American Chronicles: The Art of Norman Rockwell

Panel and Label Text
He called himself a reporter on present events and of contemporary America. The media gave him various labels: “the people’s painter,” “a contemporary Currier & Ives,” and “the Dickens of the paintbrush.” Norman Rockwell’s hopeful and admiring attitude about humanity was the hallmark of his work. Above all, he loved to paint pictures that conveyed stories about people, their attitude toward each other, and his feelings about them. In 1943, a Time reporter said, “He constantly achieves that compromise between a love of realism and the tendency to idealize, which is one of the most deeply ingrained characteristics of the American people.” The more famous he became, the more confident were his self-effacing responses to that fame, and in a 1952, when Newsweek asked him how much he was paid for a Post cover, Rockwell replied, “Twice as much as it’s worth.” In 1977, Rockwell received the Presidential Medal of Freedom for having portrayed “the American scene with unrivalled freshness and clarity,” and with “insight, optimism and good humor.” 
The paintings of this exhibition, many from the artist’s personal collection, chronicle Rockwell’s life and art. They span fifty-six years, from his 1914 interpretation of American folk hero Daniel Boone securing safe passage for settlers to the American West, to his 1970 report on American tourists and armed Israeli soldiers witnessing a Christmas Eve ceremony at the Basilica of the Nativity in Bethlehem. We invite viewers to compare their own twentieth-century American experience with the events portrayed by Rockwell and to consider how much Rockwell’s vision may have influenced theirs.

American Roots

In portraying an American boy’s descent from a pirate and a captured Spanish princess, Norman Rockwell’s Family Tree defines our heritage as varied and diverse. It also captured Rockwell’s own artistic heritage—artwork that seemed traditional actually had a history of unexpected and foreign influences. By the time of Family Tree, Rockwell had been an illustrator for forty-seven years. He had depicted frontiersmen, colonial men and women, cowboys, Native Americans, folk heroes, religious figures, flappers, and everyday folk. Several generations of boys grew up during the fifty-two years he created annual Boy Scout calendars. During the First World War, Rockwell portrayed soldiers receiving packages and letters from home. To contribute to the World War II war effort, he painted motivational posters for American war workers, and he put the freedoms Americans were fighting for into visual terms. In addition to numerous portrayals of Abraham Lincoln and George Washington, Rockwell painted every presidential candidate from 1952 to 1968.

Norman Rockwell
1894–1978
Family Tree, 1959

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, October 24, 1959
Oil on canvas, 46 x 42 inches
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.7
Norman Rockwell
1894–1978
Daniel Boone, Pioneer Scout, 1914

Painting for Story Boys’ Life story illustration, July 1914

Oil on canvas, 20 x 12.5 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1989.1
The Road Led Through the Passes of the Hills, 1914

Painting for Boys’ Life story illustration, September 1914
Oil on canvas, 17.125 x 28 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, Gift of the Estate of Samuel and Lillian Whinston, NRM.1995.9
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Ichabod Crane, c. 1937

Unpublished illustration
Oil on canvas, 49.5 x 24.5 inches
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.107
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

A Scout Is Helpful, 1939
Painting for Boy Scouts of America calendar, 1941

Oil on canvas, 34 x 24 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1988.10
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Freedom of Speech, 1942

War bond poster 

Image originally published with essay by Booth Tarkington in The Saturday Evening Post, February 20, 1943

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

Freedom of Worship, 1942

War bond poster 

Image originally published with essay by Will Durant in The Saturday Evening Post, February 27, 1943

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

Freedom from Want, 1942

War bond poster 

Image originally published with essay by Carlos Bulosan in The Saturday Evening Post, March 6, 1943

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

Freedom from Fear, 1942

War bond poster 

Image originally published with essay by Stephen Vincent Benét in The Saturday Evening Post, March 13, 1943

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Mine America’s Coal, 1944

Painting for the U.S. Office of War Information poster

Oil on canvas, 21 x 14 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1978.12
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
War News, 1944

Unpublished

Oil on canvas, 41.25 x 40.5 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1976.2
Norman Rockwell

1984–1978

Portrait of Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1952

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post story illustration, October 11, 1952 

Oil on canvas, 11 x 8 inches

Collection of the Norman Rockwell Museum, NRM.1986.2

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Portrait of John F. Kennedy, 1960

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, October 29, 1960

Oil on canvas, 16 x 12 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1978.01

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Lincoln for the Defense, 1961
Painting for The Saturday Evening Post story “Lincoln for the Defense” by Elisa Bialk, February 10, 1962 

Oil on canvas, 49.75 x 17.5 inches
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.77
Reflecting and Shaping American Character

For most of his career, Norman Rockwell’s illustrations avoided misfortune, conflict, and the problems of city life. He preferred to tell stories, whether serious or humorous, that entertained. By 1916, Rockwell’s illustrations on the covers of The Saturday Evening Post, Life, Judge, and Leslie’s reached more than two million American families each week. Before television, weekly magazines were America’s entertainment, eagerly awaited for their fiction, current events, and feature stories. Rockwell geared his illustrations, whether inside the magazines or on their covers, to appeal to a national audience with disparate tastes. To do so, he had to gauge the preferences of a broad demographic. He kept current on new trends and was unusually perceptive in observing and grasping the nuances within human relationships. Couched in terms that did not discriminate, distance, or offend, his narratives invited viewers to reflect on their own experiences through his eyes.

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
No Swimming, 1921

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, June 4, 1921

Oil on canvas, 25.25 x 22.25 inches
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, 1973.15
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
The Glutton, 1923

Painting for Life cover, November 22, 1923

Oil on canvas, 31 x 22 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1986.3
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
The Stay at Homes (Outward Bound), 1927

Painting for Ladies’ Home Journal illustration, October 1927 

Oil on canvas, 39.25 x 32.5 inches
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.82
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Checkers, 1928

Painting for Ladies’ Home Journal story illustration, July 1929
Oil on canvas, 35 x 39 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1976.1
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Welcome to Elmville, 1929

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, April 20, 1929 

Oil on canvas, 33 x 27 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1979.3

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Brass Merchant, 1934

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, May 19, 1934

Oil on canvas, 34 x 28 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1978.2

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Day in the Life of a Little Girl, 1952

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, August 30, 1952
Oil on canvas, 45 x 42 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1980.2
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

The Discovery, 1956

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, December 29, 1956

Oil on canvas, 35.25 x 32.5 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.5

Idealism, Attitude and the American Dream

The term “Rockwellian” has been used to denote harmony in personal relationships, optimism, idealism, good-natured fun or humor, and a general feeling that all is well with the world. By taking everyday situations and accenting and augmenting them to increase their visual and emotional punch, Rockwell didn’t create a foreign world, he enhanced our own. But Rockwell kids still disobeyed rules, college students came home with dirty laundry, and adolescent girls grappled with social pressures. With greater affluence after World War II, families could buy cars and plan annual vacations—rewards captured in paintings such as Boy in Dining Car and Going and Coming. In articulating how we spent our time, how we celebrated our holidays, and how we interacted with each other, Rockwell portrayed the America that depicted our achievements and aspirations rather than our defeats and our problems, an agenda uniquely suited to one whose self-admitted idealism motivated him to look at and paint life the way he wished it were. But in the early 1960s, with The Problem We All Live With, Rockwell turned his efforts to portraying the social unrest of American life, including the civil rights and the anti–Vietnam War movements.

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

I’m Thinking About My Kiddie, 1922

Raybestos brake parts advertisement

Oil on canvas en grisaille, 12 x 18 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1985.6
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

The Law Student, 1927

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, February 19, 1927

Oil on canvas, 36 x 27.5 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1979.4

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Boy in a Dining Car, 1946

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, December 7, 1946

Oil on canvas, 38 x 36 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1988.2
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Going and Coming, 1947

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, August 30, 1947
Oil on canvas: upper canvas, 16 x 31.5 inches; lower canvas, 16 x 31.5 inches
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.9
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Christmas Homecoming, 1948

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, December 25, 1948
Oil on canvas, 35.5 x 33.5 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1978.10
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Girl at Mirror, 1954

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, March 6, 1954
Oil on canvas, 31.5 x 29.5
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.8
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Beanie, 1954

Freckles, 1954

Girl with String, 1955

Sis, 1954

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
The Problem We All Live With, 1963
Painting for Look illustration, January 14, 1964

Oil on canvas, 36 x 58 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1975.1
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
The Peace Corps (JFK’s Bold Legacy), 1966

Painting for Look cover and story illustration, June 14, 1966 

Oil on canvas, 45.5 x 36.5 inches
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.83
Norman Rockwell
1894–1978
Christmas Eve in Bethlehem, 1970
Painting for Look story illustration, “Uneasy Christmas in the Birthplace of Christ,” December 29, 1970 
Oil on canvas, 33 x 51 inches
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.75
Shaping the American Aesthetic

In the tradition of the genre painters known for their “slice of life” subject matter, Norman Rockwell drew on his own imagination and observations of life around him for his themes. Along his journey, Rockwell observed and absorbed qualities of various artists and illustrators, sometimes experimenting with new techniques or styles. “Ever since I can remember,” he once said, “Rembrandt has been my favorite artist. Vermeer, Brueghel, Velasquez, Canaletto; Dürer, Holbein, Ingres as draftsmen; Matisse, Klee—these are a few of the others I admire now.” As an illustrator, Rockwell’s style and subjects served their intended purposes. An early costume ball poster grabbed attention with an exciting layout; a Christmas magazine cover honored the traditional iconography of the season. One measure of an artist’s influence or impact on his peers is the extent to which his work is mimicked or becomes an antecedent to theirs. Since the 1950s, Rockwell has been both credited and lampooned by his contemporaries in comic strips and cartoons in such magazines as Mad and The New Yorker. Political illustrators and editorial cartoonists have also parodied his images for decades—most to accentuate, by contrast, the dysfunctional aspects of American society. 

Never losing sight of his passion for the act of painting, Rockwell specifically addressed the subject of painting in many of his Post covers and other illustrations. In Lubalin Redesigning the Post, Rockwell describes what it’s like to be a graphic artist for a mass circulation magazine in the 1950s faced with changing the identity of the magazine by updating its masthead. In Triple Self-Portrait, Rockwell explores the idea of the artist’s identity during a time when Americans were asked to examine whether or not they could be suffering an identity crisis—a term coined by Rockwell’s own therapist, Erik Erikson, who had conceived the phenomenon as an aberration in the normal stages of development. In these paintings about painting, Rockwell expresses his attitude about art, acknowledging his role as an illustrator while affirming his admiration and debt to fine artists. Though sometimes distained by the fashionable art world, Rockwell was revered by his illustration peers and remained in the pubic eye for half a century. For three decades, students of Famous Artist Schools followed his advice in a curriculum designed for illustrators. As a frequent lecturer at the Society of Illustrators and in such art schools as the Art Center College of Design and the Phoenix Art Institute, Rockwell detailed his work methods and offered his advice to fledgling illustrators and artists. Thousands of letters received from art students affirm the impact of his influence on several generations of aspiring artists who apparently didn’t know or didn’t care that he wasn’t fashionable. 

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Artists Costume Ball, 1921

Painting for costume ball poster

Oil on canvas, 29 x 21.5 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, Gift of Evelyn F. Hitchcock in memory of Ethan Wolcott Hitchcock, NRM.2004.1

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

If Your Wisdom Teeth Could Talk They’d Say, “Use Colgate’s,” 1924

Painting for Colgate dental cream advertisement, 1924

Oil on canvas, 26.5 x 32 inches

Collection of the Norman Rockwell Museum, NRM.1979.1

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Merrie Christmas, 1929

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, December 7, 1929

Oil on canvas, 44.125 x 33.125 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, Gift of the family of 
John W. Hanes, NRM.2000.3
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Artist Facing Blank Canvas, 1938

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, October 8, 1938

Oil on canvas, 38.5 x 30.5 inches

Inscribed “To my good friends Jorj and Ben Harris”

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, 1973.4

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Girl Reading the Post, 1941

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, March 1, 1941
Oil on board, 35.25 x 27.25 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, Gift of the Walt Disney Family, NRM.1999.3
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Art Critic, 1955
Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, April 16, 1955

Oil on canvas, 39.5 x 36.25 inches
Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1998.4
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Triple Self-Portrait, 1959
Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, February 13, 1960
Oil on canvas, 44.5 x 34.75 inches
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.19
Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Lubalin Redesigning the Post, 1961

Painting for The Saturday Evening Post cover, September 16, 1961
Oil on canvas, 34 x 26.5 inches
Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.13
The Artist’s Process

In 1964, after The Problem We All Live With ran in Look magazine, Norman Rockwell received many letters criticizing his choice of subject, but irate opinions did not stop him from pursuing his course. In the 1965 painting Murder in Mississippi, he illustrated the Philadelphia, Mississippi, slaying of civil rights workers Michael Schwerner, Andrew Goodman, and James Chaney. 

The anatomy of this particular work illuminates Rockwell’s process. Veering from his habit of working on five or six projects at a time, Rockwell ignored other commissions. The result was an intensive five-week session in which he produced charcoal preliminaries, an oil color study, and the large final painting.
In an interview later in his life, Rockwell recalled having been directed by The Saturday Evening Post to remove a black person from a group picture because the magazine’s policy dictated showing black people only in service industry jobs. Later, freed from such restraints, Rockwell seemed to look for opportunities to correct editorial prejudices reflected in previous work. The Problem We All Live With and Murder in Mississippi ushered in that new era. 

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Murder in Mississippi, March 5, 1965

Study for Southern Justice by Charles Morgan, Jr., Look, June 29, 1965

Digital print from archival negative of oil on board, 15 x 24.5 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

A 2nd Body is Found in the Mississippi, 1964
The New York Times, July 14, 1964

Tear sheet, 22 x 14.75 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Hector Rondon

1933–1984

Aid from the Padre, June 2, 1962

Tear sheet of photograph, 13.875 x 9.625 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

Artist unknown

Expressionist painting, c. 1964

Publication unknown

Tear sheet, 12.5 x 9.25 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Murder in Mississippi, 1965

Preliminary sketch published as the final illustration for Southern Justice by Charles Morgan, Jr., Look, June 29, 1965

Oil on board, 15 x 12.75 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, NRACT.1973.79

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978
Victims, 1965
Handwritten pencil notes on paper, 9.25 x 6.125 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Events, 1965

Handwritten pencil notes on paper, 9.25 x 6.125 inches 

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Victims, 1965
Typewritten notes on Norman Rockwell stationery, 10.25 x 7.25 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Event, 1965
Typewritten notes on Norman Rockwell stationery, 10.25 x 7.25 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Photographer unknown

Charges these nine men—and Deputy Price—were named as members of the lynch mob Date unknown

Publication unknown

Digital print from archival negative, 8 x 10 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

Louie Lamone

1918–2007 

Jarvis Rockwell poses as Michael Schwerner; Oliver McCary poses as James Chaney, March 20, 1965 

Reference photo

Gelatin silver print, 13.75 x 7.5 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Louie Lamone

1918–2007 

Kittridge (Kit) Hudson poses as Andrew Goodman, March 20, 1965

Reference photo

Gelatin silver print, 4.5 x 11 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Louie Lamone

1918–2007 

Norman Rockwell poses his hand for Murder in Mississippi, March 1965

Reference photo

Polaroid photo, 4.5 x 3.5 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Moments after Saigon Bomb, a Torn Flag Flies, 1965

Life, April 9, 1965

Double-page tear sheet, 13.25 x 21 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Louie Lamone

1918–2007 

Preliminary drawing for Murder in Mississippi, March 24-26, 1965

Digital print from archival negative, 53 x 42 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

Louie Lamone

1918–2007 

Jarvis Rockwell poses as Michael Schwerner; Oliver McCary poses as James Chaney, March 22, 1965 

Reference photo

Gelatin silver print, 12.75 x 8.25 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection

Louie Lamone

1918–2007 

Preliminary drawing for Murder in Mississippi, March 28–April 5, 1965

Digital print from archival negative, 53 x 42 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Murder in Mississippi, 1965

Section of pencil tracing, unpublished

Pencil on paper, 15.5 x 15 inches

Norman Rockwell Art Collection Trust, Studio Collection, NRACT.1976.365

Norman Rockwell

1894–1978

Murder in Mississippi, April 6-13, 1965

Painting intended as the final illustration for Southern Justice by Charles Morgan, Jr. Look, June 29, 1965, unpublished

Oil on canvas, 53 x 42 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection, NRM.1978.7

Southern Justice, 1965
Look, June 29, 1965

Double-page tear sheet, 13.25 x 21 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

Those Who Were Killed in U.S. During Civil Rights Movement

The New York Times National, November 4, 1989

Tear sheet, 18.5 x 9 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

Louie Lamone

1918–2007 

Norman Rockwell with Murder in Mississippi, 1965

Digital print from archival negative, 37 x 30 inches

Norman Rockwell Museum Collection

