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In a blood-drenched landscape scattered with 
spent rifles, two men clash at the apex of a 
pyramid formed by their fallen comrades near the 
conclusion of a relentless battle. The wind tears 
at their clothes as the man in ragged blue pants 
begins to gain ground. He leans forward, knife 
poised and hand clenched around the throat of 
his foe, in what could be a final push for victory. 
The thronelike forms found in the red and white 
rock outcroppings on either side of the skirmish 
suggest a partisan struggle, although the figures’ 
respective allegiance is ambiguous. 
 Gropper began his career as a political 
cartoonist before moving to the realm of painting 
and social realism in the 1930s. He saw himself 
as an advocate for the oppressed, and, when the 
U.S. government failed to respond to the Spanish 
Civil War and its resultant refugee crisis, Gropper  
began a series featuring exhausted people in an 
endless search for shelter. These figures, like the 
ones in They Fought to the Last Man, continue to 
appear in his paintings even after the collapse of 

Spain’s republican Popular Front in 1939, leading 
some scholars to argue that they are not specifically  
Spanish but general types that symbolize the  
persecuted and displaced.1 Similarly, the recurring  
image of a dry, inhospitable environment comes 
to signify a “sinister, mutilated world” where 
external forces impel humans to act immorally.2

 Gropper maintained this visual vocabu-
lary throughout the war as his message became 
more allegorical.3 Thus, They Fought to the Last 
Man functions as a metaphor for humanity’s 
intrinsically brutal nature and propensity for 
violence—a theme that occupied American 
artists throughout the 1940s. Gropper omits 
national emblems, leaves the two thrones vacant, 
and removes any sense of leadership to emphasize 
the battle’s futility, reminding viewers of the 
contradiction in employing war to achieve peace. 
As Bertrand Russell once said, “War does not 
determine who is right—only who is left.”

HR

William Gropper
American, 1897–1977
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42  They Fought to the  
Last Man, ca. 1945 
Oil on canvas 
30 x 40 1/2 inches 
Fred Jones Jr. Museum  
of Art, The University  
of Oklahoma; purchase, 
U.S. State Department 
Collection 
1948.1720 
Courtesy the Gropper family
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Advancing American 
ART and the POLITICS 
of Cultural Diplomacy
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Jule Collins Smith Museum of Fine Art 
Auburn University
SEPTEMBER 1, 2012–JANUARY 5, 2013

Fred Jones Jr. Museum of Art,  
University of Oklahoma
MARCH 1–JUNE 2, 2013

Indiana University Art Museum 
SEPTEMBER 13–DECEMBER 15, 2013

Georgia Museum of Art 
University of Georgia
JANUARY 25 –APRIL 20, 2014

 In 1946, J. LeRoy Davidson began assembling a  
collection of contemporary American paintings to 
show the world what his countrymen could do in 
modern art. By 1948, those works had been auctioned 
off to buyers across the nation, Davidson forced to 
resign, his position abolished and the entire project a 
laughingstock in the media. Art Interrupted: Advancing 
American Art and the Politics of Cultural Diplomacy  
reunites nearly all of the paintings Davidson purchased, 
recreating his original proposed exhibition and investi-
gating the U.S. State Department’s use of fine art as  
a valuable tool in the Cold War.

Organized by the Jule Collins Smith Museum 
of Fine Art at Auburn University, the Georgia  
Museum of Art at the University of Georgia, and the 
Fred Jones Jr. Museum of Art at the University of 
Oklahoma and supported by grants from the National 
Endowment for the Arts and the Henry Luce Founda-
tion, this exhibition draws from the permanent  
collections of ten museums, private collectors, and 
other public institutions and includes many of the  
images from Advancing American Art. 

Representing works by artists from Romare 
Bearden to Ben Shahn, Stuart Davis, Georgia 
O’Keeffe, Edward Hopper, Loren MacIver, Jacob  
Lawrence, Marsden Hartley, and Arthur Dove, Art  
Interrupted includes many important figures in the 
development of American modernism. Although his 
plan to promote the vitality of American art abroad 
failed, Davidson’s project had a second life as the 
works were dispersed across the nation. In the collec-
tions of, primarily, university museums and galleries, 
including the three organizing institutions, they  
exemplified the principles for which he had intended 
them and reached countless Americans in their  
formative years.
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