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Introduction  

Much has been said in the historical record about the United States in the early twentieth 
century; just as much has been said of the difficulties faced by those in the American metropolis.  
Scholars have deconstructed, reconstructed and theorized about the events that formed the world 
as it is today, and the major global events which caused turmoil in every aspect of life.  In the 
United States, a war, an economic boom, a bust, and another war radically re-defined 
Americanism, while urbanites faced numerous social ills which continue to plague the cities 
today.  Specific themes in the American artworks transcend the boundaries of geography and 
time; numerous depictions of loneliness and isolation, as well as the more unfortunate 
consequences of dwelling in any urban environment--homelessness, poverty, segregation, and 
even the overstimulation of a crowded subway car. 

When looking at the prints from this period, the most pressing issue on the minds of 
urban printmakers initially appeared to be isolation and its attendant despair. The plight of the 
metropolis has been reinforced by recent, devastating media headlines concerning tragic events 
happening in cities across the United States, and which are provoking greater discussions on the 
subjects of equality, poverty, access, and discrimination. It is possible to see similar struggles 
depicted by artists decades ago, in images that capture the spirit of some of America’s most 
prominent cities, primarily New York and Chicago, during the multiple turbulences of world 
wars and economic collapse. The artists saw despair from the solitude they perceived, but also 
saw a hope in the personal connections between individuals, sometimes between strangers who 
shared only a geographic coincidence. They witnessed the possibility for community, that all-
important connection that ultimately forms the lifeblood of the city, and the study of which has 
been neglected in the historical scholarship. There are significant parallels and conclusions to be 
drawn between artists, communities, and cities which deserve to be explored visually.  

But supplementing the drawbacks of urban life the artists witnessed, there is a joy in the 
intimate personal connections that are also possible in cities.  There is the triumph of building 
grand new structures, symbolizing a hope for the future in Rockwell Kent’s Lowering Pipe 
Through Building Platform (1941), and the potential which lies in collaboration. Martin Lewis’ 
Chance Meeting (1941), and Fritz Eichenberg’s The Steps (1934), bear witness to the simple 
enjoyment of being in the company of others, the thrill of meeting a stranger on the street, and 
the pleasure of spending time within one’s own community. The artistic voice penetrates and 
emanates from each of these works, emphasizing a personal and distinct perspective on urban 
life, inspired by events both monumental and mundane unfolding around the thriving artistic 
community of the time.  Fascinations and anxieties spring forth in visual form from the constant 
barrage of activity from sites so endowed with energy and life.   

The artists themselves formed a community, fostered in part by their employment with 
the Works Progress Administration and by their participation in the Art Students League--a 
revolutionary type of school created by artists, for artists.  The connections between them may be 
witnessed by their correspondences, their oral histories, and by the work they created, such as in 
Isabel Bishop’s Fourteenth Street (1931). It is my belief that their own closely linked community 
made them more receptive to the many communities around them, and which prompted them to 
take their art to the streets and out of their studios.  The artists mentioned here, along with many 
others, were deeply immersed in the fabric of urban life, immune to no ills, numb to no vices, 
and keenly aware of the lives of their neighbors, as well as the excitement which draws many to 
live in an urban setting.  
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Importance of Place 
 In her classic text, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961), sociologist and 
urban planner Jane Jacobs (1916-2006) criticizes scientific, theoretical, and scholarly thought 
regarding cities as both too broad and too generalizing.  She claims that cities are not examined 
closely nor individually, to their--but ultimately to our own--detriment.  Abstraction, in the sense 
of obscuring representation to a specific life model, is not beneficial to city planning or to 
problem solving, she found. What is more important, rather, is this house on this street in this 
neighborhood. It was this specificity of moment and of place, as well as complexity, that these 
artists were attempting to capture.1  In such an enormous infrastructure, resembling nearly a vast 
living organism, the importance of individual interactions can be swallowed, subsumed into the 
all-consuming behemoth of the whole.  
 Jacobs’ argument that cities are based on processes accessible to the everyman is integral 
to the conception of cities in theory and reality. “City processes in real life are too complex to be 
routine, too particularized for application as abstraction. They are always made up of interactions 
among unique combinations of particulars, and there is no substitute for knowing the 
particulars.”2  The interactions in this case are thus literally actions of an interpersonal nature that 
embody the performative aspect of the city, witnessed in prints such as Don Freeman’s New 
Year’s Eve on Broadway (1932).  Freeman’s lithograph is a testament to the many individual 
interactions resulting from individuals navigating personal space as well as social and physical 
boundaries, although in this case shattered and disrupted by the chaotic celebrations surrounding 
a new year.  The atypical transgression of the propriety of space reinforces its standard use.  
Jacobs herself was very concerned with the use of urban space, and she critiques urban planners, 
scholars, and the layperson alike when she claims that cities have been neglected in modern 
times.    
 

The history of modern thought about cities is unfortunately very different from the 
 history of modern thought about the life sciences. The theorists of conventional  
 modern city planning have consistently mistaken cities as problems of simplicity and 
 of disorganized complexity...However, I think these misapplications could hardly have 
 occurred, and certainly would not have been perpetuated as they have been, without 
 great disrespect for the subject matter itself--cities.”3  
 
Jacobs’ analogy to the life sciences is apt--cities are built environments, but are inhabited by 
millions of individuals with unique life experiences which manage to function together as do the 
cells of a human organ, and thusly transform a city from a collection of neatly arranged buildings 
into a living thing.  
 As a living thing, the smaller components of cities are critical to its operation. Continuing 
the analogy, streets are arteries and veins along which people flow like blood cells, transporting 
goods and ideas from place to place in lieu of oxygen. Many of the works in this exhibition 
address the various roles of the street in the formation of community; as a stage for the 
performance of urban ritual, as a site of gathering and of celebration, as an intermediary between 

                                                
1 Jane Jacobs. The Death and Life of Great American Cities. 1961, 430-436. 
2 Ibid, 433. 
3 Ibid, 435. 
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architecture and individual, as a demarcation between public and private, and as a liminal space 
devoted to travel and transportation. The street, and its close relative the alley, are often 
conceptualized as places of danger, violence, and threats to the individual’s immediate bodily 
integrity and safety.  Geerling’s Jewelled City (1931) depicts a street deserted, save for two men 
shown in outline alone in the bottom right corner.  Despite the distance Geerlings placed between 
his viewer and these two small subjects, one may still perceive a shiftiness to their characters, a 
nagging intuition that whatever these two men are up to at night on this empty city street, they 
must be up to no good.  Landeck’s Pop’s Tavern (1934) projects a similar attitude. Although 
reasonably well lit, the obtuse angle and deep shadows scream “Danger!” to the viewer from 
deeply ingrained, evolutionarily-programed instinct. City streets and the night are a potentially 
dangerous, or even deadly, combination, although the possibilities for mirth were not ignored by 
artists.  

Third Avenue (1928), by Glenn O. Coleman, speaks to the gatherings, celebrations, 
festivals, and parades still enjoyed by city-dwellers globally, and are as much our cultural 
heritage as the warnings from parents about venturing out of doors at night.  Children play along 
the curb, well-dressed ladies and gentlemen gather in groups and stroll about, residents peek out 
at the action from upper-story windows; whether a designated party or a particularly vivacious 
Saturday night, the energy in this print is palpable.  Eichenberg’s The Lights (1934) is an overt 
ode to the roaring nightlife which spilled out of the dance halls and on to the streets.  The energy 
is infectious, with the mass of figures spilling over one another. Don Freeman’s New Year’s Eve 
on Broadway similarly embraces densely crowded festivity tinged with the hint of chaos created 
by rambunctious partygoers celebrating the dawn of a new year and new opportunities. These 
artists were attempting to visually reclaim the streets from the grip of homelessness, crime, and 
violence by depicting them as sites of joy and social cohesion. Even so, there was no denying, 
even in the best of circumstances, that they city was not always so hospitable to the masses, nor 
to all groups.  

 
Challenges of the Metropolis  

Isaac Friedlander’s 3 A.M. (1937) poses questions to the viewer about the condition of 
those who seem displaced. The slumped human figures seem weary and pile upon one another in 
their exhaustion.  Friedlander carefully etched a sign reading “Lex Ave Local South Ferry” in the 
top right corner of the print.  Are these wilted masses waiting for late night, or early morning, 
transportation, or is this a gathering place for the less fortunate? Friedlander did not render his 
figures abstractly - they look well kempt, if exhausted. The questions of why these people are 
huddled together late at night speak to the mysteries of strangers in cities and the irony that 
although another’s physical body may be close to one’s own, the details of their life story are 
eminently out of reach. Homeless or not, the dejected figures each appear to have a tragic tale 
behind their sunken expressions.   

Letterio Calapai’s 8:30am Express (1943) embodies fears of overcrowding coupled with 
a critique of poor infrastructure. The right-leaning diagonal tilt of the subway car, in addition to 
the upward looking angle, impresses upon the viewer the car’s rushed, chaotic movement as it 
hurtles through space en route to its destination.  The anxieties which surrounded public 
transportation in this era may be seen by other works as well, such as Ida Abelman’s Wonders of 
Our Time (1937), Fred Becker’s City of Tomorrow (1939), and Fritz Eichenberg’s Subway 
1934).  All seem to agree with sociologist Georg Simmel’s (1858-1918) complaint in “The 
Metropolis and Mental Life” (1903)  that cities are literally overstimulating and overwhelming 
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us with a plethora of sensory input.  The various competing sights, sounds, smells, even textures 
with which we are simultaneously presented on a daily basis create a cacophony that causes the 
urban dweller anxiety to the point of overload.4  Simmel believed that city inhabitants would 
become literally disaffected as a result. Calapai’s depiction of a streetcar with human bodies 
packed inside alludes to Simmel’s overstimulation hypothesis; the people here have been 
compressed into a singular squirming mass, arms akimbo in an attempt to survive the wild ride. 
Everyone inside seems to cling for dear life as the chains holding the train together sway with the 
forceful propulsion. Even the lines of Calapai’s etching swirl around the car as it launches 
forward in space.   

Reginald Marsh’s Breadline (1932) portrays the city as a site of need and rescue, by 
depicting a familiar-enough scene in 1932; a bread line, in which the unemployed or hungry 
could receive food subsidies from the government at the height of the Great Depression.5  The 
rumpled figures in their long trenchcoats line up in a mass, repeated often enough that the 
individual becomes anonymous and subsumed into the crowd, merely a unit of a singular 
repeated stereotype of the hapless urban dweller in need of rescue from themselves, one another, 
and from the city environment itself as breeder of disease and despair.  The troubled state of the 
mass of people is a metaphor for the city as dangerous and endangered. It is labeled as destitute 
and a place of desperation; cities were the sites where the Great Depression took its greatest toll. 
The artist was undoubtedly impacted by the realities of these breadlines occurring regularly at 
this time, the apex of the Great Depression.  
 
Isolation in the Urban Landscape  

Bernard Brussel-Smith’s One Meatball (1941) dwells on no issue in particular, and 
instead chooses to address a multitude of them, including poverty, isolation, and race. Brussel-
Smith’s characteristic treatment here depicts the figure as dejected, staring forlornly at his plate, 
emphasized by the use of contrast and empty save for the singular meatball.  He  cleverly draws 
the viewer’s eye to the stark white plate by surrounding it by solid blackness.  The plate serves as 
a recurrent theme of deprivation and scarcity, seen in another work of Brussel-Smith’s included 
in this exhibition, Meditation (1940). Unlike Meditation, however, here the artist chooses to 
make the plate a center point instead of an afterthought. The presence of only one meatball calls 
greater attention to the overall emptiness, and to the lack of the food which ought to fill the rest 
of the nearly barren plate.  The man sits with his head on his hand, gazing forlornly at his paltry 
meal, in a universal gesture of wanton despair and even hopelessness.  The figure’s elongated 
proportions and narrow, nearly triangular torso emphasize the thin, starved quality of his body.  
That Brussel-Smith chose a black man as his subject, unusual among this prints, signifies a 
preoccupation with the struggles of race and racism in the pre-Civil Rights era.  
 That a man of African-American descent is the subject of this wood engraving 
distinguishes it in relation to the lack of diversity among the subjects of the other works.  Pele 
DeLappe, in her memoir Pele: A Passionate Journey Through Art and the Red Press, writes, 
“We seemed to regard Negros as exotic...typical of our white elitist attitude, [we would sing] 
‘Creole babies walk along with rhythm in their eyes’...Of all my efforts to identify with Black 

                                                
4 Georg Simmel. “The Metropolis and Mental Life” Adapted by D. Weinstein from Kurt Wolff (Trans.) 
The Sociology of Georg Simmel.  New York: Free Press, 1950, 409-424.   
5 Nick Taylor. American-Made: The Enduring Legacy of the WPA : When FDR Put the Nation to Work. 
New York: Bantam Book, 2008, 9 - 13.  
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people from those early days the closest I come was through my art in perceptive portraits of 
friends. They would have to do.”6  As forward-thinking and leftist-leaning these artists may have 
been, long entrenched prejudices surrounding the issue of race still bore fruit on the biased 
depiction of the city’s inhabitants as being predominantly and homogeneously white.  
 
The Thrill of the City  

Lawrence Beall Smith’s The Gossips (1939) evokes the sense of community as formed 
by the personal intimacies fostered by close living quarters. These two women, presumably 
neighbors, lean out of adjacent windows to give one another their undivided attention. Torsos 
stretching out of window frames, heads angled to gaze completely into the other’s face, one 
gains a sense of two harried, beleaguered women, lives crammed to the brim with the daily 
chores of housework and family life, taking a breath from the frantic pace and demands of 
children to attend to the other’s lives; stealing a brief moment of privacy and solitude by 
reclining out the window, rather than standing in a hallway beside their adjacent doors. One 
gains a sense of the close relationship between the two from their focus and the position of their 
bodies.  The print was created from the vantage point of another window with privileged access 
to the scene.  The windows are rather high up, judging by the cornice line immediately above the 
windows themselves.  The artist, privileging this scene by choosing to depict it so intimately, 
speaks to the connections born out of urban life.  These women also illustrate the necessity of 
overcoming the physical limitations of the city to forge personal connections.  Architecture is 
presented as a challenge conquered by nontraditional use of space, and people are presented as 
innovators navigating space in order to achieve community.  This effort to have meaningful 
encounters also occurred at night, and American printmakers eagerly explored its pictorial 
possibilities.  

Martin Lewis (1881-1962) is well known for his affinity to night scenes. In his catalogue 
raisonne, Paul McCarron deliberates on Lewis’s attraction to the night.  As did many of his 
contemporaries, such as Reginald Marsh (1898-1954), Edward Hopper (1882-1967), and John 
Sloan (1851-1971), Lewis depicted the night with an air of mystery and suspense found in film 
noir of the same period.7  The city and the night particularly fascinated artists at this time. The 
sociologist Murray Melbin, in his 1987 text The Night as Frontier, explores this relationship 
between the night and how time has been structured, and to a lesser extent, how nighttime 
functions in cities; a key point of interest for many artists, including and well beyond those 
featured here. According to Melbin, humans are becoming ever more wakeful, and in cities this 
phenomena of a “denser filling of time” is enhanced with a concentration of people.8 Workers, 
persons indulging in recreation, and artists have all found themselves increasingly active at night 
as a significant period of activity within human time cycles, possibly explaining the large 
quantity of night scenes produced in this period.  As cities were transitioning from low-level gas 
lighting to electric streetlights, it was possible for more people to be out later, and possible for 

                                                
6 Pele DeLappe. Pele: A Passionate Journey Through Art & the Red Press. Petaluma, CA: [publisher not 
identified], 1999, 17.  
7 Paul McCarron. The Prints of Martin Lewis: A Catalogue Raisonne. Bronxville: M. Hausberg, 1995,  
23-26 
8 Murray Melbin. Night As Frontier: Colonizing the World After Dark. New York: Free Press, 1987, 5 - 
9.    
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artists to observe and document their actions; hence, we see scenes such as The Lights, Derricks 
at Night (1927) and Chance Meeting.  

The hushed, sensual energy of Martin Lewis’s Chance Meeting tells the story of 
countless urban encounters played out on city streets at night.  Two pairs of young, vivacious 
eyes meet, piercing through shadows and patches of fluorescent lights to find the bodies to which 
those eyes belong.  The figures stand apart, with the polite distance of unfamiliarity, but the 
openness and the arch of the woman’s body is inviting, while the man is casual and relaxed.  The 
would-be companions both form pronounced, sinuous contrapposto, an S-shape, an oft utilized 
motif in the art historical canon, to represent a tension and a potential energy inherent in the 
body, held in place like an unwound coil.  Most importantly, their bodies echo one another in a 
physical manifestation of a mental connection, representing the possibilities that lie on a urban 
street: those of romance, of adventure, and of undiscovered opportunities and uncertainties in 
what the night may bring. The light spilling from an open window casts the woman in a 
silhouette while illuminating the man with sharp contrast. The curling flags ruffle in the breeze 
and crackle with the electricity running through the scene. Here, Lewis presents the possibility of 
connection on the street in which two strangers may share an intimate moment; their meeting is 
rife with questions which only add to the enigma of the scene.  Who are they? What were they 
doing in the night before their encounter? Most tantalizingly, the viewer wonders, what 
happened afterwards? Perhaps even the subjects themselves do not know frozen eternally in their 
tension. The suspense that holds this scene, and the figures’ gazes, compels the viewer into the 
street and its manifold personal dramas.   

The street, or its boundaries, is addressed again in Fritz Eichenberg’s The Steps (1934) in 
which an entire life cycle seem to play out simultaneously.  In the lower left, two youths tussle in 
the scrappy fights of childhood. Another boy, immediately above them and slightly older, reads a 
book quietly and contentedly by himself,  the pettiness of  juvenile fighting behind him.  In the 
upper right corner of the steps, a young couple embraces and cast giddy sidelong glances at one 
another, smitten with that excitement of new romance.  Below them, a young mother breastfeeds 
her newborn while a toddler looks on in interest. Occupying the left side of the steps, two men 
are engaged a passionate discussion.  At the nexus of all of this activity sits an old man, propping 
up his body with his cane, his shoulders stooped with age.  The man seems quite content, 
however, with his position in life, both literally and metaphorically.  Other characters populate 
the periphery.  Caricatured, cartoonish characters of a man in a business suit and a coquette 
leaning out of a window, observing the action but refraining from participation.  

Samuel Margolies’ Men of Steel (1949) is one of several in this exhibition which speak to 
the recompense of collaboration and the rewards of striving toward a common goal.  Here, two 
men, balanced precariously on a steel beam, survey a cityscape from high above which they 
ostensibly helped to build, imbued with the pride upon the viewing of their accomplishments. 
One man in profile holds on to their only support as his companion gestures broadly to the 
impressive scene which surrounds them. Margolies elevated the figures above the city to speak 
to their superiority over it as though to claim that the achievements of humankind are greater 
than the sum of their parts.  The right figure’s sweeping arm seems a gesture of optimism about 
the future of cities and their inhabitants, as well their ability to perpetuate themselves 
successfully. They intend for their freshly built cities to stand in perpetuity.  

 
Importance of the WPA 
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The Works Progress Administration was founded in 1935 and operated until 1943, and employed 
artists working across the spectrum of media, including writing, theatre, music, and the visual 
arts.  It allowed artistic practice to survive the ravages of the Great Depression, which struck the 
industrial cities of the North with the greatest ferocity. Printmaking was housed within the 
Graphic Arts Division of the Federal Art Project, the branch devoted specifically to visual art.9  
Discourse surrounding the need to establish an American art distinct from European influence 
was growing well before the WPA was created; printmaking was particularly suited to 
expressing the American ideals of democracy and freedom of choice through its reproducibility, 
and therefore accessibility by the public.10  

Remarkably, nearly all of the thirty-three artists included in this exhibition were 
participants in the Federal Art Project, with the exceptions of Brodsky, Margolies, and Steinberg.  
That the FAP absorbed so many artists in its sphere of influence, most of whom depended upon 
the income it provided for their very survival, must be taken into consideration when evaluating 
the work of these artists, either independently or together.   
 

[in reference to the WPA] I think almost every graphic artist was there. I can't think of 
any who wasn't. There was a nice spirit of fellowship there. We were all in the same boat. 
It wasn't the most comfortable boat, but it fitted into the times in which we lived. It was a 
kind of an emergency, and we felt that something had been done which helped us in a 
rather dignified fashion. We thought we produced adequately for the pay which we got.11  

 
Working for the WPA-FAP connected artists located across the United States, and specifically 
the community in New York City, allowing them to collaborate on murals and other public art 
projects while remaining in dialogue with one another.   
 
Artist Communities: Art Students League 
 The Art Students League of New York began in 1875 with a revolutionary, idealistic 
program of egalitarian, informal education by artists, for artists.  The pre-eminent art school of 
the time, the National Academy of Design in New York, was facing temporary closure due to 
financial difficulties, which would have left students without instruction for a prolonged period 
of time.  As a response, a group of students decided to form their own institution, one that would 
replace the Academy’s traditionalist program with a more contemporary approach embracing 
new modernist ideas about the direction which art could take and how a school could function.  
Offering no grades and no degrees, the League focused on pure dissemination of knowledge and 
commitment to the practice of art.  The League expanded rapidly and cycled through three 
different locations as its popularity grew. Renowned instructors included Thomas Hart Benton 
(1889-1975), Robert Henri (1865-1929), among others. It functions today as an institution 
dedicated to producing and nurturing dedicated artists.  

                                                
9 Francis V. O'Connor. The New Deal Art Projects: An Anthology of Memoirs. Washington D.C.: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1972, 155 - 176. 
10 Helen Langa. “Printmaking, Artistic Diversity, and Cultural Democracy in 1930s America.” Ink, 
Paper, Politics: WPA-Era Printmaking from the Needles Collection, edited by Louise Lincoln. Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press, 2014, 14 - 23.  
11 Oral history interview with Fritz Eichenberg, 1964 Dec. 3, Archives of American Art, 
 Smithsonian Institution. 
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   Much like the WPA-FAP program, the Art Students League intersected with nearly every 
one of the artists included in this exhibition. Martin Lewis taught at the League from 1944 until 
1952, as did Harry Sternberg (1904-2001) and John Sloan.12 Isabel Bishop (1902-1986) and 
Adolf Dehn (1895-1968) studied there, to name merely a few.13  Most importantly, the students 
knew and identified with one another, either as burgeoning young artists struggling to find their 
artistic voices or as older, more experienced teachers who shared the benefits of their expertise to 
nurture the next wave of creators. Regardless of experience, wartime and economic hardships 
united them all.  In an oral history interview recorded by the Archives of American Art, Harry 
Sternberg reminisced about the culture of the WPA-FAP:  

  And yet, oddly enough, artists worked together. It was a time of intensive organization, 
 led, I think, by the WPA and the Artists’ Union... And it was that wonderful togetherness 
 that helped make that period a marvelous period. The artists were involved   
 everywhere—National Maritime Union, CIO Steel—all of them….And [we] got involved 
 in these organizations. And it gave us a sense of connection with society which we’ve 
 never had beyond then. When I went to Union Hall, I was one of them. There was a sense 
 of belonging. You connected with this world, and it was very wonderfully beautiful. And 
 it penetrated every aspect of society.14 

The artists themselves perceived a fellowship amongst them that was united by struggle and 
hardship, but the bleak cause of their unity did not tarnish the merit of the unity itself.   
 Isabel Bishop’s Fourteenth Street represents what at this time was a less-depicted 
demographic whose particular type was intimately tied to the place of the city--the working 
woman.  Rather than the coquettes, street prostitutes, and dancers, who were also women who 
worked, the “working woman” was respectable in polite society and occupied positions such as 
shopgirls or secretaries. Their careers were contingent on their status as young and unmarried, 
however.  Upon the completion of their wedding vows they were expected to discard their 
independent lifestyle for one of domesticity. Here, two fashionable women in stylish hats and 
coats parade through a crowd of conversant men, appearing confident and comfortable with their 
literal and metaphorical place in an urban setting which presented them with a unique set 
challenges apart from those of their male counterparts; challenges that included lower wage-
earning potential, difficulties protecting their families from the trials of urban life, and struggles 
for basic survival.15  All of this fostered cooperation and communities of sharing among 
working-class women that helped to define neighborhoods, ethnic identities, and a working-class 
culture, as well as a measure of independence for the women themselves.    Bishop’s work 
is also a testimony to the artistic community that blossomed around the nexi of New York City, 
the WPA-FAP, and the Art Students League. The scene of Bishop’s etching, fourteenth street, 
was where Reginald Marsh kept a studio, as did Kenneth Hayes Miller, a great teacher at the 
League (1876-1952).  Marsh and Pele DeLappe (1916-2007) would voyage to Coney Island, 

                                                
12 McCarron, 9.  
13 Oral history interview with Adolf Dehn, 1963 Jan. 23-1964 Feb. 29, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution. 
14 Oral history interview with Harry Sternberg, 1999 March 19-2000 January 7, Archives of American 
Art, Smithsonian Institution.        
15 Ruth Sidel. Urban Survival: The World of Working-Class Women. Boston: Beacon Press, 1978, 2 
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drawn to the strange and alluring subjects they would find there. The John Reed Club, an 
association of Communist artists and writers, included DeLappe, Raphael Soyer, and William 
Gropper.16  Their biographies and oral histories stake a claim for a community which formed 
among them at this time, albeit indirectly, through references to events, places, and experiences 
shared; fourteenth street, the League, the WPA-FAP, all seemed to be nodes that stabilized a 
network of artists during a tumultuous time in American history.  

Conclusion 
The American artists of the early twentieth century functioned as more than just 

observers. Besides comprising a community of their own, they were also dynamic members of 
diverse urban communities themselves, whose art both documented and attempted to impact the 
lives of those around them. Their subjects--urban dwellers--served as both their inspiration and 
their audience.  These artists felt charged with the responsibility of recording in perpetuity the 
events and issues of their time and visually representing the present to the future.  What these 
artists have presented us with as a result is a comprehensive portrait of urban life in early 
twentieth century America, encompassing poverty, desolation, racism, and homelessness, but 
also compassion, community, and--despite the hardships urban life presented--a celebration of 
life.  Fritz Eichenberg pithily stated, “Maybe almost everything that I've done, I could do with a 
clean conscience that I did my best to bring people together, to make people understand each 
other. That is my main objective in life.”17  In their attempts to reflect and forge human 
connections, these artists produced a community for themselves out of hardship, which nestled 
into the many vibrant communities of the city. As artists, they felt compelled to create a variety 
of images to capture the essence of the “living organism” around them and bear witness to the 
unrecounted mass of human lives which history so often forgets.    

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
16 DeLappe, 23.  
17 Oral history interview with Fritz Eichenberg, 1979 May 14-Dec. 7, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution.  
 


