Behind Grant Wood’s Canvas

Travels on the Grant Wood’s trail
They didn’t need any convincing. She dips her left foot gingerly into the patterned purple dress, pulling it up to her neck. Her husband hooks the Union Bay overalls at his chest and reaches to help her close the clasp. 


“It almost fits me,” she says while tying the apron behind her back. 

He picks from among three pitch forks propped in a red milk crate against a wall. She flattens the apron across her lap and adjusts her broach and they step out into the blinding sunlight. They walk over to a red, concrete circle that all but dwarfs the tiny white home they have driven hours from Missouri to see – the home that served as a backdrop for Grant Wood’s iconic 1930 painting American Gothic. Then, engaging in a much-repeated post-modern ritual, they practice the faces they are trying to mimic: one the down-turned pout of a farmer’s daughter with better things to do and the other the accusing scowl of the farmer, wizened by work and time and life itself.


But they can’t stop laughing.


Grant Wood said “paint what you know” – and the artist who studied under him at the University of Iowa and the art colony he ran in Stone City shaped their careers based on that mantra. To follow in the artist’s footsteps and visit the places that shaped him and his work offers visitors to Iowa’s Grant Wood’s sites a twist on that philosophy, a chance to know what he painted.

Museums offer fine afternoon communion with the painter year-round – and for that, Iowa has the combined holdings of Wood’s masterpieces in the FIGGE Art Museum in Davenport, the Cedar Rapids Museum of Art, and the University of Iowa Museum of Art. But autumn – the harvest well under way, Arbor Day upon us, the Iowa landscape morphing into visions of the artist's paintings– is the best time to make the pilgrimage to the places Wood's life touched. 

Eldon
This is what used to happen when tourists come to visit the Eldon house that Grant Wood sketched in the sultry summer of 1930 and elevated in American Gothic: They would drive down the main street of Eldon, population 998, expecting the tiny shack to materialize in front of their eyes. They had heard it was on a random street on the outskirts of town. They had heard it was unassuming – some said unimpressive. But like all true Grant Wood junkies, they came, sure at every turn that they had found it. 


It is impossible not to find the American Gothic House today. A brown sign heralds its arrival off Route 34. Six miles off the highway, the community that has scrimped and saved and held a fundraiser for every occasion since 1991, the year the house became a state property, has taken the home’s image as its own. Banners tout Eldon as the home of American Gothic. Elm Street, Eldon’s main thoroughfare, is lined with stores and restaurants taking its name, from Julia’s American Gothic Café to American Gothic Gifts and the soon-to-open American Gothic Grub and Coffee. 

Two months have passed since the official opening of the American Gothic House Center, a comparatively gigantic structure introducing visitors to Wood’s life and work. But the town still pulses with the restless energy of people trying to make things happen. A crew is hard at work restoring the 1875 arts and crafts McHaffey Opera House to bring night life back to the community. The local pharmacist dreams of turning an old building into a microbrewery. A restaurant owner envisions an American Gothic garden walk to replace the crumbling edifice across from his café.


“The center is going to be a great calling card for Eldon,” said John Leichty, a local businessman. 


And it’s all because of the house – a tiny 1871 structure some say is the second most recognizable white house in the world (next to that other White House). 


The gigantic American Gothic Center, built at a cost of $340,000, offers a small exhibition space and video project on the author’s life in Iowa.  The center’s largest display section is devoted to a collection of parodies of the famous painting, from political campaign imagery to social commentary, to the many businesses that have appropriated American Gothic to sell their product.

But we create our own best parodies – and that’s why people have always trekked to Eldon, with or without the help of signs. No painting offers such a universal opportunity for self-creation and variations on the image of the American home, the family relationship, the tide of fashion, and the places we live. 

Outside, the house with the Gothic window, which Wood laughed at while sketching in 1930, stands quiet in the stifling heat. It has the still grace of monument and the subtle aura of a place that is still home to someone – a local teacher lives there though it is owned by the State Historical Society. 
But it’s not really the house visitors come to see but the image of themselves with the house as a backdrop. And smile if it suits them.

Anamosa and Stone City


Locals in Anamosa, Grant Wood’s 1891 birthplace, still trade yarns about the artist and his friends, but the pass of generations has elevated local gossip to the level of myth.  They joke about Wood’s wife of just three years, who plunged the couple into financial ruin around town saying “I am Mrs. Grant Wood, charge it!” They revere a small-town boy who elevated their surroundings to art.

Tourists have long made the pilgrimage to Anamosa and Stone City to understand more about Wood. Although a bare tourist infrastructure does exist in the town, the lack of clear markings actually forces visitors to entreat locals in the search for Grant Wood sites.

Pictures of the artists who lived and worked at the Stone City line the one wall of the Grant Wood Gallery, which sits in an old bank building halfway down the town’s charmingly restored Main Street. The space has a grandma’s attic kind of feel, with prints and portraits hung in almost every free space on the walls and furniture replicas placed around the front room. In the black and white photos, Wood looks relaxed, he smiles. He sits sketching under tree or stands in his trademark overalls. 

Trucks still barrel down the steep curve of Cherry Road, inspiration for Wood’s chilling painting Death on a Ridge Road. The road snakes four miles from Anamosa to Stone City, site of the art colony Wood founded with fellow regionalist Marvin Cone at the height of his renown, in 1932. The road dips down deep between the hills, clutching the Wapsipinicon River, past half a dozen homes built with the quarry’s pristine, buff-colored Niagaran limestone. The hum of the quarry saws cuts through the air of Stone City all day long. 
Wood may have touted his mantra “Paint what you know” while a professor of art at the University of Iowa, but anyone who has stood on the hill overlooking Stone City can fully appreciate the masterful way that Wood chose or ignored buildings, trees, and hills to capture the town in his painting of the town.. Pinpointing the spot on the hill where Wood stood to paint that masterpiece was born never was possible, and is even less so today. Trees shroud what remains of the buildings. Still, it's fun to try.
In its heyday, as many as 1,000 people visited the colony. Nothing remains of the old ice trucks the artists fashioned to house themselves and then painted in colors to rival a carnival. When the colony collapsed, they were sold to a farmer who turned them into chicken coops and eventually burned them for firewood. But artists have made good use of the Antioch School on Hwy 64, the one-room schoolhouse Wood attended as a boy, as an infrequent exhibition space. 


Back in town at the meticulously neat Riverside Cemetery lies the artist’s grave – and the punch line to one of Wood’s last jokes. Lore has it that Wood knew refused to be buried under the lounging lion that graces his family’s plot. Wood wanted no such royal treatment. A drab, rectangular grave marks his plot a few feet away.

Cedar Rapids

Small towns and farmland may provide a direct experience with Wood’s subject matter, but his studio at 5 Turner Alley in Cedar Rapids, where the artist lived from 1924 to 1934, is where to get the measure of the man and the scope of his artistic vision.
The greatest surprise of Grant Wood's Studio lies in the way it opens up a side of the artists few people know -- his eye for design and ability to fashion ingenious solutions to problematic spaces. 
 “It’s Wood’s largest work of art, and it will probably never be shown anywhere else,” jokes docent Bill Thomas, who once delivered newspapers to the Wood residence in Iowa City.
Wood converted the space, a former hayloft, with the help of some of the young art students that used to follow him around “like the Pied Piper” at the then McKinley Jr. High and will the financial backing of his patron, the local mortician John Turner. Thanks to a massive and ongoing restoration undertaken by the Cedar Rapids Museum of Art, the studio is well on its way to looking as it did when Wood fashioned it to fit his Bohemian lifestyle. 


Then again, not many Bohemians lived with their mothers, as Wood did here. But he made due with a fireplace of a turned over bushel, he tucked beds into the walls of the many-gabled structure, he sunk a tub into the floor to create more headroom. At a time when many homes in the city still drew from well water, 5 Turner Alley had a working furnace, running water, and electricity.
And he painted 400 minor works, and 40 major works in this small space, including his most famous paintings: American Gothic, The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere, Woman with Plants.
He also staged theatrical productions here for an astonishing 60 guests, and created the curious “Lillies of the Alley” – potted plants made of objects found in the back alleys of Cedar Rapids.

Outside, the smell of roasted oats and gasoline still fills the air, but the city Wood called home is much changed. No poor young farm boys troll the alleys looking for flotsam and jetsam to make into art. But somehow Wood’s fingerprints still canvas the area – in the stained glass window he created for the Cedar Rapids Veteran's memorial, at the theater he helped bring to life, and in the Iowa landscape itself.
