life and “A Life Roundtable on Modern 

Art” indicate the disparate approaches of the exhibition and the article. Life and MoMA had 

each embarked on the roundtable to clarify modern art for the public. Life attempted to do so 

by formulating an in-depth discussion on modern art published in the magazine complete 
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with colored reproductions of the paintings that the roundtable discussed. Yet, the 

advertisements in Life created a competing narrative when juxtaposed with the modern art in 

the article; the ads extolled a suburban lifestyle that presented archetypes of the nuclear 

family that seemed contradictory to the avant-garde sensibilities in the article’s text. In other 

words, it is possible that the modern art that Life discussed at the roundtable did not resonate 

with the magazine’s middle-class readership given the ads for suburbia that appeared in the 

magazine. MoMA, on the other hand, effectively communicated modern art’s relevance in 

Modern Art in Your Life through demonstrating that if a viewer could appreciate the design 

of an American Airlines advertisement, he or she could likewise appreciate the formal 

elements of a Fernand Leger composition. Both MoMA and Life addressed the aesthetics of 

modern art: Modern Art in Your Life sought to demonstrate modern art’s relevance to 

consumers’ lives through equating Max Ernst’s surrealist painting Woman, Old Man, and 

Flower (Fig. 47) to imaginative department store displays for Lord and Taylor (Fig. 48). Life, 

on the other hand, posed the question of whether or not modern art was good or bad in its 

article.217 This question, of course, was two-fold in the context of Life: it had a moral 

implication as well as a merely aesthetic one. But while MoMA’s exhibition effectively 

linked modern art to consumer goods that could be found in the home—items such as an 

Olson tissue package and a storage wall unit from the Herman Miller Furniture Company that 

recalled Piet Mondrian’s precisely geometric paintings—Life’s discussion of modern art in 

“A Life Roundtable on Modern Art” made it seem as though modern art and the suburban 

home opposed one another. Gendered advertisements that glorified suburbia, such as ads for 

the Eureka “Walking Cleanser” vacuum and Barbasol shaving cream perpetuated archetypes 
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of the nuclear family. These juxtapositions alongside Life’s discussion of modern art called 

into question how seriously Life intended to equate modern art with freedom and 

individuality, as MoMA had, when the advertisements in Life implicitly advocated for unity 

and consensus among the middle-classes in postwar America. Of course, the experience of 

receiving Life in one’s home and reading it in the comfort of that home differed 

fundamentally from seeing modern art and consumer wares in MoMA. Life was a weekly 

magazine that largely celebrated the middle class and the rites within suburban living such as 

buying a house and starting a family. Readers saw their own lives reflected in Life—the 

magazine acted as a lens from which to view the world from their own home. One might 

walk into MoMA, on the other hand, with the expectation that he or she might see something 

new and unfamiliar.  

The cover of the exhibition catalogue for Modern Art in Your Life (Fig. 49) and the 

photograph that readers first encountered in “A Life Roundtable on Modern Art” demonstrate 

the different approaches that Life and MoMA employed to discussing modern art for the 

public. The exhibition catalogue, for instance, depicted an easel between a knife and fork 

which aptly summarized the premise of the exhibition: to show that modern art was part of 

modern living. The viewer, for instance, could imagine eating a meal in his or her home with 

a fork and knife that perhaps recalled the precise forms that the viewer encountered in the 

gallery of Abstract Geometric Form, as in an arrangement of tableware featured in the 

exhibition. The first image that viewers encountered in Life’s article, on the other hand, 

depicted the critics gathered at the roundtable in the midst of their discussion. The 

photograph emphasized a sense of order and authority more than the modern paintings in the 

background of the photograph. The men gathered intently around their cigarettes and coffee 
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at the roundtable demonstrated their commitment to discussing modern art for the public and 

hence their legitimacy as critics and scholars. These two images of the exhibition catalogue 

and Life’s article spoke to their different aims regarding modern art. MoMA believed that 

people could employ modern art as a way to creatively engage their surroundings, and that 

modern art was likewise an expression of freedom and individuality. Life, on the other hand, 

interpreted modern art as a means of generating consensus among the middle classes in 

postwar America. Their respective aims—to uphold modern art as an expression of freedom 

and individuality and to employ modern art as a way to achieve consensus—ultimately 

materialized in “A Life Round Table on Modern Art” as a tension between individuality and 

consensus, between a suburban utopia and avant-garde modern art. This tension indicated the 

fundamentally different ways in which Life and MoMA approached “A Life Round Table on 

Modern Art.” The article, however, ultimately did not reconcile readers with modern art—it 

only seemed to widen the gap between modern art and suburbia.  
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Appendix 

 

 
Fig. 1 

Joan Miro, Person Throwing a Stone at a Bird, 1926, oil on canvas, 73.7 x 92.1 cm, Artstor, 

http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true, (accessed April 10, 

2016). 

 

 
Fig. 2 

Jackson Pollock, Cathedral, 1947, enamel and aluminum paint on canvas, 181.61 x 89.06 

cm, Artstor, http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true, 

(accessed April 10, 2016).   
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Fig. 3 

Edward Steichen, Henry R. Luce, Artstor, 

http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true, (accessed April 11, 

2016) 

 

 
Fig. 4 

Theodoros Stamos, Sounds in the Rock, 1946, oil on composition board, 48 ⅛. x 23 ⅜ in., 

Artstor, http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true (accessed 

April 17th, 2016).  
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Adolph Gottlieb, Vigil, 1948, oil on canvas, 91.8 x 121.9 cm, the Whitney Museum of Art, 

http://collection.whitney.org/object/2287, (accessed April 11, 2016).  
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William Baziotes, The Dwarf, 1947, oil on canvas, 106.7 x 91.8 cm, Artstor, 
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Yves Tanguy, Slowly Toward the North, 1942, oil on canvas, 106.7 x 91.4 cm, Artstor, 

http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true, (accessed April 10, 
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Salvador Dali, Spain, 1938, oil on canvas, 92 x 60 cm, Artstor, 
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Walter Stuempfig, Manayunk, 1947, Artstor, 

http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true#, (accessed April 10, 
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Morris Graves, Little-Known Bird of the Inner Eye, 1941, tempera on tracing paper, 52.8 x 
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Pablo Picasso, Girl Before a Mirror, 1932, oil on canvas, 162.3 x 130.2 cm, the Museum of 

Modern Art, http://www.moma.org/collection/works/78311?locale=en, (accessed April 11, 

2016). 
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Nicolas Poussin, Apollo and the Muses (Parnassus), 1631-1633, oil on canvas, 145 x 197 
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Critics gathered at Life’s Round Table on Modern Art,  Life, 11 Oct. 1948, 57. Life magazine. 

 

 
Fig. 14 

Rembrandt, St. Bartholomew, 1647, oil on canvas, 122.7 x 99.7 cm, Timken Museum of Art, 
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Pablo Picasso, Ma Jolie, 1912, oil on canvas, 100 x 64.5 cm, the Museum of Modern Art, 
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Henri Matisse, Goldfish and Sculpture, 1912, oil and canvas, 116.2 x 100.5 cm, Artstor, 
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Paul Cezanne, Still Life with Basket of Apples, 1890-1894, oil on canvas, 62.5 x 79.5 cm, 

Artstor, http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true, (accessed 
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Georges Rouault, Three Judges, 1913, gouache and oil on board, 75.9 x 105.7 cm, the 
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Cecil Beaton, Fashion Study with Painting by Jackson Pollock, Vogue, 1951, Christie’s, 

http://www.christies.com/lotfinder/photographs/cecil-beaton-fashion-study-with-painting-by-
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Fig. 20 

Robert Campin, The Annunciation Triptych, c. 1425, oil on wood, overall (open): 25 3/8 x 46 

3/8 in. (64.5 x 117.8 cm) Central panel: 25 1/4 x 24 7/8 in. (64.1 x 63.2 cm) each wing: 25 

3/8 x 10 3/4 in. (64.5 x 27.3 cm), Artstor, 
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William Sidney Mount, Farmers Nooning, 1836, oil on canvas, 20 1/8 x 24 3/16", Artstor, 
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Prestone Antifreeze. "When Safety's a Must, It's Prestone Antifreeze." Advertisement. Life, 

October 11, 1948. 
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Eureka Automatic. "New Eureka Automatic." Advertisement. Life, October 11, 1948. 

 

 
Fig. 24 

Article on Jackson Pollock August 8, 1949, take of Life magazine, The Red List, 

http://theredlist.com/wiki-2-24-525-970-971-view-1940s-4-profile-jackson-pollock.html, 
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Nina Leen for Life, “The Irascibles,” Life, 1951, Wikipedia, 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/d/da/The_Irascibles_1950_Nina_Leen_Time_Life

_Pictures_Getty_Images.jpg, (accessed April 18th, 2016).  
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Barbasol. "For Best Results, Shave with Barbasol." Advertisement. Life, October 11, 1948. 
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Pall Mall. "I've Discovered the Longer, Finer, Cigarette." Advertisement. Life, October 11, 

1948. 

 

 
Fig. 28 

“A Life Round Table on Modern Art,” 76, published in Life, October 11th, 1948. 
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Fig. 29 

Woodbury Facial Soap. "Happiness Always for Another Woodbury Marrying Deb." 

Advertisement. Life, October 11, 1948. 

 

 
Fig. 30 

Warren's. "They're Warrens, They're Wonderful." Advertisement. Life, October 11, 1948. 
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Fig. 31 

Keystone Camera. “It Costs Less Than You Think.”  Advertisement. Life, October 11, 1948. 

 

 
Fig. 32 

Georges Braque, Woman with a Mandolin, 1937, oil on canvas, 130.2 x 97.2 cm, the 

Museum of Modern Art, http://www.moma.org/collection/works/78315?locale=en, (accessed 

April 17th, 2016).  
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Fig. 33 

Coty Makeup. “Pastel Tint.”  Advertisement. Life, October 11, 1948. 

 

 
Fig. 34 

Pacific Towels.. “Luxury Awaits You.”  Advertisement. Life, October 11, 1948. 
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Fig. 35 

Bayer Aspirin. "Bayer Aspirin." Advertisement. Life, October 11, 1948. 

 

 
Fig. 36 

Henry Inman, Picnic in the Catskills, c. 1840, canvas, 48 1/8 x 34 1/4 in., Artstor, 

http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true, (accessed April 
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Fig. 37 

The Mutual Life. "Our Dream Home Came Closer Today!." Advertisement. Life, October 11, 

1948. 

 
Fig. 38 

Richard Woodville, War News from Mexico, 1848, oil on canvas, 27 x 25 in., Artstor, 

http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true, (accessed April 

18th, 2016).  
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Fig. 39 

John Singer Sargent, Mrs. Henry White, 1883, oil on canvas, 225.1 x 143.8 cm, Corcoran 

Gallery, http://collection.corcoran.org/collection/work/margaret-stuyvesant-rutherfurd-white-

mrs-henry-white, (accessed April 18th, 2016).  

 
Fig. 40 

Albert Bierstadt, Mt. Corcoran, 1876-1877, oil on canvas, 154.2 x 243.4 cm, Corcoran 

Gallery, http://collection.corcoran.org/collection/work/mount-corcoran, (accessed April 18th, 

2016).  
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Edward Hopper, Early Sunday Morning, 1930, oil on canvas, 35 x 60 in., Artstor, 

http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true, (accessed April 

18th, 2016).  

 

 
Fig. 42 

Abraham Rattner, Transcendence, 1943, oil on canvas, 81 x 99.5 cm, Brooklyn Museum, 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/2839/Transcendence, (accessed 

April 18th, 2016).  
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John Sloan, McSorley’s Bar, 1912, oil on canvas, 66 x 81.3 cm, Detroit Institute of Arts, 

http://www.dia.org/object-info/54949282-2c49-4f26-8123-81b82ed1e3c5.aspx, (accessed 

April 18th, 2016).  
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Charles Burchfield, November Evening, 1931-1934, oil on canvas, 32 1/8 x 52 in., Burchfield 

Penney Art Center, https://www.burchfieldpenney.org/collection/object:v2013-1104-001-

november-evening/, (accessed April 18th, 2016).  
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Fig. 45 

George Bellows, Stag at Sharkey’s, 1909, oil on canvas, 92 x 122.6 cm, Artstor, 

http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true, (accessed April 

18th, 2016).  
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String Quartette 
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Fig. 47 

Max Ernst, Woman, Old Man, and Flower, 1923, oil on canvas, 96.5 x  130.2 cm, Artstor, 

http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/library/iv2.html?parent=true, (accessed April 

18th, 2016).  

 

 
Fig. 48 

Callahan, Show Window for Lord & Taylor, 1945, in Robert Goldwater and René 

d’Harnoncourt, Modern Art in Your Life, (New York, The Museum of Modern Art, 1949). 
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Fig. 49 

Paul Rand, Cover Page, 1949, in Robert Goldwater and René d’Harnoncourt, Modern Art in 

Your Life, (New York, The Museum of Modern Art, 1949).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

. 

 

 

 

 

 



Greve 104 

 

 

 

Bibliography 

 

"100 Years of American Taste: A Gallery of Popular Paintings Reveals an Unwavering Love 

of Realism." Life, August 29, 1949, 56-62.  

  

Baughman, James L. "Who Read Life? The Circulation of America's Favorite Magazine." In 

Looking at Life Magazine, edited by Erika Doss, 41-51. Washington, D.C.: 

Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001.   

  

 

Bayer Aspirin. "Bayer Aspirin." Advertisement. Life, October 11, 1948.  

  

 

Brinkley, Alan. "Americans Abroad." In The Publisher: Henry Luce and His American 

Century, 3-25. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010.   

   

  

―. "Life Begins." In The Publisher: Henry Luce and His American Century, 202-39. New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010.   

  

  

Centanni, Rebecca. "Advertising in Life Magazine and the Encouragement of Suburban 

Ideals." Advertising & Society Review 12, no. 3 (2011). Accessed August 28, 2015. 

doi:10.1353/asr.2011.0022.   

  

  

Cockroft, Eva. "Abstract Expressionism, Weapon of the Cold War." Artforum, 1974, 39-41.   

   

  

Cohen, Lizabeth. "Depression: Rise of the Citizen/Consumer." In A Consumers' Republic: 

The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America, 18-61. New York: Knopf, 

2003.   

  

  

―. "Reconversion: The Emergence of the Consumers' Republic." In A Consumer's Republic: 

The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America, 112-65. New York: Knopf, 

2003.   

   

  

Collins, Bradford R. "Life Magazine and the Abstract Expressionists, 1948-51: A 

Historiographic Study of a Late Bohemian Enterprise." The Art Bulletin 73, no. 2 

(June 01, 1991): 283-308. Accessed August 30, 2015. 



Greve 105 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/3045794?ref=no-x-

route:54863044861a2e7ae9763d645db16340.   

  

  

Davenport, Russell W. "A Life Round Table on Modern Art." Life, October 11, 1948, 56-79.   

   

  

―. "A Life Round Table on the Pursuit of Happiness." Life, July 12, 1948, 95-113.   

  

   

Devree, Howard. "“Out of Our Times: Modern Museum Shows Influence of Art on Daily 

Life”." Review of High and Low. The New York Times, October 9, 1949.  

  

Doss, Erika. "Looking at Life: Rethinking America's Favorite Magazine, 1936-1972." 

Introduction to Looking at Life Magazine, edited by Erika Doss, 1-21. Washington, 

D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001.   

  

   

Frascina, Francis. "Institutions, Culture, and America's 'Cold War Years': The Making of 

Greenberg's 'Modernist Painting'" Oxford Art Journal 26, no. 1 (January 01, 2003): 

71-97. Accessed November 12, 2014. JSTOR.  

  

Goldwater, Robert, and Rene D'Harnoncourt. Introduction. In Modern Art in Your Life, 5-9. 

New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1949.   

  

   

Guilbalt, Serge. "The Frightening Freedom of the Brush: The Boston Institute of 

Contemporary Art and Modern Art." 1985.   

   

  

Hodgins, Eric. "A Round Table on the Movies." Life, June 27, 1949, 90-110.   

   

  

―. "What's With the Movies?" Life, May 9, 1949, 97-106.   

   

  

Huxley, Aldous. "Art and the Obvious." In Music at Night: & Other Essays. London: Chatto 

& Windus, 1931.  

  

"Jackson Pollock: Is He the Greatest Living Painter in the United States?" Life, August 8, 

1949, 43-45.  

  

Joselit, David. "The Private Gesture in Public: Art of the New York School." In American 

Art Since 1945, 9-32. London: Thames & Hudson, 2003.   

   

  



Greve 106 

 

Kozol, Wendy. "Preface." Preface to Life's America: Family and Nation in Postwar 

Photojournalism, Vii-Ix. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994.    

  

Leja, Michael. "Framing Abstract Expressionism." Introduction to Reframing Abstract 

Expressionism: Painting and Subjectivity in the 1940s, 1-17. New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1993.   

   

  

―. "Narcissus in Chaos: Subjectivity, Ideology, Modern Man & Woman." In Reframing 

Abstract Expressionism: Subjectivity and Painting in the 1940s, 203-74. New Haven, 

CT: Yale University Press, 1993.   

  

  

"Letters to the Editor." Review of A Life Roundtable on Modern Art. Life, 1948.  

  

Luce, Henry R. "The American Century." Life, February 17, 1941, 159-71.  

  

Lynes, Russell, and Winthrop Sargeant. "High-Brow, Low-Brow, Middle-Brow." Life, April 

11, 1949, 99-102.   

  

Mills, C. Wright. "Ways of Power." In White Collar; the American Middle Classes, 332-40. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 1951.   

   

  

Morgan, Carol. "From Modernist Utopia to Cold War Reality: A Critical Moment in 

Museum Education." In The Museum of Modern Art at Mid-century: Continuity and 

Change, edited by Barbara Ross, 151-70. New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1995.  

  

Mutual Life. "Mutual Life Insured Income Service." Advertisement. Life, October 11, 1948.  

  

19th Annual Report to the Board of Trustees and the Members of the Museum of Modern Art. 

Report no. 19th. 4th ed. Vol. 15. New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1948. Accessed 

February 03, 2015. JSTOR.   

   

  

Pall Mall. "I've Discovered the Longer, Finer, Cigarette." Advertisement. Life, October 11, 

1948.  

  

Prestone Antifreeze. "When Safety's a Must, It's Prestone Antifreeze." Advertisement. Life, 

October 11, 1948.  

  

Riesman, David. "Some Types of Character and Society." In The Lonely Crowd: A Study of 

the Changing American Character, 3-36. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950.   

   

  

Sandler, Irving. "Abstract Expressionism and the Cold War." In Abstract Expressionism and 



Greve 107 

 

the American Experience: A Reevaluation, 173-90. Lenox: Hard Press Editions, 2009.  

  

 

Smith, Terry. "Life-Style Modernity: Making America Modern." In Looking at Life, edited 

by Erika Doss, 25-39. Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001.   

  

  

Vaughn, Stephen. "Morality and Entertainment: The Origins of the Motion Picture 

Production Code." The Journal of American History 77, no. 1 (June 1990): 39-65. 

doi:10.2307/2078638.   

   

  

Wainwright, Loudon. "The Idea." In The Great American Magazine: An Inside History of 

Life, 3-21. New York: Knopf, 1986.   

   

―. "On a Winning Team." In The Great American Magazine: An Inside History of Life, 80-

93. New York: Knopf, 1986.   

  

 


