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Class Struggle, and the American Dream.31 The museum placed any prints that 

transcended these categories at the entrance of the gallery space as a sort of introductory 

section.32 Nonetheless, all prints featured took an oppositional position to the abuse of 

power and defended the real people who suffer because of it (fig. 5).33  

 

 

                                                
31 Schwartzman., 7-9. 
32 For example, Signs (1970) by Robert Rauschenberg presents a collage of images representing 
the 1960s (and therefore applicable to multiple categories), including soldiers in Vietnam, John F. 
Kennedy, the moon landing, and the death of Martin Luther King Jr.  
33 Wye, Committed to Print, 7. 

Fig. 5: Installation view of Committed to Print. January 31, 1988 through April 19, 1988. The Museum 
of Modern Art, New York. Photographic Archive. The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York. 
Photographer: Katherine Keller. Digital Image © The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art 
Resource, NY. Reproduced with permission. 
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The museum’s rationale for holding this exhibition, therefore, begins with an interest 

in the history of these prints as images of protest against abuse. They highlight three 

decades of social and political issues as viewed from a liberal perspective and expressed 

via a medium known for its ability to disseminate such views. Still, Wye acknowledges 

the low regard these prints receive as art objects, and employs two main arguments to 

counter this claim: first, she establishes a historical connection between the works in this 

exhibition and those produced by celebrated individuals like Lucas Cranach the Elder of 

Germany, Honoré Daumier of France, and José Guadalupe Posada of Mexico; second, 

she identifies how the prints communicate their concerns through the language of 

modernism, such as through collage, rhythmic patterns of imagery or lines of text, and 

expressionist gestures.34  

The purpose of Committed to Print was to not only display this kind of art, but also to 

establish it as worthy of display within an art institution like this one. Wye understood the 

conflict created by holding an exhibition of objects like political prints in an art museum, 

especially one with the history and reputation that MOMA possesses. This museum, as an 

institution that operated under “a complex modernist aesthetic construct” for representing 

the history of art in the twentieth century, now had to incorporate objects that criticized 

dominant institutions, represented marginalized people, and were rarely included with the 

dominant canon.35 This exhibition saw its organizers take on the task of presenting an 

accurate image of the history and meaning of political prints while also consolidating said 

                                                
34 Ibid., 7-8. 
35 Alan Wallach, “The Museum of Modern Art: The Past’s Future,” Journal of Design History 5, 
no. 3 (1992): 208. http://www.jstor.org.libaccess.sjlibrary.org/stable/1315838. 
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history and meaning with the art-driven institutional narrative already present within the 

museum. 

“The Foremost Museum of Modern Art in the World” 

While MOMA’s name and mission statement explain what to expect of the art within 

its walls, its history reveals the complex development that its narrative underwent prior to 

holding Committed to Print.36 At its inception in 1929, and with major backing from the 

influential Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, Lillie Bliss, and Mary Quinn Sullivan, MOMA 

hired a young and innovative Alfred H. Barr to serve as director of this new museum. 

With the story of Modern art still in the process of being written, MOMA began a 

roughly ninety-year enterprise of exhibiting the recent trends of the art world while 

establishing the fundamental characteristics utilized in the study of art history for 

defining Modernism.37  

This feat necessarily involved the customary process of subjecting a heterogeneous 

set of objects to the systematizing procedures “that characterize the museum as a cultural 

institution.”38 MOMA’s early curators took into consideration the many differences in 

medium, artist, and style of each object and organized them in such a way (through 

department headings and classifications still utilized in museums today) that unified them 

under the dominant identity that they wished to establish for the museum in the 1930s. 

From this identity emerged a history and an aesthetic of Modernism organized around 

                                                
36 Said mission statement proudly declares: “Founded in 1929 as an educational institution, the 
Museum of Modern Art is dedicated to being the foremost museum of modern art in the world.” 
37 Michelle Elligott, “Showcasing Modernism—From Berlin to New York,” Jahrbuch der 
Berliner Museen 52 (2010): 107, http://www.jstor.org.libaccess.sjlibrary.org/stable/41431602. 
38 Wallach, “The Museum of Modern Art: The Past’s Future,” 208. 
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key movements like Fauvism, Cubism, and Surrealism as a basis for reflecting the period 

and determining how the Modern art museum would look and operate in the twentieth 

century.39 Barr and the rest of MOMA’s founders laid the foundation for the institution’s 

narrative. 

MOMA expressed great ambition in its infancy. It aimed to lead the way for 

museums devoted to the art of the present and years to come. It accomplished this 

through a breakdown and mapping of the major art movements happening at the moment, 

including an almost accurate projection of the future of abstraction.40 Yet despite this 

seemingly open and progressive eye for the new and contemporary production of art, by 

the time Committed to Print rolled around in the late 1980s, such an exhibition still 

managed to challenge the narrative at MOMA. Political prints never really garnered a 

place amongst the collection, at least, in term of classifying them as political prints and 

not something else. The history of this museum proves more complex, of course. 

Examining said history in relation to an exhibition like Committed to Print allows for a 

better understanding of why MOMA had yet to give consideration to political prints until 

this point.  

Before getting back into the prints of the exhibition itself, this discussion of MOMA’s 

history necessitates a look at the beginnings of MOMA’s Department of Prints and 

Illustrated Books (now merged with Drawings), the closest option available for 

                                                
39 Ibid. 
40 Alfred H. Barr, Cubism and Abstract Art (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1936), 200. 
Abstraction certainly continued onward through the legacy of the Abstract Expressionists, albeit 
with their own variations that differed from the modern artists of the first few decades in the 
twentieth century. 


