
Lesson 2:  Woody Guthrie
Singer, songwriter, author, and social activist, Woody 
Guthrie was exposed to music and politics at an 
early age. In combining music and politics in his 
songwriting, Guthrie became America’s first true folk 
hero. Guthrie wrote hundreds of songs, including 
such classics as This Land is Your Land; So Long, It’s 
Been Good to Know You; and Oklahoma Hills, the 
official Oklahoma State Folksong. The colorful life he 
led became as legendary as the songs he wrote.

Born July 14, 1912, in Okemah, Oklahoma, Guthrie’s 
father was a real-estate broker and politician who 
fell on hard times, and his mother suffered from 
Huntington’s disease, a genetic nerve disorder that 
led to her death. Guthrie learned how to play guitar, 
mandolin, fiddle, and harmonica in his adolescence. He also read and wrote avidly, drew cartoons and painted.

During the Dust Bowl of the 1930s, Guthrie traveled and slept among migrants and hobos, accumulating the life 
experiences that fed his songs, stories, and autobiography, Bound for Glory.

Moving to New York in 1940, Guthrie continued to record music and perform on the radio, and he also played at 
worker strikes and rallies. All the while, the self-taught folksinger studied politics, economics, science, and religion. 
By mid-decade, Guthrie began experiencing bouts of depression and disorientation that signaled the onset of 
Huntington’s disease. His health slowly deteriorated and he was eventually confined to hospitals.

When he died on October 3, 1967, Guthrie left behind eight children and about a thousand songs.

Noted Oklahoma artist and recipient of the 2009 Oklahoma Humanities Award Charles Banks Wilson completed 
this painting of Woody Guthrie in 2004. The portrait is part of the Capitol Art Collection at the Oklahoma State 
Capitol and hangs alongside many other paintings of important Oklahoma people, events, and landscapes.

Learn more about Woody Guthrie:

1. Take a few minutes to look at the painting of Guthrie by Charles Banks Wilson. Describe what you see. 
Where is Guthrie standing? What is he holding? What is he doing? Why do you think the artist made these 
decisions? How do the choices the artist made help convey Guthrie’s personality to you? What does it tell you 
about Guthrie?  

2. Using the internet, listen to a few of Guthrie’s most famous folksongs, such as This Land is Your Land; So 
Long, It’s Been Good to Know You; and Oklahoma Hills. Listen to more songs by other folk musicians such as 
Bob Dylan, Pete Seeger, Arlo Guthrie, and Tom Paxton. Answer the following questions: 
 a.  What is folk music?  
 b.  Why is it important? 
 c.  Who writes folk music?

3. Listen again to This Land is Your Land and read the lyrics at the same time. What do you think inspired 
Guthrie to write this song? What do you think is Guthrie’s message through his song? What imagery do you 
hear in the song? Does any of it remind you of what you see in Wilson’s portrait of Guthrie shown above?

4. Although Guthrie is best remembered as a folk musician, his artistic interests also included writing, drawing 
cartoons and painting. Use what you have learned about Guthrie to write a Cinquain (a five-line poem) 
describing him. Follow the guidelines below: 
 Line 1:  a one-word topic, such as the subject’s name (noun) 
 Line 2:  two describing words (adjectives) 
 Line 3:  three action words (verbs) 
 Line 4:  a four-word phrase  
 Line 5:  a synonym or equivalent for the topic 

Woody Guthrie: This Land Was Made for You and Me 
by Charles Banks Wilson 

Courtesy of the Oklahoma Arts Council and the artist
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