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ROAD TO VICTORY

A PROCESSION OF PHOTOGRAPHS OF THE MNATION AT WAR

DIRECTED &Y LT

coMpw

JOWARD STRICHIM, U.A.N® TEXT BY CARL SANDAUEG

Ao Pl b oy Hie
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART
-6 VOLUME IX JUNE 1947

A Note on the Exhibition
Monroe Wheeler

Although Road 10 Victory was planned in
October 1941, America’s entrance into the
war immediately charged it with new sig-
nificance. Lieutenant Commander Edward
Steichen, USNR, was especially assigned
by the Navy to assemble the exhibition.
During six months of research and prepa-
ration, Commander Steichen examined
tens of thousands of phowgraphs gener-
ously submitted by those whose names are
listed on page . Nearly ninety per cent of
the pictures have been supplied by depart-
mients and agencies of the United States
Government, the largest number coming
from the Farm Security Administration,
the Army Signal Corps and the Navy
Burean of Aeronautics. The 5o photo-
graphs finally selected have all been
enlarged to mural sizes varying from three
by four feet to ten by forty feet

It is noteworthy that Commander
Steichen — perhaps the most celebrated
living technician of the camera—has
neither included any of his own photo-
graphs nor limited his choice of exam-
ples to those of technical excellence.
Fascination with technical perfection
has distracted many photographers and
connoisseurs of photography from its
chiel natural functions of documenta-
tion and human interest recording,
Commander Steichen’s selection com-
prises examples that are above all
thrilling visual images of our nation

in this critical day and age.

Commander Steichen enlisted the
services of his illustrious brother-in-
law, Carl Sandburg, who, in his charac-
teristic brilliant and colloquial style,
has accompanied the photographic
sequence with an intelligent and inspir-
ing commentary. This has been printed
in beautiful Bodoni type, and enlarged
and displayed upon placards of various
sizes—some of them as large as the
photo-murals. This combination of
creative writing and pictorial art of the
same inspiration is so successful that it
is impossible to dissociate the work of
the collaborators.

The photographic procession occu-
pies the entire second floor of the
Museum. From the outset it was appar-
ent that so vast and complex an exhibi-
tion would require a very special
arrangement. The technical installation
was assigned 1o Herbert Bayer, who
installed the Museum's Bauhaus exhibi-
tion in 1938, Because of one of the
remarkable architectural features of the
Museum, its movable walls, the vast,
free space required for the great murals
could easily be provided.

The force of the exhibition lies above
all in the sequence of the pictures. Each
room is a chapter, each photograph a
sentence. It moves with magnificent
simplicity and a kind of visual elo-
quence from the landscape of the

I Tis make the large murals, of wallpaper, next with one of  and finally the whole mural
the negatives were enlarged in~ cloth, and then the photographs  was painted with dull varnish w

sections upunﬂﬂp-mun- were pasted on the cdoth by
forty wide, paper hangers. The seams were  rendered by the surface of

lightly airbrushed, imperfec- photographic paper.

graphic paper

The museum wall was first

eliminate the glaring reflections

skred, then covered with a lager  tons were retouched by hand

ROAD TO VICTORY

361

‘A Note on the
Exhibition’, The Balletin
ol the Museum of Maderm
At, wol. IX, nos. 5-6
(June 1941), pp H-20.



primeval continent through the folk
ways of simple Americans, the extraor-
dinary mechanism of peace and war, to
the cavalcade of men flying and sailing
and motoring and marching to the
defense of that continent.

Following the entrance hall, there is
a series of small rooms in which are
shown photographs of American daily
life. Thereafter, one is confronted with
an immense mural of the construction
of Shasta Dam, and photographs which
represent production, including one of
Boulder Dam, of which one awed visi-
tor said, "It is a combination of Rheims
Cathedral and Niagara Falls.' Then one
comes upon a long, winding ramp,
which gives a view of photographs
variously placed —some standing free,
some sloping at angles on the floor
below the ramp and some hanging
from the ceiling.

Then one sees a great mural of an
America First meeting upon which
appear as captions the complacent iso-
lationist phrases of a year or two ago:
‘It can't happen to us’; “We've got two

oceans protecting us’; “The United States

is not in the slightest danger of inva-
sion.’ This serves as an introduction to
the most dramatic point in the exhibi-
tion, an alcove showing the powder
magazine of the destroyer Shaw explod-
ing at Pearl Harbor. Below this is an
enlarged photograph of the Japanese
Ambassador Nomura and the Japanese
peace envoy, Kurusu, both laughing
heartily. To the left is a Texas Farmer
whose eyes are fixed upon the Pearl
Harbor explosion as he says: "War—
they asked for it—now, by the living
God, they'll get it’ Certain Americans
are still unwilling to arouse or inspire
hate, even of a mortal enemy, but the
emotion that this aleove evokes is not
so much hate as a sense of terrible

necessity and noble strength.

Then follow American troops on
a transport sailing to Ireland, tanks,
planes, ships and among them all the
faces of the men and women who con-
stitute the basic strength of the country.
And this theme of Commander
Steichen's great pictorial composition
is made very clear at the end by a
sequence of six photos of fathers and
mothers in front of an immense mural
of marching sons.

There has been no minimising of the
gravity of the war, but few people will
see this exhibition without feeling that
they are part of the power of America,
and that if that power is exerted to the
utmost our freedom shall endure.
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Edward Steichen (right) and Carl Sandburg
working on the model For Roed w Vicory exhibivion,
C 1942
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After careful study of the original idea
ol the layout for galleries of the exhibi-
tion, Panoramao of Defense,' we have devel-
oped another scheme. The lortunate
elements as well as the various aspects
over which improvement may be made
have been considered. The new plan,
we believe, retains the advantages of the
first, in particular its spaciousness and
the placement of the large photomural
s0 there may be a Iung approach to it
We have used the original idea of diag-
onal walls but with a different concep-

tion of the initial entrance 1o the gal-
leries, In so doing the problem of cir-
culation is more adequately solved. Also
the first opening walls of the exhibition
attain greater dramatic interest by
virtue ol the fact that a now direct
approach may be made 1o them. We
believe you will agree there is wisdom
in designing the galleries keeping the
factor of circulation well in mind, as
one of major importance

A scheme that determines the
progress of the spectator through the

exhibition, hereby is directly associated

with the process of planning a dramatic
sequence, which will place each mural
or wall to its greatest psychological, as
well as visual advantage,

In the first plan the arrangement
builds up to one focal point, that is the
go-foot photo mural, but with disad-
vantages for the balance of the exhibi-

i
screens was not fully considered in the

m. Also the location of the projection

plan. As to the idea of placing these
screens on each side of the large mural,
as suggested on the first plan, we
believe it would establis

| G TH] great a

1. Road 1o Victory was called,
alternatively, Armul of Demnecracy
anid Panor d [hefemse, helore
Pear]l Harbour. [Edior's noe i
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concentration of the major elements
ol the exhibition at this one point

In the new plan their position is
treated with greater practical considera-
tion. As shown on the new plan, we
advocate placing them in different
rooms. Thus, they will attain a greater
visual advantage and will help to build
for greater variety through the exhibi-
tion. Use ol a projection screen in the
last gallery, in particular, gives
increased interest to a spot that tends o
lag in the usual large exhibition.

We believe this new plan, in so far as
the physical scheme of the gallery may
function toward this end, opens greater

possibility for an exhibition possessing

a sustained dramatic tempo throughout
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STEICHEN’S ‘ROAD TO VICTORY’

Christopher Phillips

On 20 May 1942, some six months after the attack on Pearl Harbour,

a disparate company gathered for a private dinner in the penthouse of

the Museum of Modern Art. Those greeting David Hunter MceAlpin,
trustee chairman of the museum’s committee on photography and the
evening's host, included Mr and Mrs Roy Strvker, publisher Conde
Nast, Mrs Simon Guggenheim and the 78-vear-old Alfred Stieglie.
The dinner marked the opening of a spectacular photographic exhi-
bition, Read to Victory, and was held 1o honour its two principal organ-
isers: Lt Commander Edward Steichen (newly commissioned by the
Navv), who had selected the photographs, and his brother-in-law,
the poet Carl Sandburg, who had composed the accompanying text.!
“I'he first visitors to reach the exhibition itself discovered that all of the
interior walls of the museum’s second-floor galleries had been removed
by Herbert Baver, the emigré artist/designer who had supervised the
installation, to make way for Steichen’s giant *procession of photographs
of the nation at war’. Through a sequence of heroically enlarged docu-
mentary images, gleaned for the most part from government files, a
dramatic panorama of the American land and people was unfurled. As
visitors moved around the exhibition on a predetermined path, many
seemed surprised at the intensity of their own emotional reaction, as did
the New Yorl Times' art reviewer Edwin Alden Jewell, ‘Tt would not at
all amaze me to see people, even people who have thought themselves
very worldly, nonchalant or hard-boiled, leave this exhibition with brim-

ming eves,”

1. *Sandburg, Steichen Nation”, New Yark Thmes (24 My
| leimasresd @t Dhinner”, Newe bord gL VL p g
Timer (20 May tog2), 0, p 22

2 Eadwin Alden Jewell,

‘Portradt of the Spirit of &
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CHRISTOPHER PHILLIPS

In New York, the critical response was enthusiastic from all quarters.
Ralph Steiner, writing in P, observed with some interest: *The photo-
graphs are displayed by Bayer as photographs have never been displayed
before. They don’t sit quietly against the wall. They jut out from
the walls and up from the floors to assault your vision..." On the left, the
Daily Warker proclaimed: ‘It is the most sensational exhibit of photo-
graphs that ever was shown in these parts.... What a country to fight
for!™ During the summer of 1942 more than 80,000 people made their
way to MoMA 1o see Road to Victory, and it was quickly scheduled
to proceed to Chicago, St. Louis, Portland and Rochester, N.Y., while
smaller ‘replicas’ were shipped to Britain, South America and the
Pacific. Asked by Newsweek to account for the overwhelming popular
success of the exhibition, Steichen replied: ‘It shows the good common
horse sense of the common people. It will give them something to base
their faith upon.™

Even if it served only to fix more precisely the point at which American
documentary photography was mobilised behind the national war effort,
Road to Victory would reward closer attention. It may be more provoca-
tive, however, to consider the way in which Road to Vietory predicated a
certain form of museum exhibition, one which was to become Steichen’s
trademark during his 15 vears as director of MoMA's Department of
Photography, culminating in 1955 in The Family of Man. In photographic
circles, the latter has been widely criticised for any number of reasons,
but never seriously analysed in terms of the tradition from which it arose.
The notion of the exhibition-as-social-essay stands as a particularly
interesting episode in photography’s bumpy road to acceptance as a
museum art, and what follows is an attempt to sketch briefly the combi-
nation of events and personalities, which, in 1942, contributed more
than a little to its distinctive form.

3 PM (30 May 1g42) Photo Exhabat’, Daaly Waeder
The Edward Steichen Archive, (24 May g2 p 7
MoMA 5. ‘Road 1o Victory®, Newswerlk

4. Edith Anderson, "Sandburg (1 June 142]), ppby-5.
anid Steichen Produce Fine War

768

STEICHEN"S *ROAD TO VICTORY'

In Seprember, 1941, before the United States had officially entered
the war, David Hunter McAlpin recruited Steichen to organise a large
photographic exhibition directed to the theme of national defense.®
Although it can be seen in retrospect to have marked a decisive point in
the history of MoMA's Department of Photography, this was unclear at
the time. The department had been established the previous vear;
Beaumont Newhall (who earlier had prepared the groundbreaking exhi-
bition, Photagraphy: 1839-1937) was named curator, and McAlpin, a
wealthy stockbroker and collector, became chairman of the committee set
up to guide the department. Newhall's interest in photography reflected
his training as an art historian, and centred on the individual photo-
grapher as creative artist. Sivty Photographs: A Survey of Camera Esthetics,
the first exhibition presented by Newhall and Ansel Adams (who had been
brought in to act as the department’s vice-chairman), examined original
prints by Stieglitz, Strand, Atget and Moholy-Nagy, among others, and
confidently set photography alongside the traditional fine arts.’”

The exhibition that McAlpin, in the fall of 1941, proposed Steichen
undertake seemed to have less to do with the programme of the new
department than with the series of defense-related exhibitions that the
museum had sponsored since the outbreak of the European war in
September 1939. In 1940, War Comes to the People: A Story Written with
the Lens presented scenes from the opening of the conflict. Britain at
War, the next vear, showed paintings and photographs from that embart-
tled nation. [mage of Freedom, featuring photographs selected by
Newhall and MoMA's director Alfred H. Barr, Jr., aimed more directly
at shoring up the American spirit in disheartening times. The exhibition
that Steichen was called upon to organise was seen as an extension in the
same line,

Steichen, then 61, had closed his New York studio in 1938 after a long
reign as the city’s most celebrated portraitist and fashion photographer.
The project that McAlpin proposed offered him the chance to act upon

. Carl Sanadburg, *Road w canfirmed thar he had suggeaed na 2 (December 140 — January
Victory", i NMame Froant Mews that Sicichen be brought in o gt ), 1 g especially
{Mew York: Harcourt, Brace amd  direer the exhibition Newhall's ‘Program of the
Company, 1g43), p 307, McAlpin, 7. Sce "The New Department Department’, pp 45
n corresponilence with the of Photography’, The Bulleiin of
author dated 25 March 1g8a, the Muenm af” Maders Art, vol K,
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several interests that had occupied his attention since that time.
Spurred, perhaps, by the success of his brother-in-law Sandburg’s epic
poem “The People Yes' in 1936, Steichen had begun to turn over in his
mind the idea of an immense *Portrait of America’ executed in photo-
murals, a format he had emploved with great success in the early 1930s.
Wayne Miller, who served as Steichen’s assistant on The Family of Man,
has recalled:

He told me that before the war, in the late tharties, he had the idea
of doing a massive big show on America, and it was going to be the
spirit of America, the face of America, and so forth. He hoped to
use the Grand Central Station.... He wanted to use the walls of
that and have pictures from floor to ceiling; I guess it must be five
to six storics high inside®

There were to be panoramic murals of the American land, cities and fac-
tories, leading into a series of smaller scenes of everyday life in homes,
offices, streets and hospitals. Winding throughout would be a decorative
motif of tasselled, growing corn.”

Although it"s unclear how many of the images Steichen intended to
produce himself, by the spring of 1938 he had discovered that one group
of photographers had for several years been chronicling an unsuspected
face of contemporary America. In April 1938, New York’s Grand Central
Palace plaved host to the International Photographic Exhibition, the
largest display of photographs that the city had ever seen under one roof.
Organised by Willard Morgan, the event featured more than 3,000 pic-
tures gathered from the far-flung corners of the photographic world:
pictorial work from camera clubs; news, theatrical and industrial photo-
graphy; historical images by Brady, Hill and Adamson, Daguerre and
Atget; new colour processes from Europe and America; and a large

8. Transeripr of WXXI-TV
(Rochester) interview with Wayne
Malber { Autumn 197y}

Recl #i-a38; p

0, "Camera, Carcer, Com’,
e (1o Jamuary 1380, p 36
See also Lr. ) H. Cutler, *Mect

Captain Steichen’, undatod Navy moral format with grest sooces

press release in the Information
File of the International Museum
of Photograply/George Eastman
Huourse, for Steichen’s recollection
ol his plans for this exhilsition.
Steichens had used the phatis-

in the carly thirties; se¢ Nichalas
Haz, *Steichen’s Photomurals at
New York's Rasdio City", American
Plotagraphy (July 1933,

pp qog-8.
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number of photomurals." But the most controversial display was the
section of 70 photographs submitted by the historical section of the Farm
Security Association. These images from the heart of the Depression -
by Lange, Lee, Rothstein and Evans, among others — created a minor
sensation. Roy Stryker, chief of the FSA's historical section, wrote to a
friend: ‘It is not exaggerating a bit to say that we scooped the show. Even
Steichen went to the show in a perfunctory manner and got a surprise
when he ran into our section.”!!

Steichen was, indeed, so struck by the FSA photographs that he had
a substantial number of them reproduced later that vear in LS. Camera
Annual, a popular round-up of the year’s best photography for which
he served as one-man jury. Introducing the pictures in a short essay, he
drew an important distinction between two kinds of photographic doc-
uments, distinguishing those that are purely informational from those he
called ‘good story-telling pictures’. The FSA photographs fell into the
latter group; they were human documents that “told stories, and told
them with such simple and blunt directness that they made many a citi-
zen winee”." He doubted that this combination of visual and emotional
impact in itself constituted propaganda. ‘Pictures in themselves are very
rarely propaganda. It is the use of pictures that makes them propaganda,
These prints are obviously charged with human dynamite and the dvna-
mite must not be set off to become propaganda; they are not propagan-
da — not ver,""

When, in October 1941, Steichen began to search for the images out of
which to organise the MoMA exhibition (called, alternatively, Arsenal of
Democracy and Panorama of Defense, before Pearl Harbour), he set off on
an exhaustive examination of the photographic files of government agen-
cies, the military services, Time-Life, U.S. Steel, the Associated Press and
many individual photographers.' But of the 134 photographs eventually
selected, more than one-third came from the files of the Farm Security
Admimistration. Edwin Rosskam, who handled picture research and

10 “Photography. Show Wil 11, Ry Strvker o Ed Locke, Civivra Awrmal {1930), p 44
Ohpen April 18, New Yord Timies 26 April 138, ymstedd i F Jack 13 Ihaid, .
{3 April g8y, v, Sec in adds- Hurbes, Porivaat of a Decady {New 14, Sandbuirg, Home From
i Frank Crowninshichd's York: 1o Cagso, 1igg7h, p 132 Wema, op i, pp 1oh, 108
sceounit in the 1530 L8 Camera 12 Fdward Steichen, “The
fuwnial ESA. Photographers”, 1.5
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exhibit planning for the FSA at the time, remembers that when Steichen
arrived to inspect the pictures, Roy Stryker was on hand personally to
guide him around. Where important visitors like Steichen were con-
cerned, Rosskam recalls, *Strvker bestirred himself™. '

Times, and the national mood, had changed, and few of the FSA
photographers that Steichen selected for Road to Victory came from the
hard-hitting documentation of the nation’s ‘lower third' that had so
impressed him in 1938, During the four years since that time, Stryker
had specifically instructed his photographers to obtain a more judiciously
balanced view of rural, small-town and urban subjects. By now the FSA
file included scenes of hard-working labourers in defense plants, Marion
Post Wolcott's idealised portraval of New England small-town life, and
pictures of America’s Midwestern *horn of plenty’. Not surprisingly,
these were the images 1o which Steichen now turned most readily.

When Sandburg arrived at Steichen’s Connecticut home in April 1942
to prepare the exhibition’s unifying text, he found Steichen beginning to
arrange 8 x 10-inch copy prints into thematic sequences. By this time the
United States was no longer an observer but a full-fledged participant in
the war, lending an air of even greater urgency to the task. The times
demanded not only an ‘epic portrait’, but a reinvigorated myth of the
American land and people, and this is what Steichen set out to provide.
He drew upon a number of themes first broached in *The People Yes'.
In its final form Roead to Victory carried a distinetly Sandburgian flavour
in its mystical attachment to the American earth, and in its valorisation
of the proud, vigilant, determined faces of ‘the people’. Westerners, New
Englanders, Southerners; farmers, factory workers, gas-station atten-
dants; whites, blacks, Filipinos; all so very different, but all united by
a common dream: America. As William Stott has pointed out, ‘unity-
in-diversity’ was to become one of the overriding themes of American
wartime rhetoric, and Road to Victory evidenced its earliest and most
compelling expression in photographic form,'

Road to Victory was not the first instance after Pearl Harbour in which
documentary photographs were adapted to purposes of propaganda;

15, Conversation with Fdwin (Mew York: Oxford University
Resskam, 15 April 1980 Press, 1973l p 236

16, William Seotr, [icumientary
Evpreicimn anad Thortnes doenica
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that distinction may belong to the huge photomurals that were con-
structed from enlarged Farm Security Agency photographs and raised
in Grand Central Station in December 1941." But it did mark the
American appearance of a radically new kind of exhibition technique, in
which individual photographs were carefully deploved as propositions
that joined to form a larger argument. The narrative, story-telling use of
photographs was certainly not unfamiliar to Americans by this time —
Life magazine had seen to that — but Roead te Victory broke new ground
by combining a complicated sequence of enormous photomurals with a
careful consideration of the way in which mobile spectators would
encounter the material. Herbert Bayer had given much thought to new
forms of exhibition design, and his contribution to the final shape of
Ruad to Vietory was crucial,

A native of Austria, Bayer had been Master of the Graphic Arts De-
partment at the Bauhaus in the mid-1gzos, before deciding to put his
ideas into practice at the Dorland advertising agency in Berlin. It was
Bayer’s conviction that the rapidly accelerating tempo of modern life
called for a condensed, intensified form of public communication,
emploving visual as well as written means, *Visual communications’ in
the broadest sense became his concern, and he established a reputation
as one of Europe’s most innovative graphic designers, combining typo-
graphy, photography and handwork to great effect.'

Baver also set out to modernise the traditional forms of museum
and gallery display. He felt that the dynamic qualities of modern life and
maodern art were thoroughly at odds with the reigning principles of exhi-
bition design, which continued to emphasise a timeless, static space
founded on balance and symmetry. In the late 1920s, Baver began to
experiment with the concerted use of colour, scale, elevation, tvpo-
graphy, and texture in order to bring a calculated dynamic quality to
exhibition design.

The special hallmark of the exhibitions that Bayer designed in
Germany and France was the imaginative use of photographic elements.

17, "The World™s Targoa s oo fich to be adequately eared Wy Bepend et The Ik wf
Phate-Mural®, L.X Camyra here. See Merbers Bayer: Painger,  Herbert Bayer (New York
(February igg2), pp 1842 Dewgner, Arohitect (New Wintenhorn, Schules, Inc, 1947)

15, Baver's multi-faceted career York/London: Reinhold/Studio  situates Baver™s work within the
a5 a painter, designer, photogra Viuta, 1ghg) for & good introduc-  theorerical concerns of the
pher, typographer, and architect tion. Alevander Dormer’s The Danahaiiss.
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He has spoken of his fascination with the Russian Constructivist El
Lissitzky's use of photographic cut-outs pasted together with typeface,
a practice which Lissitzky extended to large exhibition structures in the
late 19z20s, applying repeating photographic imagery to walls and ceil-
ings, as well as constructivist architectural forms." Bayer adapted and
rationalised a number of Lissitzky's devices, and put them to effective
use, for instance, at the Deutscher Werkbund exhibition in Berlin in
1931. There, a great photomural of a crowd of workers served as a back-
drop from which larger, free-standing figures emerged ™

When, in 1938, he was commissioned to design MoMA’s Bauhaus
exhibition — at which time he also decided to emigrate from Hitler’s
Germany — Baver was able to bring into play a whole range of photo-
graphic display techniques. Nearly invisible wire supports were used
to suspend photographic enlargements out from the wall toward the
viewer. Prints were angled off the walls in various directions, or curled
out from either end to meet the viewer. It was, no doubt, Bayer’s success
with the Bauhaus exhibition that led Monroe Wheeler, MoMA's direc-
tor of exhibitions, to call upon him to join Steichen in preparing an
appropriate installation for Road 1o Victory several vears later”!

By this time Bayer had summarised his ideas concerning dynamic
exhibition design in a short essay published in an American design jour-
nal in 1939. The modern exhibition, he suggested, *should not retain its
distance from the spectator, it should be brought close to him, penetrate
and leave an impression on him, should explain, demonstrate and even
persuade and lead him to a planned reaction. Therefore we may say that
exhibition design runs parallel with the psychology of advertising.™ Tt
can readily be seen that Road to Pictory, whose motive was exhortatory
and extra-aesthetic from the outset, provided a fine vehicle for imple-
menting such concerns.

19, Paul Hill and Thaomeas
Cooper, intervicw with Baer in
Finalogue Wath Phatographi (MNew
York: Farrar, Sirauss, Ciirous,
izl 118 See Sophie
Lissiteky -Kuppers, EI Loarzby
Life, Lersers, Texp (Greenwch,
Cann: Sew Yook Ciraphic
Seckcty, 1ghR), pp b - b3, for
Lissiteky s statements on design
g et rooms, see also
Mlusaranions 184 220
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2 Sn-lhnmrn .”hr "..n'
Beyamd Het': The Wk af Herbert
Bayer,opocil., ppdo2-5

The exhibition was designed
m collaboration with Walter
Ciropins and Moholy =gy

2. MaM A Dieparimient of
Rights and Reprosluctioens holids a
full sebection of nstallinon swws
of tsth the Banhaus and Ruad o
Dietary exhibitions. For amvone
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According to Bayer, Steichen initially presented him with the *story’
and consecutive development of the images, from which he proceeded to
build a three-dimensional model indicating the placement and relative
size of the enlargements.” The two men apparently hit it off well. Bayer
has recalled: *He constantly asked me for my opinions. We always spread
photographs on the floor and he always became sentimental about
American things." The final installation followed Bayer's model closely,
and incorporated its most original features.

After he had cleared MoMA's second-floor galleries of their moveable
walls, Bayer had the remaining walls, floor, and ceiling painted a uni-
form white. Having already determined upon a floor-plan that would
guide visitors in a predetermined route through the exhibition, he used
the largest murals — some up to forty feet in length — to articulate the
main elements of division. The floor-plan thus supported the narrative
of the images: *Each room is a chapter, each photograph is a sentence,’
suggested the museum’s bulletin.®

To furnish an air of dynamism to the enlargements, many were made
free-standing or free-floating, thin wires supporting them at a variety of
angles from floor to ceiling. At the exhibition’s critical juncture, a dra-
matic juxtaposition of the Pearl Harbour explosion and a hard-bitten
“Texas farmer’, Baver underlined the effect by calling into play his *prin-
ciple of extended vision”. The spectator was led up a raised ramp that
afforded a dramatic vista, and the ramp itself, as it wound through the
series of military images that followed, became the literal embodiment
of the ‘road’ to which the exhibition’s title referred. The concluding
enlargements grew progressively bigger, culminating in a gently curving
4o-foot mural presenting row upon row of marching American troops,
Over the larger mural were superimposed a number of smaller images
depicting proud fathers and beaming American mothers. As remarked
by Alexander Dorner in his very interesting study of Bayer's work: “The
visitor was led from one such reaction to another, and finally to the cli-
mactic reaction of intense sympathy with the life of the USA and an
ardent wish to help it and share its aims.'*

STEICHEN'S "ROAD TO VICTORY'

Photography critic Elizabeth McCausland, in one of the more
thoughtful responses to Road to Ficrory, was quick to realise that ‘Here
art has been made a weapon of unmistakable intent and power’. She
insisted, however, that the exhibition aimed not to mold its audience’s
mind — that smacked too much of totalitarian practice — but to ‘evoke
the deepest aspiration and historic remembrance of human beings’. She
noted with some satisfaction that after vears of acrid debare over the
value of socially engaged art, here art had ‘taken sides on the side of
the American people’. She pinned the medal on are.”

Such attitudes toward photography’s supposed social mission persisted
well into the post-war world. In 1947, it might easily have been thought
that Steichen’s appointment as director of MoMA's Department of
Photography signaled, on his part, a renewed interest in photography’s
fine-art side. This was not entirely the case, however. The wide popular
success and critical acclaim that had greeted Road 1o Victory (and its
1445 successor, Power i the Pacific, which Steichen organised on behalf
of the US. Navy) opened the way to an alternative future for photo-
graphy at MoMA. Photography’s claims as a fine art were to take a back
seat to its role as a vehicle of high-minded social communication. Such
was the implication of the remarks made by MoMA’s president, Nelson
Rockefeller, when he welcomed Steichen to MoMA.,

Steichen... joins the Muscum of Modern Art to bring to as wide
an audience as possible the best work being done in photography
throughout the world, and to employ it ereatively as a means of
interpretation in major museum exhibitions where photography is
not the theme but the medium through which great achievements
and great moments are graphically presented.

In an interview which took place not long after his appointment, the
New York Times noted that during the war Steichen had been ‘impressed
by what could be achieved by taking pictures on a grandiose scale and
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using them selectively to tell a complete story.” How did he think this
lesson could be applied at MoMA? The Times continued:

Sooner or later he wants to gather under his wing the 200,000 of
America’s amateurs who are already skilled photographers and
teach them something about making pictures. Later on he wants
them to send the pictures to him for sorting and cataloguing; then,
some time, he wants exhibitions on a grand scale, in the manner of
his war picture exhibits. Ultimately, perhaps, there will be a great
building in the nation’s capital with murals covering the walls and
ceiling, a place where tourists may see the great story of America
in pictures.”

Although this extravagant bit of speculation, harking back to Steichen’s
carlier dream of a ‘portrait of America’, was never carried out, it sug-
gests the underlying attitude toward photography, and the even more
ambitious scale of activity, which produced The Family of Man cight
years later. The conciliatory, humanistic message of The Family of Man
reflected the special concerns of the early 1950s; but the practice that

shaped it and the form in which it finally appeared owed more than a
little to the precedents set in Road to Victory.
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