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Introduction and Summary




Nancy Beck Young

DOI: 10.4324/9781003059523-1


Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Shaping of American Political Culture results from the conference FDR After 50 Years, held at Louisiana State University in Shreveport in September 1995. The volume contains a variety of important chapters detailing the new work and new questions being asked and answered about the various intersections between politics and culture. Targeted for a wide audience, the collection includes chapters about the representation of Franklin D. Roosevelt in film and in household objects, about art and politics, about professional musicians suffering from lost employment opportunities using New Deal relief programs to create new cultural forms, about construction of public buildings and their social and political meanings, and about the implications of military policy for mass culture with regard to baseball’s future during World War II. Historians of the New Deal, political historians and political scientists, cultural and social historians, art historians, and literary critics all will find material of interest to their specialties. These distinct chapters, individually insightful, taken together prove the dynamism of a new field of scholarship—political culture. How did Americans respond to the economic catastrophe that beset them in 1929? In what way or ways did the social and cultural responses inform the politics of the period and vice versa? How did changed political beliefs alter cultural activities? These are just a few of the questions posed and answered in the chapters of this volume.

Lynn Y. Weiner and Ronald D. Tallman provide an intriguing analysis of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s representation before the public. This process happened in two ways. First, the president established various representations of himself, all of which allayed public fears about the economy and international security. Second, Americans, enamored with strong emotions toward FDR, used their understanding of his life to craft their own methods of memory and interpretation. The authors suggest that projecting a positive public image was of primary importance to Roosevelt. Their chapter examines the four personas FDR adopted—Sphinx, Father, Doctor, and Captain of the Ship of State—and the manner in which FDR partisans interpreted each in souvenir iconography. These personas represent or reflect both the key points the president wished the American public to understand about his leadership and the reactions of individuals so motivated to enshrine the various concepts in handwork. Through each of these images, the president appeared in complete control of himself and the nation. Furthermore, the authors have examined numerous examples of common objects ranging from toys to pillowcases in which the various images of FDR were translated and transferred to the American public. The chapter that results provides scholars with important clues in understanding the linkages among images as conveyed and received, politics, and the culture out of which each flowed.

Ron Briley’s chapter, “The Sun Comes Out Tomorrow: Hollywood’s Depiction of Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal, From Gabriel Over The White House to Annie,” analyzes the film industry’s image of FDR and his times. Like Weiner and Tallman, this essay indicates the multifaceted—sometimes contradictory—nature of popular culture representations of FDR. Unlike Weiner and Tallman, Briley casts a wide net. His concern is not with artifacts and memorabilia generated by FDR partisans, but with the exchange between movie depiction and critical reaction to FDR, his programs, and the fictional representation of them to moviegoing audiences. The latter circumstance ensured a wider distribution than was true of the FDR iconography. More importantly, Briley analyzes the veracity of conservatives who defile the liberal government activism FDR helped to forge and indict the movie industry as a coconspirator in the cultural and social decline of “traditional American values.” To the contrary, Briley convincingly demonstrates that Hollywood’s attitude toward FDR was not always supportive. He cites examples such as Louis B. Mayer and Irving Thalberg, who helped defeat Upton Sinclair’s 1934 quest for the California governorship as a Democrat. Mayer and Thalberg feared Sinclair’s liberalism, like that of FDR, would weaken their competitive position in the film industry. However, Briley argues that most filmmakers #x201C;prefer[red] to work through political allegory, assuming that the audience would be able to make some rather obvious connections.” Briley asks and answers numerous questions about the contextual political comment and commentary in films made during and after Roosevelt’s years in office. In this way, the chapter demonstrates the wealth of knowledge that resulted from analyzing the intersections between politics and culture.

Part II moves away from evaluating FDR in popular and political culture media. The chapters in this part look instead at how the New Deal interacted with art, architecture, and music. The Great Depression proved the old maxim that cultural outlets are often the first to suffer funding cuts when the economy tightens. However, New Deal policy makers responded with alacrity to this problem. A total of over $35 million was appropriated for support of the arts in the 1930s. With the exception of Graham Bamfield’s chapter, all the chapters in Part II look at the interaction between the New Deal and the arts on the local level. In this, the scholarship that follows is representative of larger trends in New Deal studies: examination of policy on the micro level to test the accuracy of the macro theoretical framework.

Graham Barnfield’s chapter, “Federal Arts Policy and Political Legitimation,” analyzes how policy makers legitimized their decisions and programs to a changing population. The problem of political legitimation was heightened by the economic crisis of the Depression. Bamfield also assesses the tensions between different branches of the government. Finally, he uses the topic of his case study—cultural policy—to examine how “government officials … sought to link their arts policies to a distinctive national identity.” He demonstrates that FDR’s greatest ideological concern was with preserving a belief in democracy. As such, it was only the presence of communists that caused FDR to worry. Bamfield’s chapter explores the various interpretations of government cultural programs, specifically the Works Progress Administration Federal Project Number One. Despite rave reviews, federal patronage of the arts generated much criticism, both at the time and by later writers. However, Bamfield warns against the latter. He argues that an interpretation of Federal One based on the social and cultural climate of a more recent decade #x201C;risk[s] reading history backwards.” Instead, Bamfield asserts that cultural policies in the 1930s were rooted in the social and intellectual milieu of the 1920s, which included a rise in nativism, repression of foreign-bom immigrants, and prohibition. The political upheavals of the 1930s flipped the 1920s out-groups into a more important social and political position. The result was a different perspective on cultural production. Part of the richness of Bamfield’s chapter comes from his successful use of state theorists to position his interpretations about New Deal art policy.

In #x201C;A Reassessment of New Deal Art,” Francine Carraro takes the tenure of the Public Works of Art Project and its successor, the Section of Painting and Sculpture of the Treasury Department, and examines their activities in Texas. PWAP provided a government wage to artists who created for federal buildings, offices and post offices as well as a myriad of state structures such as schools and prisons. Artists won jobs only after submitting their designs in competition for the available commissions. PWAP combined its central mission, relief for starving artists, with the development of state-sanctioned culture. All work created became the property of the federal government. The seemingly incongruous purposes of PWAP also predicated much of the criticism of the art that has resulted since, as Carraro argues, #x201C;PWAP founders belie[ved] that art for the public must be understandable and accessible.” Indeed, much of the art generated represented local, regional, and historical themes popular with average Americans. Texas historians will enjoy Carraro’s description of the politics surrounding subjects depicted within post office murals. Most noteworthy was the removal of the mural by Jerry Bywaters and Alexandre Hogue from the Houston Parcel Post Building in the mid-1950s. The art depicted dockworkers loading and unloading freight as part of a larger visual history of the Houston Ship Channel. However, Cold War political concerns about labor unions and strikes prevailed and the murals were taken down. The episode demonstrates the potential for difficulty concomitant with state intervention in art and illustrates Carraro’s larger argument that #x201C;art, chosen on sociological grounds in the name of cultural egalitarianism, will not long remain art.”

Philip Parisi’s chapter also examines the relationship among the federal government, depression relief, and public art patronage. Whereas Carraro explored the evolution of the entire program in Texas, Parisi concentrates on #x201C;didactic mural art” in the state’s post offices. He argues that a common theme—heroes and their heroism—permeated the images that were represented. Local heroes and/or pioneers, cowboys, Native Americans, Texas Rangers, and outlaws all became the subject of post office murals. Post office patrons were supposed to reflect on those icons as they combatted the Depression. Parisi argues that the intellectual genealogy of the mural program is traced to Diego Rivera and other Mexican artists who captured the history of their country and its revolution in mural form, as well as American painters Thomas Hart Benton and Grant Woods, who dominated the American Scene movement’s painting of local subjects in an accessible manner. Parisi suggests that the Treasury Department Section on Fine Arts encouraged #x201C;only positive images … for post office murals.” He asserts that the murals succeeded in their foremost aim of providing and reinforcing democratic values of a citizenry in crisis.

Mary R. Zimmerman’s chapter on Works Progress Administration (WPA) frescoes looks at the intersections between art and government from yet another perspective. Her laboratory for study is not Texas but Louisiana. Read in conjunction with the Carraro and Parisi entries, much can be learned about the development of public art projects in the South. She argues that the lasting value of the frescoes—their depiction of workers—also generated hostility from conservative critics who doubted the merits of federal sponsorship for the arts. Most of Zimmerman’s evidence is drawn from the fresco panels in the Louisiana State Exhibit Museum in Shreveport. She also suggests that the fair murals #x201C;added a classical feature to the museum’s fasade,” which was #x201C;a superb example of modem architecture.” The murals depict the work of lumberjacks, paper production, the oil industry, and agriculture. The most important sections of this paper analyze the career of Conrad Alfred Albrisio, the artist who painted the murals. In this way, Zimmerman provides the context for understanding the economic and social history of Louisiana as represented in the murals.

Zimmerman’s second chapter illuminates another aspect of New Deal political culture—the construction of new public buildings in Louisiana with Works Progress Administration funding. After summarizing the history of the WPA, Zimmerman demonstrates the ways in which the building projects resulted in architectural advances. She also explores the influence of modem architecture on the WPA construction boom. The result, according to Zimmerman, created #x201C;a national architecture that was not rooted in the past.” The author suggests that the new structures, with their emphasis on usable space as opposed to ornamental space, communicated that the government took its responsibilities for Depression relief seriously. The body of her chapter will be especially useful to Louisiana historians concerned with details of Shreveport and northern Louisiana architectural history. Zimmerman provides descriptions of the representative styles of buildings erected. Beyond the primary goal of job creation, the WPA building program achieved cultural success by encouraging modem architecture and providing public gathering space. Zimmerman forces her audiences to remember the latter as well as the former.

Arthur R. Jarvis Jr. takes another component of New Deal relief for the arts as his topic—funding for the Philadelphia Civic Symphony. Using Philadelphia as his laboratory, Jarvis constructs a chapter that, read in conjunction with the others in this volume, demonstrates the nationwide catastrophe that the Depression wrought for the arts. He explains that modem technology, specifically the advent of the motion picture soundtrack and the concomitant decline of live film music, intensified unemployment problems for musicians during the Depression. He charts the various federal programs that provided employment-specific relief for musicians. Under the Civil Works Administration, Philadelphia gained a City Symphony in 1934. The result was a competition between the federally funded relief project and the privately funded Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra. The City Symphony achieved nationwide acclaim but was disbanded along with the CWA. The Works Progress Administration’s Federal Project Number One filled the void with the Federal Music Project. Under the FMP, Philadelphia again gained a federally supported symphony—the Civic Symphony. This WPA Civic Symphony became the most important classical music outlet in Philadelphia by the late 1930s. Jarvis highlights accomplishments, which included promotion of American leadership and American music. These innovations reinforced important cultural values during a period of economic crisis. Likewise, the Civic provided an outlet for young talent not contracted out to the established, professional orchestras. Jarvis notes that the Civic’s popularity was most easily measured by the large audiences who attended concerts. Attendance became a problem only when the orchestra was forced to play in unpopular locations. Jarvis argues that relief programs such as the WPA’s Civic Symphony ultimately served a broader purpose than job provision for unemployed musicians—the program added new dimensions to the cultural offerings within America, and, as a result, he suggests that government-sponsored art can have positive consequences.

The third part of this anthology moves beyond the New Deal to look at the war years as well. Ron Briley’s chapter, #x201C;Don’t Let Hitler (or the Depression) Kill Baseball: Franklin D. Roosevelt and the National Pastime, 1932—1945,” analyzes the ways in which FDR #x201C;used the national pastime to ward off despair and retain American pride and morale during a period of crisis.” Even as FDR preferred other sports, such as sailing, he recognized the centrality of baseball to most Americans. As a result, he often employed baseball metaphors to explain Depression Era policies. Briley’s chapter has even more nuance. He juxtaposes FDR’s use of baseball imagery against analysis of that sport’s problems and development in the 1930s and 1940s. He explores how the Supreme Court decision arguing that baseball was not a business affected the players’ demands for raises and the owners’ implementation of salary reductions during the Depression. At just the time when a distraction like baseball would have been beneficial to the national psyche, Briley asserts the game faced a serious internal challenge. Baseball owners welcomed the opportunity to cooperate with the New Deal. The result is a rich tapestry from which the reader can discern how politics influenced popular culture and vice versa.
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The Popular Iconography of FDR




Lynn Y. Weiner and Ronald D. Tollman

DOI: 10.4324/9781003059523-2


No American president was more concerned about how he was portrayed than Franklin Delano Roosevelt. He shrouded himself in dozens of disguises, including Sphinx, Father, Doctor and Captain of the Ship of State. One main theme was consistent. FDR invariably represented himself, and was portrayed by others, as hale, hearty, optimistic, and healthy, his most brilliant disguise. That image of vigor makes ironic the debate over the depiction of Roosevelt in his memorial statues in Washington, DC, and raises complex issues about the portrayal of the best-known but most enigmatic president of the twentieth century. Should his physical disability be featured or hidden?1

This controversy is one of the many expressions of the iconographic complexity of the 32nd president of the United States. Hundreds of thousands of material artifacts—not only memorial statues, but also paintings, political buttons, toys, and utilitarian objects—have presented the president in varied ways for the past sixty years. The U.S. government has enshrined FDR’s likeness on the fifty-dollar savings bond, postage stamps, and, of course, the ubiquitous Roosevelt dime. Symbols relating to FDR have also abounded in speeches, cartoons, and other printed matter. This essay introduces some of the myriad images of FDR both in the historical literature and in surviving examples of FDR memorabilia, and suggests how their construction has contributed to the enduring reputation of Roosevelt in the collective memory of the nation.

Material objects related to presidents and their campaigns have existed since the beginning of the republic, but especially since about the 1880s, when participation in electoral politics became relatively high. The existence of utilitarian objects representing the virtues (or flaws) of a politician, according to the Museum of American Political Life, “suggest[s] the public’s wide-spread involvement in the presidential selection process.”2 Presidential campaign objects also represent the increasing commodification of the electoral process, as well as the growing consumer culture in the United States. By the late nineteenth century, political parties began to run their campaigns much like businesses, using advertising and the image of the candidate as tools of campaign strategy.3 Moreover, for a few presidents whose reputations were shaped by such national emergencies as war or martyrdom, public veneration led not only to perpetuating their names through children, highways, schools, bridges, and museums, but also to the crafting of iconographic items displayed in the homes of ordinary citizens. These included political textiles (such as banners and pennants), campaign ceramics (such as commemorative china and glassware), lapel pieces, political paper, clothing, novelties, and games. One scholar suggested that such political Americana provides an invaluable personal and material link between the public and those who have been elected to office.4

No president generated as many iconographic objects as did Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Because of the length of his term in office, his unprecedented four astonishing campaigns, objects like political buttons and posters, coins and medals, busts, wall plaques, and paintings exist by the thousands, but so do such mundane items as matchboxes, trays, drums, bottles, dishes, cups, neckties, license plates, pillowcases, figural clocks, toys, and dolls. These artifacts often identify a singular achievement. One bust, for example, is entitled “Our ‘New Deal’ President”; sets of china memorialize specific treaties or election victories; a figural clock presents FDR behind a bar observing a festive party celebrating the end of prohibition. These varied objects were produced both during FDR’s lifetime and in the years immediately after his death.

Material artifacts relating to FDR are preserved in several places. These include organizations that collect national political memorabilia, such as the Smithsonian Institution; the Roosevelt Presidential Library and Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt Institute in Hyde Park, New York, and individual or smaller collections, including that of the Center for New Deal Studies at Roosevelt University in Chicago. At Roosevelt University, the FDR artifact holdings are dominated by the collection of Joseph M. Jacobs, a Chicago labor lawyer. Jacobs amassed a huge 4,000—item collection of memorabilia relating to FDR, including such personal items as cigarette holders, shot glasses, and playing cards. This collection is considered the largest private FDR memorabilia collection in the world.5 Many of the objects in the collection were produced commercially for souvenir or political purposes, but some are handmade, rare, or unique. A similar but smaller collection of memorabilia, the Lowery Collection, was donated to the University in 1996 by the Roosevelt Institute.

Shortly after FDR’s death in 1945, Jacobs began to collect the kind of items that were, he said, “icons” of FDR produced or displayed by ordinary Americans. He wanted to see the varied ways in which FDR was portrayed or venerated in the American home.6 Jacobs was as interested in seeing the third or fourth copy or reworking of a painting or bust as he was in securing the original artifact. This collection is therefore a fascinating resource for understanding how Americans commemorated FDR both before and after his death, and offers a way to supplement the more conventional use of print material for the interpretation of American political culture.

For a rare few venerated presidents, powerful symbols have emerged to express popular and simplistic conceptions of their place in American history. These images help to both create a mythology of American leadership and maintain a collective memory of the presidency. Although these memories change over time, for these special presidents, their ranking at the top of the list of American presidents seems secure. According to one historian:



Each of the three centuries since the founding of the American republic has produced a president whom the public reveres as an irreproachable paragon of leadership. The eighteenth century gave the nation George Washington, the … Father of his Country.… The nineteenth century witnessed the emergence of Abraham Lincoln … Great Emancipator…. The twentieth century has seen the elevation of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Doctor New Deal and Doctor Win-the-War, his county’s leader in the best and worst of times.7



Historians have consistently ranked Roosevelt as one of the greatest presidents of the United States along with George Washington and Abraham Lincoln. But this elevated ranking began in his own time, as seen in commercial items associating Roosevelt with a pantheon of exemplary presidents. A typical example is a cardboard fan held in the Center for New Deal Studies, which advertises Edinger’s Bakery in Philadelphia. Dated 1933, this object portrays a painting of FDR seated in front of a radio microphone on one side, surrounded by the approving visages of six previous “great” presidents, including Andrew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Thomas Jefferson, and George Washington. On the back of the fan, the text suggests that this “president of all the people” has already (by 1933) been placed “on a par with great Presidents of the past. He stands today as a symbol of America, of the fighting, courageous, gallant America built by our leaders of the past.” There are also trays, dishware, and other items portraying FDR not only with past presidents, but with world leaders such as Winston Churchill.8 That FDR assumes this stature seems appropriate, for he was deeply aware of his reputation in American history.

Roosevelt often quoted Oliver Wendell Holmes: “We live by symbols.” He was a crafty manipulator of the symbolic image of past presidents, particularly of Abraham Lincoln. Just as Ronald Reagan later ignored political party lines to appropriate FDR for his own, so FDR did the same in shrewdly appropriating the mantle of the Republican Lincoln. In his speeches, Roosevelt often quoted Lincoln; he made a well-publicized visit to the log cabin where Lincoln allegedly was bom, and in 1935 on Lincoln’s birthday, he “made a public display of meeting with the only surviving man who had guarded Lincoln’s body when it lay in state” a century earlier.9 That in the 1980s and 1990s FDR’s memory was freely evoked by politicians of both parties—from the Democrat Senator Edward Kennedy on the one hand to the Republican House Speaker Newt Gingrich on the other—suggests that his function as a historical symbol, like that of Abraham Lincoln, remained powerful long after his lifetime.10

There is not yet a comprehensive study of portraits of FDR, but a multiplicity of images exist in memorabilia collections. Very few photographs or artifacts depict the president’s physical disability. Many portraits, representations, and objects instead show an optimistic man clearly in control. Even the caricatures emphasize a strong jaw, often clenched around a cigarette, good humor, a man clearly in command. Caricatures were created not only in posters and buttons, but also in items like bottletops, dolls, smoking pipes, and even the cloth arm patches worn by FDR’s personal airplane pilots. The latter is particularly rich in symbolism. A “Mr. Peanut” icon with FDR’s aristocratic face wears a top hat and monocle, and leans on a cane, though the bottom half of the body is configured into a bomb. FDR’s beloved dog Fala hovers in the clouds above. Some of the representations, however, take on more specific iconographic or metaphoric meanings to suggest strength, power, and mastery. At least four such images appear in the memorabilia of FDR: Roosevelt as Sphinx, Father, Doctor, and Captain. Although we suggest interpretations to fit these images, we are aware that—appropriately—sometimes an image of FDR can be perceived in more than one way.



FDR as Sphinx


”The Sphinx” is a good example of a focused representation of FDR that has a historical context and survived well after FDR’s death in the shape of souvenir iconography linking the president to a powerful and ancient symbol. There exists in the Center for New Deal Studies a miniature reproduction of a papier-mache caricature of FDR now held at the FDR Library in Hyde Park. The original is over seven feet tall and built in the shape of a pyramid. It portrays FDR’s smiling face, teeth gripping a cigarette in a sphinxlike caricature. This sphinx was created by James D. Preston of Washington, DC, and was first displayed in December 1939 at the annual winter dinner of the Gridiron Club, the organization of White House press correspondents.

According to FDR Library notes, Roosevelt at this time was sometimes referred to as “The Sphinx” because he refused to say if he would seek nomination in 1940 for an unprecedented third term as president. The reproduction was sold at one time at the FDR Library museum shop. The imagery is also used in political cartoons, such as the example by Ross Lewis of the Milwaukee Journal that pictured FDR as a sphinx giving such “cryptic answers to third term queries” as “abracadabra.”11 Although not a particularly widely used image of Roosevelt, this is an interesting symbol suggesting the enigmatic and shifting nature of the president. The popularity of the sphinx artifact long after memories of the third campaign dimmed also evidences that the image of FDR as an enigma remained potent for decades.





FDR as Father


A second image of FDR is that of Father. In 1932, when FDR told listeners in Detroit that “six million children do not have enough to eat,” critics called his programs “paternalistic.” His simple reply: “All right; I am a father.”12 The Jacobs Collection holds a remarkable portrait of FDR, which can be interpreted as Father of the New Deal. In this WPA-like painting, almost cartoonish in style and signed by a “J.M. Robinson,” a strong and vigorous FDR (standing on his two legs!) holds a blueprint or plan in his hand. He is surrounded by adoring Americans of many kinds: farmers, the elderly, working men and women, children, the sick, the blind, immigrants, soldiers, the African American domestic servant and Pullman porter. Looming in the background are planes and ships of the American military. Because the soldiers are dressed in the style of World War I, it appears that this undated painting was crafted sometime during the 1930s. Clearly, the president is in control and in a paternalistic position of protection and leadership of this family of citizens.




FDR as Doctor


The portrait just referred to might also be interpreted as Doctor of the New Deal—the kindly old-fashioned family physician healing the sick. A common representation of FDR during his lifetime (but apparently not so much thereafter) was as a doctor: either Doctor New Deal or Doctor Winthe-War. This symbolism of FDR as a healer was consciously crafted by the president himself. Medical metaphors came into frequent use in presidential press conferences as well as in political cartoons. One example can be seen in a cartoon by C. K. Berryman, published in the Washington Star in December 1943, and captioned “There’s an Odd Family Resemblance Among the Doctors.” Dr. New Deal stands by the ailing John Q. Public; on the bedside table are potions and bottles of various welfare remedies. Dr. Win-the-War strides into the sickroom to further tend the patient, while Dr. Fourth Term hovers behind in the doorway.13

In printed material, the term “Doctor Roosevelt,” “Old Doctor Roosevelt,” “Doctor Win-the-War,” and “Dr. Brain Trust” are much used, although this imagery does not proliferate in the artifacts. Nevertheless, this iconography is part of the larger picture of FDR. A doctor has mastery over illness, and, possibly as a victim of polio, FDR’s attempt to doctor himself and others translated into efforts to heal the nation economically and militarily. His remarkable success in combatting a debilitating physical illness contributed to his effective use of images of mastery and control.

Roosevelt’s speeches reflect this crafting of the image of president as doctor. For example, in the well-known Quarantine Speech of October 5, 1937, FDR states that “War is a contagion” and that the United States must oppose violations of treaties by quarantining lawbreaking nations just as one would a sick patient “in order to protect the health of the community against the spread of the disease.”14 In another example, he discussed the fate of the New Deal during wartime in a December 1943 press conference:



How did the New Deal come into existence? It was because there was an awfully sick patient called the United States of America… And they sent for the doctor…. And there were certain specific remedies that the poor old doctor gave the patient, and I jotted down a few of these remedies … But since then, two years ago, the patient had a very bad accident… Old Dr. New Deal didn’t know “nothing” about legs and arms … So he got his partner, who was an orthopedic surgeon. Dr. Win-the-War to take care of this fellow who had been in this bad accident.15




Writers quickly appropriated this imagery. Presidential speech writer Samuel Rosenman recalled in his memoirs how “Dr. New Deal and Dr. Win-the-War soon became very well known and oft-mentioned practitioners.” John Gunther noted how “Dr. New Deal” gave way to “Dr. Win-the-War” by 1943, and Geoffrey Ward titles a chapter in his book on FDR, “Old Doctor Roosevelt.”16




FDR As Captain of the Ship of State


Perhaps the clearest example of an iconographic use of FDR in the material culture is as ship’s captain. Roosevelt’s inaugural medals are inscribed “sail on o Ship of State: Sail on o Union strong and great.”17 Additionally, many paintings and other objects depict the president as a ship’s captain or helmsman.

This captain imagery emerged as much from FDR’s own self-conception as from the imposition of a symbol by the public. FDR was always interested “in ships, in sailing, and in tales of the sea.”18 As a child, his love of the sea led him to build sailing ship models; as an adult, he collected books and prints on naval history. Sailing dominated his summers at Campobello Island as a child and young man. From 1913 through 1920, he served as Assistant Secretary of the Navy. “I love to be on the water,” he once said. “All my life I have loved ships and have been a student of the Navy.”19

FDR often used the language of the helmsman. During the Depression, while referring to an economic downturn, “He made it quite clear … as he had said so often in private conversation—that instead of pulling in or trimming sails, the way to beat the recession was to go ahead full speed.”20 In another example, he said in an April 1938 Fireside Chat about the New Deal:



I believe we have been right in the course we have charted. To abandon our purpose of building a greater, a more stable and a more tolerant America, would be to miss the tide and perhaps to miss the port. I propose to sail ahead, I feel sure that your hopes and your help are with me. For to reach a port, we must sail—sail, not tie at anchor—sail, not drift.21



After Pearl Harbor, FDR wrote out in his own hand the passage from Longfellow’s 1849 poem, “The Building of the Ship,” which was used on his inaugural medals, and sent it along to Winston Churchill:



Sail on, O Ship of State!

Sail on, O Union, strong and great!

Humanity with all its fears, With all the hopes of future years,

Is hanging breathless on thy fate!22



Other representations of Roosevelt as helmsman of variously the New Deal and the United States at war exist in metal figured clocks. The clocks depict FDR as a strong captain standing upright and gripping the wheel of a ship. The clock face is often embedded in the wheel. Some of the clocks present the faces of FDR along with other U.S. presidents, such as George Washington and Abraham Lincoln. Others are also configured into lamps. Some are inscribed “Captain of the Ship of State,” “Steersman of the U. S. A.,” or “Captain of the New Deal.” Joseph Jacobs stated these clocks were raffled off in saloons during the 1930s and 1940s.23 They are an outstanding example of how mundane objects were used to express iconographic expressions of venerated public figures.

A final example of this metaphor of ship’s captain can be seen in a portrait held in the Jacobs Collection, copied from a well-known war poster. In this picture, a masterful FDR surveys his domain, cape blowing in the wind. The captain identifies this portrait as the “Commander-in-Chief Reviewing the Troops, Oct. 1944” and is signed “A.L., May 1946.” Created just after FDR’s death, this picture is one of many hand-crafted posthumous depictions of a heroic leader. The captain firmly in charge of his ship became a powerful metaphor for the active presidential style forged by Roosevelt.

The ambiguity of meaning found in the Roosevelt iconography is certainly part of the appeal of his image. Artists considered Roosevelt to be a difficult subject “whose mobile features never remained in repose long enough for them to capture the expression they sought.” His seemingly chameleon nature allowed Americans to impose their hopes and fears onto representations of this larger-than-life political actor. One contemporary of FDR suggested “that Roosevelt as an enigma seems to be a fairly well-founded impression.” The historian James MacGregor Bums said of FDR that “bewildering complexity” was his most visible trait. John Milton Cooper, Jr., has pointed out some contradictions of FDR, including that “he was … a person of flashy charm but barely disguised deviousness.”24 Roosevelt was a man who could not stand without help yet embodied power and mastery, and a champion of the poor who never had to earn his own living. These contradictions and complexities undoubtedly contributed to the range of representations and interpretations found in the evidence.

Although most of these representations were positive, some were not.
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