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Chapter 20 – Section 3
A Changing Culture


Male Narrator: From the 1860s on, America’s industrial and technical prowess exploded. America could invent anything, manufacture it in limitless quantities, solve any problem. The culture hero was the engineer, the builder of bridges, the creator of machines extolled by the poet Walt Whitman. America’s artists had to define themselves against the central myth of industrial culture whether they liked it or not. 

The central experience of American culture after the civil war was realism. It was the shift from nature to technology, from the country to the city, from the farm to the factory or the land. Art’s curiosity about the range of human activity grew. Its metaphors were science and journalism and it used the camera and you can see all this at work in America’s greatest realist painter, Thomas Eakins.

Eakins was the ultimate realist, devoted at the expense of popularity to his rigorous project of seeing and measuring and recording the modern world. As honest as the scientists whom his portraits celebrated. Eakins framed or rather enshrined this image of professor Henry Roland in gilded wood covered with formulas and diagrams taken from Roland’s own notes on spectrum analysis. His bony face and high forehead appearing from the gloom of his lab, a thought made concrete. He holds a diffraction grating, which glows like a jewel. The machine he invented for making the device is behind him, and behind that, like the sorcerers’ apprentice, his instrument maker Thomas Schneider. This is an icon, dedicated to the cult of the expert. Eakins studied anatomy at Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia. This led to the greatest of his scientific portraits done in 1875, The Gross Clinic. Doctor Samuel David Gross was famous for his surgical innovations, a medical celebrity and in Eakins’s eyes a hero of empirical thought. It has its ancestors, the most famous of them is Rembrandt’s painting of Doctor Tulp dissecting a corpse, but you can’t identify with the corpse and Eakins more dramatically shows an operation on a live patient under ether documenting a particular movement at which they are cutting out a fistula of the thigh.  The incision brightly lit is one focus of the picture; the hands converge on it, the instruments, the gazes of the assistant surgeons and even in a brilliant touch the parting of that surgeon’s hair. The other focus is Doctor Gross himself with his head like Beethoven and shiny blood on his hand. Eakins did so many studies of him that Gross wished he would drop dead, but they paid, off in that firm, square planed face which personifies unflinching reason, thoughtful skill, the attributes that Eakins most admired.
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