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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Ralph Fasanella developed a reputation for his large-

scale paintings of the city at work or at play—

colorful, richly detailed depictions of city streets,

baseball games, political campaigns, strikes,

factories, and union halls.

This painting by Fasanella expresses the artist’s

anger over the assassination of John F. Kennedy and

other notable figures in American history, as well as

the executions of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg. The

artist once said, “We’ll destroy anything, anybody to

keep the system moving. Now they got two more

people to destroy; throw them in the Goddam grave.

Next! That’s the American way.”* Rich in symbols

and searing with rage, this painting operates as a

history lesson about some of America’s most

dramatic events and enduring struggles. Images of

Washington, D.C., landmarks, mourners, and peace

activists complete the narrative of the painting.
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QUESTIONS FOR CAREFUL LOOKING

• What story or stories can we find in this image?

• What strikes you about these figures?

• What would you title this piece?

• If you could cut the scene into different pieces, where would the divides be?

• What can we say about the overall mood?

QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION

• The title of this painting is American Heritage. How does the title affect your interpretation

of the painting? Does this image match your idea of American heritage?

• The artist Ralph Fasanella is known for the social conscience and political messages

present in his paintings. How do you interpret the artist’s sentiments about the 1960s? Do

you think this is a patriotic image?

• Are the ideas in this painting applicable to today’s political climate? Which elements are

still relevant? How would you update this painting for a modern-day audience?

• Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, the last Americans found guilty of and executed for treason,

appear prominently in the center of the composition. Why would the artist have placed

the couple centrally in the painting?

• Fasanella was accused of being unpatriotic during the McCarthy era for his leftist

associations. How might a McCarthy supporter interpret this image?

• The artist condensed several important Washington, D.C., landmarks into his

composition. How does this device impact the narrative?

QUESTIONS FOR CONTEXT

• Who are the people whose names appear at the bottom of the painting? How did they

contribute to the cultural climate of the 1960s?

• Which Washington, D.C., landmarks appear in this painting? What is the function of each

of these buildings, or whom do they memorialize?

• How did the intense anti-Communist feeling of McCarthyism impact American culture in

the middle of the twentieth century? Are the effects still felt today?

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES

• Have students create a class painting reflecting the style of Ralph Fasanella. Rather than

addressing the 1960s, consider another decade in American history. What will you

include? What will you exclude?

• Have students write an obituary for each of the individuals whose names appear at the

bottom of the painting. Alternatively, ask students to write newspaper articles chronicling

the work of these individuals.

• Research the life and work of Fasanella. What patterns do you find in his paintings? How

does knowledge of his biography affect your interpretations of his work?
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