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Boss of the Block
c1939

Martin Lewis, 1881-1962

Drypoint and aquatint

11 ¼ x 7 ½ inches (28.5 x 19 cm)

Pencil signed lower right: Martin Lewis

University of Delaware University Gallery Collection

Gift of Helen Farr Sloan, 1978

78.2.102
Recorded impressions: 212 (not numbered)

Location of plate: cancelled plate in an Indianapolis private collection
Like a landowner in a traditional portrait, the stout, forceful woman in Boss of the Block confidently poses in profile, contentedly surveying the urban landscape she seems to own.  This witty, Depression era, black-and-white print by Martin Lewis joins his well-known work depicting everyday New York City street life.
  Putting the enormity of her figure aside, there is more to this Boss than first meets the eye.  The technical mastery and the resulting ambiguity in how she is depicted propel this image beyond first impression.


Lewis plays with the stereotype of the domineering neighbor.  Standing in 3/4 profile, hand jauntily on hip, with a hint of a smile on her plump face, her figure is pushed up against the extreme front of the picture, blocking the viewer’s path into the  street scene.  The Boss stands so close that the viewer almost gets poked by her protruding elbow.  She commands attention.  Yet she ignores or is unaware of the viewer, overseeing her territory with satisfaction.  With her permission, the viewer takes in the setting of storefronts and row houses across the street, with the only other signs of life a dog sniffing a fire hydrant and laundry hanging on the line.


Since the viewer is in intimate visual relationship with the Boss, the world around her pales.  Her mass, with undulating curves forming her hair, face, and figure, makes the architecture appear diminutive.  Delicate horizontal and vertical lines sketch in the facades, reiterating a sense of calm.  The moment is so quiet that the Boss might even be listening to a conversation taking place down the street.  


What keeps Boss of the Block from becoming mired in caricature is Lewis’ technical prowess, requiring dexterity and precision, and the resulting intrigue about the scene.  Australian-born Lewis worked with his hands in youthful jobs 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, where he lived most of the rest of his life, doing commercial illustration to make ends meet.  The technical complexities of printmaking seemed to suit him, and by 1915, his lifelong friend Edward Hopper was asking for guidance with etching.  In the 1920s, Lewis’ prints brought gallery representation, critical recognition, and the ability to leave commercial work behind.


Boss of the Block represents his mature printmaking style.  Aquatint, a laborious process of repeatedly dipping a copper plate with the etched image in an acid bath, creates lush tonal ranges of light and shadow for which Lewis became known.
   The incongruous delicacy of the background architecture results from minimal exposure to the acid processing, while the lustrous blacks of the Boss come from repeated dipping of the copper plate and the resulting ink saturation.  Using his favored style of dry point, he achieves greater contouring of the Boss’ jaw line, ear, crease in her neck, and the thickened outline of the back of her puckered dress.
  These two methods combine to give the Boss volume and weight, a three-dimensional presence that exceeds simple caricature.  

Lewis’ trademark use of high contrast lighting also alters initial perceptions by adding drama and mystery.
  An explosive light behind her masks the Boss’ face and shrouds her front, while curiously leaving the architecture 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.


The artifice of the lighting sparks more speculations, since Lewis withholds the particularity of the Boss’ facial features, giving her an Everywoman quality.  Made at the height of the Depression, the print invites historical consideration.  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.
  The Boss is an ordinary woman, wearing an everyday dress, standing on an average street.  Not the traditional wealthy subject for a portrait, she instead, by the dominance of her presence, demonstrates the qualities a woman needed to overcome adversity—sturdy, robust determination to rise above the deprivations of her reduced world.


During the 1930s, Lewis and his wife retreated to rural Connecticut, near other artists and writers, to lower their living costs.  Returning to New York after six years, his career never resurged.  However, Boss of the Block gained renewed life in 1949, when Lewis contributed 200 prints of the image to a fundraiser for the Arts Student League, where he taught printmaking.
  The humor that snags attention and the luscious tonalities that magnetize it make Boss of the Block one of Lewis’ most memorable images—a reminder of the resilience and resolve of ordinary women everywhere.
-Rena Tobey
� While Lewis avoided being associated with established art movements, his focus on the energetic New York street life was influenced by the earlier Ashcan School, or The Eight, including Robert Henri and John Sloan, with their subjects of everyday, urban life.  Representing the people and places of New York also resembled the work of Lewis’ contemporaries of the Urban Realist movement, particularly the artists of the Fourteenth Street School, such as Kenneth Hayes Miller, Isabel Bishop, and Raphael Soyer, each of whom depicted women during the Depression years as frequent subjects; see also Paul McCarron, The Prints of Martin Lewis: A Catalogue Raisonné (Bronxville, NY: M. Hausberg, 1995).


� McCarron, 1995.


� Thomas P. Bruhn, Introduction to The Graphic Work of Martin Lewis (Storrs, CT: The University of Connecticut, 1978), 7-12; Christine Swenson, An American Master: Prints by Martin Lewis (Detroit: The Detroit Institute of Arts, 1991).


� McCarron’s 1995 Catalogue Raisonné lists Boss of the Block as etching and aquatint, but examination of the original print reveals the use of drypoint, not etching.


� Christine Swenson further adds that in many of Lewis’ prints, the use of dramatic lighting, or chiaroscuro, converts personalities to more abstracted forms and compositions, p. 6; also see Barbara Blackwell, “The Art of Martin Lewis” in  Emerging from the Shadows: The Art of Martin Lewis,1881-1962 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, 1983), 7-17;  Michael Haydon, “The Etchings and Drypoints of Martin Lewis,” American Magazine of Art Vol. 21 (1930): 202; Paul McCarron, Martin Lewis: The Graphic Work  (New York: Kennedy Galleries, Inc., 1973); and Malcolm C. Salaman, Introduction to Modern Masters of Etching: Martin Lewis, Number 26 (London: The Studio, Ltd., 1931), 1-9. 


� Eric Rauchway, The Great Depression and The New Deal: A very short introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2008).


� McCarron,1995.
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