
 

      
      
      

   
 

Geography and the Regionalists 
         By Dr. Christina Dando 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thomas Hart Benton / (American, 1889-1975) / The 
Race / 1942 / Lithograph / (80.189) / Museum of Art 
and Archaeology, University of Missouri.  From: 
http://maa.missouri.edu/exhibitions/americanregio
nalism/index.html 
 

 

 
Regionalism – “A movement in American painting, flourishing chiefly in the 1930s, 
concerned with the depiction of scenes and types from the American Midwest. The term is 
often used more or less interchangeably with American Scene Painting, but Regionalism can be 
more precisely thought of as the Midwestern branch of this broader category. Like all American 
Scene Painters, the Regionalists were motivated by a patriotic desire to establish a genuinely 
American art by using local themes and repudiating avant-garde styles from Europe. 
Specifically they were moved by a nostalgic desire to glorify, or at least to record, rural and 
small-town America, and it was on this that their widespread popularity depended. “ -- AN 
CHILVERS. "Regionalism." The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Art and Artists. 2003. Encyclopedia.com. (February 17, 2010). 
http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1O3-Regionalism.html 
 

 
 
 
Major artists associated with regionalism: 

 
Grant Wood – born in Anamosa IA in 1891, grew up in Cedar Rapids, died in 
1942.  Famous for “American Gothic.” 
 
 
 
John Steuart Curry – born 1897 in Dunavant KS, died in 1946.  Famous for   
“Baptism in Kansas” and his John Brown mural at the Kansas State Capitol. 

 
Thomas Hart Benton – born 1889 in MO; died in 1975.  Famous for the 
murals he painted in public buildings across the country. 



 

      
      
      

   
 

Region – 1. an area of the earth’s surface with one or more features or characteristics (natural 
or the result of human activity) which give it a measure of unity and make it differ from the 
areas surrounding it.  2. the area or space surrounding a specific place, e.g. the London region 
3. An area which is a unit of administration, e.g. a planning region. 
 
Landscape – (Dutch landschap, the representation in painting of inland natural scenery) 1. 
still used in the Dutch sense, e.g. a landscape by Constable 2. the scenery itself 3. an area of the 
earth’s surface characterized by a certain type of scenery, comprising a distinct association of 
physical and cultural forms. 
Both from: A. Clark, The Penguin Dictionary of Geography (New York/London: Penguin Books, 1998) 

 
 
Discussion: 
1.  Begin with a discussion of “what is a region?” 
2.  Have the students individually draw on a blank map of the United States their boundaries 
for a region – such as the Midwest, Great Plains, the West, the South.  Have them also list three 
terms that define this region (What would you expect to find?  What is the landscape like?  
What are the people like?) 
3. Now have the students get into groups and compare their maps and their terms. They are to 
collaborate and agree on boundaries and three terms. 
4.  Have the students present their maps and terms to the class. 
5.  Share with the students other maps of the region that demonstrate how these boundaries 
are not fixed but vary greatly according to the experiences we’ve had, the intentions of the 
cartographer, etc. 
This exercise can be used to discuss regions in general, to begin a discussion of a particular 
region (I’ve used it on the first day of a class on the Great Plains), to begin a discussion of 
regionalist art . . . 
 
 
Other references: 
James R. Shortridge, The Middle West: Its Meaning in American Culture (Lawrence: 
University of Kansas Press, 1989).  --  this is the source for the perception maps of the Midwest. 
John Czestochowski, John Steuart Curry and Grant Wood: A Portrait of Rural America 
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1981) – includes essays by Curry and Wood on 
regionalist art. 
P. Junker, ed., John Steuart Curry: Inventing the Middle West (New York: Hudson Hills 
Press, 1998). 
 
 
Online exhibits: 
Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri – exhibit on American Regionalism 
http://maa.missouri.edu/exhibitions/americanregionalism/index.html 
“Going Back to Iowa: the World of Grant Wood” 
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~MA98/haven/wood/home.html 


