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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.
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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.
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Eight case histories provide Ferrell with his evidence. Brief
accounts, less than ten pages each, are given of the health prob-
lems of Grover Cleveland, Woodrow Wilson, Warren Harding, John
Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, and George Bush. Twenty-one pages are
devoted to Franklin Roosevelt’s illnesses. The most detailed and
freshest account, nearly a hundred pages, chronicles Dwight Eisen-
hower’s heart attacks, stroke, and Crohn’s disease.

Besides using the considerable published literature on the
theme of presidential health, Ferrell has explored many manu-
script collections and conducted numerous interviews. His writing
has a crisp explicitness and a forthrightness in making judgments.
He suggests that, on health grounds, Wilson should not have been
nominated in 1912, nor Harding in 1920, nor Roosevelt for a fourth
term, nor Eisenhower for a second. He makes clear that, prior to
Kennedy’s running for the presidency, his Addison’s disease and
back problems were much greater handicaps than publicly ac-
knowledged. Calculated cover-ups kept citizens deceived as to the
gravity of Kennedy’s medical problems and those of many other
presidents. Improper treatment, according to the best medical stan-
dards of the day, frequently occurred because presidential physi-
cians were long-standing personal friends rather than the nation’s
best qualified practitioners. When specialists were called in, their
advice was sometimes modified because of political concerns. Ken-
nedy for a time was treated by a dispenser of amphetamine “pep
pills” whom one of his own nurses termed “absolutely a quack”
(p. 157).

Indiana comes into Ferrell’s account through two vice-presi-
dents who might have stepped up had health problems forced pres-
idents to step down. Former Indiana governor Thomas Marshall,
after Wilson’s debilitating stroke, inquired each morning as to the
president’s health but did not see him again until the day Wilson
turned over the reins of government to Harding. The question of
Bush’s health did not become so great an issue in the 1992 election
as predicted on Ill-Advised’s jacket. Had it done so, the issue of J.
Danforth Quayle’s competence to assume the presidency might
have received more emphasis during the campaign.

Ferrell deplores the lack of candor, the deliberate deception,
about presidential health through the decades, as he regrets the
frequent mismanagement of presidential therapy. He endorses a
suggestion earlier made, that, to ensure competence, appointment
of the president’s personal physician should require concurrence of
the Senate.
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