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Preface

Corporate patronage has had a major impact on the development of art, design, and architecture in the United States from the late nineteenth century to the present. Focusing on examples ranging from the funding of public libraries and the design of medical schools to the commissioning of large-scale murals, product advertising, and the creation of private collections, contributors to this volume show how the interests of corporations and their stakeholders have impacted public taste and shaped individual careers. Chapters offer an important reassessment of the reasons behind, and impact of, corporate patronage. On the one hand, the risk attaching to the shaping of public goods by corporations and the ensuing transformation of financial power into cultural dominance is a recurrent theme in the volume. On the other hand, chapters reveal the presence of complex aims and interactions that underpin the role of corporations in philanthropic networks, local communities, and civil life. Throughout the book, authors explore both the creative possibilities and the social frictions generated by corporate sponsorship of the arts and challenge preconceptions about the rise of the “culture business” over the course of the twentieth century.

It would be easy to conflate corporate patronage with product branding or, at least, with the curtailment of creative independence. As the editors note in their Introduction, however, the motivations that shape corporate commissions are varied. The sheer scale of projects backed by the financial power of corporations can often give artists and designers an opportunity to work on an unprecedented scale. The advantages of accepting this form of sponsorship are reflected in the range of artists who have worked with or for corporations over the past century. These include familiar names from the twentieth century such as Margaret Bourke-White and Diego Rivera as well as international contemporary artists, Julie Mehretu and Kehinde Wiley.

Having regard to these complex risks and opportunities, contributors to the volume show that the close study of corporate patronage and the works produced under its aegis challenge easy distinctions between “high” and “low” art or between “art” and “design.” They also reveal that unexpected results—both social and creative—can ensue from apparently routine commissions. A close analysis of these issues makes this book a particularly welcome addition to the Contextualizing Art Markets series, for chapters reveal the existence of important transactions involving art and design that take place beyond both the dealer network and auction house activity. One of the compelling aspects of this volume is to show how the imbrication of corporate and creative interests can generate a reassessment of both the market for art and the writing of its histories.

The beliefs, tastes, and interests of individual personalities do, of course, shape the actions of corporate entities. Accordingly, several of the case studies included in the present volume examine the cultural influence of individuals including Howard Ahmanson (president of Home Savings and Loan), Andrew Mellon, and John D. Rockefeller Sr. and Jr., among others. The activities of such individuals anticipated many of the developments seen in the contemporary art world, ranging from the founding of private museums to the rise of art as an asset class held and traded by multinational corporations. As the present volume makes clear, the activities of corporations as patrons, collectors, and traders have wide ramifications that demand ongoing scrutiny for the purposes of understanding the contexts in which markets for art and design have emerged in the United States and how they may develop in the future.

Kathryn Brown, Series Editor

Loughborough, Summer 2018
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Introduction

Beyond the Commercial: Corporate Patronage Reconsidered

Monica E. Jovanovich and Melissa Renn

After all, the chief business of the American people is business.

Calvin Coolidge, “Address to the American Society of Newspaper Editors, Washington, D.C.”

Although corporations have been one of the most significant sources of art and architecture patronage in the United States since the nineteenth century, their commissions have been frequently dismissed by scholars as solely “commercial”—not “fine art”—and therefore not worthy of serious study. Thus these commissions have been omitted from, and even deliberately marginalized in, most histories of modern and American art.1 The twelve chapters in this volume bring to light examples of corporate commissions that have long been forgotten, and demonstrate the significant role corporate patrons played in the American art world in the twentieth century.2 The case studies herein employ new and varied theoretical approaches in order to go beyond the usual focus on corporate sponsorship and collecting, and to explore the complex organizational networks and wide range of motivations behind corporate commissions. Altogether, the chapters in this volume are a call for the field to reevaluate standard accounts of both art production and patronage in the United States.

Despite their ubiquity in American culture, corporate commissions are conspicuously absent from the art historical canon. This has led to a skewed picture of the development of modern art and architecture in the United States. Take, for instance, artist Ad Reinhardt’s well-known and oft-reproduced 1946 genealogy of modern art, in which he divided the art world into two distinct branches based on style (Color Plate 1). On the left, stemming from predominantly French roots, leaves inscribed with the names of abstract artists thrive on healthy branches. On the right, leaves labeled with artists whom Reinhardt categorized as “illustrative” hang precariously on strained and breaking branches weighed down by terms such as “subject matter,” “business as art patron,” “Pepsi-Cola contest winner,” “war art,” and “Mexican art influence.” At the lower right, Reinhardt placed corporate patrons such as Life, Fortune, International Business Machines (IBM), Container Corporation of America, and Pepsi-Cola in the cornfield graveyard of modern art. Yet such patronage was far from dead.

Corporate commissions have in fact been the dominant form of cultural patronage in the United States, especially since the late nineteenth century.3 As critic Frank Caspers affirmed in Art Digest just three years prior to Reinhardt’s cartoon, “Business, in a way, is assuming the role of patron held by the church and aristocracy in past ages.”4 And, like the European popes and princes of the past, American corporations sought out artists for a range of projects and for diverse reasons.5 Corporations used such commissions variously to educate and shape the taste of their customers as well as employees; to attract new clientele; to adorn both interior corporate spaces and exteriors of corporate sites and buildings; and to enhance their advertising, marketing, messaging, branding, and public relations programs.

Corporate patronage in the United States, then, is not homogenous, and such an array of commissions did not deserve to be lumped together and dismissed as in Reinhardt’s oversimplified schematic of the mid-century art world. Indeed, as the varied chapters in this volume show, corporate patronage resists easy categorization, and the complexity and range of these commissions blurs such binaries as abstract/figurative, high/low, avant-garde/kitsch, and fine art/commercial work. Furthermore, while many scholars have framed the majority of “fine artists” as above such commercial partnerships, many modern artists—including those “pure” and “abstract” artists flourishing on the left side of Reinhardt’s cartoon, such as Charles and Ray Eames, Josef Albers, Romare Bearden, Fritz Glarner, and Karl Knaths—enthusiastically accepted and even sought corporate commissions.6 Even modern masters like Pablo Picasso—one of the three artists listed on the trunk of Reinhardt’s tree—participated in such projects, as Alex J. Taylor shows in his chapter in this volume.

The chapters in this volume resurrect corporate commissions from modernism’s graveyard—from mosaics for Home Savings and Loan buildings and murals for ocean liners to department store displays and sportswear designs—and reconsider them, thereby challenging preconceptions and biases about the history of American art patronage. To be sure, a survey of the literature on patronage in the United States would seem to indicate that the Public Works of Art Project, the Federal Art Project, and other programs formed under the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in the 1930s were practically the only source of patronage for American artists, designers, and architects in the twentieth century.7 The majority of patronage studies in the American field have focused on government support of the arts during the Great Depression, with far fewer devoted to civic, private, or even ecclesiastical commissions. While the Federal Art Project’s importance in American culture is undeniable, though, it only lasted eight years, from 1935 to 1943, and corporate patronage has been an ongoing source of support for artists from the late eighteenth century to the present.8

The twelve case studies in Corporate Patronage of Art & Architecture in the United States, Late 19th Century to the Present confirm not only the consistency of corporate support for the arts but also the centrality of these commissions to the larger story of American art. In fact, many of the most prominent modern artists and architects readily accepted corporate commissions at all stages of their careers, challenging the widely held assumption that established artists rejected such sponsorship.9 As historian William Leach described, “So many artists worked for business in the twenties that Herbert Hoover, then U.S. Secretary of Commerce, could say in 1925 that no ‘artist in America need live in an attic or in a patron’s hall bedroom.’”10 As art historian Michele H. Bogart has pointed out, countless artists in the first half of the twentieth century found employment through corporate commissions, producing paintings and advertisements for companies ranging from Cream of Wheat to Fisk Tire Company to Dole Pineapple.11 Such commissions have continued up to the present, and many contemporary artists routinely partner with corporations to create advertisements and logos, retail and exhibition spaces, and an assortment of products, including limited editions.

Artists accepted such commissions for a host of reasons, beyond the strictly financial. Some viewed such patronage as akin to, or even a logical extension of, the private-, church-, or state-supported patronage of previous eras. Others saw it as a steady, reliable form of income, especially from the 1940s on, as corporations—more so than churches, governments, or private individuals—continued to patronize artists in large numbers. While certainly some artists viewed such corporate support as “selling out,” many more viewed it as an opportunity not only for work but also for national exposure. Moreover, corporations could often provide the funding necessary for large-scale projects that would normally be beyond the reach of many artists and other institutions.

Corporations, likewise, had a range of motives in seeking out artists: from the capitalistic to the idealistic. Commissions variously stemmed from a company’s desire to rebrand itself, to shape or redirect its public image, to align itself with more creative endeavors, to bring art into the lives of its employees and clients, and more recently, as Daniel Haxall’s chapter shows, as a nod toward inclusivity and diversity. Corporate patrons also commissioned art for contests, calendars, and a variety of products.12 For example, the Cheney Brothers Silk Manufacturing Company commissioned Georgia O’Keeffe to produce paintings, some of which were used for scarf designs.13 Many artists also found regular employment creating art for companies such as Lucky Strike, Standard Oil, American Tobacco, Steinway, RCA Victor, PanAm, and De Beers Consolidated Mines.14

Life magazine commissioned art from a wide range of artists, including Thomas Hart Benton, John Steuart Curry, Doris Lee, Peter Hurd, Tom Lea, Marisol, and Robert Rauschenberg, for its weekly stories.15 Henry Robinson Luce’s Fortune also hired a diverse group of photographers and artists—including Romare Bearden, Margaret Bourke-White, Walker Evans, Jacob Lawrence, and Diego Rivera—to produce works for various articles and covers.16 Luce publications were not the only periodicals to commission artists. Vogue, Vanity Fair, and Harper’s Bazaar also hired artists and photographers for a wide array of projects. Edward Steichen did commercial work for various popular magazines; Miguel Covarrubias worked for many years as an illustrator and caricaturist for Vanity Fair; Charles Sheeler produced fashion photography for Vogue; and Stuart Davis rendered his personal impressions of the 1939–40 New York World’s Fair for Harper’s Bazaar.17

World’s Fairs were not only a subject for commissioned works of art but also a source of support for artists. From the late nineteenth century to the present, artists and architects have received commissions to create ephemeral structures, murals, art, and displays for corporate pavilions at local, national, and international expositions and fairs.18 Commissions for World’s Fairs—along with civic commissions and government-funded programs such as the WPA—provided important precedents for corporate mural commissions, and, from the 1920s onward, companies from coast to coast regularly began commissioning murals for newly built corporate headquarters.19 Many of these corporate murals were also produced in connection with corporate art-collecting programs.

Commissions were a way for businesses to practice corporate social responsibility and to invest in their community, as well as a means of promotion. Naturally, much of the publicity produced in connection with commissions portrayed the company as a benevolent and committed patron of the arts.20 Indeed, businesses were quick to realize the powerful role art could play in shaping public perception, as Dore Ashton noted in her seminal study on the New York School: “The shift of patronage from the government to industry represented a significant change in social attitudes toward the arts. I have no doubt that the vast government project forced the issue; that the establishment of the arts as legitimate agents in American society during the WPA days alerted industry to their potential use.”21 Yet corporate commissions of art both preceded the WPA and continued long after it ended in the 1930s. While the WPA was certainly one model for corporate patrons, companies also looked to other sources for inspiration and, in some cases, developed new forms to fit their specific needs. Moreover, as the chapters in this volume demonstrate, corporate commissions are not always the result of a singular vision on the part of one individual; often they stem from the interaction of complex organizational networks. Projects frequently go through rounds of negotiations, with the artist and client debating the direction and messaging of the work. In some instances—most notably Diego Rivera’s mural for Rockefeller Center—such tensions can end in censorship, as can be seen here in Mary K. Coffey’s chapter revisiting that case.

The twelve chapters in this book not only document examples of corporate patronage but also reframe the topic. For this volume, we purposely brought together a wide range of essays by academics and curators working in the fields of art history, history, business history, American Studies, architectural history, and design history. Indeed, research on corporate patronage requires the bridging of disciplinary silos. Studying corporate patronage not only demands interdisciplinary work but also requires resourcefulness and inventiveness, and a move beyond traditional methods and sources. Scholars working on corporate patronage have quickly realized the research challenges, especially the difficulties in accessing corporate archives, many of which are not preserved or easily accessible. Furthermore, many of the objects resulting from corporate patronage no longer exist, or are difficult to access. Some of the chapters here are the result of new archival discoveries, many in recently opened archives; others re-examine well-known artists or commissions and reconsider them in a new light. All the chapters offer new methodologies for the subject of corporate patronage, present fresh ways for future scholars to approach this fertile field, and reveal the key role corporations have played in the American art world. In addition, the volume contains an extensive bibliography on the subject of corporate patronage, which is organized in thematic sections—patronage, art collections and exhibitions, sponsorship and philanthropy—to allow for ease of scholarly use.

The four chapters that comprise Part One, “Rethinking Corporate Patronage,” offer strikingly different approaches to the study of corporate patronage. Mary K. Coffey’s chapter revisits the well-known commission of Mexican muralist Diego Rivera, by John D. Rockefeller Jr. and the Rockefeller Center Management Corporation, to execute a monumental fresco for the lobby of the RCA tower in Rockefeller Plaza. The infamous destruction of the mural has always been viewed as an act of political censorship that established a cautionary precedent for the perils of corporate patronage. Coffey situates the controversy over the censorship of Diego Rivera’s mural within contemporary debates over corporate arts patronage, and questions the nature of corporate patronage in the 1930s, as well as how Rockefeller’s private interests determined the commission and destruction of the work. Jennifer A. Greenhill explores the multifaceted meaning of “transportation” in the context of commercial illustration, specifically in the work of Maxfield Parrish. Her incisive analysis of his 1920 commission from the Clark Equipment Company to visualize “The Spirit of Transportation” shows how Parrish, instead of figuring the concept of transportation allegorically or as exotic, came up with another alternative, producing a landscape picturing a recognizable American site, the Royal Gorge of Colorado. Although Parrish initially included in his composition two tiny cargo trucks negotiating a narrow mountain road, Clark chose to remove them when it reissued the print in 1925. Greenhill examines how this decision reveals both advertising strategies of the period and the goals of the Clark Equipment Company.

Mark Durden offers a new take on photographer Margaret Bourke-White’s commercial work. Durden considers her documentary photography in terms of its dynamic with her corporate projects and commissions. Using Bourke-White’s work as a case study, he shows how the tensions and crossovers between these types of photography are a particularly productive way to frame her work and also distinguish it from the photography of her peer, Walker Evans.

Concluding Part One of this volume, Katherine L. Carroll examines the General Education Board, a corporate philanthropy founded by John D. Rockefeller Sr., which supported the construction campaigns of fifteen medical schools in the early twentieth century. Although the General Education Board never generated a formal architectural program, an investigation of its patronage reveals that through the work of Abraham Flexner, the Board shaped the development of American medical school design. Carroll’s case study highlights the importance of examining the patronage of philanthropic organizations, and demonstrates that the Board’s influence on medical education extended to the architecture of medical schools.

Part Two, “From Tastemaking to Marketing: Corporate Patronage Networks,” consists of four case studies that delve into the complex networks of corporate patrons and the motivations behind their commissions. Seth Feman analyzes Andrew Mellon’s role as the founding benefactor of the National Gallery of Art and argues that the notion of corporate personhood complicates the study of art collecting by raising questions about not only what constitutes a corporate art collector but also the aims behind such support. Feman’s chapter examines the corporate bodies Mellon established when he served as secretary of the US Treasury (1921–32) and laid plans for the National Gallery, in an effort to differentiate between individual and corporate art collectors and to explore how their distinct visions of art became inscribed into their collections. Next, Elizabeth McGoey offers a fascinating case study of corporate-sponsored displays of modern interiors. Lord and Taylor’s 1928 Exposition of Modern French Decorative Art has been overlooked by scholars, in part due to the challenges that department-store exhibitions present, as they combined fine art, decorative arts, design, and popular culture. Her chapter argues that such exhibitions are central to the study of American art, since such carefully crafted spaces not only shifted the course of modernism in the United States but also became prescriptive tableaux for the promotion of taste education and consumption for a mass audience. Margaret Maile Petty also addresses the role of department stores in the dissemination of modern design through her analysis of the interconnected patronage systems of mid-century America. She looks at how key cultural institutions and individuals partnered with major manufacturers in the United States. Petty persuasively argues that such collaborations were motivated by a desire not only to improve the products of American industry but also to educate the public on the social, cultural, and economic benefits of good design. Her chapter demonstrates that the successful reception of modern design in the United States owes much to the powerful infrastructure of market-focused patronage.

To end the section, Elizabeth B. Heuer recounts the commission of murals by artist Eugene F. Savage for the Matson Navigation Company’s newly built ocean liner, the SS Lurline, and offers a powerful case study of the complex negotiation between corporate interests and an artist’s personal ideology. Featuring highly stylized and richly colored scenes of Hawaiian culture, Savage’s murals were sold to Lurline passengers as a set of six color lithographs and later were reproduced as menu covers. Initially intended to be part of a marketing strategy to promote Matson’s economic interests in both Hawaiian tourism and statehood, Savage’s idealized images of island life also became works about the loss of traditional Hawaiian culture due to modernization.

Part Three, “Corporate Commissions as Branding and Public Relations,” considers the varied ways corporations have used commissions as a part of brand development and in sophisticated public relations campaigns. Douglas Klahr examines Andrew Carnegie’s financing of the construction of over 1,600 public libraries throughout the United States. He shows how, even though the library buildings themselves had no consistent architectural form, the business magnate managed to establish a diffuse, malleable, and resilient nationwide brand that was recognizable to millions of Americans: the Carnegie library.

In the next chapter, Adam Arenson looks at a series of commissions in California and analyzes the corporate partnership between Howard Ahmanson, president of Home Savings
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