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Thomas Hart Benton Home and Studio State Historic Site

Teacher's Guide

Goal
Provide students a fundamental basis for understgride life and art of Thomas Hart Benton.

Objectives

Students participating in the following activitiasd lessons will gain a deeper knowledge and
appreciation of Thomas Hart Benton and Americantlaety will comprehend the inter-
relationship between visual art and U.S. sociabhjsof the mid-28 Century; and they will
participate in discussions analyzing how Bentorettgyed his style and techniques.

The Thomas Hart Benton Home and Studio State His&ite Teacher's Guide will support the
study of fine arts, communication arts, and sostiadlies.

Background
Thomas Hart Benton is Missouri’s most famous pairtie is best known for his large murals,
and for his social historical paintings. Most Ancain art museums have examples of his work.

Thomas Hart Benton was born in Neosho, MO, in Ap8i89. He was named after his great-
great-uncle, Thomas Hart Benton, the first and éstrgerving U.S. Senator of Missouri. Tom’s
father, M.E. Benton, was a renowned lawyer andipin, who served four terms in the U.S.
House of Representatives. Elizabeth, Tom’s mothias, a beautiful girl from Texas, and a
helpful ally in his struggle to become an artist.

At the age of 17, aspiring to become a newspapévaiast, Benton began attending the Art
Institute of Chicago. It is here that he discovenedlove for painting. Soon after, he was off to
Paris where he met many influential people. Adtnigls began to dwindle, he returned to the
United States, settling in New York, where he gsjtad as an artist. In 1918, because of World
War I, Benton enlisted in the Navy. He was sertivofolk, Va., where his duties included
making sketches and drawings of items around tke,lsaich as ships. Having plenty of free
time on his hands, he made similar drawings anatipass for himself. Upon returning to New
York, he exhibited a number of these works, whieteived moderate attention. Benton was
beginning to be recognized in the art world.

In 1922, Benton married Rita Piacenza. Benton washing art classes for a neighborhood
association and she was one of his students. Shanvdalian immigrant who moved to the
United States with her family as a young teenafjee. Bentons had a son, Thomas Piacenza
(T.P. for short), in 1926. Rita worked as her husb&business manager and was a great force
behind his success.

Benton’s first mural commission was for the New &alfor Social Research in New York. His

focus was on the development of new technologyingat America Today. Yearning to try
mural painting, he agreed to be paid only for tingpdies used, but benefited in other ways. The
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mural cast him to the front of the art world, whbeereceived national attention. More mural
commissions followed after this, and in 1934, Bant@s featured on the covernme
magazine.

In 1935, Benton was offered a mural commissiontaadhing position, both in Missouri. The
mural was to b&he Social History of Missouri, which would reside in the House of
Representatives’ Lounge in the state Capitol ifedgbn City. The teaching position was at the
Kansas City Art Institute. These two things, pltenBn’s growing dislike for the art world of
New York, influenced him to move back to his hortees

In 1939, the Bentons moved into a large, limestomese at 3616 Belleview in Kansas City, Mo.
Later that summer, their daughter Jessie was ltormas in this residence, which is now the
Thomas Hart Benton Home and Studio State Histate; &here the Bentons raised their
children to maturity and where much artwork wasdpiced. The studio is also the site of
Benton’s death on Jan. 19, 1975. He had been wgpdara mural for the Country Music Hall of
Fame, called’he Sources of Country Music, which was nearly complete. After dinner, he told
his wife he was going out to the studio to taketlaolook. While in his studio he suffered a
heart attack and passed away at the age of 8amiine now hangs in Nashville, unsigned. Rita,
his wife for 53 years, followed him in death ju$t\eeks later.

Missouri Learning Standards:
Common Core State Standards and Show-Me Standards

The Thomas Hart Benton Home and Studio State His&ite Teacher's Guide, along with a
tour of the home, can provide an experience thgihsiwith the following Learning Standards.
These standards can be adapted to fit other staitesia.

Common Core State Standards

Reading: Informational Text

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1 Read closely to deteenihat the text says explicitly and to
make logical inferences from it; cite specific igadtevidence when writing or speaking to
support conclusions drawn from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3 Analyze how and why induals, events, or ideas develop and
interact over the course of a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7 Integrate and evaluatetent presented in diverse media and
formats, including visually and quantitatively,\asll as in words.

Wkiting
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7 Conduct short as wellvame sustained research projects
based on focused questions, demonstrating unddistpof the subject under investigation.
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CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9 Draw evidence from lagy or informational texts to support
analysis, reflection, and research.

Speaking and Listening

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.1 Prepare for and paoate effectively in a range of
conversations and collaborations with diverse gastrbuilding on others’ ideas and expressing
their own clearly and persuasively.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.2 Integrate and evaluatermation presented in diverse media
and formats, including visually, quantitatively,daorally.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.3 Evaluate a speakerisfpof view, reasoning, and use of
evidence and rhetoric.

Language

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.6 Acquire and use accuyagerange of general academic and
domain-specific words and phrases sufficient fadneg, writing, speaking, and listening at the
college and career readiness level; demonstragpertience in gathering vocabulary knowledge
when encountering an unknown term important to aafmgnsion or expression.

Show Me Standards

Communication Arts

#3 — Reading and evaluating non-fiction works arademal (such as biographies, newspapers,
technical manuals)

#4 — Writing formally (such as reports, narrativessays) and informally (such as outlines,
notes)

#5 — Comprehending and evaluating the content disfi@aspects of oral and visual
presentations

#6 - Participating in formal and informal presermas and discussions of issues and ideas.

Fine Arts

#1 - Process and techniques for the productionpéidn or performance of one or more of the
visual or performed arts.

#2 - The principles and elements of different ardfs.

#3 - The vocabulary to explain perceptions abodtaraluations of works in dance, music,
theater and visual arts.

#4 - Interrelationships of visual and performingsand the relationships of the arts to other
disciplines.

#5 - Visual and performing arts in historical andtaral contexts.

Social Sudies

#2 - Continuity and change in the history of Missptine United States and the world.

#5 - The major elements of geographical study anadlyais (such as location, place, movement,
regions and their relationships to changes in $peaied environment).

#6 - Relationships of the individual and group#stitutions and cultural traditions.
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Vocabulary
Before coming to the site, the students shouldabeliar with the following terms:

Regionalism - A style of painting, popular in the 1930s and ' depicts scenes from
everyday life in various areas of the United StaBeston, along with John Steuart Curry and
Grant Wood, were leaders of the Regionalist movénten it faded quickly when abstract
artists such as Jackson Pollock found populafdgnfon painted farm scenes of the Midwest,
church scenes of the South, rodeo scenes of thg Wekindustrial scenes of the Northeast.)

Mural - A very large painting applied to a wall or cegi (Benton’s murals were not usually
painted directly onto the walls. He would constiacge panels to paint his murals on and then
apply the panels to the wall. This has allowed sswa his murals to be moved from their
original location.)

Commissioned - To be hired to complete a painting or muraldarertain person or group. (For
example, Benton was commissioned to pahe Social History of Missouri mural by the state
representatives for the House Lounge in the Miggoapitol in Jefferson City).

Lithograph - A print that is produced by the process of Igtaphy. An artist will draw on a flat
stone with a greasy crayon, wet it, apply ink, #reh print the image onto paper. Using this
process, the artist can create multiple copieswadik. (Benton produced over 90 lithographs.)

Subject and Setting - What the painting is about and where the adtdes place. (For example,
Benton painted a group of people at a church senliibe church goers are the subjects and the
church interior makes up the setting; together #reythe scene.)

Exaggeration - To paint something bigger than it normally Befton often made the hands,
feet, and facial features of the people in his fpags larger than they actually were.)

Egg Tempera - A type of paint medium in which color pigmentg anixed with egg yolk and
water. (Benton experimented with this mixture beeails use had not been popular for quite
some time.)

Hollow and Bump - Benton's technique in which the lines and shapaspicture interlock in a
series of curves or waves. Wherever there is a ffjuthere is a corresponding "hollow" for it to
fit into. Soft recessive spaces, balanced withdfuicprojecting areas, develop into a rhythmic

pattern. éﬁ

Pre-Visit Lessons
¢ Have each student prepare a name tag that reftectwea where he or she lives, or an
artistic theme.
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¢ Introduce the students to the artwork of Thomag Banton. Use the vocabulary terms as a
reference for discussion.

¢ Look up the work of other Regionalists, such anJsteuart Curry (Kansas) and Grant
Wood (lowa). How do they compare and contrast toritas Hart Benton?

¢ Thomas Hart Benton painted America as he saw feHaur students think about how they
see America, either past or present, and ask thereatively depict it.

On-Site Activities

¢ On-site, students will be given a guided tour tigtorhomas Hart Benton's home and studio.
The tour guide will ask a variety of questionsyatiating student participation. Students are
also welcome to develop questions to ask befomrenglor after the tour.

Post-Visit Lessons
¢ Ask the students to pick one of Benton’s works dedelop a story about the characters or
scene.

¢ Benton has been called a realist painter becaulsis diepiction of scenes of everyday life.
Ask the students if they agree and why. Have theenexamples of his work to support their
answer. (Other people see Benton’s portrayal opleeas unrealistic because of the way he
exaggerates their features.)

¢ List some of the significant events and eras betvl&®0 and 1975. Ask the students to find
a painting of Benton’s that reflects the thingsythave studied. For example,
industrialization would be represented in Bentdims mural, America Today for the New
School for Social Research, or the “Outreachingdsapanel ofAmerica Today symbolizes
the Depression.

¢ Benton’s work also contains historical elementsrfimefore his lifetime. Ask the students to
research his works and find some of the histoeeahts he painted.

Bibliography

Middle School Level

Edelman, Nancy. Thomas Hart Benton Murals in thedduri State Capitol. (Missouri State
Council on the Arts, 1975). **Brief illustrated gle to the murals, including personal
information on Benton, his technique and restoratimcess.

Yeo, Wilma and Helen K. Cook. Maverick with a Paintsh: Thomas Hart Benton. (Doubleday
& Company, Inc., 1977). **Biographical in contemtith a few examples of Benton's
work.

High School Level

Adams, Henry. Thomas Hart Benton: An American O adyi (Alfred A. Knopf, 1989).
**Extensively discusses the life of Benton, hissit writings and developments,
together with numerous color reproductions of hisky
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Baigell, Matthew. Thomas Hart Benton. (Harry N. Afms, Inc., 1974). **Contains a great
number of color reproductions along with biographiaformation.

Benton, Thomas Hart. An Artist in Americd" devised edition (University of Missouri Press,
1983). **Benton's autobiography.

Braun, Emily and Thomas Branchick. Thomas Hart BenThe America Today Murals. (The
Equitable Life Assurance Society of the United &afl985). **Contains information on
the interpretation, reproduction, and restoratibBenton's 1930 murahmerica Today.

Gruber, Richard J. Thomas Hart Benton and the AsaerSouth. (Morris Museum of Art,
1998). **Discusses the depiction of the South imtda's work.

Fath, Creekmore, ed. The Lithographs of Thomas Benton. (University of Texas Press,
1969). **Reproductions of Benton lithographs, eadth personal remarks from the
artist.

Foster, Kathleen A., Nanette Esseck Brewer, Matgaoatompasis. Thomas Hart Benton and
the Indiana Murals. (Indiana University Art Museu®@00). **Contains historical
aspects, interpretation, reproductions and conserviaeatment on the 1933 Indiana
Murals.

Hurt, Douglas and Mary K. Dains, ed. Thomas HarttBe: Artist, Writer, Intellectual. (State
Historical Society of Missouri, 1989). **Includegght articles by various individuals,
each discussing assorted aspects of Benton amdier.

Marling, Karal Ann._Tom Benton and His DrawingsBfographical Essay and a Collection of
His Sketches, Studies, and Mural Cartoons. (Unityeo$ Missouri Press, 1985).
**Biographical information is interwoven with repitactions of Benton drawings,
separated by subject.

Priddy, Bob. Only the Rivers are Peaceful: Thomasd Benton’s Missouri Mural.
(Independence Press, 1989). **Detailed informatarthe history of the mural, the
uproar surrounding it, and an interpretation of iwheepresents.

College Level
Adams, Henry. Tom & Jack: The Intertwined LivesTdiomas Hart Benton and Jackson

Pollock. (Bloomsbury Press, 2009). **Explores therggate father relationship Benton
had towards his most famous student, and the ew@nlaf their artistic styles.

Balken, Debra Bricker. After Many Springs: Regiosia, Modernism & the Midwest. (Yale
University Press, 2009). **Addresses the artistttles that were waged in New York
and the Midwest during the 1930’s and early 194idduding painting, photography and
film.

Dennis, James M. Renegade Regionalists: The Mdddapendence of Grant Wood, Thomas
Hart Benton, and John Steuart Curry. (The UnivesitwWisconsin Press, 1998).
**Discusses the relationship of Wood, Benton, Cuanyg other regionalists with modern
art.

Doss, Erika. Benton, Pollock, and the Politics aiddrnism: From Regionalism to Abstract
Expressionism. (The University of Chicago Pres9119**Chronicles the cultural
change in American art from Regionalism in the 1930 Abstract Expressionism in the
1940’s.

Mazow, Leo G. Thomas Hart Benton and the Americaun8. (Penn State University, 2012).
**Explores Benton’s use of sound in his art, Ben&@nan accomplished harmonica
player, and his paintings of music and musicians.
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Videos/DVDs

“Ken Burns’ America: Thomas Hart Benton”. PBS VidéBlorentine Films, 1988).
**A documentary on Benton's life from start to fhi.

“Thomas Hart Benton: The Sources of Country MugiChip Taylor Communications).
**Records the development of the last mural of Tlagrilart Benton.

“Tom Benton’s Missouri’http://extension.missouri.edu/tombentdBenton narrates the
meanings of his mural in the Missouri State Capitol

Group Tour Information

Hours:

Summer (April — October) Winter (Nov. - March)

Monday:10 a.m. — 4 p.m. Monday:10 a.m. — 4 p.m.

Tuesday and Wednesdayt. OSED Tuesday and Wednesdayt OSED
Thursday - SaturdaytO a.m. — 4 p.m. Thursday — Saturdayt0 a.m. — 4 p.m.
SundayNoon -5 p.m. Sundayl1l a.m. -4 p.m.

¢ If hours do not meet your group’s needs, pleaddaake if other arrangements can be
made.

Group Tours:

¢ To schedule a tour, please ¢&ll6-931-5722It is suggested that reservations be made at
least two weeks before scheduled tour.

¢ Tours lastapproximately 45 minutes to one hourOur staff will lead visitors through
the home and studio while discussing the life obfilas Hart Benton, his art, and the
elements of his home. More specific tour themesbeaarranged.

¢ Group size is limited to approximately 50 people otess Most groups will be split into
two or three smaller sections to assure everyotidwable to hear and see our staff. If
your group is larger than 50, accommodations shbelthade to bring a number of
visitors at different times. For example, a groi@@0 can be split into 50 at 10 a.m. and
50atl1l a.m.

¢+ Please bring anappropriate number of chaperonesi|t is suggested that there be one
adult for every 10 students. Chaperones are hedfifak in making sure students respect
museum rules and that everyone gets the most dbisoéducational experience.

Cost:

Adults (18 & Over) Student (6-17) Children (5ugder)

Groups under 15 people $5.00 $30 Free
Groups of 15 people + $4.00 $B.0 Free
Tax-exempt (pay as a group) $3.50 $2.50 Free

+ Teachers, chaperones, and bus drivers are freaemoje
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Parking: The Benton Home is in a residential area and pgrisitimited to the street side.
There is typically plenty of room for buses to péokthe duration of our tours.

ADA Accessibility: The first floor of the house, the studio, and wisitenter are all accessible
to people with disabilities. Although the secormbfl of the home is not accessible, a flipbook
with pictures and an audiotape tour of the homeigeoan alternate experience.

Restrooms:. The site has only one restroom. If possible, lapgeips should try to take care of
this need before arriving or allow plenty of timefdxe their scheduled tour time.

Other Benton Sitesin Missouri:

The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art - Kansas City
http://www.nelson-atkins.org/collections/collectibistory-American.cfmor 816-751-1278

The Harry S. Truman Library and Museum (Benton Murindependence
www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/bp/bp2.htar 816-268-8200 or 1-800-833-1225

Missouri State Capitol (Benton Mural) - JeffersaityC
www.mostateparks.com/page/55186/missouri-statetaapt 573-751-2854

The State Historical Society of Missouri (Year @riPand M. Twain illustrations) — Columbia
http://statehistoricalsocietyofmissouri.org/cdmdampage/collection/aor 573-882-1187

Thomas Hart Benton Home and Studio State Histatec S
3616 Belleview

Kansas City, MO 64111

(816) 931-5722

E-mail: dspbhome@mail.dnr.state.mo.us

Web: www.mostateparks.com/benton.htm

Missouri Department of Natural Resources
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