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Marling’s sympathetic study of selected
drawings by Thomas Hart Benton, a Midwestern
American muralist active from the 1920s until
his death in 1975, defies several art-historical
conventions. Marling, an art historian at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, shows us Benton’s
drawings but not the murals in which they ap-
pear. She analyzes his work in relation to popu-
lar culure rather than in terms of artistic style.
She identifies Benton’s vision as American
rather than as Midwestern. And she presents her
ideas in a springy vernacular. While most people
think of Benton’s life work as the murals painted
for places such as the New School for Social
Research, the Missouri State Capitol, and the
Truman Library, Marling argues that the heart of
his work can be found in the more lively
drawings and studies, almost all of them made
on the road. Following a biographical essay that
cuts back and forth across time (starting with the
day of the artist’s death), Marling writes with
affectionate detail about 20 groups of themati-
cally related sketches, their subjects ranging
from farmers to churchgoers to city gangsters to
Midwestern businessmen. Indeed, she makes
clear that Benton had no restricted regionalist
vision, that his topics are more properly under-
stood as, in his own words, “a conglomerate of
things experienced in America.”

What accounts for the growing popularity of sci-
ence writing—of books by, among other scien-
tist-authors, John Gribbin, E. O. Wilson, Lewis
Thomas, Peter Medawar, and the two under
present consideration? Perhaps it is because the
best of such prose, by depicting the play of rea-
son, offers intetlectual solace in a world much
beleagured by conflicting, irrational “isms.”
Weismann, a physician at Bellevue Hospital in
New York City, works in the same essavistic vein
as Thomas, his more widely known colleague.
Often opening with an anecdote (a visit to the
criminal ward of the hospital, a medical confer-
ence in Berlin, the treatment of a “bag lady™),
he proceeds to some larger point about medi-

The Wilson Quarlerly/New Year's 1986

157



