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n	the	fall	of	2017—in	the	wake	of	a	
white	supremacist	rally	in	
Charlottesville,	Virginia—an	online	

petition	circulated	on	Change.org	
demanding	the	removal	of	a	mural	panel	
from	a	classroom	at	Indiana	University	
(IU).	The	mural,	by	American	regionalist	

painter	Thomas	Hart	Benton,	includes	a	
scene	of	a	Ku	Klux	Klan	rally	with	a	
burning	cross.	The	petition	garnered	
more	than	1,900	signatures	before	it	was	
voluntarily	removed.1	This	was	not	the	
first	time	that	the	Depression-era	painting	
prompted	protest.	

I	

Figure	1.	Thomas	Hart	Benton.	Parks,	the	Circus,	the	Klan,	the	Press	(Cultural	Panel	
10)	from	the	Indiana	Murals,	1933.	Egg	tempera	on	canvas.	Indiana	University	
Campus	Art	Collection.	Photo:	Michael	Cavanaugh	and	Kevin	Montague.	
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Before	I	discuss	the	controversies	
surrounding	this	imagery	and	Indiana	
University’s	response,	it	is	necessary	to	
consider	its	original	context.2	The	so-
called	“Klan”	panel	(full	title:	Parks,	the	
Circus,	the	Klan,	the	Press)	is	a	small	
segment	of	an	ambitious	mural	project	
painted	by	Benton	in	1933	(fig.	1).3	The	
twelve-foot-high	by	250-foot-long	mural,	
The	Social	History	of	the	State	of	Indiana,	
was	conceived	as	the	centerpiece	of	the	
Indiana	Hall	at	Chicago’s	Century	of	
Progress	International	Exposition.4	Given	
the	mural’s	size	and	potential	for	bringing	
Benton’s	work	to	greater	public	attention,	
it	provided	the	perfect	forum	for	
showcasing	his	progressive	ideas.	
Benton’s	challenge	as	both	an	artist	and	a	
historian	was	to	create	a	large-scale	
history	painting	that	reflected	his	own	
philosophy	while	at	the	same	time	
speaking	to	hundreds	of	thousands	of	
average	fairgoers,	such	as	those	at	
Indiana	Day	(fig.	2).	There	were	also	
special	days	for	Jews	and	“Colored	
Americans,”	among	others.	Some	black	
activists	saw	the	fair	itself	as	a	rally	point	
for	Negro	Protest.	5	
	

	

From	its	conception,	Benton’s	Indiana	
Murals	were	intended	to	educate.	
Conceived	as	a	“multi-media”	
interdisciplinary	educational	experience	
rather	than	an	art	exhibition,	the	Indiana	
pavilion’s	main	room	included	cases	
displaying	first	editions	by	Indiana	
authors	and	a	topographical	relief	map,	
along	with	Benton’s	egg	tempera	
paintings.	The	murals,	seen	as	part	of	“a	
story	in	form	and	word,”	were	
accompanied	by	a	brochure	written	by	
Indianapolis	publicist	David	Laurance	
Chambers.	In	the	caption	for	Parks,	the	
Circus,	the	Klan,	the	Press,	Chambers	
acknowledges	the	presence	of	the	Klan,	
but	oddly	tries	to	put	a	positive	spin	on	
this	disturbing	period	in	the	state’s	
history,	claiming	that	“they	did	no	
violence	to	neighbors,	raised	a	cry	against	
a	distant	and	imagined	menace.”	He	goes	
on	to	say	that	Indiana’s	sister	states	
scoffed	when	a	corrupt	and	fanatical	
salesman	[D.	C.	Stephenson]	influenced	
state	politics,	but	admonished	them	to	
take	notice	that	Indiana	had	put	her	
house	in	order.6	
Benton’s	narrative	goes	far	beyond	a	

simple	catalogue	of	famous	people	and	
historical	events.	Instead,	he	winnows	
down	his	historical	data	to	reflect	broad	
social	themes	through	the	lives	of	average	
citizens.	Taking	his	cues	from	progressive	
thinkers,	such	as	John	Dewey	and	Charles	
Beard,	Benton	saw	the	starting	point	for	
all	historical	inquiry	to	be	in	some	
present-day	situation.	To	fully	
demonstrate	how	the	past	and	the	
present	interconnect,	Benton	designed	
the	murals	as	an	unbroken	cycle	
beginning	above	the	entrance	door	with	
the	state’s	seal	and	proceeding	to	the	left	
through	the	state’s	industrial	history	and	
to	the	right	through	its	cultural	history.	
There	were	twenty-two	narrative	
segments	displayed	in	parallel	chrono-

Figure	2.	Chicago,	Century	of	Progress	Exhibition,	
the	Court	of	States	in	“Indiana	Day,”	July	13,	1933.	
Photo	courtesy	Wallace	Richards	Papers,	Archives	
of	American	Art,	Smithsonian	Institution.	
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logical	bands.	The	cycle	ended	in	current	
time	(1933)	in	two	small	(now	lost)	
panels	above	the	exit	door	into	the	next	
room:	one	depicting	the	state’s	governor,	
Paul	V.	McNutt,	pointing	up	to	the	coming	
years,	and	the	other	a	black	steelworker	
building	to	the	future	(fig.	3).	
	

	

	
Following	the	exposition,	the	murals	

were	stored	at	the	Indiana	State	
Fairgrounds	until	their	reinstallation	at	
three	sites	on	the	campus	of	Indiana	
University	in	1939.7	This	unfortunate	
breaking	up	of	the	panels	due	to	space	
limitations	is	one	of	the	primary	
arguments	for	the	removal	of	the	Parks,	
the	Circus,	the	Klan,	the	Press	(Cultural	
Panel	10)	from	the	classroom	that	it	
currently	shares	with	its	corresponding	
panel,	Electric	Power,	Motor-Cars,	Steel	
(Industrial	Panel	10),	both	depicting	
Indiana	in	the	1920s	(fig.	4).	In	its	original	
context,	the	panel	would	have	been	seen	
on	an	angled	side	wall	at	the	end	of	a	long	
gallery,	where	viewers	would	have	
already	experienced	many	other	scenes,	
including	a	Quaker	woman	aiding	a	
runaway	slave	through	the	Underground	
Railroad.	It	is	now	isolated	from	the	rest	
of	the	series	with	the	Klan	scene	
displayed	at	eye	level,	rather	than	at	
above	twelve	feet.	While	it	is	clear	that	
Benton’s	complex	thematic	and	stylistic	
parallelism	has	been	compromised,	he	felt	

that	the	current	installation	retained	the	
essential	rhythms	of	the	composition.8	
In	order	to	accomplish	such	a	complex	

and	monumental	task,	Benton	relied	on	
meticulous	planning	and	hundreds	of	
preparatory	drawings	(eighty-nine	of	
which	are	in	the	Eskenazi	Museum	of	Art,	
Indiana	University).	For	the	Indiana	
project,	Benton	spent	approximately	four	
of	the	six	months	he	had	to	complete	the	
project	on	the	drawing	process.	He	
traveled	more	than	three	thousand	miles	
around	the	state	learning	about	the	
people	he	drew	and	hearing	their	stories,	
including	many	about	the	Ku	Klux	Klan’s	
dramatic	rise	and	fall	from	power	in	the	
early	twenties.		
	

	

	
Although	Benton	had	a	lifelong	passion	

for	American	history,	he	later	recalled,	
“As	I	had	to	begin	from	scratch,	knowing	
nothing	of	Indiana’s	history,	the	first	
month	was	given	over	to	research	and	
traveling	over	the	state	to	get	the	‘feel’	of	
it.”9	Benton	worked	for	the	first	three	
weeks	in	the	State	Library	researching	the	
state’s	historical	events	and	roughing	out	
the	basic	narrative.	Progressive	historians	
understood	that	history	should	reflect	all	
of	human	experience—including	our	
collective	failures	as	well	as	our	

Figure	4.	Installation	shot	of	Parks,	the	Circus,	the	
Klan,	the	Press	and	Electric	Power,	Motor-Cars,	Steel	in	
Woodburn	Hall,	Room	100,	Indiana	University,	2012.	
Photo:	Kevin	O.	Mooney.	

Figure	3.	Chicago,	Century	of	Progress	Exhibition,	
interior	of	Indiana	Hall	looking	east	towards	exit,	
1933.	Photo	courtesy	Wallace	Richards	Papers,	
Archives	of	American	Art,	Smithsonian Institution.	
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successes—and	that	we	couldn’t	grow	in	
the	future	if	we	didn’t	learn	from	the	past.	
For	Benton,	too,	this	pragmatic	

approach	meant	the	inclusion	of	several	
controversial	elements	in	the	Indiana	
murals,	such	as	a	French	trader	plying	a	
Native	American	with	liquor	to	steal	his	
land,	the	forced	removal	of	eight	hundred	
Potawatomi	on	the	“Trail	of	Death,”	the	
squandering	of	natural	gas,	a	labor	strike	
in	Terre	Haute,	and	the	Klan	(most	shown	
on	a	smaller	scale	than	the	more	positive	
imagery	and	up	near	the	horizon).	While	
not	generally	covered	in	the	history	texts	
that	he	had	seen	in	the	State	Library,	
Benton	felt	such	scenes	were	essential	to	
tell	the	whole	story	and,	in	essence,	to	
keep	their	memories	alive	and	not	repeat	
the	mistakes	of	the	past.10	An	early	
compositional	plan	shows	a	small	note	to	
add	“Ku	Klux”	in	the	far-left	margin.11	
Like	many	of	the	mural’s	panels,	Parks,	

the	Circus,	the	Klan,	the	Press,	is	a	
juxtaposition	of	pros	and	cons.12	In	the	
lower	right-hand	corner,	Colonel	Richard	
Lieber	(the	Indiana	World’s	Fair	
commissioner	who	hired	Benton)	is	
shown	planting	a	tree	as	the	head	of	the	
state’s	conservation	program.	Lieber	
initially	opposed	inclusion	of	the	KKK	
rally	(or	Klavalkade)—not	for	fear	of	
inciting	Klan	support	but	out	of	public	
embarrassment.	Through	some	clever	
political	persuasion	(and	a	bit	of	Brown	
County	whiskey)	at	a	nightly	cocktail	
party	that	he	nicknamed	the	“children’s	
hour,”	Benton	reminded	his	Democratic	
patrons	that	not	only	did	the	murals	need	
to	be	truthful	but	that	the	Klan’s	power	
had	happened	under	the	past	
administration.	His	plan	worked	and	in	
the	end	Lieber	conceded	and	the	
“Kluxers”	remained.13	
Above	Lieber	is	a	circus	headquartered	

in	Peru,	Indiana.	While	it	may	seem	
incongruous	to	have	such	a	jolly	scene	

next	to	the	Klan	rally,	the	church	behind	
the	burning	cross	provides	a	clue.	This	
seemingly	generic	steeple	is	actually	St.	
Charles	Borromeo	Church	in	Peru.	Its	
Roman	Catholic	denomination	suggests	
the	intense	persecution	of	Catholics	by	
the	Klan	during	that	period	and	its	ironic	
appropriation	of	religion	and	patriotism	
(some	of	the	Klansmen	have	a	red	aura	of	
the	devil).	Many	circus	performers	were	
also	outsiders	and	foreigners	counter	to	
the	Klan’s	nationalistic	aims.	
Interestingly,	immigrants	and	African	
Americans—who	had	come	north	during	
the	Great	Migration—were	often	the	folks	
working	in	the	northern	Indiana	factories	
depicted	in	the	corresponding	Industrial	
Panel	10.	
Directly	below	the	Klan	is	a	spotlighted	

scene	depicting	a	white,	blond	nurse	
administering	to	both	a	black	and	a	white	
child	(fig.	5).	This	deliberately	staged	
scene	of	racial	integration,	which	didn’t	
happen	in	Indiana	hospitals	until	after	the	
Klan’s	demise,	was	intended	as	a	“strong	
statement	for	tolerance	and	against	
bigotry.”14	As	IU	history	professor	Eric	
Sandweiss	observed,	the	nurse’s	white	
uniform	and	pointed	cap	serve	as	a	visual	
analog	to	the	Klansmen’s	robes.15	Could	
the	bandaged	black	girl,	Jiminy,	represent	
the	suffering	imparted	by	the	Klan’s	
hatred?16	If	so,	the	presence	of	the	civic	
heroes	(nurses,	firefighters,	and	
conservationists)	serves	as	a	
counterbalance.17	Nevertheless,	some	
contemporary	African-American	viewers	
have	not	seen	this	scene	as	positive,	but	
rather	as	demeaning	and	patronizing,	
with	a	giant	white	woman	looming	over	a	
fragile	black	child.18		
The	newspapermen	in	the	mural’s	

foreground	indicate	the	power	of	the	free	
press,	representing	a	“just	civic	sphere”	to	
depose	the	Klan.	19	Soon	after	the	Klan’s	
membership	peaked	in	1924,	relentless	
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Pulitzer	prize-winning	coverage	by	the	
Indianapolis	Times	on	issues	of	bribery	
and	corruption,	as	well	as	the	arrest	of	the	
Klan’s	leader	D.	C.	Stephenson	on	rape	
and	murder	charges,	brought	down	the	
state’s	governor	and	the	mayor	of	
Indianapolis.	However,	the	photographer	
with	his	box	camera	and	the	reporter	
with	his	typewriter	look	toward	the	
central	hospital	scene	rather	than	back	to	
the	Klan.	In	Benton’s	attempt	to	create	a	
cultural	continuum,	the	scene	of	a	modern	
pressman	contrasts	with	the	nineteenth-
century	printer	making	runaway	slave	
posters	in	Cultural	Panel	4;	thus,	
reversing	the	role	of	the	media	in	the	
state’s	history	of	race	relations.	The	
nurse,	too,	harks	back	in	a	more	positive	
sense	to	the	country	doctor	(Cultural	
Panel	6)	and	women	reformers	aiding	the	
infirm	(Cultural	Panel	5).	
	

	
	

The	fire	brigade	in	the	upper	left-hand	
corner,	with	its	water	hose	mirroring	the	
church	steeple,	not	only	signifies	an	
improvement	in	fire	protection	(a	cause	
supported	by	Colonel	Lieber),	but	may	
offer	a	reference	to	putting	out	the	flames	
of	the	Klan.	The	red	glow	of	the	fire	falls	
on	the	large	roll	of	newsprint—the	Klan’s	

popular	newspaper	was	called	the	Fiery	
Cross.	The	planes,	likewise,	suggest	
Benton’s	progressive	belief	in	the	hopeful	
power	of	new	technology,	while	the	
planting	of	a	tree	sapling	and	a	ladder	
allude	to	wisdom	and	harmony.20	
Would	the	average	fair	visitor	in	1933	

have	recognized	all	of	these	elements?	
Probably	not,	although	over	half	of	the	
visitors	were	said	to	have	appreciated	the	
general	purpose	and	content	of	the	mural.	
However,	memories	of	the	Klan’s	
relatively	recent	history	would	certainly	
have	made	it	easier	to	understand	the	
narrative	as	a	positive	symbol	of	change,	
rather	than	as	a	call	to	racism.	As	the	
exhibition’s	supervisor,	Wallace	Richards,	
explained	“not	all	that	is	shown	in	this	
mural	is	pretty,	but	it	is	real.	The	Klan	was	
active	in	Indiana,	whether	we	like	to	
admit	or	not.”21	
Art	historian	Henry	Adams	surmised	

that	Benton	left	his	meanings	and	social	
viewpoints	intentionally	ambiguous,	in	
order	that	the	work	could	continue	to	live	
on	through	spectator	comments	and	
criticism.22	If	so,	his	plan	is	certainly	
working.	The	reaction	need	not	be	a	
positive	one	to	be	successful.	As	Benton	
observed,	“Art	does	not	teach	its	
meanings,	it	reveals	them.	We	do	see	and	
evaluate	things	differently	and	combative	
reactions	almost	more	than	anything	else	
indicate	real	concern.”23	Benton	certainly	
didn’t	shy	away	from	racially	sensitive	
subjects,	including	slave	markets	and	
lynching	scenes,	but	his	Klan	imagery	
remains	his	most	controversial,	perhaps	
because	the	presence	of	such	hate	groups	
lingers,	while	the	other	events	recall	
horrors	of	the	past.24	I	can’t	help	but	think	
that	Benton	would	be	pleased	that	his	
eighty-five-year-old	painting	continues	to	
stimulate	dialogue	about	race	issues	that,	
unfortunately,	still	plague	our	country.		

Figure	5.	Thomas	Hart	Benton.	Nurse	[Dorothy	
Garrigus],	1933.	Graphite	on	paper.	Eskenazi	
Museum	of	Art,	Indiana	University	87.19.1.	
Photo:	Michael	Cavanaugh	and	Kevin Montague.	
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When	the	Indiana	Murals	were	
unveiled	in	1941	at	the	dedication	of	the	
IU	Auditorium,	there	appeared	to	be	little	
concern	about	their	content.25	There	was	
also	remarkably	little	public	commentary	
about	the	panel	in	Woodburn	100	over	
the	next	four	decades.26	Appreciation	for	
regionalists’	work	was	itself	at	a	low	ebb.	
There	were	no	labels	in	any	of	the	Indiana	
murals’	locations	until	the	late	1980s.27	
Although	a	small	exhibition	of	Benton’s	
preparatory	drawings	was	held	in	1983	
for	the	fiftieth	anniversary	of	the	murals’	
creation,	I	found	the	studies	un-
catalogued	on	a	storage	shelf	in	1987.28	
Nevertheless,	the	murals	had	some	

significant	champions.	When	Woodburn	
Hall	was	remodeled	in	1980,	IU	art	
museum	curator	Heidi	Gealt	and	art	
history	professor	Bruce	Cole	began	a	
campaign	to	have	the	two	panels	in	the	
room	protected	and	conserved.	They	
applied	for	an	NEA	grant	in	1982	for	their	
conservation,	but	it	was	not	granted,	due	
in	part	to	the	lack	of	climate	control	or	
any	departmental	oversight	of	the	room.	
Gealt	wrote	a	memo	to	chancellor	
Herman	B	Wells,	head	of	the	university’s	
Heritage	Committee,	explaining	the	
difficulties	and	inherent	damage	that	
would	be	associated	with	moving	the	
murals	to	another	location	but	adding	
that	“it	is	in	the	best	interests	of	the	
murals	to	put	them	under	greater	
protection.”29	
Unfortunately,	improved	security	

measures	weren’t	taken	in	time.	In	May	of	
1983,	Cultural	Panel	10	was	vandalized	
by	a	black	spray-painted	X	over	the	KKK	
rally	with	the	words	“THE	KLAN	MUST	
STOP”	scratched	in	the	paint	and	“BAN	
the	KLAN!”	scrawled	on	the	frame	below	
(fig.	6).30	Although	the	damage	was	
removable,	it	revealed	some	deep-seated	
negative	feelings	about	the	subject	matter	
and	the	venerability	of	the	artwork.		

	

	
Like	many	controversies	surrounding	

this	panel,	a	complaint	in	1986	stemmed	
from	another	incident.31	A	black	
intramural	basketball	team	had	received	
hate	letters	and	took	their	concerns	to	IU	
President	John	Ryan.	Seeing	the	panel	as	a	
unifying	symbol	of	their	anger,	they	asked	
for	its	removal.	Although	Michael	Gordon,	
IU	dean	of	students,	looked	into	moving	
the	panel	or	substituting	another	one	
from	the	series,	he	opted	for	a	simpler	
approach.	By	March	1988,	a	relatively	
short	label	was	placed	by	the	doorway	
into	the	room	explaining	Benton’s	
commitment	to	human	rights	and	the	role	
of	the	press	in	exposing	the	Klan.	There	
was	even	a	mention	as	to	the	relatively	
diminished	scale	of	the	latter.	A	smaller	

Figure	6.	Vandalized	Parks,	the	Circus,	the	Klan,	the	
Press,	 1983.	 Conservation	 files,	 Eksenazi	 Museum	
of	 Art,	 Indiana	 University.	 Photo:	 Ken	 Strothman	
and	Harvey	Osterhoudt.	
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plaque	next	to	the	mural	itself	explained	
the	panel’s	content	and	condemned	the	
Klan’s	“pathetic	and	manipulative	
character.”	At	the	same	time,	an	explan-
atory	label	appeared	in	the	old	men’s	
gymnasium	near	pre-World	War	II-era	
wall	tiles	bearing	swastika	symbols,	
which	were	frequently	lumped	in	with	the	
Benton	mural	complaints.	
Things	did	not	stay	quiet	for	long.	The	

following	year	representatives	from	the	
IU	Black	Student	Union	(BSU)	expressed	
concern	that	the	mural	incited	racist	
comments	in	the	classroom	and	
negatively	affected	the	learning	
environment.	The	vice	president	of	the	
BSU,	Dara	Neely,	recounted	racial	slurs	
like	Look	at	that	little	nigger	baby	in	the	
picture,	Too	bad	the	Klan’s	not	thriving	like	
it	used	to	be,	and	The	Klan	ought	to	take	
care	of	the	niggers	on	this	campus	as	
examples	of	the	hatred	prompted	by	the	
panel’s	imagery.32	Their	protests	came	at	
a	time	of	national	backlash	against	
numerous	racist	incidents	on	college	
campuses	around	the	country.	IU,	too,	
was	the	site	of	several	physical	and	verbal	
attacks,	and	minority	students	were	being	
asked	to	report	any	such	events.	An	
eleven-person	task	force	(part	of	
Commission	on	Racial	Understanding)	
was	formed	to	consider	removing,	
moving,	or	covering	the	mural.	It	initially	
recommended	that	the	panel	be	moved	
and	another	one	from	the	series	put	in	its	
place;	however,	that	vote	was	quickly	
nullified.	It	ultimately	recommended	
leaving	the	mural	in	full	view	and	using	it	
for	educational	purposes—emphasizing	
the	importance	of	academic	freedom	and	
artistic	expression,	while	also	noting	that	
the	cost	of	moving	the	panel	could	be	as	
much	as	$50,000	to	$75,000.33	As	IU	
chancellor	Kenneth	Gros	Louis	explained,	
“It	is	the	way	of	the	university	to	educate	
rather	than	to	take	down	or	conceal,	to	

put	things	into	context,	explain	things	in	
all	the	ways	that	we	can,	rather	than	
practicing	censorship	by	removing	it	or	
covering	it.”34	
In	1998,	discontent	with	the	IU	dean	of	

Afro-American	Affairs	over	an	alleged	
racist	comment	led	some	black	students	
to	call	for	his	resignation.	Although	
tangential	to	their	primary	concerns,	a	
heated	racial	climate	renewed	concerns	
about	the	presence	of	the	Klan	imagery	in	
a	classroom.35	It	was	decided	to	produce	
an	educational	video	to	be	shown	to	all	
students	on	their	first	day	of	class	in	the	
space	(something	that	had	been	
suggested	years	earlier).	The	six-minute	
video	includes	reactions	from	three	
minority	students	to	the	Klan	symbolism,	
with	further	explanation	about	the	panel’s	
content	and	significance	by	me	and	the	
current	and	former	IU	dean	of	students.36	
A	trained	facilitator	was	also	to	be	on	
hand	to	answer	any	questions.	
The	biggest	uproar	came	in	2002,	

when	twenty-nine	members	of	the	BSU	
political	action	committee	marched	to	the	
Student	Ethics	and	Harassment	Program	
office	demanding	that	the	offensive	panel	
be	covered	or	removed	(thirty-one	
written	complaints	were	filed	against	the	
mural	and	five	for	it).	Two	town	hall	
meetings	(February	11	and	March	6),	
organized	by	the	BSU,	were	held	in	order	
to	allow	students	to	voice	their	opinions	
about	the	mural.	One	got	particularly	
heated	when	students	showed	the	official	
video	and	a	self-produced	counterpoint	
that	suggested	the	Klan	imagery,	the	
“readily	available	racists	influence	on	the	
walls,”	might	generate	a	similar	incident	
to	the	one	at	a	white	fraternity	at	Auburn	
University	in	Alabama,	where	members	
took	pictures	dressed	in	blackface	with	
ropes	around	their	necks	simulating	
lynching.	Some	even	called	for	the	mural’s	
destruction.37	The	panel’s	hostile	imagery	
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was	compared	to	a	pinup	girl	calendar	
adversely	affecting	a	woman’s	workplace	
environment,	and	to	nude	public	art	on	
campus,	such	as	Robert	Laurent’s	Birth	of	
Venus.38	Questions	of	censorship	
inevitably	arose	with	an	Indiana	Daily	
Student	cartoonist	humorously	equating	
the	possible	covering	of	the	Klan	panel	
with	US	Attorney	General	John	Ashcroft’s	
draping	of	a	curtain	over	a	seminude	
female	sculpture,	Spirit	of	Justice,	during	
his	press	conferences	(fig.	7).	
	

	

A	Racial	Incidents	Team	recommended	
that	the	murals	be	removed	and	trans-
ferred	to	a	more	appropriate	location,	or	
alternatively,	that	Woodburn	100	be	
repurposed	and	not	used	as	classroom	
space.	The	latter	suggestion	posed	
additional	difficulties	in	that	Woodburn	
100	(capacity	424)	was	the	largest	lecture	
hall	on	campus.	Instead,	a	new	video	was	
produced	under	the	direction	of	the	BSU	
with	the	assistance	of	a	group	of	ex-
perts.39	This	ten-and-a-half	minute	video	
begins	with	a	three-minute	documentary-
style	background	on	the	mural’s	history	
and	then	four	minutes	of	various	students	
and	faculty	giving	their	reactions	and	
perspectives	on	the	Klan	panel.	All	

opinions	are	given	equal	weight,	and	none	
of	the	speakers	are	identified.		
The	video	ends	with	the	president	of	

the	BSU	giving	a	one-minute	explanation	
as	to	the	group’s	stance	on	the	issue	and	a	
call	for	continued	protest	and	concludes	
with	Chancellor	Sharon	Behm’s	
explanation	as	to	why	she	had	taken	a	
more	proactive	approach	to	address	
symptomatic	issues,	such	as	a	lack	of	
student	and	faculty	diversity	and	a	need	
for	more	artwork	by	minority	artists	on	
campus,	instead	of	removing	the	artwork.	
She	committed	$800,000	to	minority	
recruitment	efforts	and	a	“One	for	
Diversity”	art	fund	and	ultimately	
concluded	that	“when	we	live	in	a	more	
inclusive,	diverse	society	both	on	campus	
and	off,	the	Benton	mural	will	be	seen	for	
what	it	is—the	portrait	of	a	moment	in	
the	history	of	Indiana	when	a	free	press	
took	on	the	Klan	and	prevailed.”40	
In	addition	to	screening	the	video,	

twenty-five-minute	discussion	sessions	
with	a	member	of	the	Benton	Mural	
Education	Committee	were	held	
immediately	following.	Students	were	
given	index	cards	on	which	they	could	
write	down	their	personal	reactions	to	
the	mural	imagery	or,	later,	answer	a	set	
of	standardized	questions,	in	order	to	
gage	the	video’s	effectiveness.41	IU	
political	science	professors	Christine	
Barbour	and	Gerald	C.	Wright	found	their	
class	discussions	about	the	mural	to	be	
such	a	valuable	education	tool	on	
American	civil	liberties	that	they	included	
IU’s	Klan	controversy	as	a	prompt	in	their	
textbook.42	
Two	years	later,	when	US	presidential	

candidate	Reverend	Al	Sharpton	spoke	at	
IU,	a	student	in	the	audience	asked	for	his	
help	in	getting	the	Benton	panel	removed	
and	placed	in	a	museum.	Although	
apparently	he	had	only	looked	at	the	
mural	for	about	five	minutes,	Sharpton	

Figure	7.	Shane	Johnson,	Editorial	Cartoon,	Indiana	
Daily	Student,	February	22,	2002.	Photo	courtesy	
Indiana	University	Archives,	Bloomington.	
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told	the	waiting	crowd	of	almost	2,000	
people	that	he	would	do	anything	he	
could	to	get	the	“offensive”	painting	
down.	IU’s	first	African-American	
president,	Adam	Herbert,	disagreed,	
saying	that	“as	a	black	man	who	lived	
through	the	segregated	realities	of	the	
South,	I	think	it	is	important	that	there	be	
a	reminder	of	what	we	had	to	live	
through—the	pain,	the	suffering,	the	fear	.	
.	.	I	don’t	want	you	to	grow	up	not	
understanding	that	black	people	were	
lynched	in	the	country.	I	don’t	want	you	
to	grow	up	not	being	aware	of	torture	
that	young	black	children	and	adults	
suffered	at	the	hand	of	the	Ku	Klux	
Klan.”43	He	went	on	to	liken	it	to	the	need	
of	the	Jewish	community	to	open	
Holocaust	museums.	Others,	like	Charlie	
Nelms,	IU’s	vice	president	for	Student	
Affairs,	who	had	given	a	talk,	“Art,	
Diversity,	or	Censorship:	Who	Decides?”	
on	a	black	man’s	response	to	this	
controversy,	concurred.44	
After	many	years	of	repeated	showings	

(often	without	a	facilitator	available),	the	
IU	faculty	began	to	question	the	
effectiveness	of	the	room’s	educational	
video	and	their	loss	of	class	time.	It	was,	
however,	felt	that	some	sort	of	
educational	program	was	needed	or	that	
the	controversy	associated	with	the	
mural’s	symbolism	would	surface	again	
with	new	students.	In	2011,	with	support	
from	the	IU	Parents	Annual	Fund,	a	new,	
larger,	didactic	display	was	added	to	the	
foyer	outside	of	the	classroom	space.	
Although	several	ideas	were	floated,	
including	placing	a	computer	monitor	in	
the	room	and	artwork	or	signs	made	by	
an	African-American	artist	or	students	on	
the	walls	next	to	the	murals,	a	low-tech	
series	of	plaques	was	the	final	choice.	By	
putting	the	information	outside	of	the	
room,	it	reduced	the	risk	of	uninten-
tionally	supporting	a	misreading	of	the	

panels	as	pro-Klan,	distracting	from	their	
artistic	significance,	and	disturbing	
classes.	The	didactic	display	hoped	to	
recontextualize	the	panels	by	including	a	
facsimile	of	the	entire	cycle	around	the	
periphery	and	by	providing	information	
on	Benton,	the	fair,	how	they	came	to	IU,	
and	the	history	of	the	Klan	controversy	
(fig.	8).	A	symposium	was	held	to	kick	off	
the	installation.45	When	attendance	was	
relatively	low,	I	hoped	that	it	was	an	
indication	that	more	students	understood	
the	panel’s	“anti-Klan”	message	and	were	
no	longer	disturbed	by	it.	I	was	sadly	
mistaken.	
	

	

	
The	most	recent	controversy	

incorrectly	equated	the	Woodburn	panel	
with	Confederate	monuments,	which	
were	intended	to	glorify	and	promote	
racist	ideas	not	to	critique	them.	There	
has	been	lots	of	national	press	and	some	
excellent	rebuttals,	including	Henry	
Adams’	piece	in	The	Conversation,	which	
emphasized	Benton’s	early	
denouncement	of	the	KKK	as	spiritually	
bankrupt	in	The	Arts	(1924)	and	his	
involvement	with	the	NAACP’s	1935	anti-
lynching	exhibition.46	Jessie	Benton,	the	
artist’s	daughter,	defended	her	father’s	

Figure.	8.	Didactic	display,	foyer	outside	of	
Woodburn	100,	Nan	Brewer	giving	a	tour	for	NEH	
Summer	Institute	for	School	Teachers,	2011.	Photo:	
Kevin	Montague.	
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liberal	minded	politics,	sympathetic	
portrayal	of	African	Americans,	and	
commitment	to	diversity	in	a	guest	
column	to	the	local	newspaper	and	told	
an	IU	student	reporter	of	his	pure	
intentions.47	A	panel	discussion	with	a	
diverse	group	of	IU	faculty	and	students	
was	held	on	September	28,	2017.48	While	
the	conversation	was	generally	thoughtful	
and	civil,	an	audience	member	accused	
the	white	historians	of	being	the	only	
ones	in	support	of	the	panel	and	African-
American	law	school	professor	Kevin	
Brown	denounced	Charlie	Nelms	for	his	
support	of	the	panel’s	continued	display	
in	the	past.49	The	next	morning	executive	
vice	president	and	provost,	Lauren	Robel,	
issued	a	two	thousand-word	statement	
saying	the	Woodburn	100	would	no	
longer	be	used	as	a	classroom.	Although	
noting	that	“every	society	that	has	gone	
through	divisive	trauma	of	any	kind	has	
learned	the	bitter	lesson	of	suppressing	
memories	and	discussion	of	its	past;	
Benton	murals	are	intended	to	provoke	
thought,”	she	concluded	that	the	
complexity	of	his	imagery	is	not	easily	
understood	out	of	context	and	without	
extensive	explanation.”50	Given	the	
mural’s	artistic	importance	and	the	
ongoing	discomfort	of	some	students	
despite	numerous	educational	efforts,	this	
seemed	like	the	best	compromise	for	the	
artwork’s	protection	and	the	students’	
wellbeing.	The	murals	in	Woodburn	100	
can	still	be	seen	by	appointment,	for	class	
discussions	related	to	the	murals,	for	
tours,	and	for	lectures;	and	a	new	
brochure	and	website	have	been	created	
to	explain	the	Klan	panel’s	narrative.51		
What	have	I	learned	from	my	decades	

of	dealing	with	cyclical	controversies	
surrounding	this	imagery?	I’ve	learned	
how	difficult	it	is	to	create	a	public	
memory	of	the	past	that	is	both	culturally	
relevant	and	socially	acceptable;	that	not	

everyone	is	familiar	with	the	concept	of	
art	as	social	commentary;	that	reactions	
to	one	thing	can	often	be	the	transference	
of	negative	feelings	about	a	larger	issue;	
that	even	understanding	the	artist’s	intent	
doesn’t	always	change	a	person’s	deep-
seated	and	honest	feelings	about	a	
charged	symbol;	that	well-intentioned	
educational	tools	aren’t	always	effective;	
and	most	importantly,	that	we	need	to	
continue	to	support	public	art	as	a	means	
for	discussing	relevant	issues	within	our	
society.	Hopefully,	it	is	only	a	matter	of	
time	before	the	IU	students	start	asking	
for	more	opportunities	to	see	these	
historic	masterpieces.	
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