
Grant Wood: Surprising Source of Masonic Americana 

 

We have all seen it. Not only have we seen American Gothic, we have seen dozens, if not 
hundreds of funny and clever parodies of that dour couple: the spinster-like woman and her 

plain-as-overalls-and-pitchfork husband. It is easily one of the most familiar of all American 
paintings. 

Brother Grant Wood (1891-1942), of Mount Hermon Lodge 263, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, painted 
that acclaimed painting "American Gothic" in 1930. The painting shocked many when Wood 

said it was a portrait of a married couple. The scene depicts an elderly man holding a pitchfork 
standing next to a much younger woman. The age difference caused the scandal, so Wood 
eventually said the woman represented the man's daughter. He would, in fact, change that story 
and say she was his wife, depending on how he thought the audience would react. 

Grant Wood was born in rural Iowa in 1891. His mother moved the family to Cedar Rapids after 
his father died in 1901. Soon thereafter, Wood began as an apprentice in a local metal shop. 
After graduating from Washington High School, Wood enrolled in The Handicraft Guild, an art 
school in Minneapolis in 1910. A year later, Wood returned to Iowa, where he taught in a rural 
one-room schoolhouse. In 1913, he enrolled at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and 
performed some work as a silversmith. 

From 1922 to 1928, Wood made four trips to Europe, where he studied many styles of painting. 
However, it was the work of the 15th-century Flemish artist Jan van Eyck that influenced him to 
take on the clarity of this technique and to incorporate it in his new works. The fact that he was 
an international traveller in the early 20th century attests to the fact that he was no country 
bumpkin. 

From 1922 to 1935, Wood lived with his mother in the loft of a carriage house in Cedar Rapids, 
which he turned into his personal studio. In 1932, Wood helped found the Stone City Art Colony near 
his hometown to help artists get through the Great Depression. He became a great proponent of 
regionalism in the arts, lecturing throughout the country on the topic. As his classically American 
image was solidified, his bohemian days in Paris disappeared from his public persona. 

Wood was married briefly to Sara Sherman Maxon from 1935–38. Four years older than Grant, she 
was born in Iowa in 1887. Friends considered the marriage a mistake for Wood.

 

Wood taught painting at the University of Iowa School of Art from 1934 to 1941. During that time, he 
supervised mural painting projects, mentored students, produced a variety of his own works, and 
became a key part of the University's cultural community. 

Wood was an active painter from an extremely young age until his death, and although he is best 
known for his paintings, he worked in a large number of media, including lithography, ink, charcoal, 
ceramics, metal, wood and found objects. 

Throughout his life, he hired out his talents to many Iowa-based businesses as a steady source of 
income. One has to pay the bills! This included painting advertisements, sketching rooms of a 
mortuary house for promotional flyers and, in one case, designing the corn-themed decor (including 
chandelier) for the dining room of a hotel. In addition, his 1928 trip to Munich was to oversee the 
making of the stained glass windows he had designed for a Veterans Memorial Building in Cedar 
Rapids. He again returned to Cedar Rapids to teach junior high students after serving in the army as 
a camouflage painter. 

“The First Three Degrees of Freemasonry” is his only known Masonic-themed painting, and is 
exhibited in the Iowa Masonic Library and Museum of the Grand Lodge of Iowa. The painting is a 
triptych (a three-part image), painted with the color modality common to early 20th century painters 
such as Maxfield Parrish, and shows imagery and symbols of the degrees. As with all of Wood’s 



work, the imagery shows a grasp of solidity, depth, and perspective. Although it was a 
commissioned work, it reveals Wood’s affinity for the symbolism most meaningful to him personally.  

Wood also created a lithographic print called “Shriner Quartet”. Curiously little is known about the 
print, although copies are held in several museums of American art. To me, it looks like a piece of 
fun poked at some Shriners he may have known, and shows four singers posed before a mural 
background that was lit as though it shows a local performance or talent show. It is friendly, 
respectful and as immediate as a photo, but is more expressive. 

Brother Wood was no rube in overalls, nor was he any kind of "primitative" in the naiive, Grandma 
Moses sense. He used a lot of personal style in his composition, and used a very quirky sense of 
humor, as shown in the head of George Washington in the painting "Parson Weems' Fable" which 
shows a fully adult, bewigged president's head on a little boys' body. Or look at the painting of the 
"Daughters of the Revolution" showing the pinch-faced, sober women posing before the image of 
Washington Crossing the Delaware. You have to wonder whether there was vinegar in that cup she 
is drinking. If there is any doubt about Brother Woods' abilitiy to handle realism, look at the incredible 
amount of detail in "The Appraisal" which shows an amazing amount of detail, and still looks as 
enigmatic as the Mona Lisa. 

Regionalism 

Wood is associated with the American movement of Regionalism, which was primarily situated 

in the Midwest, and advanced figurative painting of rural American themes in an aggressive 
rejection of European abstraction, which reflects American isolationism and inward focus of the 
times. 

Wood was one of three artists most associated with the movement. The others were John Steuart 
Curry and Thomas Hart Benton. Wood is considered the patron artist of Cedar Rapids, and his 
childhood country school is depicted on the 2004 Iowa State Quarter. 

Wood was not the simple, homespun, rustic Iowan he may have seemed to be. A look beyond 
“American Gothic”, or even a close look at that familiar image of man, woman, house and 
pitchfork, will dispel the notion of Wood as a harmless, mainstream champion of patriotic 
Americana. A recent Wood exhibition in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, where he lived for many years, 
called Wood “the quintessential painter of America in the 20th century” and added, “Wood had a 
vision of the values that made this country great.” 
 
Wood certainly had a vision, but it was far more sly and complicated than is commonly 
acknowledged. A quick look at his gallery of work makes its stealth and subversiveness 
abundantly clear. What is most remarkable about the impressions that surround Wood is that he 
did not guard his secrecy with any great zeal. Friends knew him to be mischievous man, and a 
bit facetious in his masquerade as an overall-clad farm boy. They knew that his ultra-Iowan 
simplicity was more than a little contrived. 
 
Wood clearly loved to hide things in plain sight. He also loved to create images that, like 
“American Gothic,” to ensure that “the viewer doesn’t know whether to giggle or shiver.” An 
intensive analysis of his paintings stated ,“Parson Weems’ Fable”...is so strange and dreamlike 
that it is a kind of Rosetta Stone to Wood’s inner conflicts.” The darkly spooky qualities of 
"Death on Ridge Road" "Arbor Day" and "The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere" hint at more 
to the composition than a mere picture, and almost beg for a deeper explanation and 
background story. Regrettably no such informaton survived, so we are left wondering. 



Wood was a gay bohemian painter in a place and a time when it was dangerous to be such. He 
obviously had a sense of humor that shows through in his more personal paintings, such as 
"American Gothic", and “Parson Weem's Fable", and many other works. 

He was a competent and versatile artist capable of working in multiple mediums from painting 
and drawing to sculpture and stained glass.  

Most of us are only familiar with "American Gothic", but Grant Wood's art is worth a second 
look! 


