






foreword
There’s a party going on.
Grant Wood made the painting American Gothic in 1930 to record a building — surviving from the
early settlement of Iowa—and found neighbors and relations tomodel the kind of peoplewhomight
have lived there, back in the day. The image has a clear eye for conservation issues across issues of
farm implements, haberdashery and architecture. An international crowd of artists have taken up the
challenge to respond to this image as gifts to mark this 90th anniversary.
Come on in, the guest of honour is about to speak...





They tell me that I am 90 years old. That is a good age but means too that most of the people
— sights — sounds that I grew up with are now gone and it is strange to celebrate those
changes. Andwhat is it to be 90? The house was already old beforemyMrWood saw it first

in Eldon IA, near 50 years old in an unforgiving midwest climate, I guess they’ve had to replace those
glazing bars a few times since.

Whoever these two people may be, painted in 1930 but harking back to an earlier time, I can tell you
that they have seen a dizzying rate of change, I know I have. When the railroad came, as a stop on
the CRI&P Limited, big-city slickers, travelling salesmen, revival speakers and all sorts could tip up
in Eldon and the townsfolk might attend magic-lantern shows to learn of foreign countries and mis-
sion work. From 1887 they can enjoy sacred and popular music recordings on an Edison phonograph.
George Eastman’s successful promotion of a roll-film developing service at the same time dramatically
expanded the scope of domestic photography and eliminated the long exposure times and rictus looks
of tin-type photographs. In the same time the economic opportunities for any small town were in-
creasingly tied to greater market forces, the 1890’s were tumultuous times with waves of bank failures
nearly every other year. The hayfork wieldingman is not wearing a farmworker’s shirt andmight be a
clerical or professional type — his job is by no means secure. The Wall Street crash in the fall of 1929,
triggered a slow and inexorable decline in economic activity; the Great Depression lasting almost all
the 1930’s meant that farm prices and farmers’ incomes fell by near two-thirds over the decade. ForMr
Wood it was probably a question of painting to keep his spirits up and very likely to keep his mother,
Mrs Hattie Wood cheerful too. The radio brought a whole spectrum of content from popular music
to revival preaching and the cinema from 1927 was “talkies’’. A later portrait of his mother figured a
telephone as an unwelcome intruder into her life, ‘Woman with Flowers’ (1929).

Can you hear me at the back there? Is this toomuch conceit, can a picture speak and be heard? Where
do the words come from to seed the feelings and then the thoughts that first good Iowa people had
for me; then the likes of you, artists and critics? Well I seem to have your attention.



So whose voice can this be — the folks portrayed? — Mr Dibble who got this house built in 1882
would have had to have been 94 or so when Mr Wood turned up on the porch and MrWood records
that he got permission to sketch from Mrs Selma Jones-Johnston. There’s Miss Nan Wood and Doc’
McKeeby; Miss Nan was insistent that her brother didn’t paint her as an old maid. So here I am
speaking in two voices, feminine andmasculine, I will have some fun and keep you guessing. Though
to be absolutely clear: the feminine influence around this Eldon house is that of a dutiful spinster
daughter keeping house for her father. Miss Nan was most sure on that point.

But in the end I cannot stop you having your own fun with me. I do try to keep up with things and
M’sieur Barthes tells me not only Mr Wood is dead but also my past and provenance are of no great
importance. You will see what you want to see— youwant hostility in our gaze? Or the frozen ennui
of the long exposure photograph? You will hear the voice and words that you want to hear. Which
may help in part to answer my question; now that Mr Wood is gone, this cannot be his voice – I’ll
have one of my own, or more than one! One for each of you but come on then, let us take a look at
the works I selected from the gifts you brought on this happy day:

It does need a reminder that in any age, were it the 1880’s or the 1930’s, before the invention of penicil-
lin, sickness and death often went together. And as for viruses, just remember that the 1920 influenza
pandemic took out 675,000 Americans – notions of hygiene and social distancing were perhaps not
so well understood. Chris Pig’s account of grief may seem lightweight but these young children are
scarcely less aware of death than their 1930’s counterparts. The linocut carries the sombre content and
the artist has managed to demonstrate the same quiet warmth of feeling for his children as Mr Wood
showed for his fellow Iowans through his later paintings.

The next three images seem to belong together thematically as well as stylistically. Society shows in any
age the strains experienced in these conditions of rapid change. Roland Borzelleca picks up on con-
temporary consumerism, an attempt to find in fast food or disposable luxuries the fragile possibility
to ease the feelings of hurt and dismay brought by disruption and failure.

More recently the totem of national prosperity driven through a program of wider home ownership
caused the financial collapse of 2008. Andrea Mikyska amply shows the dystopic qualities of that



period with faceless realtors driving a new foreclosure on the latter day mortgagors of the Dibble
house.

Michelle Devlin uses this same freedom of media to explore the dislocation and communication
difficulties of the present time. The economic hurt done to ordinary folk by a virus is of the same
kind as the austerity programs that characterized neo-liberal government responses to that financial
collapse.

The team Pink and grAy has not forgotten these ordinary people but takes the enforced isolations
of Lockdown as a stimulus to re-evaluate their development process. Their work showcased here cel-
ebrates the anonymous workers who service all our stays in hotels, pick litter in open spaces, sanitize
everywhere on public transport systems, and scour all the many places which are being cleaned far
more frequently than in former times.

These dystopian views are of course nothing new: having failed to learn from history, we see it come
around again. Margo Leonard reminds us of the Punk Rock scene and the age-specific alienation
of unemployed, disenfranchised youth. Mr Wood was hardly a revolutionary but he saw the rise of
totalitarianism andmoved against it in his national arena: the two enslaved figures in the background,
and the corpse hanging in a noose in ‘Parson Weem’s Fable’ (1939) are unequivocal. Parson Weem
landed him a whipping — dodged by young George Washington — as a ‘parasitic pinko’ from the
Chicago Tribune.

Some folks saw satire in American Gothic but I might suggest that if it is satire that you want, take a
look at ‘Daughters of Revolution’ (1932): these self-important ladies, smug looks, drinking tea [ for
sakes! ], “those Tory gals’’ had riled himwhen they complained of his getting awar-memorial window
made in Germany. He has reproduced the iconic, revolutionary picture ‘Washington crossing the
Delaware’ by Emanuel Leutze – aGermanArtist. It just goes to show that revenge is a dish best eaten
cold: the fuss about the window was back in 1927.

And next up, Paolo di Paolo points back to Dorothea Lange’s photograph ‘MigrantMother’. Lange
was working for the Farm Security Administration set up (1937) to funnel New Deal funds into the



hard hit farms of the Midwest. I recall too that Gordon Parks, a black FSA photographer satirically
remade ‘American Gothic’ (1948) by posing a black charwoman with mop and pail against a US flag.
Parks continued onto a brilliant career as a photojournalist for LIFEmagazine and coveredmany stor-
ies for the underclasses of American society.

The Eldon house was an example of Carpenter Gothic, a tradition for local craftsmen to emulate the
stylistic features of the Gothic Revival and was also the earliest architectural influence on new house
building for arriving settlers. When Mr Wood spotted the Dibble house that day in 1930 it already
looked outdated but he was an inveterate collector of 19th century memorabilia. It is not fair to de-
scribe him as reactionary but rather he was a conservationist. In the UKNicola Hepworthmakes a
study of prefabricated churches, constructed of corrugated iron complete with “gothic windows’’ –
economically downsized – for the use of rapidly growing populations.

Miss Nan always said that she hoped to model a spinster lady whose devotion to a Church group was
central. MrWood painted a steeple on the sky-line which seems to show that the population of Eldon
had formalised their church’s accommodation.

The Gothic Revival had been a conscious reaction to neo-classical architecture but in Europe the des-
perate need for housing and reconstruction after WW2 meant that styles of architecture that used
constructionmaterials efficiently would take the lead. JaneWalker reimagines the double portrait of
another relationship set against a large social housing project under the gray skies of northern Britain.
I see a bridge developing growing from the social commentary of the first works I selected to match
the painted social commentary on those 1880’s folk through a new class of people very much at the
mercy of market forces.

Going forward therefore, in this section of artworks I begin to interrogate the relationship that is being
shown, the strengths and weaknesses – the players involved. Many contributors are commenting on
the nature of the dual portrait as a direct embodiment of the relationship revealed.

In this transition of mood, Pauline Rigby plays out the architectural interest of an interesting build-
ing and finds time to check the different relationships, perhaps with housepets that have sustained



these lockdown days. Rigby echoes the forward thrust of the farmer’s hand with hayfork in the errant
path of the second cat.

Aldobranti is querying the presence of an Other in any relationship. Do we ever know and value the
significant other, the lover, the brother, themother for their difference or dowe look for a comfortable
sameness and feel aggrieved in the absence of this comfort?

There are aggravations in any relationship and these are best explored in their inception. Dina Siou昀椀
looks at the structural element of a tree to question strength – not to forget that the tracery of a gothic
window has its origins in Arabic art to represent the branching growth of trees – but perhaps to find
absence and separation, their togetherness challenged by their divergent gaze. Miss Nan’s spinster
is steadfast in her refusal of direct engagement, Miss Nan seems to have been silent on her thought
processes while sitting for this portrait though Mr Wood had definitely promised she would not be
recognisable.

To encourage communication and discussion, you in the modern age have to work uphill against the
pressure to remain in theunquestioning comfort of your electronic bubbles. Here isRowenaComrie
to reveal a couple making good use of their time together in the non-space of travel in a mass transit
system. Better to share something found on a screen with the person sitting next to you than with the
nebulous other of the Cloud.

Brut Carniollus brings this discussion of communications technology back into another non-space
of this lockdown time to remind that the cell phone must remain a tool not a crutch. His use of pre-
serving jars explores the cell phone’s limited potential for Social Connection in the reality of Physical
Distancing; through sheets of glass and indistinctly heard words of endearment.

For the women folk of Eldon the fall was a great time for pickling and preserving and Penny Payne
develops a feminist understanding of the expression of the young woman in her picture and the pos-
sible intent of her gaze. Her project, growing Iowan corn is a neat reference back to the geraniums and
sansevieria on the porch of the Dibble house – keeping houseplants alive was a contemporary marker
for domestic skills.



Ian Cook, again digs deeper and using serial painting techniques tries to evaluate the relative person-
alities and strengths of each partner. Each repainting proceeds by a layer of abstraction and merging
of gender characteristics. Relationships are two sided of course and mutual understanding will go a
long way in a climate of empathy and compassion.

It does seem that Mr Wood was not happy in himself and his personal life bordered on the disastrous
in a short-lived marriage after his mom, Mrs Hattie Wood died. His paintings were not short of a
queer iconography, a sly camp that insiders might read but Betsy van Die tries here to offer some
redress and imagines balm for his sadness in the stifled expression of his sexuality. Perhaps Mr Wood
was projecting through the spinster figure, to predict some future joy in life: that wayward twist of
hair finding itself set free in a new relationship.

It seems valuable to draw this collection to a close with a portrayal of a happy couple in the present
age, the irreplaceable partnership from Ana Miljkovac inspires. Mr Wood portrayed the working
relationship of a father and dutiful daughter but it is understandable that the image is so readily taken
for a marriage. Certainly Mr Wood was pretty lax about correcting the mistake. But in that under-
standing the positivity offered by Japo Okworobu is fitting, that the relationship of two close people
delivers a strength that is greater in the summing of its parts.

So that’s the lot. This collection has run the gamut fromdeath to new life, from social history through
architecture to relationships.

The problem of getting old is that I have seen all shades of opinion come and go, my stock goes up and
down– it’s kind of nice that you people have turned up for this party, in a different age youmight have
stayed away, I get cynical. But you have all had different opinions about this work and the good people
who’re going to print up this birthday collection want tomake it clear that they take no responsibility
to ensure the veracity of what you’ve had to say. Those guys say Caveat Emptor. Well for that matter,
half the things I say are pretty preposterous but what do you expect from a cranky 90 year old? I say
Cave Canem!

















































































our publisher writes

When we began to plan this anniversary party we were thinking to study each artist’s process — the
steps taken and the mindset or thoughts that run while making art — and set up the internet-based
callout to emphasize our interest in this aspect of the artistic life.

We wrote

From the beginning, public response to the painting has been mixed. At the outset
it was seen as a celebration of ‘American values’ and as satire against rural populations.
By 1948, Gordon Park’s photograph of a Black American woman with mop and broom
could be framed against a US national flag and given the same title. In the present the
whiteness of those values and the social fault lines of small town populations are more
sharply revealed. Again this call is for work that builds on and yet challenges these prob-
lem areas.

The curatorial decision making in selecting contributors was a consequence of the net cast as an open
call to the global population of artists – in posting the call it was made clear that there was a wider
remit than painters alone and even more certain that a greater distance be travelled by the artist than
is the case in a parody of the starting point.

The artists selected here are an artificial sample from the wider population, distinguished by their
ability to introspect their process. The premise of this book is to offer a constraint — to make an
artwork within the heritage of a well-known image — and to interrogate the artists’ progress from
this common starting point.

Compared with previous book curation projects, the turnout was surprisingly low. We had thought
that artists in Covid lockdown might have been looking for some distraction. Reasons for this might
be that the bar was set high in requiring a high level of verbal input; the wording of the call seemed
academic. A further possibility is that the call was unsuited to the listing environments used: the sites
commonly require the applicant to work entirely within the site’s data regime and severely limit the
space available to the caller to explain the scope of the call fully. It seems very unlikely that references
to Grant Wood’s painting should have gone unrecognised.



the word Gothic

Early responses to the call quickly exposed a confusion as to the scope of the word Gothic. Gothic
can be seen as an applicable attribute in at least three domains. Perhaps the simplest, for a typo-
grapher it will mean a sans-serif font which may also be called grotesk in European print terminology.
Even so, pre WW2, German printing was in blackletter fraktur which is sometimes mistakenly called
gothic.

GrantWood who visited Germany in the late 1920’s, will have seen European Gothic church architec-
ture, understanding its stress on height, intricacy and delicacy and so recognised the tracery pattern in
the upper window of the house in Eldon. This architectural usage was popular in the mid to late 19C
and more usually styled Carpenter Gothic.

In the present however, the dominant understanding of Gothic is to carry the values stemming from
Horace Walpole’s novel ‘The Castle of Otranto – A Gothic Story’. The list includes mystery and
intrigue surrounding the supernatural and the unknown, death anddecay, haunted homes and castles,
family curses, madness, powerful love and romance, ghosts, and vampires. This rich and exhilarating
diet would prove too much for applicants to this call to resist.

Given this level of confusion it was not reasonable to insist that participants should only take the
architectural meaning of GrantWood’s title. However as the image was the starting point it would be
certain that any account of process that could not show a developmental path from the 1930 picture
would not be eligible for inclusion here. In particular references to a 1995 TV serial entitled American
Gothic were deemed out of scope.

Under the constraint to describe a journey beginning at AmericanGothic an artist applying to this call
will either fit an existing artwork to the call, or build fresh to satisfy the call. In either case the constraint
can be seen as a liberation; a freedom to think outside the box, beyond the frame. Indeed re-cycling,
re-titling, re-purposing, or re-using an existing artwork is to be seen for its ecological worth.

Ultimately space in this format, as with a physical exhibition space is the limit on selection from the
submission pool. Several applications of great quality could not be fitted into the overall scheme.



Cover photography by Aldobranti
from a jigsaw puzzle by Flame Tree Publishing, London
The painting ‘American Gothic’ by Grant Wood is
in the collection of the Art Institute of Chicago
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