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In an era in which the art market is booming, in which
museums and institutes of contemporary art are
devoted exclusively to displaying the work of living
American artists, when almost all city newspapers
cover the exhibitions of these artists, and the availabil-
ity of information about their work is accompanied by
richly colored illustrations in dozens of general and
specialized art periodicals, it is hard to realize how little
attention was paid to American artists and the prevail-
ing economic conditions at the end of World War II.
The government support for artists that had been avail-
able through the work relief programs during the Great
Depression and the early years of the war and the
accompanying exhibitions of their work had disap-
peared; at the same time, collectors still looked to
Europe for works by artists who had secure interna-
tional reputations. In addition, in the immediate post-
war period the idea of organized artists was looked on
with suspicion by conservative critics and legislators,
first because of lingering antipathy to the activism of
such groups as the Artists’” Union and secondly because
of the developing Cold War mentality.! In this social
and economic climate, Artists Equity Association, an
important and successful organization, was created to
protect the economic position of living American artists
and to integrate them as much as possible into the fab-
ric of postwar American life. Artists and dealers today
tend to take for granted many of the issues that
impelled AEA to organize, and I hope to increase gen-
eral awareness of and to give a historical context for
the organization by this investigation of its founding in
1947.

During the late 1960s and the early 1970s there was
a busy period of discovery and great enthusiasm for
everything relating to the structure of the government
art programs during the Depression and the work of
the artists and administrators who played important
roles in the organizational structures of the Federal Art
Project and other public art programs.? Old records,
archives, and letters in the hands of artists and admin-

istrators who were still living were all eagerly consulted
by a new generation of scholars who were either inter-
ested in the parallels to the new Great Society creations
of the National Endowment for the Arts and the
National Endowment for the Humanities or had come
upon the earlier histories of major figures in postwar
abstraction. Excellent work followed by scholars who
explored, cataloged, and analyzed the murals and other
works in individual states, often first in the form of
Ph.D. dissertations that were later published as books
or exhibition catalogues.?

Although there had been some attention to the
artists’ organizations of both the period during and
immediately after the Depression and World War I,
most of that material was journalistic rather than
scholarly, with many local newspapers in large cities
devoting frequent coverage to both organized groups
like the Artists’ Union and to groups that met in
favorite haunts.* When the major histories and surveys
of American art were being written in the 1960s and
early 1970s, the organizations that the artists had
joined and the political issues they discussed were usu-
ally touched on only in passing. It was not until the
later part of the 1970s and into the 1980s that the orga-
nizations and their political life were taken up as sub-
jects for serious study. Several scholars began to docu-
ment the role of the artists in general political activity
within the relief projects, others concentrated on the
content of the art, and a few commented on the artists’
relationships with the Communist Party, the John
Reed Club, the Artists’ Union, and the American
Artists” Congress.’

The importance of the formal institutions and orga-
nizations through which American artists attempted to
obtain economic viability was downplayed. Scholarly
treatment of postwar artistic developments concen-
trated on explaining the rise of Abstract Expressionism
as an “American” art form and as successor to the great
avant-garde tradition of modernism in France.¢ In 1983
Serge Guilbaut made his audacious claim that the suc-
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Flyer for the first meeting at the Museum of Modern Art, 1947, New York Artists Equity Association Records,
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.

cess of Abstract Expressionism was due more to cul-
tural imperialism and government support for Ameri-
ca’s claim to legitimate artistic leadership than to aes-
thetic considerations, and since then revisionism and
counter-revisionist arguments have centered on the
innovative quality of Abstract Expressionism, debated
the centrality of European thought, and analyzed the
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writings and pronouncements of the artists and their
critic apologists, all without much regard to how the
economic issues were being addressed by the artists
themselves in this period.”

It is important to note the political climate in which
the artists found themselves at the end of World War
II. Having produced murals that graced our public
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American Art, Smithsonian Institution.

buildings and then worked to support the war effort,
after the war most artists hoped for a period of
extended support for the arts through both govern-
ment and private patronage. Most were enthusiastic
about proposed cultural exchanges with our recent
allies, including the Soviet Union, and delighted when
State Department officials J. LeRoy Davidson and

Richard Heindel purchased 152 oils and watercolors by
American artists from which they meant to create a
number of exhibitions that would tour the world. The
works included lyrical abstractions by William Baziotes
and Georgia O’Keeffe, geometric abstractions by Ral-
ston Crawford and George L. K. Morris, biomorphic
surrealist images by Byron Browne and Adolph Got-
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tlieb, and figural pieces by Robert Gwathmey, Reginald
Marsh, and Yasuo Kuniyoshi. The series of exhibitions,
called “Advancing American Art,” first opened at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1946 and then began
to tour Europe, as planned. The European versions
were received most favorably, but the American press,
particularly the Hearst chain of newspapers and Look
magazine, denounced the works, the artists, and the
program. The artists were portrayed as leftist radicals
who were set on destroying conventional artistic stan-
dards as part of their antidemocratic and radical egali-
tarianism.

The press coverage was strident and persistent, using
satire and exaggeration to make its objections clear,
and at least some negative public reaction reached both
the State Department and Congress. The Republican
Party leadership in Congress latched on to the issue as
a way of embarrassing President Truman, but the pres-
ident himself had an extremely conservative tastes in
art and architecture and rejected any kind of artistic
abstraction. Eventually, the senior State Department
official who supported the program, William Benton, a
collector and the publisher of Encyclopedia Britannica,
was forced by Secretary of State George Marshall to cut
the exhibitions short. Fearing repercussions on other
State Department programs, Davidson resigned, the
remaining exhibitions were cancelled, and the art was
sold at a public sale by the War Assets Administration
in 1948.2

The climate worsened with continued attacks by
such conservative Republican representatives as Fred
Busbey of Illinois and George Dondero of Michigan,
and when Joseph McCarthy became their leader in
Congress, the conservatives’ power and strength was
consolidated. Their position combined a traditional
American suspicion of government support for the arts,
a fear of foreign contamination of American values,
and a willingness to attack both artists and their art for
political exposure, and it prompted some of the art
world leaders to move to create some kind of organiza-
tion that could speak to artists’ needs and help to
define and improve their place in society.

The need for some sort of organization to support
their economic interests was obvious to many artists,
whether or not they had been active in the more radi-
cal groups of the Depression era or had participated in
protests about cuts in the WPA as the federal relief pro-
grams were slashed and eligibility rules were made
more stringent. Late in 1946, in response to attacks on
the “Advancing American Art” run at the Metropolitan
Museum, several groups of artists and other cultural
leaders met (independently of each other) to discuss
the antagonism of both Congress and much of the print
media, as well as to voice support for greater govern-
ment support of the arts. One such ad hoc organiza-
tion, “The Round Table on the Creative Arts,” brought
together men in positions of authority and leadership
in the arts: René d’ Harnoncourt from the Museum of
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Modern Art, Daniel Catton Rich from the Art Institute
of Chicago, the composer Howard Hanson, the poet
Archibald MacLeish, and Hudson D. Walker of the
American Federation of the Arts.’

Other men who were influential in cultural organi-
zations were thinking along the same lines, including
Theodore Spector, a government lawyer and part-time
painter, and the painter George Biddle. In a series of
letters in mid- to late 1946, Spector outlined his objec-
tives for a yet-to-be-named “national society of artists,”
and tried to enlist support of people of influence in the
broader world of culture.!® Writing to Henry O’Connor,
the president of the elite Salmagundi Club in New
York, Spector noted the following issues as important
to the economic well-being of the artist: royalties and
rents from licenses to reproduce an artist’s work, the
need for fees when reproductions of works are sold,
the deaccession of traditional work so museums could
buy contemporary art, and for public awards to artists
for outstanding contributions in the field of art. Spec-
tor also supported the concept of having one or two
percent of the cost of new building construction set
aside for purchase and commission of art, a formula
first proposed by Edward Bruce, the late head of the
Public Works of Art Program and other Treasury



Department art projects.!! Biddle supported all the eco-
nomic ideas behind Spector’s plan, but he was not sure
at the time of the need for a new organization. Biddle
had a very clear recollection of artists being arrested
and brought to trial when they had organized and gone
on strike to protest their lack of appropriate working
conditions and actual pay cuts under the WPA arts pro-
gram. In addition, his substantial political sophistica-
tion and experiences during the life of the recently
ended government programs and their critics had
taught him to be leery of the possible political over-
tones of such an organization.'? He proposed working
under the umbrella of an existing organization, such as
the Audubon Artists, and suggested that they should
wait until the political situation improved. Spector’s
reply rejected both the umbrella concept and the desire
for delay: “Existing organizations adhere to a familiar
pattern and their objectives are not broad enough gen-
erally to permit progress without complete reorganiza-
tion.” He also responded: “As to the delay you sug-
gested because of the political situation, I feel that
artists and their organizations should be free from the
effects of political changes.”!* Actually, Spector got very
little support from any of the people he contacted other
than Biddle, and his activities seem to have gone into
abeyance until the plan of a new and important group

were made known to him in March 1947.'4 He then
approached the artists who he heard were planning to
start a new organization and offered to work with them
in some sort of paid position.

Artists Equity Association, organized at the same
time that Spector was proposing a similar kind of orga-
nization, did everything possible to avoid identification
with any political ideology. Fully aware that they had
learned something during both the Great Depression
and the war about both generating public support and
the need to band together, the founding artists devel-
oped the structure of an organization that also scrupu-
lously avoided any aesthetic allegiance and tried never
to take public stands other than on matters of financial
importance to its member artists.

The guiding genius and founder of Artists Equity was
Yasuo Kuniyoshi, one of the most vilified artists of the
immediate postwar period, whose somewhat distorted
figures of performers and workers in moments of
repose became the symbols of all that was bad about
contemporary art in the eyes of conservatives in the
press and Congress who wished to put an end to any
financial support of the arts by the federal government.
Kuniyoshi had a great deal of experience as an artist-
activist, having been a vice president of the American
Artists’ Congress before World War II and president of

1948 Artists Equity Association banquet in honor of Yasuo Kuniyoshi, Mitzi Gallant Papers, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.

S é:,' 1\ (R

21
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An American Group during the war. Galvanized by the
modest prospects for artists after the end of the federal
art projects and the loss of opportunities for artists with
the end of the wartime economy, and feeling that gov-
ernment hostility to the arts made the renewal of any
kind of federal art project unlikely, he met during the
latter half of 1946 with like-minded friends and created
both a new organization and a new approach that
would bring artists together to work on behalf of their
economic well-being.

Many conversations that led up to the founding of
AEA took place in the summer and early fall of 1946 in
Woodstock, New York. Kuniyoshi was one of a large
number of artists who either lived full-time in or
around Woodstock or spent their summers there (as he
did). These men and women were the people with
whom he shared his ideas about an organization that
would address the pressing economic issues they all
faced; not surprisingly, large numbers of Woodstock
artists were active in the early years of the association.

There was enough interest on the part of a group of
highly influential artists that a number of them met at
the New York office of the American Federation of Arts
on 15 November 1946, through the courtesy of the
AFA’s president, Hudson Walker.!* There were addi-
tional meetings during the next few weeks and, as the
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new year began, the fledgling organization began to
take its mature form. Kuniyoshi’s political astuteness
helped him to bring in well-known artists of every aes-
thetic and ideological stripe, while making it known
that politics of any sort were to be avoided. He was
remarkably successful in attracting both long-estab-
lished figures and active young artists, including con-
servative figurative and landscape artists and young
abstractionists. The more recognized artists in the
group included Max Weber, Paul Strand, Ben Shahn,
Charles Sheeler, William Gropper, Philip Evergood,
George Biddle, John Sloan, Raphael Soyer, Guy Péne
du Bois, Isamu Noguchi, Henry Varnum Poor, Reginald
Marsh, Gifford Beal, and Jo Davidson; Julio de Diego,
Paul Burlin, Peter Blume, Abraham Rattner, Jack
Levine, Doris Lee, Jacob Lawrence, David Smith,
Romare Bearden, and Morris Kantor were among the
younger members.

Kuniyoshi avoided the pitfalls of those Armory Show
organizers who had listed artists without their consent,
and he personally contacted each artist whose support
he wanted. Even so, some of the more established
artists were wary or unclear about the purpose of the
organization and refused membership when approach-
ed. Those who refused membership or a place on the
proposed board of directors did so without rancor. Stu-
art Davis was one, writing to Kuniyoshi—Yas, to his
friends—on 19 February 1947:

Dear Yas:

In regard to your invitation to join the proposed Artists
Equity, there are a number of questions about it in my
mind that cannot be settled offhand. It will be necessary
for me to decline at this time. I appreciate your having
taken the trouble to tell me all about it, and maybe later
on the validity of the project will become clearer to me.'¢

Others felt that they could not afford to spend the
time required of officers in a new organization and
declined that role with every indication of interest in
the aims of the organization and with expressions of
their obvious respect for Kuniyoshi himself.

A great deal of work was done by the group that sat
on the first board, which established a membership
structure, found an office space to rent, solicited mem-
bers for a National Board from throughout the country,
and got public relations and legal matters in hand
before announcing the creation of the new organiza-
tion.'” In just four months, between the 15 November
meeting and mid-March, things were sufficiently well
organized that a general press release was distributed
on 25 March 1947 that began:

More than 160 well-known American artists have united
in establishing Artists Equity Association, it was
announced today by Yasuo Kuniyoshi, President. The new
organization was described as the first of its kind in the
United States to advance the economic interests of
painters, sculptors, and graphic artists.

Private and institutional patronage of the arts will be
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encouraged as one of the Association’s chief objectives. The
group, which represents artists of every school, will
endeavor to maintain and extend the importance of
American art.'8

The press release went on to note the address of the
temporary headquarters at 400 Madison Avenue, to
state that the dues had been fixed at $12.00 a year, and
to note that the dues would be used to pay operating
expenses and the salary of an executive secretary.

The same document succinctly articulated what the
fledgling organization meant to advocate:

Legislation designed to help the fine arts will be encour-
aged. Standards of procedure will be set up to protect the
artist and reputable dealers and agents from unscrupu-
lous practices. Problems of copyright, reproduction, and
royalties will be regulated. A clearing house will be pro-
vided for vital professional information for artists and a
welfare fund will be established.

The Artists Equity Association will work closely with
museums, educational institutions, industrial organiza-
tions and other art organizations to achieve its
objectives.'®

Several of the artist members had acquaintances
within the theater and music communities and they
looked to Actors Equity and ASCAP as models. The ini-
tial press release pointed out how much AEA would
follow their leads, quoting Kuniyoshi as saying: “The
creative artist in every other field of expression in
America has an organization dedicated to the expan-
sion and protection of his economic interests. . . .
Artists Equity Association has been organized to fill the
artist’s need for a counterpart of the Author’s
League.”? In an article in Art Digest that appeared just
one week after the official announcement of AEA’s
founding, the conservative critic Peyton Boswell
approvingly noted that it was “taking its cue” from the
actor and musician groups.?! Elmer Price, a past presi-
dent of Actors Equity and an active participant in the
Dramatists Guild, was a featured speaker at the first
general meeting of the AEA, where he informed the
audience of the benefits of organization, averring that
“economic benefits can come about only if the organi-
zation is in a strong bargaining position by reason of its
wide and complete membership in the field.”?

Kuniyoshi had also established a group of regional
directors who were specifically not the presidents of
autonomous chapters. Among this group he also main-
tained a balance between traditional and avant-garde
artists, between young and old, and between political
liberals and conservatives: Thomas Hart Benton of
Kansas City, Kenneth Callahan of Seattle, Lamar Dodd
of Athens [Georgia], Milton Horn of Olivet [Michigan],
Rico Lebrun of Santa Barbara, Ralph Stackpole of San
Francisco, and Andrew Wyeth of Chadds Ford were all
listed in the original press release. Within a year the
national board included such additional well-estab-
lished national figures as Charles Burchfield of Buffalo,
Richard Florsheim of Chicago, Mervin Jules of
Northampton [Massachusetts], and John McCrady of
New Orleans.?* Perhaps not surprisingly in an organi-
zation founded by a Japanese American who had expe-
rienced real racial discrimination, the AEA was broadly
based, with an initial board of directors that included
five women and African American, Hispanic, and
Asian American members.

Although the full range of artistic expression was
accommodated in AEA ranks, one of the more vexing
membership questions was the definition of a profes-
sional artist. Rather than setting some aesthetic stan-
dard and having to pass judgment on the work of indi-
vidual applicants or using some variable such as educa-
tion or training, the working criterion became profes-
sional recognition: all painters, sculptors, and graphic
artists (including photographers) whose work had
been included in a major exhibition or who had had a
one-person exhibition at a what they termed a “recog-
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nized” dealer were deemed eligible for membership on
submission of their evidence and the payment of the
$12.00 dues. The interpretation of “recognized” could
and did become contentious from time to time, as the
burden of providing proof was placed on the would-be
members who were not automatically accepted as
artists; in the end, the desire for inclusiveness usually
carried the day.?*

After all of the behind-the-scenes work, the corre-
spondence with prospective officers and regional direc-
tors, and the careful work to bring in the widest range
of representation among artists, the first regular public
meeting of the organization was held at the Museum of
Modern Art on 30 April 1947, a finely tuned and care-
fully planned event with about four hundred people in
attendance. The official speakers included Kuniyoshi,
Elmer Rice of Actors Equity, Hudson Walker, the
unpaid executive director of the new organization, and
Leon Kroll, who was honorary president. René
d’Harnoncourt, the director of MoMA; Juliana Force of
the Whitney Museum; and the respected art dealer
Antoinette Kraushaar also attended. Many members of
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the audience rose to speak in favor of the new organi-
zation and its aims, including John Sloan, George Bid-
dle, and Max Weber; even Francis H. Taylor, the direc-
tor of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, voiced his
encouragement.?

President Kuniyoshi’s address not only outlined the
aims of the organization, but gave the assembled crowd
a witty and picturesque description of the way the
group had developed its initial structure:

I am to talk on the structure of Artists Equity Association,
a rather dry topic, but I will try to do my best with it. Let
us take a very ordinary comparison of a horse drawn
two-wheeled wagon. This sturdy cart bedecked with hun-
dreds of artists is Equity’s membership. The Board of
Governors are one wheel and the Regional Directors the
other. The horse, who responds to giddyap and whoa,
that’s the officers, consisting of Honorary President, Presi-
dent, 6 Vice Presidents, Treasurer and Secretary.26

Kuniyoshi welcomed both the membership and their
distinguished museum guests and outlined the history
that led up to AEA’s founding, going on to address



most of the issues facing the artists. The artists’ con-
cerns about government support for the arts were
made loud and clear when Hudson Walker proposed a
resolution urging Secretary of State George C. Marshall
not to cancel the “Advancing American Art” exhibition
that was under such attack in the Hearst-controlled
press:

No Government fulfills its duty if it fails to foster and pro-
mote the art of its People. Leadership which does not rec-
ognize and use the creative imagination of its artists
impoverishes itself, and is a poor and unbalanced expres-
sion of the spirit of its people. As professional soldiers lead
a people in a war, as scientists map out programs in sci-
ence, so artists should have the voice of authority in mat-
ters pertaining to the encouragement and the growth of
the arts.?’

Kuniyoshi intended to get support at the first meet-
ing for a specific and concrete program rather than just
have good feelings and resolutions about individual
issues. Therefore, the program chairman, Harry Stern-
berg, was ready with a fifteen-point program for action
by the organization during its first year that included
plans for a written constitution, a legal service for
members, a welfare fund for members with emergency
needs, an initiative to get artists covered by Social
Security, and a group health insurance plan. The more
general issues of rental fees, clarification of copyright
law and reproduction rights, artists’ rights in the use of
their art in the new medium of television, and the rep-
resentation of artists on museum boards were also
included in the plan. Last, some broad public policy
issues were enumerated, such as the need for state and
federal art projects, the desire for a working relation-
ship with UNESCO, the necessity of surveys of all
aspects of the economics of culture, and the value of a
coordinating committee to work with any other orga-
nizations that might be working on causes in com-
mon.?® The program was approved as presented, and
the organization was off and running.

AEA was greeted warmly by the art press, all of
which covered the meeting at MoMA, as it was by
major museum leaders and dealers in contemporary
art. Art Digest, for example, noted that: “If a bomb had
dropped on the Museum of Modern art [sic], the
evening of April 30, it would probably have set Amer-
ican art back a quarter century,” as part of its introduc-
tion of the new organization.?’ The editor of Pictures on
Exhibit devoted his “Editor’s Corner” column for May
to a warm welcome for the new organization. He
opened with: “A new deal is in the making for the
painters, sculptors and print-makers of this country.
And it is not something that is being done for them by
others; they are setting up this new deal themselves.”
After lambasting the American public for its preference
for European art in general and modern French art in
particular, he pointed out the need for action on the
many economic issues facing artists, lauding AEA for
addressing those issues, and ended his comments with

an expression of his expectation that they would suc-
ceed:

This magazine cordially welcomes and endorses the newly
organized Artist Equity association, which has been
formed exactly and solely for this purpose. . . . With an
organization in such strong numbers, they will be able to
standardize and regularize all their business dealings,
eliminate unfair practices and impositions, and get a uni-
formly fair return on the uses made of their art. This will
work to the advantage of the art dealers as well as to the
artists themselves. The way has already been blazed by
The Actors Equity, and The American Society of Com-
posers, Authors, and Publishers. Now the painters, sculp-
tors and printmakers of this country will get the new deal
that long has been coming to them.>°

Both the general and the arts-oriented press sup-
ported the idea of artists working together on behalf of
their economic interests, though there was little writ-
ten about the actual structure that Kuniyoshi had
developed. Seeking both to emulate successful busi-
nesses in corporate America and to provide opportuni-
ties for contact with other organizations in a way that
would make their members as comfortable with artists
as possible, he made up committees on Finance, Wel-
fare Fund, Museum, Public Relations, Publications,
Artist-Dealer Relations, and many others. Each had a
chairman, some even had co-chairs, and surprisingly
women chaired or co-chaired committees in much
higher proportion than their numbers among the gen-
eral membership would suggest. There were actually so
many committees that both overlap and inactivity
occurred. Within three years, the Newsletter announced
a major reorganization necessitated by the reality that
the “list of committees made up a very impressive cat-
alogue of activities, but it bore little relation to the
actual work being done.”?! Fewer and more efficient
committees were chaired by a group loyal to the presi-
dent, some of them based neither in New York nor
Woodstock, for instance Richard Florsheim in Chicago
and Mitchell Siporin in Boston. Under the leadership of
Siporin, well placed as a professor of art at Brandeis
University, excellent legal and accounting consultants
were attracted, and the fledgling organization recog-
nized the importance of presenting itself in the best
possible light by retaining the public relations firm that
had announced its founding.

AEA continued to grow very rapidly, reaching a
membership of over a thousand by the time of the first
anniversary meeting in 1948. On 30 April, one year to
the day after the first meeting, the attendance of over
two hundred forced the group to meet at the Plaza
Hotel, and an Equity Ball was held there that same
evening. As the president was proud to announce,
there had been real growth and accomplishment the
first year, with over $5000 in the treasury and $1500
in the Welfare Fund. A constitution had been
approved, a group health insurance plan was in the
works, a separate not-for-profit support fund had been
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established, and the Equity attorney, Joshua Cahn, had
already written a handbook, Copyright in Works of Art,
that the organization sold for $1.00 per copy.3?

Politics, both aesthetic and social, threatened to
destabilize the group from the outset, something Pey-
ton Boswell had cautioned the group about in his com-
mentary in Art Digest at the time of the first annual
meeting in 1947:

It is to be hoped that Artists Equity will remember those
words when the first do-gooder arises in meeting to
advance the fortunes of some politician or espouse some
social cause, no matter how worthy. Otherwise, all their
ambitious plans will be wrecked amid partisan debate-
and the end will be that of the WPA-bred Artists Union,
which was more concerned with picketing than painting.

. .. This they may be able to accomplish, if they avoid
political entanglements and partisan fissure along aes-
thetic lines.>?

Kuniyoshi and his friends took that message com-
pletely to heart, and the leaders did everything to keep
the members’ political activity distinct from their work
on behalf of AEA. But it was not easy to do so, and
cliques were formed along lines that related to the
political sympathies of the artists.>*

The issue of politics and political sympathies
remained uppermost in the minds of many, as corre-
spondence between Henry Schnakenberg and
Kuniyoshi two years after the founding of AEA makes
clear. Representing the organization, Schnakenberg
had met with leaders of the museum and gallery
worlds to discuss attacks on modern art by conservative
critics and come away with a sense that suggested con-
cern about the appearance of political issues should be
of far greater concern to AEA. He wrote to Kuniyoshi
about this on 14 June 1949:

Last Wednesday I went to the meeting of the informal
committee which has been started to formulate plans to
combat the increasing attacks on the more experimental
forms of contemporary art. Any moves to be made are for
the time being indefinite.

The one thing I did discover, which I feel I should let
you know about, is the real worry on the part of all about
Equity. Those present—Alfred Frankfurter, Emily
Genauer, Alfred Barr, Eloise and Otto Spaeth, Bob Hale,
Lloyd Goodrich, Aline Louchheim, Antoinette Kraushaar,
and a few others are all friends of Equity and want very
much to see us take the very important place that we
rightfully should take. At the meeting and after to me
personally several of them stated that they feel Equity is
in a dangerous position with so many of radical leanings
in key positions. This, they consider, leaves us open to pri-
vate and public attacks and also prevents a number from
joining who would otherwise do so if they had more con-
fidence that Equity was not just another “front” organi-
zation. I gave my positive assurance that there had been
no action taken by Equity that could in any way be
thought of as “putting us in the red.” I also said that
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there had been several changes which had come about
quite naturally in some of the officers. But Frankfurter
and Barr especially still felt that the line-up leaned heav-
ily toward the radical—not in art of course but in politics.
I must say I too think we have a number whose greater
loyalties lie elsewhere and who would not hesitate to use
their influence in Equity to further other causes, even if
Equity suffered thereby. What is to be done about it, I do
not know. I merely feel, that you should know, as you
probably do already, how friends of Equity are concerned
about its future. We already know how our enemies think
and that they will not stop trying to put us out of busi-
ness. If there is anything we can fairly do to make our-
selves less vulnerable it should be done. I'm afraid, as
others are, that if Equity fails there will be no chance to
form another artists’ organization in a long, long time.>

Kuniyoshi’s response shows just how aware he was
of the danger, and how committed he was to making
the organization succeed:

Thank you for your letter giving me more details on the
committee and your reactions obtained from the other
members. I am aware of the difficulties that lie ahead but
believe that with constant vigilance we can keep things
under control.

I know how ruthless their tactics can be [i.e., members
with political agendas], but I feel that since their own
personal economic status is involved that they will be
careful and not dare use Equity as a front organization.
We won't let them. I don’t know what else we can do,
since they were duly elected by the membership. We can
only build trust by reporting our activities as often as pos-
sible to friends and those associated with Equity so as to
assure them of our intentions and objectives, which we
must repeat again and again.>®

President Kuniyoshi was very successful in getting
his policies and agenda approved, but the one major
battle he lost in the first two years was over the ques-
tion of local chapters. He had repeatedly argued that
there were no chapters of Equity, only regions, but
there was irresistible pressure to found local chapters,
not the least from New York. His response, in a report
to the board was: “Make clear that Artists Equity has
no Chapters. Regions have been designated for conve-
nience and points of contact; New York is only one of
the regions but since there are more artists in New York
the main office is in New York; it could be anywhere.”3?
With a large percentage of the national membership
living in and near the city, a New York chapter was
founded as the result of discussions at a general mem-
bership meeting on 15 December 1948. It was provi-
sionally called the New York Metropolitan Area Chap-
ter, and an organizing committee of fifteen members
was authorized to facilitate the matter.>® The new
group covered the metropolitan area, but stopped at
the Hudson River: there was a New Jersey chapter in
Newark and a Woodstock chapter by the time of the
annual meeting of 1949. Indeed, as the executive



Yasuo Kuniyoshi, John Sloan, Leon Kroll, and Hudson D. Walker, New York Artists Equity Association Records, Archives of American Art,
Smithsonian Institution.

director, Hudson Walker, informed prospective mem-
bers in a letter announcing the first official meeting of
the New York chapter, there were Chicago, Boston,
Pittsburgh, and Baltimore chapters in place by the end
of 1948.%°

The organization grew and became more effective
and widely respected. By the time the delegates met in
Chicago in April 1951 for the fourth annual meeting,
there were over eighteen hundred members and thir-
teen active chapters. This was the first annual meeting
outside of New York and the last for Kuniyoshi in the
role of president, as the constitution limited his tenure
to two two-year terms. In his remarks to the delegates,
he pointed with pride to the growth and accomplish-
ments of the organization, and there were many: the
growth of the Equity Fund to help artists in need, legal
aid provided to artists who could not afford paid legal
advice, the several Woodstock Conferences on the arts,
a Code of Ethics in place, new and active chapters, and
committees working with museums and government.
Kuniyoshi felt both relief and a real sense of loss at
leaving what had been almost a full-time job for him,
but noted both that he would still want to be involved
as an artist member and that he might have a leader-
ship role again some day.*

There were many tributes to the outgoing president,
from the membership and from the artistic community
in general, and there was clear recognition that with-
out his commitment, perseverance, and effort, the

organization would never have become the large,
respected, and influential voice of American artists that
it had become. Hudson Walker, who had worked with
Kuniyoshi most closely, summed up ten days after his
return from Chicago:

I have been meaning to write you ever since the annual
meeting, to let you know how memorable an experience it
was to work closely with you the past four years. Your
very hard work and the long hours you put in on behalf
of Equity, were only matched by your good judgement in
handling people and difficult situations. I am going to
miss the close association with you, but certainly look for-
ward to have you still involved in Equity’s work as Hon-
orary President and Committee member.

Your genuinely inspirational leadership and fine sense
of humor are the perfect combination for launching a new
organization. I do hope you will still keep your eye on
Equity to the extent you can spare the time.*!

Kuniyoshi had served four years and was succeeded
as president by Henry Billings. In recognition of his
tremendous contribution, the founding president was
elected to the office of honorary president but, already
an ill man, he died only two years later on 4 May 1953.
Artists Equity continued to enjoy rapid growth through
the next few years and made an increasing impact on
both the visibility of the artists and their financial con-
ditions. Practical publications were released on taxes
and opportunities for exhibiting, and the Woodstock
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Conferences of 1949 and 1950 were pioneering events
that brought together artist leaders and the directors of
major museums to discuss such issues as representa-
tion in museum shows, the cost of shipping and insur-
ing their works, participation on juries, and so on.*
Finally, and most important, a new spirit of coopera-
tion came about among the artists and museums, deal-
ers, the art press, and collectors. Artists Equity had
become a truly national organization, and if its princi-
ples and pronouncements were not always adopted,
they were certainly taken seriously and granted discus-
sion in all quarters.

In spite of its successes, the organization was not
fated to endure in that form for long. Tensions between
the parent organization and the New York chapter
grew worse, and disputes over resources and access
caused a split between the two; the eighth president,
the sculptor Louise Nevelson, was the last to serve as
the national president, from 1963 to 1965. The New
York chapter continues with minor name changes, and
another National Artists Equity organization is based in
Washington D.C. Both continue the heritage of the
original Artist Equity Association in their concern for
the economic well-being of their members and for such
issues as health and life insurance, contracts with deal-
ers, and the health hazards of artist’'s materials.
Kuniyoshi’s organization may not have lasted in the
form that he wished, and he was unusually prescient
about the divisive power of local chapters, but the ideas
and ideals that motivated the creation of Artists Equity
Association are the basis of many artist cooperatives
and incorporated artists organizations today.
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1. There were two major groups identified with political radicalism,
the Artists’ Union and the American Artists’ Congress. The former,
organized in 1934, was dedicated to improving the economic lot of
the artists working on the federal art projects, but its tactics, includ-
ing strikes and other forms of political demonstration, were consid-
ered to be too socialist in approach and inappropriate in their criti-
cism of the government. The American Artists’ Congress was more
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cades: the Militant Artists’ Union Treats with the New Deal,”
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Md.: University of Maryland Press, 1966) and his Federal Support for
the Visual Arts: The New Deal and Now (Greenwich, Ct.: New York
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studies were based.
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York City Art Project of the Works Progress Administration,
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ing American Art: Politics and Aesthetics in the State Department Exhibition,
194648 (Montgomery Museum of Fine Arts, 1984), describes the
outcry in the news media, the reaction of Congress, and the way that
fear for the future of other programs made then Connecticut Sena-
tor William Benton, through pressure on Secretary of State George
C. Marshall, end the State Department purchase and international
display of a quite good collection of American art. A small collection
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American Art”; see Advancing American Art Records, Archives of
American Art, Smithsonian Institution, microfilm reel 3769, frames
386—-663.
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10. Spector to Biddle, 11 December 1946: “Thank you very much for
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society of artists” (The Archives of New York Artists Equity Associa-
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Yasuo Kuniyoshi’s widow (hereafter cited as Wolf photocopies).

11. Spector to O’Connor, 4 December 1946, Wolf photocopies.

12. No letter from Biddle to Spector has been located, but Spector’s
letter to him of 11 December 1946 indicates that Biddle had proba-
bly countered some proposal of Spector’s for a new organization by
suggesting that artists needed to work within the framework of an
existing organization: “Thank you very much for your letter endors-
ing the objectives outlined in my recent letter, for a national society
of artists. The suggestion concerning the use of an existing organiza-
tion, such as the Audubon artists, has received my consideration”
(The Archives of New York Artists Equity, Inc.).

13. Ibid.

14. Spector to Biddle, 26 March 1947, starts, “I have read in this
morning’s New York Times that an Artists’ Equity Association has
been formed.,” Wolf photocopies.

15. “Artist’s [sic] Equity,” Hudson Walker Papers, Archives of Amer-
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16. Davis to Kuniyoshi, 19 February 1947, Yasuo Kuniyoshi Papers,
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.
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Michel Avery, Arnold Blanch, Paul Burlin, Julio de Diego, Philip
Guston, Sidney Laufman, Doris Lee, and Fletcher Martin (author’s
interviews with Andrée Ruellan and Karl Fortess, Woodstock, N.Y,
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Association, 25 March 1947, p. 1, The Archives of New York Artists
Equity Association, Inc.

19. Ibid., p. 2.
20. Ibid., p. 1.
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New York Artists Equity Association, Inc. In a letter to Elmer Rice,
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28. Variations on the fifteen points are found in a number of docu-
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fourteen pages of text noted that “this publication has been made
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(Kuniyoshi papers, AAA).

36. Kuniyoshi to Schnakenberg, 27 June 27 1949, Kuniyoshi papers,
AAA.

37. The undated report explains that the purposes and structure of
the organization seems to have been to exhort board members to get
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the first sentence, and a handwritten marginal note says, “skip this”
(Kuniyoshi papers, AAA).
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New York Artists Equity Association, Inc.).
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five boroughs, Long Island, and Westchester County, Wolf photo-
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AAA).
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