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FOREWORI> 

As pan or a great urb:an universit)' ('Ompkx. the City 
University of New Vork·s Cn.du:ate Ccntc-r is committed co 
ac1i,-c partieipJ.tion in the cit>•'s intellceu.1:1I :ind cultural 
life, The aetivitics of the Cr.idu.nc Center ~b.11 arc in p:an 
:an <xtcnsion of the cducuion:1.I functions of the Gr:aduatc 
S<hoo.J. utilili.ng the rcsour<cs of it-; faculty. :ltudcnts. :1nd 
$ta((. Situated litt•rall)' at the "eCO$S•r02ds" o( the cit)'. its 
con!lmucnt audience i.s the working :uid tr:in.sicnt popub.· 
tion of midtown M:anhattan. The Mall wu intended from 
it~ inception :u :a cultut1I center for them as well :a.,; (or ot1r 
own academic community :and it h~s. of(crcd a wide N.nge 
of prognm,,;, free to the publk. in mu<ic. theatre. and 
d:lnce, :and exhibitions of an. architecture, and dcs;gn. In 
the shon )'CU'S of i\$ uistencc. the Mall ha.s b«om<- pllrt of 
the New York cuhut".11 s<:enc and :aehk'\•ed a notable critie:il 
:1c<:cp1:ancc for th<-varict)' :md quilit)' of i~,; offerings. 

The major thruSt of the exhibition progu.m of the M:all is 10 
pre~nt current dc,·clopmcnt$ 1n the vi,;ual ans to a gc:nct.11 
transient public. bm il ;i.lso stn·c.s the studtnts in the Ph.I). 
Prottram in Art History u a tt'ltining sround in exhibition 
pr-,uticc-and techniquc:-s, ind as :'I facility where the rc-~uh,,; 
of their rc~.u<:h in the. field~ of Modem and American an. 
to ....-hic.h th<' Program is dedic,ucd. can be presented in 
vi-:u:i1 form. Ahhou(th the. fin1ncl:il re.;ourccs of the Gr:id· 
uatc Sc-hool and the ph)•Sinl c:h:anc-tcr of the ,\tall .uc lim· 
itc.d, we. h:a,·c ilso fdt th11t the p:micub.r $Chol:atly ft'$0ut1.~s 
of thc: Prop-a.m offer :a unique opportunity to wppk1ncn1 
\he. cit>•'s 2.lttady \':lSt cultur.al r.,nge through CK"casionil m:1.• 
jor <-xhibitiOl'\S o( historic interest and perhaps more l.uting 
import.\\ hich other institution~ mi~ht not undcrt.ikc. 

Among such arc comprc.hcnSi\'e or rctcospc<tivc c,chibitions 
of older and C$tab1ish«t New York artists who h7.,•c. m11dc ;a 
signifi(':lnt contribution to Amcric::an :irt, but, who. for v1ri• 
ous and una«ount;abk rc:tSOns. ha.,-c not recci,•ed the r«og· 
nition that lS theit due. 11tc prcsent exhibition of the work 
of Nor-man l.cwis is su,·h 2 e:isc. t\ bbck utist who cn,etg<d 
in Harlem during the "30s. along with so man)' othcn undet 
the acg~ of the Feder-al t\rt..,; Projects-. he has been part of 
the- Amc-ric::m art scene (or the- past 40 years. Vet. he is 
lu~I)' unknown to the 2.rt public and unrepresented in ma• 
jor .-\mcric:1.n eollcction<:, The exhibition is. not .i "di~co,·· 
cry" of Nonntn l,cwis; heh.a..< h2d a long ::md distin1-,uishcd 
c.attcr ~ an ~ti-st and teacher. It i.s an opponunil)' for r1.. .. 
:,.~sment. 

Milt 01, \\'. Brown 
Executl\'e Officer 
Ph.D. Progn1n in t\rt J.fotory 



TEXT BY THOMAS l.,\\\'SON 

That the n,ini('"\: was a dcspcute dc(adc throughout 1hc 
Wt'~tern world is by now a well ~ab!ishcd h1stor1ol clich~. 
yet it w.is 1 period whit'h puadoxically s-.1.w the c~r1iC$t 
hCTOic .tttcmp1,o;, of t\l'ncrinn piinti:rs to b<comc more than 
provinCl:al imitatoN ot F.urol)(":in mo,dcm~t Hyk:-.. Initially 
they did thi.s by c-mphui:.-mi:: then provinci:al <cp:art:tcn("ts 
from 1hc cosmopotilan an world in a ino\'c tcm:ards 1nis.tic 
nationalism and iiolltioni-tm ~imilar to the 1rcnd in 1-'(di:r:al 
politi('a.1 and economic planning. On!)' gradually, Ji.<. the 
d«adc .id\·anccd. did more uti!it"' fed the confidcnc-c or the 
nci:t'-s.sity to build on the :u~hicvcmentS of l!uropc;an .an~t.s 
r.athcr th:in tryin~ 10 i~orc them. It w.as a time of intdlec• 
1ual quc,;tioning and d.tring, during which anhti were 
forced into a r«o~nition of their «onoinic interdcpcn· 
<knee. As a t~ult of simple physic.al need. utist" begin to 
cooper.ate profc<.Siorull)·, .1nd ~came incrcasing:ly political 
both in cxpr&ion and in 1cttOn. Thctt \\':1$ political :m ;and 
there wc.-re politk-.d omis1s. in \'.triou,_ 11Mt:able combina· 
tiOn'i: and at the .start of hi-t cars-er, Norman l.ewit w3..'i 1 

politiol ar-tist making p,oti1i<'.tl, though no1 propag.andi)t. art. 

As he dC\·clopcd. howe\'cr, he began 10 scp2l".lte political 
coment from his ;acsthetic concerns. Like man)' bl-.ack .in· 
is.ts he w~ .11u2cted to the idc-1 of purcl)' bl:tck :irt, bu1 
found him.-.c-tf iru.te;\d hcintt absorbed into th~ n1.1instte1m 
of modern 1n. J-\$ llale Woodruff, the black p.tinter who 
had crc.1ted, .1t t\tbnta University, one of the mo,t \'il;al 
ccnte~ of bl1(k !urning, wro1c for in exhibition entitled 
P.mmu of Am('nc,m Cu/111,('. C:on1ribution, of the .Vrg,o. 
held tt the Uni\'ersit)' of Michigan in 1956: 

'"rhc "D«';adc of the Dcpres.-•:;ion' n,i)' be markt'd as the 
c-omin11, o( a~ of 1he Ne-po aniSt. lie b«amc put of the 
new a.nd \·it~ cunent1- thn g.1.vc (rc:sh mc;1nings to Amcri• 
c.an an. Any racial clcmenLs th:at might hive identified his 
works were submeft[Cd in the main.strc:im of the gcner.aJ and 
sp«ifie qualities of all an produced in this period. t-hs con• 
ccms w«e thOk of :111 anin.-. and the eon<lern.s of all :irtists 
w«c his. !-le wa.s now. u prc-.·iousl)', simply an ,\mcriun 
:artist. To expc-i:t him to h.i\·c been otht:"rwi~ would hu·e 
been fruidcs.s. His :ispirations towa.rd full integration in 
Amt'ric-.1n life found expression in his :art. 1'hi,; w.u, int:'\'113.· 
bly. how il should hll\'C b«n.'' 

Lewis nc\1er 10~1 his sense of politic..il commitment, but 
rnthcr <;1mc: to bdic\·c th,u dir«t :action w.as more: u$Cful 
than a .so-<a.llcd politic~ a.re directed :at a handful of friends 

and connoi.»eurs with little or no po-!i1icil weight. 1.ikc h1_o, 
friend Ad RcinhJrdt, he ,;ought 10 ,;cp . .ir·,1tc tht> ;u-qht:"tic 

fto1n the u~ful. ~cing hlS p:ainting:t ~s <ontempb.ti,·c uthcr 
th:an didactic im:iies; thC)' were de-.igncJ 10 plt".1~. not to 
instru,...t. I !is mature work i~ <;('ns\J.tl and ~n,itin: in its C\ 00· 

eation of an essenti.1.U)' emotional response 10 bout)' 
C.h.itmcd and (a.(('in;atc-d by die cffc,...1s of ~p.1rklintt light, on 
city !ltr«t'i 1nd in night clubs, or in the: (Oun try, a.'i it t[lin~ 
on \\ater :and rod:., J;i,, i1 i1: Jiffr..ictcd 1hrough le.in'). Lewi., 
ert"atc~ a bod)' c)f work full of wonder Jnd cnJoymem. 

Norman Wilfrc.-d Lewi, \\,U born in Sc\\ \'ork of p.arcn1'!> 
who h:id 1no,'('d to the city from lkrntud.1. 'fhc family h..1.d 
~ulcd in i-b.rlcm, ;lnd Lc\,i<' bther worked ;1., a long'ihorc• 
man, <:\'entu:ally bc-4:oining 3. do<k•fomun. IA"wis" early life 
wa.~ like thu of .any other bl:ad: youth in the city. and he 
soon lc.1.rned wlu.t it mcanr 10 be bl.ack .ind poor. Wuh 
little likelihood of Ste.ad)' cmplormcm. he lc:;irned to make 
1 li\1intt at poker :and th<" poo11.1bk. h w,1.s onty n.atuul th.u 
he. 11.loni with m.an~· intcllig(nt m<n of hi$ gcncution, 
,o;,hould be 11tr.1.cted 10 the: poti1ic1: of communi<.m, wi1h it~ 
pro1n~ of 2 better foturc through the coopcr.ativc .1nion 
of the poor ~nd oppre~'(('d, But if I.cw~)· introduction to 
radical poli1ics w:1.s ine\·it.ablc. hi:-. introduction to 1r1 w,h 

fortuitous. One da~· 111 1933, on hi-t wa)' home from the 
pool room, he c;hanccd by the studio o( ;\U(CU)t.l $;1.\·J~c. 
looked in the window . .ind wa.s il'ltril,,IUC-d by" h.lt he s.,,w. 
On 1mpul.sc he )teppt'd inside .1.nd ,q, immcdiatl"l)' c-n• 
tu.need by the itml)$ph<re of HC;a1i,·c cncrgy. lk dccid«I 
10 stay and learn mon:, and~ began hi:,. 1:.arccr :1, an .,r1h1 

At thu time Si,•.a_ge•~ sculpture 1tudio wJS f:u;~ bcco111intr 
the center of a growing mo\',emcm among ut~"it-t in 11.atkin 
to CK'",UC .1.n an with :i r~"Og.nintbl)' bl:ick identity. Bccwc:cn 
1?28 and 1933 (i\'C: l:irge-,i.C.de exhibitions of the work of 
bb.ck :tn:iq.s had been $ponsorcd by the 11.irmon Found.a· 
1ion. ·rhek hid helped present the m:ijor bbek ani~ts like 
Sa\'.1.gc. Aaron Ooug_h.'(;, JJ1.mc< Poner ~nd Ihle Woodruff 10 
a. \\idcr public :ind. at the t-:imc: 1imc, offered youn~cr 2rt• 

i1:1s c;arl)' exposutt to ,1n informed eri1jcil response. At that 
time, howe,.·cr. the Pound:ation, in it'\: c.igc:mes..,; to present 
an impn:ssion of a.nistk vit."llity in t-la1km, often c;amc un· 
der ittack for bcini:: 100 osilr irnpremd with bla.:k ~--ubjcct 
matter. tcg:irdlc:'.($ of the quilit)' of cx('(ution. Ronurc 
Beatden, :amoni:: ma.n)' younger p:1.int<'ts. (ch chi~ only en• 



counged C:lS'r :answer$, poor C'(h~ of St)tJe.-< 1h.u were not 
only F.urof)('An, but white:. This dcbltc. runnint:: pataUd to ::i 

similar one within thl' larger contC'Xt of Amcric,n ut J..<: a 
,,hole, na,·ored much of l,e,, 1-.· ..-a.rt>· training, I Ii< work 
through thl.' Thirties And early Forties, ,,1hilc he wa$ <ttill 
~«king: :i. mltl.lrc nyle of his own, o~illatcs between the 
CMtemC$ of :i.n 1ntern11ion1I :d~5trllil.'l style 2nd 2 ICX'.1.I. illus· 
tnti,·c rc,.dism. Like the majority of Amcriun -a.nins seek• 
ing 2 ,p«ilicaUr Amen(.an '-l}'lc, Lewi<,; was initiall)• it· 

1n.cted 10 a r~lism based on the indiicnous w1di1ion of the 
A<lhc.an school. .1 rc.1lism in,•igor.a1cd. in his C;l(C, by :a kn owl• 
..-dgc of the work or the ~kxinn muralisti.. who were dcvd• 
oping 2 .simplifo:<I pictori.il ,·oc.1bulal')' suir:tbtc for m:akiny. 
prop1g;1ndi:H an. But 11 1hc Qme time' 2 growini :aw.ircnc<t<t 
of .1b'<tr:ua '-t)'k~ in Europe: .ind in ;\mcrK·:i led him prog:rcs• 
,;;1\'clr 1owards 1 It$$ reprC$Cnu.tion:il. more experim .... ntal 
expre'-'-ion. 

IN.spite its .1C11th(tic limitation~. the I Inmon Pound2lion 
\\.,1,) pr'im;iri1y rctpon'-ib-te for encouraging 1he tr(mcndo1.1~ 
growth of the ph<tic .1rt;; in Harlem in die eulr yc.irs of the 
Ocpn•:-:.ion, pro\'idintt finand:tl s.upport for arti.(ts before 
the: l·"edcrtl Arts Proj«t went into Opt'f,uion. It helpc,d 
en:-11e a ~n:.e of comrnunity among 1ni.:.u., which in tum 
hclpcd foster :i growing profcs.sic>n,lli'-m, Still, this prolifrr2• 
tion of 2rti<uic ac1in1y w,\.,; not wi1hou1 it$ dta.\\1,>;u:ks: and 
A1ron DouttL1.-., thl· father figure of the lhrlem Ren;iis· 
~:'Ince, l'athcr s.c:nhmgly described the s:ituation in the fol• 
lowini; term.-.~ 

"Harlem wa.-. sifted, NC'ithcr !>t~ct<, homes, nor publie inHi· 
tution'- e<caped. When unsuspc-,mng Nct1,rocs wett found 
wich ;1; brus.h in d,l'1r h:ands the)' were immc-di:ately hauled 
.:aw,1y .ind held for interprcution, They were gi\'Cn plac~ of 
honor and bowed 10 "ith much t."Crcmon)', Every e(fon 10 
protest their inn(lclcn1..~ was drO\\ ned out" ith bis moothc:d 
p~i$C. A numb-er eo;..-.ipcd :ind reu,1mcd to a more rc.l$0n• 
able exi:stencc. M:tn)' f<II in with the pm-e :and went along 
m.aking mC'llningle~ and hollow gcs1uceo; "ith brush and 
p2leuc." 

It w~ durinJt this period of enthusi;u:m tha1 Nornun Lewi< 
w.tlk,cd into the <ilUdio of Augu'S'tJ. $2.v-.tg<-, :ind he nc,·er did 
esc::ipc. 

Sa~Jte had r-ernmed to New York from Europe in 1932 
\\ ith 1hc idea of 'il3.rtinl' a commuflity an '1.('hool in llarlem, 

With help from the lbtmon foundation, th(' llrb:an Lca~c:. 
and the State Uni\'crsit)' or :-:tw Vork, ~he org.ini~d an 
adult educa1ion proje.:t in her 1p:ar1rncn1 on \\'est t 3Sth 
Street. l.cwt.s initially :ittcndcd :a.s an uMkillcd as..'l.ist.ant, 
~weeping floor,;, ;md shifting day. Howc,·cr. fired b)' the 
cnthusiaJm or 1he pl.114;c, he bci;1n 10 1c1ch hi in.self to dnw 
.and paint, .;ind di<con:red 211 unsuspected ulcm. Mis first 
model~ were the mai:ar.ine illustraton and, to a lcs.'1.er ex• 
tent, fine .in reproductions. Savage hersclr. though an im• 
port.int s:()urcc of enc0t1r';li;ement n,tht throug:h the Thin:ie-., 
\\.l.\ nc-,·cr Lewis' te;ichct, primuil)' becausc: he was nc\'er 
rc;1;lly intcr~ncd in 'iC'ulptutt. 

He :i:oon <tOUf!h1 out .1. forma.l painting cl.u..:., :iuend1ng the 
John Ret-d Club Art ~hool on a s.cholar-ship offered by 
Robert ;1.nd l.ydi.t Cib$0n ,\1inor 'rhc Club had bc."Cn 
founded in 1929. within d1.ys o( the eotlnpsc:-of the Stock 
Muket, 10 orpnixc :arti'l.ts and writcf'!'i in the cre·uion or :a 
re\'olu1ionar)' art whkh could be u~d as :a wc-.apon in J 

rc\'olutionary stru~e. It w:i.. .. a popubr mectin{' pl;ace for 
Ide wmg intellC\.•1u;als during the c.&rl)' rears o( the Deptt'(• 
sion:and among iis m~.n)' cdul.'ati,•c: projcct~. it ~i>onsorcd a. 
fr~ .an cl;\.<;.< for poor nudc-nts. l.cwit' teacher 21 the School 
was Raph.1cl Soycr. but the SUJ)('rior abilitu.-i. o( the other 
~tudcnL< $0 inumid:itcd 1he beginner th2t he soon stopped 
aucnding. I low~·er. he rc<:ci,·cd his: first dance to cxhibi1 
through thi~ <l~<s. \\hen die John A:ced Oub organi:tcd :i 
group show on che theme o( Jlu11gN. F"t<frm .,,,,ii IVJ-t in 
Oc«mbi.-rof l9H. And 1hc following April, che Metro· 
p,oli1.1n Mu.scum sponsored in e)(hibi1ion of the work of 
unemplO)'cd .idult student~ who h:ad ~en itudyin~ ,rt for 
le.;s th.an 1 yc-ar. l.ewi-. r«ei,-ed hi~ first public recognition 
a1 chi:-show when he won an hono~blc me111icm for 2n oil 
p;linting called rh~· IVMd.-,,•,. flli,: picture, which depicted 
;1 de .. titute man Sl.'atcd in the comer of a fence in :an open. 
$n()w co,•cred fidd, auemptintt to warm himtelf before a 
.5m:all fire in 1n old oil c.in. was p:iintcd 1n a 100$,c, $lit_:.htly 
Ji.stoned ~trle 1-·le.irly rc-min1:i.eent of th:at of :soyer. 

Just .l:f. the ;art mo"ement in lbrlern was ~nning co giuhcr 
momentum in tenns of wider attcss 10 prof«:sion:il ialleri~ 
::and exhibitions. the Depression threatened .any po-s$iblc 
g,1;in. Howa•cr. the activicic,s sponsor..-d b>· the J l:umon 
Foundation and conunucd under the WPA not only :i.l• 
lowt-d 2 cett-ain lc,·el o( stability but .lCtually cneouraged :1. 



pow1h of intcrcn m the ans, 81:tck .1nist..<: h.1d tndition.all)' 
-.uff crcd from ;L l::i.<'k of signifiun1 pri,-atc patron:ag:c. :i..nd 
thi!. publk rundintt allowed tor .1n economic fr«dom hith• 
cno unknown. For it w~s in poor arca.s like 11:arlrm 1h11 the 
R.00st,1ch .-\Jmini,tl'ation".s ancmpl" 10 IC'S$('n 1hc impact of 
uncmplo~•n,ent by crc,ltini jobs ror uti<;ts. musicians and 
.11.'tor; h.td it, mo~t br•rcaching imp:tct. crcatin~. in cffrct • .1 

"golden aie·· o{ cultural JCti,·ity. :i.. 10<.11 rc:nais.s.tncc. Artist, 
workini in coll.abor.ttivc pro;«,._ ,\ere c-nc-our:igcd by their 
p«r:,; 10 produce more work and to pt'Qduce better work. 
And ,1 brger. more informed public \\'J.s('rCatcd thr04.lg:h 1hc 
proli{eution or pcrfornutt«-h exhibitions. ;md cdUC',llion.al 
opportunities. ,\rt center.. g:rc\\' up in 11:utcm, in Chicago, in 
MC'mph~-.. and in "lew Otfcan,>, ilnd de,·clop«t into impor· 
t:i..nt communny ('enter.(. And in offering fr~ ,,u:cess to the 
produl:'1ions of the differen1 ;an,., they not only stimul.1ted 
the C'Cp:m$t0n of th~ an, but .ti.so ('te.ncd an effective 
progtam in publk cdu(';J.tion. 

One or the firs, of these 1.-enrcrs g:rcw up .iround $.t\'Jgc\ 
<:tudio in llarlcm J..), a to.ult of the cncrgeuc campaigning:-of 
both Sa,·a1ec :and lu:r chkf J.>Si.stant and C'\"<'nnu1 §UC'tt.,._or, 
Gwendolyn 8-c:nnctt. In M:arch 1935, an exhibition of Ne· 
gro an "' .1-,; ~ugcd in the' I J8 Stttct \'WCA in rcspon'S<' to 
1hc question, "Ooc'.( New \'ork n«d an An CenrC'r?''; .tnd 
l..cwis, who W.&.'i, now working at the <.tudio as :a tu<h<-t un· 
der the \\!PA. hdped in its organit.:ition. A,;:.. r<s;uh, mote 
F'cderal runds bec.ame 1v:ail:ib1e and S:av.at:e w.as :able to ctn• 
ploy m0tc tc:achef) and enroll more ,tudcnt$, lc:tding hCf' 
c,.-cntu.all)' to mo,.·c her qudio to larger premise- on WC'$t 
I 23rd S1ccet. l.c-wi,; himself believed thestudic>hn ccntctto 
be more u~ful ~ .l l"Ommunity cemcr than an :m school, 
ron!>idering it :i pb('c wh('rC .all m.ann« of soeio.l problems 
might be .ttu,ckcd, And in a ncw:ip1pcr llrtidc l"OVcring the 
openini of the lbrkm Communit)' Art ('..enter. the offtci:11 
n:amc ii,·('n the 1tudio on iu: final mO\'C' 10 the comer or 
1 ZS th Str«t wd l..cnox A\'cnue in 193 7. Le" is i .. rc.'.'ponc-d 
as ».yini that he eon\idc:~d him~lf more ,1 social ,,•dr:a.tc 
worker than an 2rt tcac-her. 

"Pcth2ps un«mkiou(lf. the children of H;ufem pa.im little 
house,; in bitt lawns and sp2cc. between C\'CC)'thing. An is 
the key 10 undcr')tanding 1:'hitdrcn and rheir problems." 

AJreul)'. it (CCms, l.cwis w2s beginning 10 question the effi• 
C'.lC)' of an 1s ;tn agent of soci:tl reform, seeing i1 mote as an 
indkator of the ills or soci<t)' than a( 2n .1crivc ('ure. 

In Febru2ry 1936 another exhibition ,v:a._ Ol)?anil':cd :a.1 the 
lb.rlcm \'\\'CA. once af:lin conccnu.uing on the i~uc or 
nee. Exhibitors confined thcmsckC5 10 ~bjC"C1._ connected 
dittedy \\ 1th their own r.a.ec ,ind tended 10 ,1\·oid using .1b• 
<;t~ct sty!(') which might he understood ;i_,c; pllc rd1cttion<; 
of "hitc art. ,1-\,c; .t t\"SUh, the nUJOfity of .ut~ts exhibited 
work b.i..~cd on the most tctarcbuirc of mockrnist >tyh:!>, 
I lukm genre sccl'I~. cm1) .. hooters. colorful stte~•t lifC' or 
pouraits of local chaucter. eovcrcd the \V.\II,;:, all too often 
ckmonstr.nini ln .1«cp1ance or .1 white vi'liM of b1.rck life. 
Lewis• work at this time still fined 1he ultim21cl)· ",Cl'Ui· 
n\t:nt.a.l 1radition or 1ho)(' p.1.intcrs. 01 bbck hfc M:c I la.le 
\\'oodrurt .1nd ;-\a.ron Douglas. \\ho tcnlati,·dr incorporated 
modernist clcmenh ,n 1heir bMi<all>• tndition;i.l C'Qmp,osi• 
tions. Iii< p1in1ing< tended to be qui('t anJ undt·mon!.tr.a• 
tl\'c, ustully wuh <tingle fi1;,rurc-. ~r coupl~ in intro-.pc,c:tivc 
p()$Cs. Yet d~pitC' an undn,c;und:iblc; rduct.ancc to abandon 
thl-s r~iona!is1 tn,dition, with it,; c.1silv ,tC<'Cp1cJ ~n'SC' of 
social rde-.•,1nec, we find him now cxpcrimcnun~ C'\'C't more 
boldl)' \\ ith ;1 Cubi,t in)pired ·Hnh.'ture. brc:il:ing h,._ ,ub,cct 
into pl;mc,;; of nat color. l'or while 1~ ,,. true that the simpli· 
(ic;uion of form in 2 ,·c11· early work like Girl ..,..,,1, .J Yd/ow 
Jl,11, 193J. would no1 have been poss:ibk• wi1hout thc tub• 
1st precedent, the fragmcnt~1ion o( r«ui;,ninble form in 
M,,d,mn.,. 19H, j<; much more :ldvcn1u(ou,; and prc:fiiurc~ 
l..cw l) • intc.'tcst 1n .t rhythmic, u1hct than .uc11itttronit·, 
sp.tce. 

Th~< opcnm1ndcdnC$!; 10 1he, by then brg:d}' accepted, in• 
110,·2.tion, of 1hc School of P.1ri<: all!O ;\}lowed l..cwi<: h) key 
in more quieklr th.tn other< to the imponan1 i..-.1,1c of ;-\(ri• 
can art as a iotnuJ .ind icon~.a.phic ~r-t:e. Sc,·cral bbrk 
plinters :klu('ht ,1u1hcnticity in 2 retum to African ttib.11 
culture, redini that the kg,l()' of anccs1ul :an,; offered a 
rc-.ady•made racial hcrit3tte. lfowe,·er in 1940 • .1-\l~in Locke. 
one of 1he leiidir,g champion,; or bb.ck culture. sadl)• ad• 
minod tba1, "when the younger N~ro .trtist.,; fin;t b«:arnc 
:i.wuc oi this hcrit.tge. ;i '.(Uddcn hcxtic intct~t Oared up 
which led. unfonun.atdy. to rc1:ati,·cly superficial under• 
,1anding and shallow ;lft1stie tc..~ult~. A(ric:m :in ('OUld yield 
liulc rhrough dim:t imit,ltion." 

Lewi:, w:'I< one of the first to tC'ali1.c 1h.u the 1r;1n<fotnu1ion 
wrought on primiti.\'C .arc by • .unoni;: 01hc~. Pic:t«o ;tnd 
Modi81iani, w.is both more powerful and more useful than 
this ~b.vish imit:a1ion. r•rom 1hcM" p2m1crs he learned 10 



simplify his form~. and ~tl't'ngthc:n hi.\ color. More impot• 
rnnllr. he lc:.tmed the th>•thmic po~ibilitics of the: 3ngv.l:ar 
displacement of line,. he found in Cubis-t compo~tion. :a 
di~o,·cry which allowed him to go on to de,·c:lop a ,·ini:;al 
cquiv.1tcnt to the j;au mu\iC his-brother pbycd. And what 
could be more ("Jc>scl~• idcmifiabk \\;th bh:d: Amcric.tn 
cultutt th.in j.11,, By .tllo\, ,ns hims-ell to look hard at mod• 
ern Europc.1n painiini;. Lewis m:idc the fi~t step~ tow;a.rds a 
nnrnre style: ,,"bich could con\'ineingly cont.a in hi1-bl:ack 
idcni,tr with<l'.lt losinlt it~ intc:-grity u modem art. Alons: 
the w:ir, he al,;o di~o,·cted him'ICli in the midst of the in• 
('rC.itinsly bit<C"t quarrel !~tween tt:eli'-t and ab~tr.act arci,1'-. 
a qu:irrcl \\ hich. as i1 ~pre.1d through the American art 
!\«'rte, inc,rnahl)' d~w l.cwi, into th\t mainstrcll'll of Amcti· 
can ut. 

l)uring the yc.ar-. from 193S until the ou1brc;1Jc of the War, 
l.cwis \,.t., \ .ariou~lr employed as a tc.1c-hcr undcc the au.s· 
pkC"s or the Works Propc'!t.< J-\dmini.stration. Origin:tllr with 
Augu~1.1 $;1\'.tl!l;e :ind 1hen C\\cndolrn H<nneu u the 11:lrkm 
,\n Cemcr. l1c w;t~ 1ho ~h·{'n work lt P,$. 139. There he 
:iupcrvi-.c<I the childrc-n in the m:aking or two 1:aqtc muN:Js 
depictint ,he freci~ ol the ''cttro ,i..,e, and their pr~rcss 
,incc .lj, l rc,ult of cdui:-ation. In 19)7, he ,nkcd to be-~fll 

10 ~k:>:i(O; he round him'(('lf im-tNd in Crc-cnsboro, ':orth 
Carolin.a. in eh;atg,c of a ,-m.all cdue:ttion proje(t, But the 
r;tcial tcn~io1h created by his poji1ion .,._ supc-n-isor irc\\ 
intolcr.able and\\ ithin the yc:.r he wa,; b.ack in H1rlcm, once 
.ag.iin tcachins: :u the .r\rt Cc'ntcr. lke::iusc of the uncen.aznty 
oi 1cnure in J.n>' of the--h:<kN.I t\rts Pro;ccb (mos1 posi• 
liOM were a5signcd (or onl>" SJX mon1hs 21 :t time), r:1d1c-a,I 
aniq-. quite C'Mly formed an Anis1,;' Union. affili;1ted "ith 
the CIO. fhc Vn1on Jl_[ltatc-d not 01il)' for artists' righu but 
also joined in nun)' CIO picket line\, It W3s at union mcc1 
ings th:u l.cwis fir-1 met ;\d Reinhudt ,md 0,1,·id Smith, 
who w<-re bo1h to bc<:ome important friend~. Through per· 
sonal experience on the pi<-ket line, theSc: three, along: with 
m.any other politically .tl"Utc ~ni~ts. ~an 10 feel 1h:at du: 
gap <:c:p1n.ting; a..-sthctic :i.nd political ai:-1ion could not, and 
~hould not, b< bridged. 

The :irti'lt as human bcing w;i,s-obliged to remain poli1kally 
2c1h·c. bu1 the ani~t 2s artist should only be i:-oncetocd 
with the problem( or aNthe1ic cxprcs:sion and. or ne«~t}', 
the poli1ics o( the :in world. In 1936 ~,·cr.1.I .i-\1ntril":tn art· 

ist~ who had b«n i:-onnec1ed in v.ariou~ way(,, 11h the Euro• 
pcan ab~u;1c1 mon~mcnt joined togc1hcr, to combat 1ht' 
apparent rejection of non·EuroJ><'an :1.b,1N;c1ion br the m.1.: 

;or Amct1cJ.n nu,ascums. ;\mong thOlwC c.iri>" manl>crs o( 

Atncric.1n Absttaec Atti.sts were 8:aleoinbc Circcne, llya 
Bolotow:-ki, 8urgornc Oilier. I. Rice Pettira, and Cul I loh>·, 
while Reinhardt ;md Smith joined the following year. l.cwis 
w~ never .1 mcmb<t o( the organi~1ion. bu1 w.as close!)' 
a~(lci.ated with it ind exhibited by i1wi121ion. Another 
early member" ho cxc-n.cd a brkr innueneC' on l,cwi$ wJ.., 
V;\cla\' V)'dadl. who ga,·e a $Cries of IC'C'tUrC'\ u the Hartem 
Arc Centc-r whic-h l<"w is found p.1r1icularly «t imul3ting. 
Lcwb Wl-S nc,'1:r V>•llaei!'( pupil a~ '-UCh but at :i time when 
he was nuking hill firJt 1cntati\·e mon;-< tou.ud a~trac1ion, 
the Europc:an':i. ir,1sp of cuttcnt dc\'dopmcnts mu~l h:in: 
been v;iluablc. 

At 1hc :1;1me time there- w~ a growing con~c.-m about 1he 
cuhur.al poli('ic, and implieuion, of the ri..<c of 1;:isct~m on 
an intcmJ.tion:al ~ale. 1:otJowing along 1he linc-s of 1l1e 
Lcai,.rut· of Amctic.an Writer<, a commiuec of utiu,, under 
the chaitm;anst11p of Stuan D.ivis, w,u formed 10 prepare an 
Amctic:m Ani'.sts· Conpc<s :11,-ainst W.tr Jnd F~ism,and b>' 
the au1umn I 14 attl5t$ had :.ignc<I .a call for such 2 mc(;ting 
to be hdd in New \'ork on P'cbnury lS, l936. The re· 
.sp,onsc w:u .so widt:SprcJd that the mccting \\.IS tin:illy ex• 
tended to 1hrcc d:iys and some 360 artl,.hlC'lcg:u~ it• 

tended. 1'hc ~ions ended with a -1:cn'(C or cuphori.a 1S th<: 
dclcg;itf:"' ,·,ncd 10 form :a pemunC"nt org.1111.eation cJ.ll<"d 1hc 
;\merican ;\rtisu' CongrCS$. \\ 1th M.u: Wcb<'t ~ ('.h:1.imun 
:and Stuart 0,1\'i:, :as ExC'C'u1h·c s«ret.iry. l.ewi.s w;a;,;; im i1ed 
to join, which he <'On.sidCtC'd .in honor, but de-spite the 
undeniable pr~tige of the Co-118'.rc.-». he continued to feel 
that the I.inion ;1nd the- 11:arlcm ;\rtist,'Cuild, whi\•h con• 
«ntr.ttcd on the problems faced by bl.ack aru:,;.ts, we-re m(.>r< 
\'.ilu.abk 1'11C' intetn.lcional situation w,a<; ccrt.tinly di...quict· 
ing, but for a b1ack .ani~t living in 11:itfem there were more 
prc.., .. intt problems ncJ.rC'r home. 

Although gudually mo, 1ing 10,\uds a complete .sc;par.1tion 
of .irt .1nd polities, l..ewi.s eon1i1\UC'd to exhibit repl.itly in 
lh.rfem in politically orie1ned group show$, In the spring: or 
1937. thcrt' \\.&) an exhibition or 1he llarlcm ;\tti~t" Guild 
in lhc 11 S Street l.ibrary. and the following )'c.ar the Art 
Center sporuo-rcd .a :thow o( 21 Nr-.JJ t'o,,k Nt'jlrQ Pa,,nrrs. 




