
     

Thomas Hart Benton                                                   a biography Benton & Pollock    the teacher & the pupil
The son of a famous Missouri political family, Thomas 
Hart Benton was born in Neosho, Missouri.  He was 
shaped by his family’s small-town attitudes and ideals and 
also by his extensive travels in this country and in Europe.  
After training at the Art Institute of Chicago and the 
Academie Julian in Paris, Benton spent more than twenty 
years working in New York City.  Benton studied art 
history and read widely in French literature and 
philosophy, the writings of John Dewey, Sigmund 
Freud and Karl Marx, and had a thorough knowledge of 
American history.  He was also an accomplished writer 
and musician.
          Out of his early experiments with various modernist 
techniques (impressionism, neo-impressionism, Fauvism, 
Cubism, and Synchronism), Benton developed a realist 
style.  The sinuous quality of his line and the drama of his 
chiaroscuro are reminiscent of the sixteenth-century 
Italian Mannerists he admired, but in the overall 
undulating rhythms of his forms, Benton preferred to see 
the energetic dynamism of American life.
          Benton’s dedication to the American scene stemmed 
from his study of the French historian Hippolyte Taine’s 
theory that art should be firmly rooted in a specific time 
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and locality, a product of experience rather than a statement of aesthetics.  This theory, together with 
Benton’s deep respect for his own heritage, formed the basis for the artist’s passionate Americanism and 
pursuit of a truly indigenous art.  The turning point in Benton’s career came in 1924, when he returned to 
Missouri to visit his dying father, whom he had not seen in 
years.  The talks he had with his father and with his father’s 
old political cronies filled the artist with a desire to recon-
nect with the world of his childhood.
          In 1934 Benton’s fame was clinched when he was 
featured on the cover of Time magazine – an honor never 
before awarded to an artist.  The article in Time linked with 
two other Midwestern artists, John Steuart Curry and 
Grant Wood.  From that point on, Benton was best known 
to the public as the leader of the “Regionalist Movement” 
in American art, which opposed European modernism and 
focused on scenes of the American heartland.
          Benton’s populist beliefs are reflected in the media in 
which he chose to work as well as in the form and content 
of his pictures:  his large scale mural projects, book 
illustrations, and lithographs addressed a broad general 
public rather than a small intellectual elite.  Benton never 
abandoned the tradition of easel painting, and he died in his 
Kansas City studio on January 6, 1975.

A pivotal figure in the story of art in America, Benton was originally influenced by the old masters of 
European art, then by modern artists experimenting with abstraction.  He turned away from 
abstraction to paint his own country and its people, becoming a ‘Regionalist’ painter.  As the tutor of 
the young Jackson Pollock, his influence passed on to the next generation of Abstract Expressionists 
and can be seen in pop art.
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1889  Thomas Hart Benton is 
born in Neosho, Missouri on April 15.

John Steuart Curry and Grant Wood, photograph
Museum of Art, Cedar Rapids, Iowa

1906  Works as 
a cartoonist for the 

Joplin American.
1907-1908  

Studies at the Art 
Institute of Chicago.

1908-1911  Lives in Paris and enrolls 
in Academie Julian, Paris.  Develops life-

long fondness for chamber music. 1912  Moves to 
New York City.

1918-1919  Serves as an 
architectural draftsman in the U.S. 

Navy at Norfolk Naval Base.

1919  Creates clay and Plastilene models and 
this  becomes a staple of his practice.  Starts  the 
American History mural, American Historical Epic.

1926  Begins almost a decade of teach-
ing at Art Students League in New York.

1930  Finishes America 
Today, a set of eight murals, 
for the New School for Social 
Research, New York.  He also 

meets John Steuart Curry.

Glossary
Agrarian:  relating to the progress of agricultural groups. 

   Chiaroscuro:  depicting in terms of light and shade without regard to color

Indigenous:  originating in a particular region and possessing set 
characteristics of that region.

Regionalism: a realist modern American art movement that was popular 
during the 1930s.  The artistic focus was from artists who shunned the city life and 
rapidly developing technological advances to create scenes of rural life.

Rhythm:  repeated element or motif creating a harmonious work.
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Exploring The Hailstorm
The Hailstorm is an excellent illustration 
of Benton’s conviction that the artist base 
his work on what he knows rather than 
on imagined or vicarious experience.
     The painting was created after Benton 
left New York to return to his real home 
in Missouri, where he hoped to find the 
true wellspring of his art.  In this picture 
the gently rolling hills of Missouri, with 
a characteristically wide expanse of sky, 
creates the setting for an archetypal 
drama of man in nature.  
     The diagonal of the farmer fleeing 
before the deluge of hailstones and 
lightening is continued in the gnarled 

tree that seems to also bend away from 
the storm.  A second diagonal is carried 
through the broken tree trunk on the left, 
the raining hail, the plowman struggling 
to restrain the excited mule, and the fork 
of lightening emanating from the 
threatening clouds.  The oblique line is 
paralleled by the slats of the lean-to on the 
right side of the painting.  Against the tight 
compositional framework, Benton’s active 
forms become the perfect analogue to the 
agitation of the landscape.
     In the watercolor study for this picture, 
Running Before the Storm,  Benton has 
shown the mule alone in the field.  He 
later recalled, “It occurred to me…that no 
farmer would leave his mule…in the kind 
of storm depicted.  So I added the figure 
behind the plow [in the finished painting].”
     Through his intimate knowledge of 
the subject and the place, the artist has 
achieved a “trueness” of content in addi-
tion to a realism of style.  The Hailstorm 
preserves in paint Benton’s philosophy of 
art as well as his strong commitment to 
an accessible style and his devotion to the 
rural America as he knew so well.

Thomas Hart Benton, American 1889-1975
Running Before the Storm, 1940

Watercolor
Collection of William C. Foxley, 2006

The Hailstorm, 1940
Tempera on canvas mounted on panel

Discussion Questions
 What do you see?  m  What colors do you see?  
How would they change if it were a sunny day?

What sounds would you hear?  m  What would you smell?
Why did the artist choose to paint a storm? 

Have you ever been caught in a storm while outside?  m  What did you do?
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Grant Wood’s pamphlet Revolt Against 
the City, published in Iowa City, 1935, 
asserts that American artists and 
buyers of art were no longer looking 
to Parisian culture for subject matter 
and style.  Wood wrote that Regional 
artists interpret the physiography, 
industry, and psychology of their 
hometown, and that the competition 
of these preceding elements creates 
American culture.  He wrote that the 
lure of the city was gone, and hopes 
that art of the widely diffused “whole 
people” would prevail.  He cites 
Thomas Jefferson’s characterization of 
cities as “ulcers on the body politic.”

1898  Spanish-
American War begins.

1934  
Meets Grant 

Wood.

1935  Moves 
permanently to Kansas 

City after accepting 
a position to direct 

painting and drawing 
classes at Kansas City 

Art Institute.

1936  
Finishes murals 
for the Missouri 

State Capitol.

1948  Receives honorary Doctor of Arts 
degree from University of Missouri, Columbia.

1951  Exhibition at Joslyn Art Museum.

1957  Receives honorary Doctor of Letters degree 
from Lincoln University, Jefferson City.

1959-1962  Finishes 
Independence and the Opening 
of the West mural for Harry S. 

Truman Library.

1965  Returns 
to Italy and studies 

bronze sculpture 
techniques.

1968  Receives honorary 
Doctor of Fine Arts degree from 
New School for Social Research, 

New York.1971  “Missouri 1821-1971” 
commemorative stamp issued by 

United States Post Office Department 
features a portion of Independence 

and the Opening of the West.

1894-1899  Begins 
drawing Indians and railroad 

trains.  Completed his first 
mural using crayons at his 

home in Neosho.

1900-1904  Finishes 
grade school.  Meets Buffalo Bill 

and sees his Wild West Show.

1975  Dies in his 
Kansas City studio on 

January 6, 1975.

1893  The World’s 
Columbian Exposition 

in Chicago opens. 

1886  The Statue 
of Liberty is dedicated 

in New York harbor .

1885  Mark Twain 
publishes The Adventures 

of Huckleberry Finn

1920 
Women get the 

right to vote with 
the 19th Amend-
ment to the US 

Constitution.

1945 World War II ends.

Thomas Hart Benton in his Kansas City studio, April 1972.  KODE-TV photograph by Karl Lee

Thomas Hart Benton painted America.  For more than 
seventy years, he painted its cities and small towns, its 

farms and backwoods.  He painted its people, too;
 everyone from faith healers to politicians to movie stars.  

Most of all, Benton wanted to make his art available to
 the ordinary man.  In doing so, he shook up the art 

world, embroiled himself in endless controversy and left 
a legacy of paintings that detail an entire age.

Jackson Pollock, 
American, 1912-1956

Going West, c. 1934-1935
Oil on fiberboard.  

National Museum of American 
Art, Smithsonian Institution.  
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Thomas Hart Benton
American, 1889-1975
Going West, 1930

Illustration for Leo Huberman’s 
We The People

Pollock’s early painting, Going West, which has often been compared to the work of Albert 
Pinkham Ryder, was obviously based on Benton’s illustration of the same subject for 

Huberman’s Marxist history of the United States.  Harper Brothers, 1947.

John Steuart Curry’s paintings 
are some of the best examples of 
the art movement which became 
known as Regionalism.  With the 

advent of the Depression, 
Americans looked backward to 

this country’s rural origins and saw 
country people as upholders of 

traditional values.  These regional-
ist artists saw the subject matter as 

a primary motivation, but 
developed the themes within a 

framework of purely 
artistic concerns.

1930  Grant 
Wood paints 
Stone City, IA.

1931  
John Steuart 
Curry paints 

Manhunt.

1940  
Paints The 
Hailstorm

          The Regionalists prepared the way for Abstract 
Expressionists to emerge in America.  Some of Pol-
lock’s power as an artist originated with the influence 
of Thomas Hart Benton in the art classes that Pollock 
took under Benton while a student at the Art Students 
League of New York.  Regionalism had a catalytic 
effect on later American art in a similar way that Post-
Impressionism in Europe did via Fauvism, Expres-
sionism, Cubism and other movements.
          Benton’s depression era pictures swirl with the 
turbulence and tension of the 1930s.  Pollock’s 1934 
painting of a frontier journey connects his teacher’s 
energetic style to his own roots in the American 
West:  the scene may have come from a family photo 
of a bridge in Cody, Wyoming, where Pollock was 
born.  The abstract swirling patterns evident in this 
landscape illustrate why Benton boasted that with 
him Pollock had found “the essential rhythms” of 
art.  Pollock’s sketchbook, containing more than 500 
drawings, shows his continued efforts to organize 
compositions rooted in twisting countershifts, as 
Benton had counselled.

Jackson Pollock in 1928.  Jackson 
Pollock Papers.  Archives of 
American Art.  Smithsonian 

Institution, Washington, D.C.  
Rephotographed by Lee Ewing. 

     Benton remained popular until the late 1940s, when his work came under attack by European-
trained art historians, and abstraction began to capture the attention of leading art critics.  Ironically, 
the most charismatic figure in the new Abstract Expressionist movement was Benton’s former pupil 
Jackson Pollock.
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