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A treasured letter was delivered to the Homewood Post Office in September 1942 and it has 
been there ever since.  No, this is not a story about some piece of mail that was mislaid and 
has resurfaced after 67 years; it is a story about The Letter, a sculpted wood relief mural 
created specifically for the post office by artist Maurine Montgomery Gibbs.  

 

Construction of the Homewood Post Office building at 1921 Ridge Road was the third 
major project in Homewood financed by the Public Works Administration, one of Franklin 
Roosevelt’s New Deal programs that truly helped stimulate employment and the economy 
during the Great Depression.   
 
The first project in town to use government funds was the construction of the water tower 
located behind the village hall.  This 250,000-gallon storage tank was completed in May 
1935 and is still in use today.  The Village Hall and Auditorium building was the second 
project and used a part of the $5 billion in PWA funding made available for projects like 
this in the summer of 1938.  Foundation work on this building started in December 1938 
and by August 1939, the village board was holding meetings in the council chambers on the 
second floor of the newly completed structure.  

 

 

The Letter 
By Jim Wright 

  

  

     

 

 
 

Homewood’s Post Office Under Construction
 

which it often is confused, this program was not directed toward providing economic relief. Instead, the art placed in post offices was 
intended to help boost the morale of people suffering the effects of the Depression with art that, in the words of President Roosevelt, 
was:  native, human, eager and alive — all of it painted by their own kind in their own country, and painted about things they know 
and look at often and have touched and loved.  
 

 Plans for th e post office building, the last 
major project, were approved by the United 
States Post Office Department in early 1940 
and the structure was built during the spring 
and summer of that year at a cost of $75,000.   
The modern brick facility replaced the old 
Mueller farmhouse, which had stood on the 
site since the mid-1800’s.  Homewood 
Postmaster William Cato and other dignitaries 
formally dedicated the building on October 26, 

1940. 
  

After completion of the building, the post 
office department contemplated the installation 
of a suitable piece of artwork under another 
New Deal program.  From 1934 to 1943, 
murals and sculpture were produced for post 
offices around the country under the United 
States Treasury Department’s Section of 
Painting and Sculpture, later the Section of 
Fine Arts under the Federal Works 
Administration. Unlike the Works Progress 
Administration’s  Federal   Art   Project,   with  
 

 
 

Homewood’s New Post Office in 1940 
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Maurine Montgomery Gibbs’ The Letter was a piece of art that fit the president’s description 
perfectly.  Maurine Montgomery was born in 1906 in the small central Illinois town of Wyanet 
and moved to Peoria with her family at the age of 8.  She graduated from Bradley College (now 
University) in 1928, where she received a degree in art.  After college, she traveled extensively, 
taught and continued her art studies.  By 1938 she was studying sculpture in Rome where she 
met Harrison Gibbs, another American artist.  The couple married in1939 and moved to Ithaca, 
New York, where Harrison took an art instructor’s position at Cornell University.   
 
After returning to the United States, Maurine Gibbs submitted designs for several competitions 
for federal artwork and her proposal for the New Orleans Federal Building, though not 
ultimately chosen, was viewed favorably.   As a result of this, in early 1941, she accepted an 
invitation to submit designs for a “sculpture relief” to be displayed in the Homewood post 
office.     
 
Gibbs set to work immediately on this project and as her design took shape she titled it The 
Letter.  In her own words, she described the significance of the piece as depicting a girl reading 
a letter while her lover looks on to see the reaction.  I used a simple incident from everyday life 
because Homewood is a small suburb of Chicago, where the most important activity is family 
life.  Charming little houses, trees and flower gardens make up the landscape.  The work was to 
demonstrate the significance of the written message in the human relationship. 
 
 
 

 
Maurine Montgomery Gibbs 
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Gibbs selected Amazon mahogany, a reddish-brown wood, as the material 
for The Letter.  Two pieces of wood were glued together and she then hand-
carved the wood using 40 chisels.  When finished the piece measured 4 feet 
11 inches tall and 2 inches thick and weighed 130 pounds.  Gibbs installed 
The Letter in the lobby of the Homewood post office in late September 
1942.  The Federal Works Administration approved final payment to Gibbs 
in the amount of $400 in October 1942 after they received a photograph of 
the installed work.  Gibbs received a total of $900 for her work on the 
Homewood artwork. 
 
Life would change markedly for Maurine and Harrison Gibbs after The 
Letter was completed.  Harrison enlisted in the Army in 1943 and was not 
home to witness the birth of their only child, Ramona, in January 1944.  No 
doubt the poignancy of the meaning of The Letter was not lost on the couple 
as they exchanged correspondence while Harrison was overseas.  
Tragically, he was killed in battle in France in December 1944.  Maurine 
Gibbs and her daughter then returned to Peoria, where she taught art in the 
local schools.  She died in April 2003 at the age of 96.   
 
Life has changed in Homewood over the years too.  One thing that has 
remained constant, however, is that The Letter still hangs over the post 
office lobby subtlety invoking the curiosity of postal patrons, something 
that would please Maurine Montgomery Gibbs immensely. 
 
 

 

The Letter 
By Maurine Montgomery Gibbs 

(Information for this article taken from The Letter at Homewood Post Office by Kristan McKinsey in the Spring/Summer 2007 issue 
of Chicago Art Deco Society magazine and from material supplied by Ramona Gibbs) 
 
 
 
 

Sketches and photographs of a model of the piece were exchanged with the Federal Works Administration and suggestions were 
made and implemented to further refine the design.  In April 1942, the government asked Gibbs to make some additional 
adjustments, after which she proceeded to execute the final work.  By this time she and her husband were living on his family’s 
farm in Rosemont, Pennsylvania.  Both were working in an old stone barn on sculptured wood reliefs for post office commissions, 
she on the Homewood job and her husband on a piece for a post office branch in Baltimore, Maryland.   
 




