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The authors do not consider the Klan an irrational response to
modernization; rather, it was a quite understandable, if simplistic,
response. Klansmen were hardly as innocent as Boy Scouts, and
many were intolerant and narrow-minded; but interpretations that
describe the Klan as a fringe movement reflect the biases of histo-
rians rather than the realities of the 1920s Klan.

Lay’s book is well conceived, thoroughly researched, and elo-
quently written. Indiana readers will find it of particular interest
because the Klan reached its apogee in the Hoosier State. The in-
terpretation of the contributors is not altogether new, nor is it cer-
tain that the conclusions about the Klan in the West, which
produced only 7 percent of Klan members, apply to the entire na-
tion. Nonetheless, The Invisible Empire in the West is a valuable
corrective grounded in substantial primary research that provides
new facts as well as a more realistic interpretation. The fact that
the Klan was relatively mainstream makes it all the more disturb-
ing; it would have been less dangerous if it had been an aberration.
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Engendering Culture: Manhood and Womanhood in New Deal
Public Art and Theater. By Barbara Melosh. (Washington,
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991. Pp. xiii, 297. Illus-
trations, appendix, notes, index. Clothbound, $60.00; paper-
bound, $24.95.)

The fact that Barbara Melosh announces in the introduction
to this work that her purpose is to “investigate gender representa-
tions in New Deal culture through a study of the paintings, sculp-
tures, and plays produced under two New Deal-sponsored
programs, the Treasury Section of Fine Arts and the Federal The-
atre Project” (p. 5) indicates scholars finally have reached a sophis-
ticated level of scholarship about the 1930s. Marlene Park and
Gerald E. Markowitz’s Democratic Vistas: Post Office and Public
Art in the New Deal (1984) provided a useful overview of the most
widespread public art program in American history. Since that
time, a few other works on the murals have appeared with a re-
gional orientation. Now, Melosh surveys the murals along with
plays produced by the Federal Theater to argue “for critical theory
grounded in historical evidence” (p. 8) while examining New Deal
culture “as a source that illuminates both feminism’s decline and
liberal reform” (p. 3).

Melosh locates her discussion somewhere between “postmod-
ernists”—a term she uses rather than “poststructuralist” because
she wants to include “cultural developments outside the realm of
literary criticism” (p. 9)—and “materialists,” with just a bit of a
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kind of “reader-response” theory added, although here it might be
better called “viewer-response” to indicate the postal patrons who
saw the murals and the theater audiences who witnessed the plays.
To develop her argument, Melosh posits an indicator against which
the art works and plays will be gauged: “the ideal of sexual com-
plementarity that dominates New Deal-sponsored renditions of pi-
oneers and agrarians. The comradely ideal, as I have called it,
touted women’s contributions even as it finessed difficult questions .
of sexual equality” (p. 11).

If a single overwhelming goal for this work can be suggested,
it is the pursuit-of “the comradely ideal” in the murals, the plays,
and, perhaps most importantly, in the day-to-day interchanges be-
tween the artists and the administrators of the Section of Fine
Arts. Unfortunately, records comparable to the boxes of letters,
forms, newsletters, and other miscellany from the section do not
exist for the Federal Theatre Project. Consequently Melosh must
base much of her theatrical comments on contemporary reviews,
occasional production notes, and a scattering of letters from direc-
tors about particular nuances given to a particular production.
This is not to say that the commentary about the Federal Theatre
Project is less valid, but more is said about the murals than about
the plays.

In her most important chapter, “Women, Art, and Ideology,”
Melosh develops a useful assessment of the place and role of the
woman artist in the artistic and administrative milieu of the 1930s
in order to “examine representations of womanhood as they were
constructed and negotiated by artists, Section administrators, and
a diverse public [and] consider women’s relationship to what I call
an aesthetic of containment, investigating female artist’s uses of
the prevailing vocabularies of gender” (p. 204). Unfortunately, the
assessment is not a happy one. Although the section was more
open to works of women artists and would not accept many tradi-
tional formats, such as allegorical female nudes, the women artists
“left few traces of a recognizably female vision, instead registering
the differences of sex only by their selective use of a tradition de-
fined by male artists, critics, and spectators” (p. 220).
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Ill-Advised: Presidential Health and Public Trust. By Robert H.
Ferrell. (Columbia, Mo.: University of Missouri Press, 1992.
Pp. xii, 205. Illustrations, notes, bibliography, index. $19.95.)

The personal physicians of presidents have often given their
patients poor care and have not been loath to tell the public out-
right lies about the state of presidential health. These are the key
conclusions of Robert H. Ferrell in this fascinating book.



