
Bethany, 
 
Great start to the story for only having the book a day ahead of time. You have a good 
critical eye, which shows in your writing. Keep reading the biography to find extra details 
to include. For your next draft, focus on the lede and closing graph. Those are what help 
shape a story, and I’d like to see them more focused and precise. We can talk about it 
more when we meet. 
 
Kayla 
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REVIEW: Thomas Hart Benton: A Life by Justin Wolff 
 
Lede: Thomas Hart Benton’s work is hard to define. It can’t be put in a box, it can’t be 
painted a color, don’t put baby in the corner and any other clichés that immediately come 
to mind. 
 
Lede (def preferred): Thomas Hart Benton was not a man afraid to show his true 
colors—both literally and figuratively. As a prominent artist in the early 20th century until 
his death in 1975, he was known for his colorful personality and equally standout 
paintings and murals. 
 
Benton’s life work is formally recognized in Justin Wolff’s biography Thomas Hart 
Benton: A Life, published March 13. Organized into chapters by the geographic locations 
where Benton spent his life, the biography goes into intricate and rich detail, but leaves 
Wolff coming off a little pedantic. Akin to the well-liked history teacher who’s done his 
favorite lecture one too many times, Wolff’s biography covers a fascinating story with a 
bit too wide berth for those who aren’t immediate Benton fans. 
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Yet Benton’s story is one relatively untold, and one hard to top. Wolff steps away from a 
glorification of his artwork and success, and hones in on the ideology behind Benton’s 
style and the precedents set. 
 
Best known for his progressive artistic style and attempt to be the most “American” 
artist—a lofty goal fitting for a character as illustrious and brazen as Benton—the story 
focuses on his desire to stay on top of the artistic trends of the time while attempting to 
find his own niche. Benton was also a teacher to Jackson Pollack, and was propelled to 
fame after his 1934 appearance on the cover of Time.  
 
Wolff emphasizes the duality of Benton’s personality in the final line of the book saying, 
“…A man who could be so charming and so crude, who was an anti-intellectual 
intellectual, and who scorned a career in politics but was profoundly political is what 
makes Benton such a magnetic subject for the writer.” His paradoxical nature left a 
scorching path of offensiveness in his wake — opposing curators, homosexuals, 
intellectuals, Kansas City, women and abstract art. 
 
As Benton travels from location to location, we watch him struggle but also witness his 
growth. Starting with his birth in the humble town of Neosho, Mo., Benton ultimately 
strove to create relevant art for everyone, eventually becoming an emblem of populism. 
 
Missouri and Columbia are not strangers to the Benton family. His great-uncle was a U.S. 
Senator from here and is the namesake for Benton Elementary. David Spear’s works 
hanging in Addison’s are inspired by Benton’s paintings. The State Historical Society of 
Missouri Research Center is also recognizing Benton for the 70th anniversary of his 1942 
series The Years of Peril.  
 
As a professor of art history at the University of Maine, Wolff writes with an obvious 
knowledge of his subject. This knowledge, however, is not organized in a logical way. 
There is no climax — not altogether surprising in an autobiography — but there is also 
no chronological structure, despite the geographic organization of the chapters. 
 
Quibbling aside, Wolff has a knack for visual storytelling that offers a compelling case as 
to why everyone should be interested in the life of Thomas Hart Benton.  
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EVERYONE HAS THE OCCASIONAL 
dark thought. But most people don’t write 
them down and have them published. 
However, when an author does, the result is 
deeply intriguing.

Rajesh Parameswaran’s first book 
contains nine stories that span 260 pages. 
His writing, strange and dark, maintains 
a conversational tone that causes the 
audience to identify with his characters. 

All of the stories are influenced by 
Indian culture, and elements of mysticism fill 
each story’s plot. 

The stories become slightly more 
disturbing when readers realize they are 
identifying with characters such as a zoo 
tiger that goes on a killing spree out of 
love and a man who is devoid of morals and 
fraudulently practices medicine.

Although the first story, “The Infamous 
Bengal Ming,” starts off with a tone similar 
to Beverly Cleary’s classic children’s book 
Socks, which is written from a family’s cat’s 
point of view, it quickly becomes more 
complicated and drops the childlike tone. 
Parameswaran places the audience in the 
tiger’s point of view as it describes tussles 
with other furry zoo captives and its love of 
the worker who feeds him, Kitch.  

A pattern emerges by the third story, 
which follows what the author established 
in the first: The plots start rather slowly 
then quickly and quietly hook the reader. At 
the beginnings, the stories seem simple and 
unconvincing. At some point in the middle 
though, the readers realize they really care 
about the characters. 

Because English is Parameswaran’s 
second language, the words themselves 
are slightly cumbersome. However, they’re 
written with traces of the Indian culture, and 
the slightly awkward English adds to their 
authenticity and presents familiar concepts in 
new words. 

For example, he describes surgery 
in “The Strange Career of Dr. Raju 
Gopalarajan” in such a way that audience 
members would want to look away if they 
were watching it live. “He sank the blade 
into Vincente’s skin ... then he took a breath 
and with his gloved fingers pried up a flap of 
skin.” The scene continues to describe Gopi 
removing a pocket of fat that he drops on 
the floor, which causes the patient to faint 
and bleed everywhere. 

Despite some shortcomings, the stories 
are engaging and well-written. The partially 
realized potential shows promise and leaves 
the readers with a dark, complicated picture 
of love.

                                       + MEGAN DONOHUE

Love 
kills

The heart’s dark side

THOMAS HART BENTON WAS NOT  
afraid to show his true colors. Through his 
abrasive personality and standout artistic 
style in his paintings and murals, Benton 
clearly stood alone. 

His prominence in both Missouri and 
the U.S. in the early 20th century until 
his death in 1975 is formally recognized 
in Justin Wolff ’s biography Thomas Hart 
Benton: A Life, published March 13. The 
book goes into intricate detail but leaves 
Wolff seeming a little pedantic. Akin to the 
well-liked history teacher who has done his 
or her favorite lecture one too many times, 
Wolff tells a fascinating story that seems 
to have too wide of a scope for those who 
aren’t immediate Benton fans.

Yet Benton’s story is rare and hard to 
top. Wolff steps away from a glorification 
of his artwork and success and hones in on 
the ideology behind Benton’s style and the 
precedents he set.

Best known for being an emblem of 
American Regionalism and his attempt to 
be the most American artist — a lofty goal 
that fit a character as illustrious and brazen 
as Benton — the story focuses on his desire 

to stay on top of the artistic trends of 
the time while attempting to find his 
own niche. Benton also a taught Jackson 
Pollock and was propelled to fame after a 
1934 appearance on the cover of Time. 

Wolff emphasizes the duality of 
Benton’s personality in the final line 
of the book: “A man who could be so 
charming and so crude, who was an anti-
intellectual intellectual, and who scorned 
a career in politics but was profoundly 
political is what makes Benton such a 
magnetic subject for the writer.” Benton’s 
paradoxical nature left a scorching path 
of offensiveness in his wake — opposing 
curators, gay people, intellectuals, Kansas 
City, women and abstract art. This might 
have stemmed from a decline in interest in 
the movement he started, and as a reaction, 
his provoking opinions ostracized him from 
the art world. 

Missouri knows the Benton family. He 
was born in Neosho, and his grandfather, 
Thomas Hart Benton, was a U.S. 
Senator who is the namesake for Benton 
Elementary. Benton also inspired the local 
artists such as David Spear, whose 

Benton-esque paintings adorn the walls of 
Addison’s. The State Historical Society of 
Missouri is hosting an exhibit recognizing 
Benton for the 70th anniversary of his 
1942 series the “Year of Peril” until Sept. 
15. It incorporates his paintings, as well as 
other artwork and a recording of a 1962 
interview.

A professor of art history at the 
University of Maine, Wolff writes with 
an obvious knowledge of his subject and 
accurately portrays Benton’s influence. 

This knowledge is not organized in 
a typical way. There is no climax, (not 
surprising in an autobiography) but there’s 

also no chronological, structure only a 
geographic organization of the chapters.

Quibbling aside, Wolff has a knack for 
visual storytelling that offers a compelling 
case as to why everyone, especially 
Columbians, should be interested in the life 
of Thomas Hart Benton. Wolff strips away 
Benton’s combative, repellent outside and 
shows the colors of a truly brilliant painter.              

                                     + BETHANY  CHRISTO

Hart-land, 
Missouri

Justin Wolff’s new biography depicts 
Missouri’s own Thomas Hart Benton 

David Spear’s painting entitled Servers hangs at Addison’s and is inspired by  Thomas Hart 
Benton.  This is one of several Spear paintings in the restaurant. Photograph by LEAH BEANE
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