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About the Exhibition

This exhibition celebrates six years of hard work, research, writing, editing, and
soliciting wide-ranging support for an important new book - A Creative Place: 
The History of Wisconsin Art.

Tour through all seven rooms, covering the seven chapters in the book. You will be 
transported chronologically through Wisconsin’s evolving history and development. 
See how Wisconsin artists have responded to their unique environment, worldly events, 
and stylistic trends.

Wisconsin has deep artistic roots, and a very proud creative heritage. We think you will 
gain a new appreciation of the state’s creative talent - who sometimes produce against 
diverse personal and political challenges. Discover where our creative talent leads, and 
where we follow.

The History of Wisconsin Art is no small thing. It’s too big for one book to entirely 
summarize, and it’s way too big for any one museum to capture.

The goal is to illustrate the book’s content and scope. We’re providing a small but 
diverse balance of fascinating information and artwork within a cultural timeline.

This exhibition approaches the material in a very academic and educational way. 
The author’s research, storytelling, and analysis is used, but the content is highly edited 
due to space limitations. Artists and artwork align with those in the book chosen by the 
authors. When artwork was unavailable or impractical, we’ve substituted similar pieces 
or photographs.

Thank you to all the authors, donors, lenders, staff, and volunteers. I commend Little ole
Cedarburg Art Museum for tackling this important and ambitious project. You’ve given  
a voice to a profession and turned the vision into reality.

We hope you will want to come back, tell your friends, purchase the book, and learn 
more, because Wisconsin’s art history continues to be written every day!

Ric Hartman
Curator
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     Chapter One

Artist Once Known, Petroglyph of Thunderbird, Late Woodland, 750–1100 CE. Sandstone, 15 3/4 in. wide. 
Twin Bluffs, Juneau County. 

ROBERT “ERNIE” BOSZHARDT
WITH MELANIE HERZOG

With the arrival of the first people, the history of art in what is now Wisconsin began. 

The descendants of these ancient ancestors, who still reside across the state, have origin 
stories that tell of their presence here “from the beginning of time.” Archaeologists, like 
that of many Native American peoples, point to evidence of the arrival around thirteen 
thousand years ago of the original human inhabitants of this land. 

Virtually nothing is known about the art of these first people because very little has been 
preserved across the millennia of human presence here. 

Most of what remains are stone tools—projectile points, knives, drills, and axes.  
But those original Wisconsinites undoubtedly wore clothing made from animal hides; 
used bone and wood implements; made baskets, mats, and nets from plant fibers; 
constructed shelters using wood and other plant materials; and perhaps adorned their 
bodies with tattoos.

The art of Wisconsin’s earliest peoples ranges from naturalistic representation to  
abstract symbolism. All of this art conveyed information about their relationship with 
the natural world, their social affiliations, and their world views and cosmologies. 

In a flowering of artistic expression nearly two thousand years ago, specialist artists 
produced works of art characterized by astonishing naturalism.



Artist Once Known, Fluted point, Paleoindian, ca. 11,000 BCE. Hixton silicified sandstone, 4 3/4 in. long. 
Trempealeau County. Private collection.

The Paleoindian Period (11,000 - 8,000 B.C.E.)

Wisconsin’s archaeological record begins with the oldest known cultural tradition 
in North America, the nomadic hunter-gatherers designated as “Paleoindian.” 

Northern Wisconsin was covered with thick sheets of ice. The southeastern portion 
of the state was recently freed from retreating glaciers that had scoured the Green Bay 
and Lake Michigan basins, while the southwestern corner had not been directly 
impacted by ice and maintained its rugged “Driftless Area” character. 

But it was cold everywhere, and megafauna, 
such as wooly mammoths and mastodons, as 
well as giant beavers, caribou, and probably 
muskox, giant ground sloths, and short-faced 
bears, roamed the exposed lands in the 
southern half of the state until around ten 
thousand years ago, when the climate warmed 
and most of these creatures became extinct.
     
Paleoindians were expert stone workers by 
necessity. They selected the highest quality 
stone, some brought into Wisconsin from as 
far away as western North Dakota, to fashion 
spear points, knives, scrapers, adzes, and 
other tools that were crucial for their survival. 
Painstakingly chipped using stone or bone 
hammers and flakers, or shaped and polished by grinding with abrasive material such as 
sandstone, these implements often display artistry that surpasses their evident function. 

Many are elegant in their form, symmetry, and consummate handling of materials. 
Some of the oldest spear points were made with colorful stone that was likely selected 
for aesthetic qualities. Utilized to make dugout canoes using timber from pine forests 
that succeeded the tundra, some late Paleoindian adzes, over a foot long, were 
beautifully honed into humpback- shaped trihedral forms. 

Artist Once Known, Fluted point, Paleoindian, 
ca. 11,000 BCE. Cochrane chert, 4 in. long. 
Trempealeau County. Private collection. 
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Artist Once Known, Prairie incised vessel, Woodland, ca. 100 CE. Grit- and sand-tempered clay, 
approximately 10 in. high. Crawford County. Alfred Reed Collection, Mississippi Valley Archaeology 
Center, University of Wisconsin-La Crosse.

The Archaic Period (8000 - 500 B.C.E.)

Art began to flourish in Wisconsin during Archaic times. Throughout this period, 
people adapted to the changing environment with new strategies for living and 
technological innovations. 

Artists of this period created beautiful objects 
of utility and aesthetic force. Symbolism and 
metaphor are represented in their environment, 
express a worldview, and invoke the sacred. 
    
In the latter part of the Archaic period, 
Indigenous peoples began to live in settlements 
to which they returned seasonally, year after 
year. Their deepening familiarity with particular 
landscapes, enabled an increasingly 
sophisticated understanding of resources 
such as clay. 

The transition from Archaic to Woodland lifeways (around 500 BCE) is marked by two 
artistic innovations: the advent of pottery making and the sculpting of earth into mounds. 

Early potters began to form vessels from moist, fine-grained earth. They melded clay 
coils which formed the vessels using cord-wrapped sticks and wooden paddles. When 
fired in open air fires, it become hard, able to hold liquids, and serviceable for cooking.

The first earthen mounds were round conical mounds constructed over human graves. 
The dome-shaped form may have symbolized beaver or muskrat lodges. Many 
Woodland peoples recount origin stories in which spirit animals dove to the bottom 
of a primordial sea to bring up mud that formed land upon which people could live. 

The most significant stone carvings during this period are pipes. Their naturalistic
depiction of birds and animals populated their world. These creatures are quite lifelike 
and some are positioned facing the person smoking the pipe - symbolic of the 
communion between earth and sky.

Artist Once Known, Conical Mounds, Hopewell  
Culture, 100–400 CE. Riverside Cemetery,  
Vernon County. 
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Artist Once Known, Ramey Incised vessel, Mississippian, 1100–1175 CE. 
Shell-tempered ceramic, 8 in. high. Aztalan Site, Jefferson County. Courtesy of the Milwaukee Public Museum.

The Mississippian Period (1050 - 1175 C.E.)

Around one thousand years ago, the arrival of Native American newcomers brought 
new lifeways from the south. This signified the onset of the “Mississippian” period in 
Wisconsin. The period began with the rapid migration of groups of people to hamlets 
around the fertile confluence of the Mississippi, Illinois, and Missouri Rivers. They became 
the first intensive corn farmers in eastern North America. 

The growing population established an expansive 
metropolis around a city called Cahokia (just east of 
St. Louis. Cahokia was a masterwork of urban planning 
for a highly stratified society in which the leaders were 
empowered with godlike authority. It was laid out with 
hundreds of earthen mounds and plazas. Circular 
woodhenges with tall poles marked the annual cycle 
of equinoxes and solstices. 

Mississippian art represents a second cultural peak in
the Midwest.  Artists were specialists, highly trained in 
techniques, aesthetics, and complex iconography. Their 
worldview emphasized anthropomorphized gods and 
deified humans, agriculture, warfare, and upper and 
lower world distinctions.

Once established, Mississippian culture spread quickly 
into southern Wisconsin. They brought their material 
culture and worldviews with them: stone tools, fine-ware 
pots, architectural styles, and religious beliefs. On the 
Crawfish River in southeastern Wisconsin, Woodland 
and Mississippian people created the town now known
as Aztalan.
        
In its scale, Aztalan was unique in Wisconsin, with platform mounds, a plaza, and massive 
palisade walls. The residents of Aztalan imported items such as fine-ware ceramic vessels 
and shell beads from Cahokia and worked sheet copper in the Mississippian manner.

Artist Once Known, Statue of human 
head, Mississippian, 1050–1200 CE. 
Sandstone and pigment, 10 in. high. 
Gottschall Site, Iowa County. 
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Artist Once Known, Petroglyph of bison with heartline in 3D relief, Oneota Culture, 1300–1650 CE. 
Sandstone, 17 1/3 in. wide. Bell Coulee, La Crosse County.

The Oneota Culture in Wisconsin 
(1175 C.E. – European contact)

While Aztalan was at its peak as a northern center of culture, other, smaller 
settlements that melded Woodland and Cahokian art and architecture were established 
in southern Wisconsin. The people living in these villages traveled annually to the prairie 
lands west of the Mississippi for communal bison hunts. 

They made distinctive pottery; carved pipes, tablets, and other items. They formed sheet 
copper into beads, pendants, and rings.  
Bones, shells, and sandstone was carved into 
useful objects such as fishing lures. They incised 
petroglyphs into the stone walls of rock shelters.

Oneota pottery has distinct rounded, globular 
forms. Oneota potters incised geometric 
designs and impressed the pots with smaller 
marks or punctate.  They accented the rims and 
angular designs that typically repeated in sets 
of four around the shoulder area of the vessels. 
The decoration on these pots consists of nested 
chevrons between zones demarcated by a 
series of vertical lines. This design has been 
identified as an abstract Thunderbird image. 

Crucial to Oneota life, bison figured 
prominently in the iconography of Oneota rock art. Bison petroglyphs carved into the 
sandstone walls of caves and rock shelters in western Wisconsin vary in style, but all
emphasize the characteristic hump and curved horns.  

Oneota artists fixed their visual memories on the bison herds they followed during 
communal hunts on Minnesota’s prairies. They brought back mental images to carve 
on the sandstone walls of sacred spaces within Wisconsin. This signifies a tribute to the 
importance of these massive animals for Oneota people’s bodily, cultural, and spiritual 
survival. 

Artist Once Known, Perrot punctated vessel with 
abstract Thunderbird motif, Oneota Culture, 1300–
1400 CE. Shell-tempered clay, 11 7/8 in. high.
La Crosse County. Mississippi Valley Archaeology 
Center, University of Wisconsin-LaCrosse. 
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     Chapter Two

Thomas H. Stevenson (1817–ca. 1874), Little Elkhart Lake, Sheboygan County, Wis., 1874. 
Oil on board, 12 1/8 × 18 1/2 in. Museum of Wisconsin Art, 2006.

THOMAS D. LIDTKE

The first European known to have come to what is now Wisconsin was French  
explorer and diplomat Jean Nicolet, who arrived on the western shore of Green Bay 
in 1634. As an emissary of Governor Samuel de Champlain of New France, Nicolet’s 
mission was likely to negotiate an alliance with the Indigenous inhabitants of this 
area, ancestors of the present-day Ho-Chunk Nation. 

Within decades, missions, trading posts, and military garrisons were established 
near the present-day city of Green Bay, on Madeline Island in Lake Superior, and  
at several locations along the Mississippi River, including Prairie du Chien. These  
are the oldest European settlements in Wisconsin, and all were established to 
interact with the Native American peoples who lived here, primarily for the  
purpose of fur trading. 

The arrival of European explorers, missionaries, traders, and soldiers in the western 
Great Lakes and Upper Mississippi River Valley brought about a seismic cultural shift 
for Native peoples that would intensify over the next two centuries as the British 
powers, in the eighteenth century, and then American, in the nineteenth century, 
came to control the region. 

These visitors and settlers brought new materials and technologies, knowledge 
systems, and worldviews that were fundamentally different from those held by  
Native peoples. 



Artist Once Known (Stockbridge-Munsee), Fiber and buffalo bag, 19th century.
Nettle fiber and buffalo wool, 11 3/4 × 15 in.

Native American Art: Spaces of Encounter

The arrival of European explorers, missionaries, traders, and soldiers in the western 
Great Lakes and Upper Mississippi River Valley brought about a seismic cultural shift for 
Native peoples. 

First British powers, in the eighteenth century, and then American, in the nineteenth 
century, came to control the region. These settlers brought new materials and 
technologies, knowledge systems, and worldviews that were fundamentally different 
from those held by Native peoples. 
    
Native American art and material culture 
from the first two centuries of European 
presence in North America illustrate Native 
peoples’ responses to spaces of encounter. 
Altered forms, materials, imagery, and styles 
emerged. A synthesis of Native American 
and European or European American forms, 
images, symbolism, and techniques show 
both the visual and technical aptitude by 
Native American artists and the complexity 
of cross-cultural exchange. 

The first explorers brought implements made of iron and materials like glass beads. First 
as gifts for the people they encountered, and then as currency for trade. Native artists 
fashioned implements from new materials too. Curved iron carving knives replaced 
earlier stone tools used for hollowing wooden bowls, spoons, and for carving stone pipes 
and other objects. Metal kettles soon replaced the ceramic vessels long used for cooking 
and storage. 

Indigenous textile artists were mostly women. They adopted metal needles,
manufactured thread, and glass beads for the elaboration of garments, moccasins, and 
bags made of animal hides. Images and symbols of powerful beings were twined or 
woven into bags which held their precious materials of their upper and lower worlds. 
They often featured Thunderbirds on one side and Panthers on the other. 

Artist Once Known, Pipe, late 18th to mid-19th century. 
Catlinite (pipestone) and lead inlay, 5×31/4 in.



Fig. 2.16 Paul Kane (1810–1871), Fishing by Torch Light, 1849–1856. 
Oil on canvas, 17 7/8 × 29 in. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum © ROM, Gift of Sir Edmund Osler.

The American Territorial Era

The lifeways of Native peoples, and the interactions and negotiations of Native 
Americans and non-Native visitors, settlers, and U.S. government officials, were primary 
subjects for European American artists who came to Wisconsin during this period of 
settlement and expansion.  

In the early 1840s, the famed Canadian artist Paul Kane set out to create a visual narrative 
of North American people and culture. He painted mostly in Canada but also traveling to 
the Wisconsin Territory. 

In September of 1845, at a 
Menominee settlement near 
Lake Winnebago, Kane 
completed a painted sketch of 
Menominee people spearing fish 
by torchlight. This longstanding 
Native American fishing practice 
led the French Canadians to name 
the lake region of present-day 
Vilas County Lac du Flambeau, 
or Lake of the Torches. 

The first work of art known to 
have been produced in Wisconsin 
by a non-Native artist is a painting 
of the British occupation of Fort McKay, completed by Swiss Canadian immigrant artist 
Peter Rindisbacher in 1823. One of his more historically important narrative paintings, 
this watercolor utilizes descriptive and highly detailed imagery to represent the 1815 
farewell speech given by Captain Andrew Bulger, Fort McKay’s British commander.   

A few years after Bulger surrendered the burned-out fort to the Americans, he 
commissioned Rindisbacher to portray his farewell speech to his Ojibwe allies. This 
historical painting reveals that the pictorial contrivances that illustrate the past, may
idealize or inaccurately represent historical facts.

Peter Rindisbacher (1806–1834), Captain W. Andrew Bulger Saying
Farewell at Fort MacKay, Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin, 1815, ca.1823. 
Watercolor and ink wash on paper, 14 1/8 × 23 7/8 in.
Amon Carter Museum of American Art, Fort Worth, Texas, 1968.



Samuel Marsden Brookes (1816–1892), Chief Oshkosh, 1858. 
Oil on canvas, 43 1/2 × 36 1/2 in. Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society.

Early Wisconsin Statehood

European American settlers arrived in Wisconsin in massive numbers between 1836 
and 1848. This exponential growth continued during the early decades of Wisconsin 
statehood. This surge was fueled by a succession of treaties negotiated by coercion and 
threats of force. Native peoples ceded their lands for redistribution and public sale. 

Land was thus plentiful and inexpensive for 
these settlers, most of whom came from the 
eastern United States and northern Europe.  

As the wealth of Wisconsin’s European 
American population increased, patronage 
for art expanded. Painted portraits were the 
staple of art commissions until the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, when 
these were replaced by more readily 
available and less expensive photographs. 

Artists often specialized in portraits of 
prominent citizens and important people in 
the region. Among these individuals was Chief Oshkosh, a leader of the Menominee 
people from 1827 until his death in 1858. Chief Oshkosh was a key figure in mid-
nineteenth century treaty negotiations as the Menominee sought to protect their lands. 
As Wisconsin was becoming a state, Chief Oshkosh led successful efforts to resist the 
exchange of Menominee lands in Wisconsin for a reservation in Minnesota. 

Nineteenth-century portrait sitters chose their style of dress to reflect their identity and 
status. Chief Oshkosh’s hat and clothing show the adaptation of Western dress to Native 
taste. Characteristic of portraits painted in this era, this painting is straightforward in the 
descriptive visual information it conveys but expresses little of its subject’s personality. 
    
In the latter half of the nineteenth century, artists and their audiences also broadened 
their field of interest to include landscapes featuring Wisconsin’s pristine lakes, virgin
forests, and prairies. Landscape painting was integral to the development of an
iconography of nationalism for the growing United States.

Franz Hölzlhuber (1826–1898), A Steamboat Trip on 
Fox River in Wisconsin, 1858. Watercolor on paper, 
5 1/2 × 8 in. Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society.



Aslak Olsen Lie (1789–1886), Cupboard, 1870. 
Painted pine, bronze, and porcelain, 77 1/2 × 59 1/8 × 21 in. 
Minneapolis Institute of Art.

Folk and Decorative Arts

During the nineteenth century in the United States, the expanding realm of “fine art” 
operated with unspoken assumptions about the mediums and styles that constituted 
art, drawn from centuries of European artistic traditions. The spheres of folk art and 
decorative art were less restrictive. 

Although sometimes demeaned as objects of “mere” 
utilitarian function and recognized as a product of 
technical skill rather than creative innovation, 
decorative and folk arts provide artistic value that far 
exceeds their utility.

Not all folk art is utilitarian. Folk art is characterized by 
styles, designs, and media that tends to conform to 
established aesthetic and technical expectations and 
are shared from generation to generation. However, 
there are those whose work is exemplary.

A prime example is Norwegian folk artist Aslak
Olsen Lie, who arrived in Wisconsin at the dawn 
of statehood in 1848. Lie’s superbly crafted and
painted furniture became cherished centerpieces of homes in southwest Wisconsin. 
Several of his pieces were intended to be commemorative marriage gifts, like the 1870 
cupboard that features the name of a friend of the Lie family and his bride. 

The earliest quilts created in Wisconsin were made by non-Native pioneer women. 
Although sewing was a necessity, finding time for quilting must have been especially 
challenging.

Intended for display rather than daily use, Betsey Seelye Sears’s appliqué quilts were 
exceptional in their beauty, intricacy, and technical achievement. Most nineteenth 
century quilts were created for practicality and aesthetics. The majority are pieced quilts 
that feature a wide palette of colors and textures. Their design motifs are now recognized 
as sophisticated abstraction.

Betsey Seelye Sears (1813–1901), Flower 
and Urn Quilt, ca. 1850. Cotton, 95 × 88 in. 
Hoard Historical Museum, Fort Atkinson.
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Carl von Marr (1858–1936), Summer Afternoon, 1892. Oil on canvas, 52 ¾ × 81 ½ in. Museum of Wisconsin Art.
Gift of Melitta and Joan Pick Charitable Trust.

THOMAS D. LIDTKE

Culturally and economically Wisconsin experienced a dramatic transformation after 
the Civil War. 

During the 1870s, Milwaukee boasted the world’s largest wheat market. A decade later 
agriculture remained a strong part of Wisconsin’s economic base, but the state’s 
expanding economy was largely driven by the rapid growth of breweries, steel mills,  
machine shops and other manufacturing industries, and printing firms.

Between 1869 and 1889, the population of Milwaukee grew 360 percent. By 1890,  
over 86 percent of the city’s population were immigrants or American-born children of 
immigrants, and by 1900, two of every three Milwaukeeans read their news in German. 

The last quarter of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth  
century was a period of rapid technological innovation and progress. The invention of 
electric lighting, motors, and elevators, as well as the telephone, automobile, airplane, 
and moving pictures, brought changes not previously thought possible. The arts  
flourished, and the impact of German culture was vast. 

By the 1870s, an expanded railroad network throughout the lower two-thirds of  
Wisconsin enabled more rapid and efficient transportation of people and goods 
throughout the state. As a result, the state’s artists were able to travel great distances  
to outlying locales, including Wisconsin’s more interesting painting destinations in  
Wisconsin Dells, Door County, and Elkhart Lake.



Detail from Battle of Atlanta, 1886. Digital photograph, 2019. Atlanta History Center.

Commemorating the Civil War:
Milwaukee’s Panorama Painters

Beginning in 1884, enormous panorama paintings were created in Milwaukee as part 
of an international craze for cycloramas. During the decades cycloramas were in vogue, 
Milwaukee and Chicago were at the center of this art form because most cyclorama 
artists were immigrants from German-speaking countries who found a home in 
Milwaukee and Chicago’s German communities. 

Displayed in the round, cycloramas offered viewers an immersive experience in which 
the perspective and scale of a painted panorama, enhanced by props placed in front of 
the painting, created an astonishingly convincing illusion of reality. 

These gigantic panoramas covered up to 
twenty thousand square feet of canvas 
and stood as tall as a five-story building! 
They measured nearly four hundred feet 
in length, and weighed approximately 
six tons. As they traveled from city to 
city, these three-dimensional painted 
displays entertained tens of thousands 
of admirers who were amazed at how 
the visual illusion transported them to 
a specific place and time. 

The Battle of Atlanta, was the second
panorama painting completed in 
Milwaukee, and the only Milwaukee 
panorama still in existence. It was produced by a group of over a dozen artists for the 
American Panorama Company in 1886. Among the world’s largest oil paintings, this 
national treasure was recently restored and conserved by the Atlanta History Center. 

The Battle of Atlanta is now housed in a 2019 purpose-built cyclorama building located 
in Atlanta, Georgia. It is one of the most important historical works of American art to be 
presented in its original format and one of only two large cycloramas currently on view in 
the United States.

A visitor views the restored Battle of Atlanta, 1886.
Digital photograph, 2019. Atlanta History Center.
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Robert Koehler (1850–1917), The Strike, 1886. Oil on canvas, 711/2 × 108 1/2 in. Deutsches Historisches Museum.

Images of the Labor Movement

Picturesque landscapes and scenes of everyday life were common themes in 
nineteenth century art. Yet some artists were drawn to address the growing unrest 
stemming from the harsh working conditions endured by industrial laborers. 

The Strike, by German-born Robert Koehler, was one of the first major works of art by a 
U.S. artist in which the labor struggle was addressed directly. This significant narrative 
painting invokes the European and American labor movements from the 1860s.

As laborers fought for the right to union representation, an eight-hour workday, and safe 
working environments, most business and political leaders were not sympathetic to 
workers’ concerns or union demands. Active conflict was inevitable, and, in some 
instances, labor marches were brutally suppressed. 

Koehler illustrated this struggle by presenting the 
disparity between a single wealthy factory owner and 
the working-class masses that he employs. The laborers’ 
plight is reinforced by a grim industrial setting, 
smog looming over a landscape laid barren by industry. 

Bernhard Schneider painted the Milwaukee Exposition 
Building, his largest and most significant work of art. 
Schneider presents contrasting socioeconomic 
conditions in a different and more subtle manner. 

Void of any visible human interaction, Schneider’s
painting represents the reality of working people’s lives 
by presenting basic working-class housing in the foreground. The drab and gloomy row 
housing, in a murky cold winter’s night, is sharply differentiated from Milwaukee’s grand 
Industrial Exposition Building bathed in the warm glow of electric lights. 

Ironically, Milwaukee’s electrically illuminated Industrial Exposition Building became an 
important venue for painters like Koehler and Schneider to display and sell their work, 
mainly to wealthy patrons of the visual arts. 

Bernhard Schneider (1843–1907), 
Milwaukee Exposition Building, 
ca. 1887–1893. Oil on canvas, 
45 1/2 × 62 in. Cedarburg Art 
Museum, Gift of Ozaukee Bank.

• Take a closer look at this painting 
  on display on the 2nd floor landing



Henry Hamilton Bennett (1843–1908), Sugar Bowl with Row Boat, Wisconsin Dells, ca. 1889. 
Gelatin silver print, 15 3/4 x 16 1/4 in. The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of the H. H. 
Bennett Studio, Digital Image © The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, NY. 

Early Wisconsin Photography
  

Photography was a fledgling art form in 1870. Early photographers photographed 
landscapes, still-lifes, and other subjects that drew the attention of artists of the time. 
The artistic purpose of photography was initially best served by the genre of portraiture. 

Photography provided the middle class an easy and 
affordable access to images made with fidelity never seen 
before. Civil War veteran Henry Hamilton Bennett capitalized 
on the market demand for portraits in his hometown of 
Kilbourn City (now Wisconsin Dells). He served locals and 
tourists with portrait photos. 

However, Bennett’s career in photography expanded both 
technically and artistically beyond studio portraiture. It was 
Bennett’s landscapes that made him famous. The best of 
these he achieved through unparalleled technical 
innovations, embracing new photographic strategies in 
his use of panoramas and stereoscopes. 

One of America’s most inventive, technically innovative, and 
compositionally brilliant photographers, Edward Steichen 
began his career in Milwaukee. While many Wisconsin 
photographers focused on local landscapes and individuals, 
Steichen’s interests were international.

Steichen’s aesthetic trajectory fit well with his adventurous assignment as a war 
photographer. What Steichen encountered while commanding the Photographic Section 
of the American Expeditionary Force’s Army Air Service during World War I changed his 
worldview and transformed his photography. 

After the 1920s, his avant-garde, art-for-art’s-sake approach shifted toward art for the 
masses. Following correspondence with the editor of Condé Nast, Steichen became the 
chief photographer for all their magazines. Marking a change from his earlier Pictorialist 
aesthetic, Steichen’s photographic approach in these portraits aligned with the confident 
modernism of the Art Deco style.

Edward Steichen (1879–1973), 
Portrait of Carl Sandburg, 
negative 1907, print ca. 1963. G
elatin silver print, 6 1/2 × 4 1/2 in. 
The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los An-
geles © The Estate of Edward Ste-
ichen/Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York. 



Paul Seifert (1846–1921), Untitled (Farm Scene), ca. 1885. Watercolor, 15 × 24 in. Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society.

A Creative Sphere Beyond Academic Tradition

During the latter half of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, most 
of Wisconsin’s self-taught, vernacular, and folk artists lived in smaller communities or rural 
areas of Wisconsin.  
   
The best-known Wisconsin folk painter of this era is German-born landscape painter Paul 
Seifert. In 1867, Seifert settled close to the Wisconsin River in the Driftless Area. He was a 
craftsman, taxidermist, and farmer who eventually produced
over forty watercolors, some on a large scale. These 
portray the diverse natural and agricultural landscape 
of the Driftless Area. 

In his farm scenes, Seifert utilized a charming and
orderly arrangement of the natural and human-made 
elements of these agrarian tableaus to chronicle an 
idealized rural life. He is nationally known for his 
bird’s-eye views of farmsteads populated by rural 
people engaged in daily activities.
     
In the late 1800s, German-immigrant Mathias Kitz 
worked in Oshkosh’s lumber manufacturing industry, 
where he earned his living and honed his woodworking 
skills. During his free time, he handcrafted monumental 
clocks independent of blueprints or plans. Fascination 
with clocks during this era of increasing mechanization 
was not uncommon. Kitz’s Apostles Clock features 
twelve hand-carved figures that perform a 
magnificent display every hour. 

On the hour, the clock chimes and its doors open to 
reveal an angel who strikes a gong. The opened door 
in the center reveals a hand-carved figure of Christ who raises his arms as the apostles 
pass before him. Eleven of the apostles turn toward Christ; the twelfth, representing Judas, 
clutches a bag of silver and turns away. Electric lights were uncommon in 1895, yet Kitz 
incorporated miniature electric light bulbs into his clocks.

Mathias Kitz (1833–1922), Apostle Clock, 
1895. Pine, oak, birch, and walnut woods and 
metal, 96 in. high. Courtesy of the Oshkosh 
Public Museum. All rights reserved.
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Santos Zingale (1908–1999), Refugees, 1940. Oil on canvas, 40 × 60 in. Collection of Ric Hartman,  
Gallery of Wisconsin Art.

THOMAS D. LIDTKE

After the war, the country emerged from the cultural shadows of Europe and 
no longer looked to Europe for its artistic inspiration. Chicago replaced Munich and  
Paris as the new mecca for Midwestern artists to hone their skills. 

In 1913, the Armory Show introduced America to European avant-garde modernist art 
styles - Fauvism, Cubism, Futurism, and German Expressionism. However, Wisconsin  
artists and audiences preferred naturalistic art that depicted American life, in  
recognizable American locales—what came to be known as the “American Scene.” 

Urban Realism focused on middleclass city life – including illustrations of modern city  
life to dark and gritty visual critiques of the social and economic disparities.

Social Realism brought to light the alarming inequities of a misguided society plunged 
into the depths of the Great Depression. 

Regionalism favored an aesthetic of bucolic, often idealized, scenes of fertile farmlands 
and daily life in small towns and rural areas. In Wisconsin, Regionalism predominated as 
the most popular style of art until the end of World War II.

In 1929, the collapse of the economy was particularly threatening to the livelihood of 
artists. Galleries were forced to close, and few could afford the luxury of buying art.  
Artists struggled to put food on the table and pay the monthly rent. 

Salvation for many artists came in the form of government art projects that made use  
of their skills and creativity while providing productive work. 



Charles W. Thwaites (1904–2002), Making Cheese, 1941, Tempera on canvas, 6 ft. 4 in. x 12 ft., Plymouth, WI Post Office.

Art for All

The nineteenth-century German cultural concept of “art for all” permeated the state 
even before the inception of the federal programs that supported artists and other 
unemployed workers during the Great Depression. With their emphasis on the common 
good, Wisconsin’s long-held nineteenth- and early twentieth-century socialist and 
progressive ideals came to the fore in Wisconsin politics of the 1930s and were further 
reinforced by the government programs established to counter the devastating effects 
of the Great Depression. 

Upon his swearing-in as president of the United 
States in 1933, Franklin D. Roosevelt swiftly enacted a 
massive nationwide employment and infrastructure 
program called the New Deal. This program was 
intended to create jobs, stimulate the economy, 
enrich the lives of Americans from all walks of life, and 
help those in greatest need survive the Depression.

The most notable works produced in Wisconsin were 
post office murals created between 1934 and 1943. 
Without question, the murals painted in Wisconsin’s 
new post offices were viewed by the largest and 
widest spectrum of the public, having been seen by well over one million Wisconsinites 
through the years. Of the thirty-five WPA post office murals in Wisconsin, eighteen were 
created by Wisconsin artists.

In most cases, these murals, painted in a Regionalist manner, represented positive 
aspects of American life and work. Non-objectionable “American Scene” subjects were 
encouraged, in part because of concerns that some Americans would object to spending 
tax money on leftist images that were implicitly or explicitly critical of the nation’s social 
and economic structures. 

The New Deal funded jobs and services for a wide and inclusive spectrum of citizens,
including artists, artisans, craftspeople, writers, actors, and musicians. In all, about 225,000 
paintings, prints, and sculptures were produced nationwide, making this the largest
government art program in the western world. 

Photographer Unknown, WPA Art Project, 
1935. Santos Zingale (1908–1999) featured 
in photograph. Photograph, 7 1/2 × 9 1/2 in. 
Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society.

David W. Gates Jr. photo



Artist Unknown, Milwaukee Handicraft Project, Block-printed wall hanging, 1935–43. 
Ink on fabric, 34 in. × 34 in. Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society.

The most engaging and innovative Wisconsin Federal Art Project program of the era 
was the Milwaukee Handicraft Project.   

From 1935 until 1943, the Milwaukee Handicraft Project employed more than nine 
thousand people, mostly women, who produced well-designed, high-quality furniture, 
rugs, quilts, weavings, block-printed wall hangings and 
curtains, children’s books, dolls and other toys, and sample 
books to be used as teaching aids for applied-arts education. 

While a good share of this work remained in Milwaukee, 
much of the project’s output was distributed at cost to 
educational and tax-supported institutions nationwide. 
Arts and Crafts principles, the Art Deco style, and the
modernist approach to design of the Bauhaus in 
Weimar, Germany influenced much of the work.

The Milwaukee Handicraft Project attracted unskilled women, 
and to a lesser extent, men whose families needed financial 
support. The program produced products that were simple, 
but never crude, and that lifted the spirits of many whose 
daily companion was desperation.

The breadth, design quality, and gains that the Milwaukee 
Handicraft Project afforded its participants made it a model 
for projects in many other states. Both First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and architect Frank 
Lloyd Wright praised the work being done at the program’s facilities. An insistence on 
racial Integration was a key aspect of the program that set it apart from other states.

The Milwaukee Handicraft Project gave individuals meaningful work at subsistence 
wages. But its benefits went well beyond that. This progressive and humane work 
project provided workers with a measure of happiness, job skills that filled educational 
voids, and a sense of purpose. It also enriched the lives of those who had limited access 
to essentials and no access to art. 

Photographer Unknown, 
“The block is removed from the 
printed fabric,” ca. 1937–1939. 
Photograph, 6 1/2 × 4 1/2 in.
Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical 
Society.

4.2 The Milwaukee Handicraft Project



Ruth D. Grotenrath (1912–1988), Modern Madonna, 1935. 
Casein on Masonite, 47 1/2 × 35 1/2 in. Museum of Wisconsin Art, 
Gift of the Kohler Foundation, Inc., 2008.

Capturing the Rural, Urban and Social Scene

During the 1920s and 1930s, many of Wisconsin’s visual artists aligned themselves 
with the loosely configured American Scene movement, which sought to create a 
uniquely American style of art. Most of these artists produced paintings, drawings, 
and prints of localized subjects in the popular Regionalist manner. 

The Regionalists’ bucolic scenes of small-town 
and rural life celebrated traditional values and a 
simple, idyllic way of life, countering the harsh 
realities that ravaged the nation’s hard-hit cities 
during the Depression. American Regionalism 
was embraced by Milwaukee artists and 
educators including Gerrit V. Sinclair and
Robert von Neumann – who are among the 
best-known Wisconsin artists of this era. 

Many urban and rural Wisconsinites thought
the solution to the nation’s problems was a
return to its agrarian roots, and many of 
Wisconsin’s urban artists took up this theme. 

In contrast, Social Realism differed dramatically 
in mood, often evoking a sense of deprivation, despair, and isolation. Social Realist 
artists used art as a means of critical enlightenment and social activism. Their work 
encompassed themes of poverty and hunger, working and housing conditions for the 
working class and poor, social and economic inequities, and war. 
    
As a response to the rise of fascism in Europe and a forewarning of the tragedies to 
come, Ruth Grotenrath completed her arrestingly symbolic Social Realist painting
Modern Madonna. The painting depicts a defenseless mother blinded by the powers of 
wealth, war, and the Church, while the hand of wealth deceivingly blesses the Madonna 
as she loses control of her children to worldly forces. The painting is a potent social and 
political critique of the powerful political and economic forces that deeply impact the 
lives of common people. 
    

Gustave Moeller (1881–1931), Main Street, Alma, 
1925. Oil on canvas, 34 × 40 in. Journal 
Communications Collection, Milwaukee.



John Steuart Curry (1897–1946), Wisconsin Farm Scene, 1941. 88 7/8 × 97 in. Chazen Museum of Art, 
UW-Madison, Gift of First National Bank and First Wisconsin Corporation, 1985.

Art Across Wisconsin:
The Wisconsin Regional Art Program

A trailblazing visual art program emerged from UW-Madison in 1936. The idea, the 
first of its kind in the nation, involved hiring an artist-in-residence based in Madison who 
would travel throughout the state to bring the arts to rural communities and encourage 
the development of creative talent in small towns, villages, and remote rural areas. 

The Wisconsin Regional Art Program’s first director was famed Kansas artist John Steuart 
Curry, who moved to Madison to become the first artist-in-residence at a U.S. university. At 
the time, Curry was one of the nation’s best-known Regionalist painters, along with Grant 
Wood and Thomas Hart Benton, and his appointment to this position was significant.

During his years in Wisconsin, Curry 
painted many scenes of the state’s rural 
landscape. In Madison, he hosted many 
visitors at his studio, where he painted 
some of his most iconic works.

As the university’s artist-in-residence, 
Curry worked throughout the state with 
artists’ groups that were affiliated with 
the Wisconsin Regional Art Program.
As he traveled the state promoting the 
visual arts, his impact was transformative.

Lois Ireland was just fourteen years old 
when Curry encouraged her to continue 
painting. Still in high school, she became 
the youngest participant in the Wisconsin Regional Art Program. Her prize-winning 
landscapes reflect her rural upbringing in Waunakee, Wisconsin, and the advice she 
received from Curry, “paint what you know.”

Curry led the Wisconsin Regional Art Program until his premature death in 1946, after 
which Aaron Bohrod  became the university’s artist-in-residence and took on leadership 
of the program. 

Lois Ireland Zwettler (1928–2020), Untitled (Children Fishing 
at the Train Trestle), 1948. Oil on Masonite, 20 × 26 in. 
Collection of Ric Hartman, Gallery of Wisconsin Art. 
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Herman Rusch (1885–1985), Prairie Moon Sculpture Garden and Museum, ca.1952–79. Cochrane, Wisconsin. 
Kohler Foundation Archives.

ANNEMARIE SAWKINS

The end of World War II brought changes to the nation’s educational system and a  
political climate that would have a direct effect on Wisconsin’s art. 

The G.I. Bill of Rights, radically transformed the lives of millions by providing veterans 
with educational benefits. Veterans headed to colleges and state universities, where 
newly formed or reconfigured art departments allowed for the flowering of artistic  
activity. 

Instructors were likely to be teachers and practicing artists who regularly exhibited  
their work. Faculty artwork at research universities became recognized as scholarly  
investigation. Wisconsin was poised for a postwar boom in artistic expression. 

With the economic prosperity and consumerism, Social Realism and Regionalism’s  
emphasis on the heroic farmer and landscape seemed no longer relevant. Rather,  
anxieties about social conformity, the threat of nuclear annihilation, and the escalating 
Cold War with the Soviet Union contributed to rejection of previous movements. 

Instead, artists turned inward, drawn to the visual language of Surrealism and non- 
representational abstraction. Surrealism, characterized by stylistically realist depictions 
of the irrational and logically impossible, was one way that artists responded to the  
horrors of war and the fear engendered by the nuclear age and Cold War. 

Abstraction expressed feelings of unease, alienation, and isolation. Abstraction also  
signified freedom and individualism. Abstraction was also a means of expressing the  
dynamism of the modern age. 

Characterized by social, political, and economic change, the transitional postwar 
decade witnessed a clash of artistic ideologies— traditional versus modern. 



John Wilde (1919–2006), Wisconsin Wildeworld (Provincia, Naturlica, Classicum), 1953–55. Oil on canvas, 32 1/2 × 52 
in. Milwaukee Art Museum, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Fitzhugh Scott through Northwoods Foundation, M1965.2 © Estate of 
John Wilde. 

Magic Realists

Surrealism originated in France in the 1920s. Major exhibitions created broad interest 
in the work of Surrealists, and Dealers and curators began promoting surrealist art in the 
United States.

Drawing on the visual language of surrealism, Magic Realists read psychology, studied 
myth, and looked to nature for meaning. Distinguishing them further from Surrealists, 
they created realities and dreamlike narratives grounded in contemporary reality. Unlike 
abstract expressionists, they asserted narrative, figures, and tangible objects to explore 
sexuality, identity, history, and the wonder of nature. 
Magic Realists reveled in mystery and surprise. 

Wisconsin artists Sylvia Fein, Dudley Huppler, John Wilde, 
and Karl Priebe united around Marshall Glasier and came 
to be known as Magic Realists. Though their individual
styles varied, these artists combined discordant images 
in visionary ways. Priebe and Huppler were also part of a 
larger circle around Chicago Surrealist Gertrude 
Abercrombie.

Best-known was John Wilde, an exceptional draftsman 
and UW professor. He established his own artistic lexicon
and style drawn from art history.  His tightly orchestrated 
scenes were deeply symbolic, with odd juxtapositions, 
manipulated scale, and the elevation of mundane. 
Hallmarks of his work - female nudes - were a metaphor 
for truth and opportunity to add the erotic.

Milwaukee native, Layton School grad and instructor, 
Karl Priebe was a “fantasy school” painter. In 1947, Life 
magazine called him a “leading figure in a new direction of representational American art 
focusing on beauty and subjectivity.” His numerous African American friends, students, 
and intimates typically became his subjects. He painted his models as stylish, poised, and 
self-made, with sensitivity and touch of exoticism. 

Karl Priebe (1914–1976), Saint 
Sebastian, 1941. Casein on 
Illustration board, 18 1/16 × 12 in. 
Minneapolis Institute of Art, Gift 
of Thea Tenenbaum- Malferrari, 
2017.157.9 © Estate of Karl Priebe. 

John R. Glembin photo



Carl Holty (1900–1973), Untitled, ca. 1945. Oil on canvas, 56 7/8 × 68 7/8 in. Collection of Kennit Marx.

Abstraction and non-objective painting emanate from Europe to the United States 
at mid-century. Among the first artists in Wisconsin to adopt these approaches were
Lucia Stern, Carl Holty, Joseph Friebert, and Fred Berman. The interaction of color, form, 
and texture was their subjects. Their aesthetic foregrounded techniques and process as 
much as a theme or idea.

Carl Holty was Wisconsin’s biggest early supporter of modernism. Holty experimented 
with an “all-over” style of non-objective abstraction - recurring strokes of paint, striving 
for greater and greater flatness. Holty was held in extremely high regard for his artistic 
achievement, and his efforts as a theorist and teacher.

Lucia Stern was one of the most creative 
modern artists working in abstraction. Stern’s 
handing of geometric form, wire, fabric, and 
stitched elements earned her an international 
reputation. Always experimental, Stern used a 
variety of materials including cork, plastic, 
glass, wire, metal foil, cellophane, Lucite, and 
driftwood. Her multi-layered, stitched-fabric 
collage technique remain a signature feature
of her modernist work.

Joseph Friebert arrived at a semi-abstract style 
for cityscapes. A much-loved professor, he held 
teaching appointments at the Layton School 
and Milwaukee State Teachers College and UW-Milwaukee. Rarely totally abstract, 
 painted alienated figures in rich layers of paint and glazes. Somber earth tones, 
emotional intensity, and sophistication set his work apart.

Fred Berman joined Friebert at UW-Milwaukee. He enjoyed early success exhibiting 
nationally and internationally. He was greatly inspired by Holty’s paintings as a student, 
and Friebert’s semi-abstract, painterly images of urban structures.

Eddee Daniel photo

Lucia Stern, 1945. Photograph, 8 x 10 in.
Courtesy of Ric Hartman and the Milwaukee 
Journal Sentinel.

John W. Ahlhauser photo

Early Abstract and Non-Objective Painters



Mary Nohl Art Environment, ca. 1960–2001. Fox Point, Wisconsin. 
John Michael Kohler Arts Center, Gift of Kohler Foundation, Inc. 

At times, stylistic designations do not adequately define the wide body of work 
produced by an artist over the span of decades. In other cases, the artist’s work is so 
unique that it defies any type of labeling. For these artists, art world trends are often
irrelevant. 

Father Matthias Wernerus’s Dickeyville Grotto, Fred Smith’s Wisconsin Concrete Park, 
Herman Rusch’s Prairie Moon Sculpture Garden, and Nick Engelbert’s Grandview are a 
few landmarks. Due in large part to the efforts and expertise of the Kohler Foundation, 
these artist-built environments have 
been restored and conserved.

Fred Smith, a Northwoods lumberjack, 
became a visionary artist at sixty-two.
He began what became a massive 
concrete sculpture environment in 
Phillips, WI. Smith’s property and 
sculpture garden, contains 237
embellished concrete and mixed-
media sculptures. 

Herman Rusch, a retired farmer, started a 
museum of curiosities. After filling his dance hall with collectibles, mementos, machines, 
and personal curios, he began a “yard- and garden-improvement project”. Eventually he 
constructed forty-five sculptures fashioned from rocks, colored concrete, shells, and 
pottery shards. All have uniquely personal touches ranging from small to monumental.
A highlight is the 260’ arched fence.

Mary Nohl was an academically trained artist, independent woman, and creative giant 
whose body of work defies artistic categorization. She produced jewelry, paintings, 
and sculptures in a variety of mediums. Nohl transformed the family cottage on Lake
Michigan into her studio and canvas and embellished every surface of the property. 
She saw the potential in almost everything she salvaged, and created stylized figures 
of concrete, sand and stones from the beach.

Herman Rusch (1885–1985), Prairie Moon Sculpture 
Garden and Museum, ca. 1952–79. Cochrane, Wisconsin. 
Kohler Foundation Archives. 

Kelly Bolter photo

Artist-Built Environments 
and the Kohler Foundation



During the postwar period, artists freely embraced a wide range of ideas and styles. 
Important advances in abstraction took place in Wisconsin, and the state was fertile 
ground for emerging stylistic approaches. 

Schomer Lichtner and Ruth Grotenrath are among Wisconsin’s best-known artistic 
couples. In their later years, they blazed parallel approaches to Modernism. With work 
spanning much of the twentieth century, Grotenrath is among Wisconsin’s most 
appreciated painters. 

Lichtner forged new directions as well. His palette brightened, and his paintings and 
sculptures became increasingly whimsical and playful – often employing stylized cows 
and ballerinas. Grotenrath embraced 
new, modernist approaches to painting. 
Both became increasingly interested in
Japanese art, adding Japanese motifs 
to their paintings.

Ida Ozonoff left teaching at MPS and 
became a mixed-media artist after
her husband’s death. She produced 
textile and paper collages and works in 
oil. She mastered intaglio printing and employed handmade paper and found materials 
in her modernist compositions. 

Ruth Ewart Muehlmeier knew she wanted to be an artist since she was in kindergarten. 
She became an important modernist painter, sculptor, designer, educator, and art 
historian spanning several colleges and universities.  While teaching art history at 
Cardinal Stritch College she joined forces with Art Department founder and notable
artist, Sister Thomasita.

Beloit College introduced modern art to Wisconsin after hiring professional illustrator 
and painter Franklin Boggs. A highly praised war correspondent artist in New Guinea 
during World War II, he was of international reputation. In 1950, Boggs was lauded in
Life magazine as one of the best young artists in America.

Ruth Grotenrath (1912–1988), Untitled, n.d. Casein on Japanese paper, 
36 × 24 1/4 in. Miller Art Museum, Gift of the Schomer Lichtner Trust and 
Kohler Foundation, Inc..

Miller Art Museum photo

Artistic Turns Toward Modernism

Schomer Lichtner (1905–2006), Maquette for Industry in 
Greater Milwaukee’s Northwest Side, 1955. Conté crayon 
and ink on rice paper, 10 × 35 in. Collection of Kennit Marx. 

Larry Sanders photo
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J. Fred Woell (1934–2015), The Good Guys, 1966. Walnut, steel, copper, plastic, silver, gold leaf, 4 × 1/2 in. 
Museum of Arts and Design, New York, 1977.

ANNEMARIE SAWKINS

The 1960s marked a cultural and artistic coming of age for the United States. 
 The decade’s national political turmoil, wide-reaching social movements, and  
dramatic changes in the art world profoundly affected Wisconsin and its artists. 

Civil Rights activists sought to right the wrongs of racism. Students protested the draft 
and demonstrated against the war in Vietnam. Cities erupted in conflicts over fair  
housing, desegregation, and the sputtering economy. Earth Day became a “national day 
for the environment” and environmental activism. Following the Civil Rights movement, 
other groups launched movements for self-determination and social justice.

Wisconsin was home to a range of expression as artists experimented with new forms, 
content, mediums, and venues for showing their work. Artists responded to national 
events and movements for social change and produced art that manifested their visions 
of social transformation. 

This turbulent period saw an increase in support for the arts. In 1965, Congress  
established the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) and the National Endowment  
for the Humanities (NEH) to provide direct federal funding to artists and scholars. 

The presence of the NEA and NEH signaled political and public confidence in the  
creative capacity of the country. Funding fueled production, which bolstered the art 
market and investments by art collectors. Private and corporate support increased  
for art publications, exhibitions, and artists. 

The Wisconsin Arts Board was established in 1973, to promote the arts through grants 
and educational programs and Milwaukee, developed the City’s Percent for Art program. 
Artists increasingly saw their work installed throughout the state.



From the late 1960s into 1970s, the Black Power movement called for African 
American economic, social, and cultural self-determination. They engendered a 
renaissance in Black art, literature, and cultural expressions that spread cross country. 

In the late 1960s, the presence of African American 
students at institutions of higher education began 
the slow integration of education in Wisconsin. Black 
students were deeply engaged in the movements for 
Civil Rights and Black Power, and other social issues. 

The creation of galleries, educational venues, and 
publications devoted to African American art and 
artists was crucial. It helped them gain visibility and 
support and to build a networked community of
Black artists, art educators, curators, and scholars. 

The Inner-City Arts Council formed in 1967, promoting 
the visual and performing arts in Milwaukee’s African 
American community. They organized exhibitions at 
Milwaukee venues and offered affordable art classes. 
Until disbanding in 1990, it engaged youth and 
students in the arts - educating them about artwork 
produced by African Americans. 

The Gallery Toward the Black Aesthetic, opened in Milwaukee in 1969. The brainchild 
of George Edwards, they exhibited work of Milwaukee artists, and artists from the
Midwest. It was an influential gathering place which offered studio space for Black 
artists. Resident artists Evelyn Patricia Terry and Willie Christian brought exhibitions 
to schools as part of their community outreach.

De Gallery opened in 1974, featuring music and dance as vital components of Black 
artistic expression. Their mission was to celebrate and preserve Black culture by creating 
a cultural institution for the Black community. 

Willie Christian (1933–1994) with his 
painting Black Jesus, ca. 1970. 
Photograph, 10 × 8 in. Courtesy of 
Evelyn Patricia Terry and the Milwaukee 
Journal Sentinel.

The Rise of African American Artists

Florence Dukes in front of the former Inner City Arts Council Building, 1981. 
Photograph, 8 × 10 in. Courtesy of Annemarie Sawkins and the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel.

Erwin Gebhardt photo



New concepts in sculptural form and technique took shape in the late twentieth
century as sculptors experimented with an array of materials and approaches. 
Sculptural styles also ranged broadly from figurative and referential to wholly abstract.

Many late twentieth-century sculptors created large-scale sculptures, preferring the
permanence and brawn of fabricated steel, stainless steel, aluminum, and chromium 
plated metals for their sculpture commissions. 

Guido Brink brought European modernist ideas to 
Milwaukee - interested in how form activates space 
as how space can activate a form. Teaching at MATC 
and Layton School of Art, he founded and became 
the first president of the Milwaukee School of the 
Arts (now MIAD). Later as artist-in-residence at Super 
Steel Products Corp., he began working large scale. 

Sculptor Orazio Fumagalli began teaching in 
Menomonie when Stout became a State 
University. Charged with introducing an art major 
as part of the school’s new identity, Fumagalli 
brought distinction to the School of Art and Design while maintaining his own practice.

Thomas Shannon explores the intersection of art, science, and technology since he was 
a child in Kenosha which extends sculpture beyond prior boundaries. At nineteen, 
Shannon created Squat, an undulating robotic piece triggered by touching a plant. 

Narendra Patel, worked with a variety of metals, including copper, brass, and stainless 
steel to create “metal paintings.” His large-scale public works include welded steel 
cutouts painted in vivid colors, and poured concrete sculptures, representing abstract 
figures or biomorphic forms. 

Sculptors Dorothy Provis, Barbara Manger, and Henry Steinfort explored new materials 
and unconventional mediums, such as textiles – further expanding the boundaries of 
sculpture.

The Many Manifestations of Sculpture

Thomas Shannon (b.1947), Squat,1966. Live plant, electronic sensors, painted metal, motor, rollers, in two parts. 
Stand with plants 24×29×32in.; main element 24 × 50 × 75 in. Collection of Jan Serr and John Shannon.

Robb Quinn photo

Narendra Patel (b. 1929) in front of one 
panel from his ten-part “painted metal” mural 
at First Wisconsin Center, Milwaukee, 1987. 
Photograph, 6 5 /8 × 9 7 /8 in. Courtesy of Ric 
Hartman and the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. 

George R. Cassidy photo



Many artists in Wisconsin during the 1960s and 1970s deployed their art in service 
to social causes. Their activism took multiple forms. 

Some made art in support of groups and actions dedicated to protesting multiple forms 
of social injustice and furthering the Civil Rights, Black Power, and Women’s Liberation 
movements. Some made art that condemned U.S. involvement in the war in Vietnam. 

Some embraced established art forms such as painting and sculpture as vehicles of 
protest—or subversively reinterpreted these as gestures of dissent.

Artist Gibson Byrd devoted much of his
art at this time to the cause of Civil Rights. 
In Philadelphia, Mississippi of 1965, he 
expressed his anger following the murder 
of Civil Rights workers who were part of 
an interracial effort that drew hundreds 
of volunteers to Mississippi to register 
Africans American tovote during the 
summer of 1964. 

The death of these activists at the hands 
of the Ku Klux Klan sparked national 
outrage. All this ultimately contributed 
to passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 
It was a landmark legislation outlawing dicrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, 
and national origin. 

While some embraced established art forms, others found their voices in mass media 
forms such as comics and posters. During the flowering of socially engaged creativity 
that defined the late 1960s, artists harnessed the power of printmaking by crafting 
antiwar posters for political rallies and student demonstrations to create cutting 
indictments of politics in America.

William Weege (1935–2020), Law & Order, 1968. 
12 serigraph-lithographs on paper, 20 1 /2 × 24 in.
(each print), edition of 7. Courtesy of Corbett vs. Dempsey 
and the artist.

Artists and Activism

Gibson Byrd (1923–2002), Philadelphia, Mississippi, 1965. Oil on canvas, 36 × 48 in. 
Museum of Wisconsin Art, Gift of Ric Hartman, 2011.



Glassmaking has historically been the purview of large-scale factories. Glass 
designers with artistic visions and skilled technicians with distinctly separate roles 
mass-produce functional glass objects.

Change occurred in the 1960s, and the University of Wisconsin was at the fore. Harvey 
Littleton’s experimentation led to the groundbreaking construction of a studio-scale 
glass furnace that melted glass at a lower temperature than used commercially. 
These developments allowed for exploration of 
glass as an artistic medium by independent artists. 

Littleton skillfully shaped fluid glass into new 
and dynamic sculptural shapes. His mature style 
manifested in elegantly curved arches of glass cut 
into two, to showcase both a hard edge and a 
spectrum of interior colors. 

Most commonly referred to as the Father of the 
Studio Glass Movement, Littleton first promoted the 
ideaof glass as a course of study in university art 
departments. Graduates of Littleton’s pioneering glass 
program went on to establish glass programs and 
studios in Wisconsin, across the country, and overseas.

Best known of Littleton’s successful students is Dale 
Chihuly who graduated in 1967. In 1971, he went on 
to establish the Pilchuck Glass School in Stanwood, 
Washington. In recognition of his time at UW, Chihuly donated the work now gracing 
the Kohl Center in Madison.

Audrey Handler was recognized early for her ability to create strong narrative works 
of art. She moved from making vases and bowls to large, finely crafted, surrealistic 
sculptures in glass and mixed media. With candor and humor, her work addresses 
domesticity, family, and gender roles.

Audrey Handler (b. 1934), Wedding 
Breakfast, 1978. Translucent and opaque 
multicolored glass, blown and cast, silver 
chloride decoration; fabricated sterling 
silver cutlery and figures; base of walnut 
and teak with rose wood inlay, 14 1 /2 × 
16 × 12 1 /8 in. Corning Museum of Glass, 
Corning, NY, Courtesy of the artist.

The Studio Glass Movement

Harvey Littleton (1922–2013), Purple Red Slice Descending, 1986. Blown glass overlay, colored 
glass, cut and polished, 9 1 /2 × 4 1 /2 × 12 1 /4 in. (large); 4 1 /2 × 2 1 /2 × 6 1 /4 in. (small). 
Collection of Howard Earl Cohn.

Wexler Gallery, Philadelphia photo



THE 
LAST TWO
DECADES 
OF THE 
TWENTIETH
CENTURY

The last decades of the twentieth century were characterized by a variety of  
forms of artistic expression rather than a distinct style or unified movement.  

In the 1980s, the U.S. was hit by the HIV/ AIDS crisis. The AIDS epidemic devastated  
the visual and performing arts world. Many artists and activist groups mourned and  
responded with anger. 

Federal funding shifted. Political battles over what constitutes art worthy of  
government support came to a head. Funding for CETA was cut to zero. Funding for 
the National Endowment for the Arts was slashed. Individual artists and creative  
groups were targeted in politically motivated assaults on contemporary art. 

By 1990, NEA grants required decency pledges, vowing not to produce obscene art. 
 They pressured to withdraw funding and discontinue granting of fellowships.  
Despite cutbacks, interest in modern and contemporary art continued. 

Some protections for artists were introduced. The “Artist’s Bill of Rights” legislated  
against galleries and dealers profiting from the sale before the artist was compensated. 
Written contracts defining consignment agreements were established.

Historical bias against women and artists of color meant that white male artists  
continued to dominate the art world. They were given more exhibitions and more 
frequently reviewed by critics. As a result, they were coveted by dealers, institutions,  
museums, and collectors - and realized higher prices.

In Wisconsin, women artists were cognizant to raise awareness of gender bias, and 
participated in their own ways. Mining traditional craft mediums and processes  
for inspiration, some women artists honored labor-intensive forms of traditional  
“women’s work”. They sought to counter specious and restrictive ideas about  
women’s potential and capabilities. 

Artists continue to make explicit their connection to gendered roles on the one hand, 
and their gender-independent creativity on the other.

ANNEMARIE SAWKINS

Chapter Seven

Xn-trix [Tom Rauschke (b. 1950) and Kaaren Wiken (b. 1948)], Tree Goblet with Bird Nest, 1997. 
Purple heart wood and embroidery, 11 3/4 × 9 1/2 × 9 1/2 in. Collection of Jan Serr and John Shannon.



Janet Roberts (b.1944), Tradition On The Line, 2005. Oil on flag, quilt over canvas, 48 × 60 in.
Collection of Waukesha Public Library. 

Quietly Radical: Women Artist Subverting Norms

Acknowledgement of gender roles and the gendered division of labor in society 
threads through the work of many contemporary artists – including Anne Kingsbury. 
They pay homage to the work of other anonymous women artists. Kingsbury uses 
leather, silk, low-fired clay, feathers, beads, vintage upholstery, etc. to create mixed- 
media figurative wall hangings, and beaded hides. Her work is meticulous, labor 
intensive, idiosyncratic, and intricately detailed. 

Nostalgia and implied critique of gender roles and 
expectations inform artist Janet Roberts. Janet 
paints faces and figures of earlier generations on 
vintage fabrics and old rolls of wallpaper, using 
vintage photographs as a point of departure. 
Roberts reminds us of the strength of the 
women she depicts in mixed media such as 
Tradition On The Line. A vernacular photograph 
of women served as models, who, for Roberts, 
are America’s unsung heroes.

Reflected in bold sardonic figures, corpulent 
odalisques, raw portraits, and still lifes, is 
Alicia Czechowski’s work. Czechowski taught at 
UW-Milwaukee and served as freelance illustrator 
for the Washington Post, The New York Times, and 
The New Yorker magazine. At the same time
reviving the tradition of pre-World War II American 
realism, her paintings celebrate the humanity of her female models.

A rich visual language of excess, manipulated scale, and decorative playfulness is 
developed by Diane Levesque in her paintings of people and their attributes. Levesque 
infuses her work with interests in archetypes, Jungian philosophy, and recasting women 
as protagonists. Her early work paid homage to women, their bodies, lives as mothers, 
roles as housekeepers—the flotsam and jetsam of motherhood demystified. 

Anne Kingsbury (b.1943), Beaded Deer Hide, 
1996–2021. Tanned deer hide, glass and metal 
beads, approximately 4 × 3ft. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Tom Fritz photo



Roy F. Staab (b. 1941), Pointed Swan, 1994. Provincetown, Massachusetts. Phragmites reeds bound with jute, 60 × 60 ft. 
Courtesy of the artist. 

Environmental Art

During the second half of the twentieth century, earth artists, or land artists, 
integrated sculptural forms into the environment. Placement was important, based on 
conditions like natural light, which over a day or season, could change the viewer’s 
perspective entirely.

The thoughtful use of natural elements—such as reeds, water, and snow—as sculptural 
materials broadened notions of what art could be and where art could be located 
and experienced. This approach also 
challenged assumptions about art’s 
necessary durability. 

Roy Staab is an environmental artist who uses 
the earth as his canvas. Since 1979, Staab 
has worked exclusively outdoors in natural 
settings, where he creates environmental
installations using vines, reeds, branches, 
bamboo, willow saplings, and materials 
found at these installations’ sites.

Staab’s impermanent, earth-sensitive 
creations, often in remote, shallow water 
areas, directly correlate to the geometric patterns and orderly graphic drawings he 
produced early in his career. His interest in how light, water, and wind reflect changing 
conditions make rivers, wetlands, coastal areas, and sometimes forests ideal sites.

Land works could be ephemeral or permanent, and some earthworks made of plants, 
stones, and concrete combined landscape and sculpture. In Thomas Lidtke’s 1995 
Ajuga Daydream in West Bend, a pair of concrete post and lintel portals provides 
access to a sunken rock, iris, and ajuga garden.

Depending on weather conditions, an outdoor sculpture may last for days or months. 
The ephemeral nature of this work means that documentation is critical. Artists usually 
photograph both the process and the result of the artistic labor. 

Thomas Lidtke (b.1950), Ajuga Daydream, 1995.
West Bend, Wisconsin. Concrete, rocks, Siberian irises, 
and ajuga, 12 × 40 × 40 ft.

West Bend Friends of Sculpture, Inc.  photo



Dona Look (b.1948), Spiral#98–2,1998. White birch bark and waxed silk thread, 14 × 11 × 11 in. 
Private collection. 

Th

In the last decades of the twentieth century, artists throughout the state have taken 
innovative approaches to traditional “craft” techniques in mediums including clay, metal, 
wood, and fiber.

Late twentieth century artists redefined fiber arts. They changed the perception of 
fiber arts from solely functional or decorative to bold and innovative. Dona Look makes 
baskets and vessels from salvaged birch bark. Look’s graceful and refined work exhibits 
much of the same artistry and handling of materials seen in Native American baskets.  

Given Wisconsin’s long association with lumber, 
woodworking, and furniture industries, it is not 
surprising that generations of artists in Wisconsin 
have worked in wood. These artists made folk 
art, functional pieces, sculpture, and 
increasingly blurred the lines among these. 

While reverence for materials and craftsmanship 
remained, many artists took a conceptual 
approach to wood. Tom Loeser is a studio 
furniture maker whose work is grounded in the 
notion that a piece of furniture can be a work 
of art serving a utilitarian function.  
    
Contemporary artists continued to explore the 
historically functional role of ceramics while
paying attention to the possibilities of form 
surface texture, glazes, and symbolism. Other artists sought to extend the medium 
beyond its functional roots through conceptual sculpture.
   
By the end of the twentieth century, jewelry and metalsmithing programs became part 
of college and university art departments across the state. Wisconsin metalsmiths created 
a legacy of multi-generational continuity as artist-teachers and mentor-students, take up 
the mantle of their field. 
    

Tom Loeser (b.1956), Folding Chair, 
1982–1987, edition of 48. Painted plywood, 
maple, stainless steel, open: 34 × 25 × 22 in., 
folded: 34 × 25 × 4 in. Courtesy of the artist. 

Tom VanEynde photo

Contemporary Studio Craft –
Clay, Metal, Wood and Fiber



Susan Falkman (b. 1945), Streaming, 2002. Indiana limestone, 38 × 8 × 5 ft. 
Sharon Lynne Wilson Center for the Arts, Brookfield, Wisconsin. 

The close of the millennium was a time of considerable building activity. Major 
additions, new facilities, and museum and gallery expansions were planned or under 
construction in Wisconsin. Many expanded art venues were set in motion in the 1990s, 
well before the first shovels were put in the ground. The stage was set for a new chapter 
in the visual arts in Wisconsin.

In 1997, the Milwaukee Art Museum hired 
Spanish architect Santiago Calatrava to 
expand the footprint of the museum. 
His first major project in the United States, 
Calatrava’s dramatic wing—the Quadracci 
Pavilion—has become a signature 
Wisconsin landmark. 

In 1998, the West Bend Art Museum 
unveiled the museum’s expanded 
collection of Wisconsin art as part of the 
state’s sesquicentennial programming. 
The museum’s role as a center of Wisconsin 
art and educational programs dedicated to 
the history of art in Wisconsin has only grown. They constructed a new building and 
rebranded themselves, becoming the Museum of Wisconsin Art. 

An example of the heightened integration of art and architecture, the Sharon Wilson 
Center for the Arts in Brookfield commissioned Susan Falkman to create the centerpiece 
of their new building. In 2002, she created Streaming, the signature element of this 
forward-thinking arts center. The vibrant John Michael Kohler Arts Center continued 
to increase in size and scope. 

The last decades of the twentieth century and the first decade of the twenty-first 
century were truly a time of change and growth in the art world in Wisconsin. The 
new infrastructure is attracting international attention and talent in recognition of the 
state’s contribution to the visual arts. 

Building for the Next Century

Milwaukee Art Museum, Santiago Calatrava addition, 
1991–2001. Courtesy Milwaukee Art Museum. 



Martha Hayden (b. 1936), The Garden of Eden, 1999. Oil on linen, 58 × 54 in. Courtesy of the artist. 

New Abstraction

A formalist interested in planes, volumes, and the negative spaces in between, Martha 
Hayden, paints a colorful mix of representation and abstraction—starting with a view, a 
still life arrangement, or a figure. She uses lively, saturated colors and the principles of 
Analytic Cubism as she reconfigures objects and scenes into geometric planes. 

The Garden of Eden is representative of the artist’s use of lively, saturated colors and the 
principles of Analytic Cubism as she reconfigures objects and scenes into geometric 
planes. Hayden is a painter and book artist, 
with a studio in New York. She transitions 
easily between rural landscapes, big-city 
scenes, and more intimate subjects.

Many artists were interested in color, form, 
line, and texture independent of subject 
matter. Among these are Arthur Thrall, 
whose love of rhythmic line is evident in
his later canvases. In paintings such as 
Special Noren, Thrall exploited both color 
and line in tightly choreographed, precise, 
hand-painted calligraphic compositions. 
The word “love” is disguised twice within
the painting - a visual love letter to 
calligraphy, or perhaps to art in general. 

Michelle Grabner has become one of 
Wisconsin’s most recognized artists outside 
of the state. Wisconsin-born and based, she was included in 25 Americans: Painting in 
the 90s, an ambitious 1995 survey of painting in the United States at the Milwaukee Art 
Museum. Her patterns, stripes, and grids are representations of bedspreads, blankets, 
and clothing imbued with a sense of time, memory, feeling and personal narrative. 
Michelle is an influential teacher at the Art Institute of Chicago, an artist, prolific writer, 
and art critic.

Arthur Thrall (1926–2015), Special Noren, 1995. 
Acrylic on board, 38 × 38 in. Private collection. 
Courtesy of Winifred Thrall. 



David H. Becker (b. 1937), Redemption, 1993. Etching and engraving, 21 7/16 × 33 1/2 in., edition 26/100. 
Chazen Museum of Art, UW-Madison, Gift of Janice and Jean-Pierre Golay, 2010.63.1. Courtesy of the artist. 

David Becker is an internationally recognized printmaker and former UW-Madison 
professor.  Becker works painstakingly, for up to two years on a single image – 
described as modern psychological dramas. Redemption marks the artist’s return to 
traditional printmaking techniques after being seduced by high-tech photo etching. 

Marko Spalatin is a serigrapher who creates hard-edge, spatial illusions akin to those 
of Op Art. In his often-symmetric compositions, 
planes of bright colors, whites, and gray 
geometric shapes are arranged to create 
illusions of volume, and space. 

While teaching at UW-Madison, William Weege 
founded Tandem Press in 1987 as a venue for 
classes and workshops for UW students. His Jones 
Road Print Shop was already established as a 
space for collaboration with well-known artists.
He brought this model of generative 
collaboration to Tandem Press. The press is 
supported through grants, donations, and print sales. It has become a model for
professional printmaking studios with an educational purpose.

In the early 1990s, John Gruenwald co-produced print portfolios with over a dozen 
Wisconsin artists. The results were featured in Made in Milwaukee: Editions from John 
Gruenwald, Printmaker at the Milwaukee Art Museum.

In the 1980s, JoAnna Poehlmann added photocopying and collage to her practice, 
emphasizing the importance of artifice and reproduction. Her 1990 print about 
printmaking titled The Reunion, is a complex quartet of insects each reproduced using
a different technique. 

150 Years of Wisconsin Printmaking, a historic exhibition featuring seventy artists, was 
held at the Elvehjem Museum of Art in 1998. It highlighted both historic and 
contemporary printmaking styles and techniques which showcased the prowess
of Wisconsin’s printmakers.

Marko Spalatin (b.1945) with his work,1 981.
Photograph, 8 × 10 in. Courtesy of Ric Hartman 
and the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel.

Sherman Gessert photo

Printmaking



Bill Reid (b.1955), Orange Ramray, 2011.
Adult pedal car chassis, steel, cardboard, latex paint, 6 × 8 × 7 ft. (no longer extant). Courtesy of the artist.

Mixed-media sculpture and assemblages are often highly creative combinations 
of materials and images. These intriguing creations take on many forms, and can be 
humorous, satirical, mystical.

Racine-based sculptor Bill Reid, has fabricated playful ceramic tableaus and metal 
creatures he calls “beasts.” His whimsical, often crank- or wheel-driven kinetic pieces, 
range in size from small to larger than life. A true visionary, Reid has created his own 
Looniverse. 

Gary Gresl taught himself the art of assemblage. 
His sculptures echo his past as a seller of
antiques and collectibles. Gresl’s contributions 
to Wisconsin art are as numerous as his indoor 
and outdoor sculptural assemblages of found 
objects. Gary served Wisconsin art as president 
of the Wisconsin Visual Artists Association 
and helped establish the prestigious WVA
Lifetime Achievement Awards.

A meeting of hearts and minds occurred when 
painter Leon Travanti and conceptual sculptor 
Carolyn White collaborated on a wedding cake 
themed piece - followed with their actual 
marriage. A retired MPS art teacher, and a 
Milwaukee Art Museum educator, Carolyn 
White-Travanti was known for her mixed-media 
parodies of popular religious altarpieces, with 
electric lights and found objects. 

A circus buff since childhood, Leon Travanti
long excelled at painting carousels, carnivals, 
and detailed circus scenes. He was 
commissioned by Ben Barkin, founder of 
Milwaukee’s annual Great Circus Parade, to produce poster for the parade.

Another artist influenced by travel is Karon Hagemeister Winzenz, who taught at 
UW-Green Bay with a focus on Mesoamerican art and culture. The artist’s mixed-media 
Monoliths are inspired by the Indigenous cultures of the Southwest. 

Mixed-media Sculpture and Assemblage

Gary Gresl (b.1943), The Up North Stele, 2002. 
Mixed media (with painting by Janet Roberts), 
approximately 106 × 42 × 54 in. Museum of
Wisconsin Art, Gift of the artist, 2013.5.




