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Portrait of Norman Rockwell Painting the Soda Jerk, 1953

Rockwell was born in New York City on February 3,1894. When he was nine years
old, his family moved to the small town of Mamaroneck, New York. He was a
skinny boy and not very athletic, so he chose drawing as his hobby. At age
eighteen, Rockwell became art editor of Boys’ Life, the official magazine of the Boy
Scouts of America. When Rockwell was twenty-two years old, one of his paintings
appeared on the cover of The Saturday Evening Post, which showcased the works
of the finest illustrators of the period. Remarkably, in forty-seven years, 321 of his
paintings appeared on the cover of the Post, making him one of the most famous
painters of the twentieth century. Norman Rockwell created paintings to be
enjoyed by everyone. Many fine artists create paintings and sculptures for private
collectors, and sometimes this artwork is not shown to the general public.
Rockwell’s paintings were seen across America, as they appeared in books,
advertisements, calendars, and on the covers of popular magazines, such as The
Saturday Evening Post, Look, and Ladies’ Home Journal.

Rockwell often included an image of himself in his paintings.
Search the other paintings for Rockwell’s face. Remember sometimes he is only a
face in the crowd.
Shuffleton’s Barbershop, 1950

Rockwell’s paintings celebrated ordinary, everyday life. Rockwell’s stories about
swimming holes, gossiping, family vacations, and barbershops are not what you
read about in newspaper headlines and history textbooks. Rockwell painted scenes
from the daily life of ordinary people.

He also had a way of showing emphasis by creating a focal point in his artwork,
drawing the viewer’s eye to particular areas first, while capturing real life people
who were just going about their business, working hard, living their lives. What is
the emphasis in this painting?

When looking at the painting, what is your viewpoint? Where are you standing as
you look in on this scene? What kinds of clues can you find about the shop?
Who might work there? What other hobbies do they have?
Who are the people inside, and how long have they known each other?
What other instruments might be in the group hidden from our view?

Rockwell gives us lots of clues to help us understand the story he’s telling.
Sometimes he leaves things hidden so we can imagine stories of our own.
Art Critic, 1955

Rockwell carefully studied the works of great artists like those pictured in the upper
right corner of the easel in. He also spent weeks, even months creating his
paintings. Rockwell didn’t just sit down and begin to paint. Each painting was
carefully planned, and many took several months to complete. When he had an
idea for a painting, Rockwell often took photographs of models (sometimes his
friends and neighbors) in various poses. He then mixed and matched details from
these photos and made numerous pencil sketches, rearranging the composition and
adding new details. Rockwell sometimes coated the back of his final sketch with
charcoal dust and laid it on top of a canvas. By tracing the top image, he left a dust
outline on the canvas. He then painted on top of this sketchy image with oil paints,
which covered up the charcoal lines. Even while he was painting the picture,
Rockwell often made changes in the poses, the backgrounds, and facial
expressions.

To the left is an early sketch. How many differences can you find between the two
versions? Can you think of any reasons why Rockwell changed what he did?
Freedom of Speech, 1943                   Freedom from Want, 1943


When the United States entered World War II in December 1941, Rockwell
wanted to help in the war effort. Remembering a speech President Franklin D.
Roosevelt had made earlier in the year, Rockwell painted pictures to help people
better understand the four basic freedoms the president thought everyone in the
world should have: freedom of speech, freedom to worship, freedom from want,
and freedom from fear. It took Rockwell seven months to complete the four
paintings. He painted Freedom of Speech and Freedom to Worship several times
before he was satisfied with the results. In the middle of the night when pondering
how to best depict freedom of speech, Rockwell was struck with what he called
“the best idea I’d ever had.” He remembered a man who stood up at a town
meeting and made a comment. Everyone disagreed with him but believed that he
had the right to speak his mind. This, Rockwell thought, was what freedom of
speech was all about.


“Commonplaces are never tiresome. It is we who become tired when we cease to
be curious or appreciative...[We] find that it is not a new scene which is needed,
but a new viewpoint.” –Norman Rockwell

What is the main focus in these paintings?
What story do you think each painting is telling? What are some of the
conversations going on?
Can you spot Rockwell?
Triple Self-Portrait, 1960

Many artists paint pictures of themselves, known as self-portraits. When Rockwell
painted this self-portrait, he in
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