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At the end of the Roaring Twenties, printmaker Martin Lewis was at the height of his fame and career success.  Critics and connoisseurs hailed his choice of subject matter and technical prowess.
  Sales of his prints were crisp.
  Yet some thirty years later, Lewis died in his studio, still a working artist, but lost in obscurity.
  During these intervening years, critical and art market tastes shifted toward abstraction, away from the realistic portraits of New York urban life, favored by Lewis and his contemporaries.
  But artists like Edward Hopper, Raphael Soyer, and Isabel Bishop are documented in current art history books as typifying the art of the period between the two World Wars, while Lewis is not.
  Paul McCarron wrote in his 1995 Catalogue Raisonné of the Lewis prints, “Though Lewis might have objected to the attention this catalogue affords, it is my hope that he would have agreed with my intent in compiling it—that his work might become better known as a result.”
  To determine what led this critically acclaimed and popular artist to be forgotten involves comparing his work, life choices, and temperament with his more well-known colleagues, as well as considering changing tastes of the time.  Although what results is not a simple answer, forces Lewis could control and those he could not melded into a loss of favor during his lifetime and from memory beyond.

The Work


Lewis, like dozens of other artists, was influenced by Robert Henri, a significant American artist and teacher early in the twentieth century, who encouraged artists to look to their everyday world for subject matter.
  Lewis, an immigrant from Australia, arrived in New York sometime before 1909,
 just after the pivotal exhibit of Henri and his colleagues The Eight in 1908.  Using observation skills honed by his outsider detachment,
 Lewis embraced New York street life of people going about their day, workers on the job, children playing, and other commonplace scenes of daily life as his primary subject matter.  
His prints give the sense that Lewis wandered the streets, noting settings and how people move through them, as in Saturday’s Children, 1929 (Fig. 1), considered one of his best works
 and Stoops in the Snow, 1930 (Fig. 2), which convincingly depicts weather conditions, a Lewis favorite.
   Architecture is used as a backdrop in these carefully composed images.  Same with the beach in Ice Cream Cones from 1928 (Fig. 3), showing boys and girls of varying body sizes and shapes, cones in hand, parading in the sand from right to left, as if modeling their attire.  One critic commented that Lewis loved the device of movement and knew how to reproduce it.  Although this critic calls the children’s movement joyful,
 their expressions actually seem more matter-of-fact, as if their movement is the subject, not pleasure in the ice cream.  The rushing movement of the city throbs in The Subway Steps, 1930 (Fig. 4), featuring women, a frequent subject, of different ages, all in stylish hats.  Wind-whipped skirts and swirling garbage further emphasize the pace of the modern city.

As masterfully crafted and striking as these images are, the subject matter Lewis depicts is not unique.  Since many New York artists were inspired by Henri to paint what they knew, they used the city’s diverse street life as source material.  Categorized together, this work created during the inter-war period has been labeled Urban Realism, depicting life in the modern city.
  Other notable artists of Urban Realism included Edward Hopper, Isabel Bishop, and Raphael Soyer.  Unlike Soyer, also an immigrant, Lewis chose not to depict immigrant life and its hardships, staying with positive and more generic representations of the city.
  This choice depersonalized his subjects, more like snapshots of anonymous passersby, and proved to be a key difference from his contemporaries.

What makes the Lewis prints hold interest is not a personal vision of the New York world, but his printmaking craftsmanship and compositional choices.
  He used very tightly controlled compositions, organizing space with a kind of photographic, selective framing.
  His mastery of a variety of print techniques allowed him to combine methods to achieve the tonal range he wanted, from velvety to well-defined, with detail that enhanced believability.
  Perhaps most striking, Lewis played with light, particularly artificial light, the resulting shadow, and their effect on spatial depth,
 as seen in Boss of the Block, a later print from 1939 (Fig. 5). 
The women he depicted were not always beautiful, a source for some critique, but his goal was not to flatter; instead he wanted to capture what was vital in people who could be recognized as real, in a truthful contemporary scene,
 as well as the strange and out of place.
  Boss of the Block combines both these goals.  Like a landowner in a traditional portrait, the Boss, a stout, forceful woman, confidently poses in profile, contentedly surveying the urban landscape she seems to own.   Yet she appears to be an ordinary woman, wearing an everyday dress, standing on an average street.
This portrayal of a recognizable type, the nosy neighbor, is witty, but also ambiguous.   Lewis’s trademark use of high contrast lighting adds drama and mystery.
  An explosive light behind the Boss masks her facial features and shrouds her front, while curiously leaving the architecture behind her unaffected.  As if on stage with a spotlight at her back, the Boss could be an actor, pleased with her performance.  Indeed the geometric background appears flat, like a stage set, with a frozen cleanness that belies the reality of a New York street, unlike the realism of Stoops in the Snow.  Lewis dabbles with modern art vocabulary.  The flatness in Boss of the Block is emphasized not only by the flattened architecture, but also by the figure pushed to the picture plane, the very front of the picture.  In addition, the use of dramatic lighting, or chiaroscuro, converts the figure to a more abstracted form.
 
Dramatic lighting is also used in the Lewis prints of the city at night.  He explores how light shifts with time of day and how artificial light, still fairly new in the city, creates strange glows and shadows.   Glow in the City, 1929 (Fig. 6) features a fashionably dressed young woman on the rooftop of her building, looking out toward the city nightscape.  She stands in a classical contrapposto pose, her body twisted toward the viewer, with her face turned away in profile.  Tension is created by power lines and clothes lines that connect the figure with the distant, radiant skyscraper, an emblem for the economic prowess of New York.
  She could be dreaming of a future promised by the city.  Relics (Fig. 7) from 1928 was the printmaker’s most popular work, selling out its print run.
  Its use of artificial light—from a street lamp, a car’s headlights, and interior lighting spilling into the street—arrests viewer attention.  The striking vantage point gives the sense of being up in a neighboring building looking down on the scene.  

Depictions of the city at night from varying vantage points were used by other artists in addition to Lewis.  Besides John Sloan and other members of The Eight, who made their reputations with such images,
 Edward Hopper notably began experimenting with both nighttime scenes and striking points-of-view in the 1920s, when he began to crystallize his mature style.
  In 1915, Lewis taught Hopper, then a commercial artist, how to etch, initiating a life-long friendship, and early in his career, Hopper was more successful exhibiting and selling his prints than he was with his paintings.
   With the etching Night Shadows, 1921 (Fig. 8), Hopper began envisioning a world he would make famous twenty years later, with the iconic painting Nighthawks (Fig. 9).
  
The tone struck by the works is what distinguishes the prints of Lewis and Hopper.  The sense of isolation, alienation, loneliness, and vague threat that marks Hopper’s distinctive voice propels him to international fame.
  Made seven years before Relics, Night Shadows plays with the oblique vantage point and stark lighting contrasts.  The artificial source of the light, a streetlamp, is cropped out of the frame.  The resulting dramatic shadow cuts a diagonal swath across the center, then bends monstrously vertical up the building.  That shadow becomes a character in the image, more striking than the isolated figure walking through the scene.  The Lewis print refers back to Night Shadows, without the ominous shadow, but uses more movement and figures than Hopper’s print.
  
Reviews from the height of his career and the catalog raisonné produced much later suggest that Lewis’ work is psychological however.
  But a side-by-side comparison of similar images like Relics and Night Shadows suggests otherwise.  Lewis depicts an average night in the city, neutral, observational, and journalistic in tone.  But Night Shadows uses a bleak, rough landscape, a suspenseful shadow, and a hard-to-understand, daring vantage point to create a frightening dreamscape, with surreal psychological introspection, even though nothing much happens.
   While critics have associated both artists’ work with film noir—typified by lonely night scenes, stylized lighting, isolated figures, and odd camera angles—it is Hopper’s work with its eerie tonality and psychological ambiguity that has been identified as a clear influence on the development of the film genre after World War II.
  
In Hopper’s paintings, his solitary figures are often seemingly lost in thought, although their faces are mask-like and eerily empty, and buildings serve as theatrical backdrops, as in Sunday, 1926 (Fig. 10) and Summertime, 1943 (Fig. 11).  Viewers have the surreal sense of looking at themselves in the solitary figure, creating a paradox of aloneness with the effect of connection.
  His mature work has been described as pictorial poetry, presenting the familiar with powerful psychological effect.
  Hopper also acknowledged that his work had a “personal element,” as if it were a self-portrait.
  Lewis makes similar visual choices with Boss of the Block, perhaps showing continued influence.  He withholds information from the viewer by masking the Boss in her strange, flattened setting.  The result is more sociological than psychological.  Blocking her facial features gives the Boss an Everywoman quality.  This very quality led some critics to dismiss his prints as illustration or caricature.
  
Made at the height of the Depression, Boss of the Block invites consideration of economic and social contexts.  Lewis, like so many other men at that time, faced severe economic hardship during the 1930s, and women, including Lewis’ wife Lucille, often needed to step in to support families financially.
   Not the traditional wealthy subject for a portrait, the Boss, by the dominance of her presence, demonstrates the qualities a woman like Lucille needed to overcome adversity—sturdy, robust determination to rise above the deprivations of her reduced world.  
But these interpretations comment on societal needs, not on the internal struggles of an individual.  Thomas Bruhn, in 1978, admired the techniques demonstrated in a Lewis print, but he matter-of-factly writes, “What we do not see in Lewis’ prints is a reflection of the human reality of the times in which he lived.  For this one might turn to Edward Hopper, Isabel Bishop, Peggy Bacon or Reginald Marsh.”
  He goes on to suggest that Lewis had no interest in making a political statement about New York and so could not be called an Urban Realist, like these other artists or Raphael Soyer.

What Raphael Soyer and Isabel Bishop give viewers is an intimate look into the lives of people in and around New York’s Union Square, a bustling hub for office workers, the unemployed, demonstrators, and shoppers in the interwar years.
  Both Soyer and Bishop studied with Guy Pène du Bois who encouraged artists to have a personal involvement with their subjects.
  Bishop would observe activity in the Square from her studio window, and both artists could be seen sketching and chatting with those who frequented the Square.
  Bishop and Soyer earned the trust of and established professional relationships with people who would serve as models for their prints and paintings.
  Both artists used these close relations to depict timely subject matter. 
Bishop became known for portraying the “New Woman,” a social type label used to describe women who expanded their horizons outside of the home and traditional roles.
  Specifically, Bishop showed the young women who flocked to Union Square, both to work and to shop, when the Square had earned a reputation as the “poor man’s Fifth Avenue,” offering cheap goods appealing during the Depression years.
  Bishop said she could relate to the people of Union Square due to her own modest upbringing, and her resulting imagery is sympathetic, not detached.
  She depicted the Career Girl in her inexpensive, but stylish clothes, as in Young Woman, 1937 (Fig. 12), and frequently showed two women relaxing during their lunch hour, as in Noon Hour, 1935 (Fig. 13).  Like the Renaissance artists she admired, Bishop used etching as a preparatory tool for her paintings, to help her study the body.  Just as Lewis did, she used the Renaissance technique for displaying the figure through twisted form called contrapposto,
 again seen in Noon Hour.  Also like Lewis, she did not shy away from showing figures in unflattering poses, as in Lunch Counter, 1940 (Fig. 14), capturing one young woman eating, mouth open.  
Bishop differed from Lewis’ detachment with his subjects.  She favored close-ups showing affectionate camaraderie, even rearranging her models in Union Square, asking them to stand or sit closer together, to achieve a cohesive compositional unit.  Two Girls, 1935 (Fig. 15) gives an intimate glimpse of young women sharing a moment over a letter, a relatable subject.  This print proved to be one of Bishop’s breakthrough images, personifying the way she could use a personal moment to humanize a new social type that many conservative viewers still found shocking and even threatening.
  That kind of warmth is missing in the Lewis prints, where people rarely connect or relate to each other.

While Bishop sometimes depicted the homeless and unemployed men of Union Square, Soyer became famous for showing the despair, hardship, and hopelessness of the Depression.  Because of frank depictions such as In the City Park, c1934 (Fig. 16) and Reading from Left to Right, c1936 (Fig. 17), Soyer’s work was considered Social Realism, art that intended to change viewer attitudes and ideally society.   Soyer rejected the label, preferring to see himself simply as a representational painter.
   Both of these works feature Walter Broe, a down-and-out man whose haggard face attracted Soyer, and the two bonded, so that Broe became a friend, lived in and took care of Soyer’s studio, and died there.
  
The rapport Soyer built with his models extended to women as well.  Women enjoyed posing for him.
  When he got to know his models, he was ready to work.
  The portrayals had portrait-like sensitivity, without being portraits, as in Shop Girls, c1936 (Fig. 18).  Soyer depicts the social type of the New Woman,
 but each face is distinct and full of personality, what Soyer called “wistful charm and spark of individuality.” 
  These choices were very different than the heavily shadowed and masked faces of the Lewis figures.
The tone of the Lewis prints more closely resembles Hopper’s moody isolation than the work of either Bishop or Soyer.  Lewis seems less interested in interaction than in documenting what he saw as he moved through New York’s streets.  He liked technical challenges, such as falling snow or fog,
 creating atmosphere rather than intimacy.  His mastery as a draughtsman singled him out in his early career, in addition to the topicality of his subject matter, with contemporary critics commenting on the value of his detachment.
  Yet despite this early career success, Lewis made life choices, which combined with his temperament, derailed his track toward fame.
Temperament and Life Choices

In his early career, Lewis thrived on and received recognition for his technical mastery.
  He enjoyed solo exhibitions in 1927 and 1929 at Kennedy and Company, an influential gallery which also represented James McNeil Whistler.
  The latter show was so financially successful that he gave up commercial illustration and focused on printmaking.

One year later, after the stock market crash, Lewis moved his family to Sandy Hook, CT, a rural life near other artists and writers who wanted to escape the expense of the New York lifestyle.  But he did not enjoy country life, finding it “too green,”
 and after six years, with Lucille going to work as a realtor to support the family, Lewis returned to New York, to live in Greenwich Village,
 Hopper’s neighborhood for over fifty years.
  A six year absence, during a time of rapidly changing economic circumstances and art market tastes, was substantial in the lively, ever-changing New York art scene.
  Hopper, Soyer, and Bishop each stayed in New York throughout the Depression, riding out economic travails.

After the decision to leave New York, Lewis never experienced his pre-Depression era career success again.  While still in Connecticut, he and two other artists started the School for Printmakers near Union Square, but the school remained open only a few months.  In 1941, Lewis created a lottery, with the winner getting a print, to make some money, selling $10 tickets to friends.  That effort was also unsuccessful.  His wife, with their son, left him in an amicable separation, because of financial stress.  He was so financially distraught that in 1944, he began teaching printmaking at the Art Students League, where he remained until 1951.  During this time, he had no exhibitions separate from those connected to the League.

Despite all these difficulties, Lewis refused to participate in the Works Progress Administration program,
 part of the New Deal, which put over 12,000 artists to work on public art projects, such as murals, and funded artists working in a variety of media.  Over a quarter of a million prints were made by artists supported by a government program during the Depression.
  The program, popular with commercial and easel artists alike, brought artists together over work and in informal networks, creating colleagueship.

Deeply averse to publicity, Lewis did not want to be identified with, or as he saw it, classified by, any school or art movement.
  In a singular choice, he demanded an anonymous role for himself,
 which eerily mirrors the figures he created.  He said, “after all, success is not so much a matter of recognition as of satisfaction.”
  Soyer did not resonate with being called a Social Realist,
 Bishop resented being labeled a woman artist,
 and Hopper eschewed being known as an American Scene painter, preferring to be considered universal.
  So rejecting labels was not unique to Lewis.

Instead, his solitary temperament, combined with recalcitrance toward affiliating with art movements, separated him from his contemporaries.
  Self-reliance became a habit at an early age.  At 15, he ran away from his Australian home, partly because he was taunted for constantly drawing—painful experiences which shaped his personality.
  To take care of himself, he worked as a tailor’s assistant, ranch hand, posthole digger and merchant seaman, before turning to his passion for drawing to make a living.   In 1900, at 19, he came to the United States and ultimately to New York, doing commercial illustration to make ends meet.
  
His immigrant story is mirrored by Russian-born Soyer, but the latter’s temperament resulted in very different choices.  Although Soyer at age 12 had the benefit of coming to the United States with his close-knit, Jewish family, he had to overcome a language barrier and perceptions as an outsider.  Like Lewis, he worked odd jobs he hated to generate extra income for the family and to afford night school art classes.
  Soyer overcame shyness, initially caused by the language barrier, to mix with other artists.  He become a leader in the John Reed Club, a radical group that bonded artists with similar political beliefs to exhibit together, collaborating with abstract artists Stuart Davis and Ashile Gorky.  Soyer considered Gorky his best friend, apparently open to friendships despite the difference in their styles.
  He took classes with prominent teacher Pène du Bois, meeting other artists and openly admired Bishop and her work.
  Bishop and Soyer, along with other artists in the Fourteenth Street School, had studios in Union Square, and collegially critiqued each other’s work and shared models, creating a community bound partly by similar subject matter, but also through shared experiences, which Bishop called “nourishing.”
  
When Lewis first arrived in New York, he began a ten year relationship with Esta Varez, a concert singer and amateur photographer, who got him involved with an intellectual circle of socialists and feminists, including writer Emma Goldman and artist John Sloan.  While he developed a life-long socialist point of view, his political beliefs generally did not enter his work.
   Beyond the ill-fated printmaking school, Lewis chose to avoid affiliation with other artists, even those who shared subject matter interest.  
Hopper, too, was more of a loner, but his career was carefully managed by his wife and business partner, the artist Josephine Nivison Hopper.
  In the 1950s, the art world began to change, and even the more reclusive Hopper, dismayed by the attention given to Abstract Expressionism,
  joined Bishop, Soyer, and other artists to publish a magazine called Reality, a manifesto about representational art in light of abstract art trends.
  Lewis did not take part in this venture.
The Changing Times

In the 1920s, Lewis established his reputation portraying the pace, energy, and vitality of modern America as typified by New York City—avant-garde subject matter in American art at the time.
  His observational detachment was considered a positive.
  Between the wars, prints were popular, as more affordable forms of original art, and active collectors formed print clubs.
  Prints of New York City sold in the thousands.
  Lewis was right in step with the trends and benefited with lucrative gallery exhibitions.  Critics raved, with Michael Haydon in 1930 writing that “while it is dangerous to prophesy, those who are discerning will follow the future of this artist” (Lewis).
  In 1930, prominent collector and connoisseur Eugene A Noble wrote:  “On the basis of an experience that covers a good many years, and on the basis of an abiding pleasure in looking at good things, I can state without reservation that I know of no work more significant, more sincere, and more worthy than the etched work of Martin Lewis.”

But what had meaning to critics, collectors and viewers changed dramatically in the 1930s.  During Lewis’ six year absence from the city, New York avoided none of the hardships faced across the country in the Great Depression, which saw unemployment jump to over 20%, wages often cut up to 50%, and homelessness escalate as a result.
  Depicting despair in an effort to create positive social change was taken on by artists like Soyer.  Women went to work in greater numbers, giving rise to the social type of the Career Girl, captured in prints and paintings by Bishop and Soyer.  Hopper created a distinctive visual vocabulary that incorporated the despair, alienation, and confusion of the modern city in desperate times.  Each of these artists developed a mature style reflective of the period.  The style that Lewis developed centered on technical mastery of composition, tonality, and the power of light and darkness, all taking on more importance than the figures and their personalities and experiences.
  His journalistic distance seemed less appealing during the great social changes of the Depression.
After World War II, prints fell out of favor, and Lewis only made five works between 1941 and 1949.
  He was known for his prints, which even his early supporter Noble called “the lesser medium.”
  Hopper, Bishop, and Soyer also made prints, but became well known for their paintings, a more highly regarded medium.  Lewis did paint, making watercolors and oils from a trip to Japan in 1920.  Yet after initial positive reception, his paintings were little known.

A new generation of artists, who focused on paint as the preferred medium, commanded the attention of critics.  Using innovations in abstract art,
 these artists embraced the mood of Hopper’s work, without the realist style.
   Even though Urban Realism as figurative art was becoming old fashioned, the styles of Lewis, Hopper, Bishop, and Soyer remained consistent throughout their careers, never swayed by fads or fluctuating tastes, and ever interested in using the figure to express something about human experience.
  
Commenting on artist legacies, Edward Hopper said “90 percent of them are forgotten 10 minutes after they’re dead.”
  For Martin Lewis, this statement poignantly applies.  Sharing subject matter with many contemporaries, the Lewis prints depicted the vibrancy of everyday New York City street life, popular during the 1920s.  Achieving recognition for his stylistic bravura and mastery of complex printmaking techniques, Lewis launched a career that was building momentum until the Great Depression and changing tastes intervened.  He made the choice to leave New York during the Depression years and not taking WPA funding also meant missing out on the artist networking opportunities provided by that affiliation.  Consistent in his style and emphasizing that style over subject matter, his prints withheld personal connection, with a sociological result: his work did not carry the psychological depth of meaning associated with realist colleagues such as Hopper, Isabel Bishop, and Raphael Soyer.  
Unlike Lewis, these contemporaries maintain a place in art history, with Hopper and Bishop even appearing in a children’s book of 100 artists who changed the world.
  Hopper’s distinctive tonality, with its devastating effect, resonated during and after World War II and propelled his career to international status.  Bishop and Soyer created work that depicted central issues of the inter-war years and networked with other artists, recognizing the co-existence of diverse styles.  Soyer worked with avant-garde artists on social issues, and Bishop, friends with Abstract Expressionists, experimented in her later work.
  Lewis engaged with the art world by teaching, sharing his meticulous mastery of printmaking, when painting was even more privileged by the avant-garde and their critic supporters.
  With a style considered old fashioned, a medium dismissed as commercial,
 and a tendency to avoid inclusion in established art networks, Martin Lewis was pushed to the margins in the rapidly changing world of American modern art and has remained there ever since.
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