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iv
Abstract

THE NEW DEAL MURALS OF BEN SHAHN: THE INTERSECTION OF JEWISH
IDENTITY, SOCIAL REFORM, AND GOVERNMENT PATRONAGE

by
Diana Louise Linden
Adviser: Marlene Park
This dissertation discusses the eight murals that Ben
Shahn (1898-1969) created under the auspices of the New
Deal. It begins in 1933 when the federal projects were
initiated and ends with Shahn’s mural for the Social
Security building in Washington, D.C., completed in 1942.
This work examines Shahn’s murals within the sociopolitical
history of the New Deal, foregrounds the social events that
Shahn depicted, and problematizes the issus of Jewish
identity within the context of public murals. Shahn
proposed eight mural projects, completing four; in addition
to Social Security (1940-42), he painted a mural for the
Jersey Homesteads, New Jersey on immigration and the labor
movement (c.1936-38), Resources of America for the Bronx
Central Post Office, New York (1938-39), and the Four
Freedoms for the Woodhaven Station, New York post office
(1939-41). Officials rejected Shahn’s satirical Prohibition
Era for the Central Park Casino, New York (c.1934), his The
Great State of Wisconsin, for the planned community of
Greendale, Wisconsin (c¢.1937), and his Four Freedoms,
submitted to the St. Louis, Missouri post office competition

(1939). Officials canceled his project for Riker’s Island
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Penitentiary, New York (c.1933-35) as Shahn began work on
site.

Three questions motivate this study of Shahn’s murals.
These questions are about Jewish identity, social reform,
and government patronage. How did Jewish identity relate to
the subject matter of Shahn’s murals, and the contemporary
Jewish American experience? Which particular issues of
social reform did Shahn present in his murals and how did
these relate to New Deal initiatives? How did the
procedures, opportunities, and policies-of government art
patronage intersect (encourage, censor, modify, or parallel)
with Shahn’s message of social reform and Jewish identity?
What was the Jewish ethnic and sociopolitical content within
Shahn’s murals and how did he negotiate these messages
within the New Deal art projects? This work locates these
answers within the sociopolitical terrain of the 1930s and
early 1940s to establish how Shahn’s narratives express the

particular situation of American Jews between the wars.
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"The highest, the most logical, the purest and strongest
form of painting is the mural. In this form alone it is one
with the other arts--with all the others. It is, too, the
most disinterested form, for it cannot be made a matter of
private gain; it cannot be hidden away for the benefit of a
certain privileged few. It is for the people. It is for

all." -- José Clemente Orozco (1929)
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Introduction

This dissertation discusses the eight murals that Ben
Shahn (1898-1969) created under the auspices of the New Deal
art projects. The first comprehensive study of Shahn’s
murals as well as the first indepth exploration of Shahn’s
work in relation to the question of Jewish identity, it
begins in 1933 when the federal art projects were initiated
and ends with Shahn’s final mural for the Social Security
building in Washington, D.C., completed in 1942. My aim is
to examine Shahn’s murals within the sdbiopolitical history
of the New Deal, to foreground the social events that Shahn
depicted, and to problematize the issue of Jewish identity
within the context of public murals. Of the eight separate
mural projects Shahn worked on during these nine years, he
completed four; officials rejected three; and one--for
Riker’s Island Penitentiary--was canceled as the artist
began to work on site. Therefore, the range of
documentation remaining from each project varies. Those
murals that were executed garnered press attention and
sparked letters between government officials and Shahn, as
well as occasional unsolicited letters from the public. One
can write about these completed works by evoking the sense
of magnitude and engagement with public space that the
artist so desired. In contrast, for the rest, all that
remains are scattered studies and notations, which soon

entered private collections and archival repositories, not
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the public sphere.

Three questions initiated my study of Shahn’s mural
oeuvre. As the title of this dissertation indicates, these
questions are about Jewish identity, social reform, and
government patronage. First, how did Jewish identity relate
to the subject matter of Shahn’s mural work, the
relationship between artist and audience, and the
contemporary Jewish American experience? Second, which
particular issues of social reform did Shahn present in his
murals and how did these relate to New Deal initiatives?

And third, how did the procedures, opportunities, and
policies of government art patronage intersect (encourage,
censor, modify, or parallel) with Shahn’s message of social
reform and Jewish identity? 1In other words, what was the
Jewish ethnic and sociopolitical content within Shahn'’'s
murals and how did he negotiate these messages within the
New Deal art project guidelines?

That Ben Shahn was a Jew and an artist are known facts,
but this double identity has not been explored within the
context of current theories on ethnic identity, or applied
to his artistic production. Shahn’s Jewish identity and
early schooling in Judaism have been credited with inspiring
the artist, but such essentialist statements have not always
illuminated his work. For example, art historians have
identified Shahn’s Jewishness as a factor in his art, but

the literature is not sufficiently sophisticated when
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addressing this question. For example, when Francis V.
O’Connor claimed that Shahn’s desire to humanize political
issues, coupled with his "Jewish heritage," constituted his
ideology, what does he see as the relationship between
humanism and Judaism? As for Jewish heritage, does 0O’Connor
mean Shahn’s youthful Talmudic training?' Shahn’s
socialist father? The artist’s own involvement with the
Left and organized labor? I do not wish to focus too
sharply on a few words within O’Connor’s rich, informative
discussion of Diego Rivera, Ben Shahn, and other muralists
of the New Deal. Rather, I wish to introduce the types of
generalized, often romanticized statements that have given

me pause and, ultimately led me to produce this work.

In their book Jewish Identity, David Theo Goldberg and
Michael Krausz write that "to be Jewish simply by way of
descent [differs] from assuming a Jewish identity, from
affirming one’s Jewishness as a matter of choice." They
continue:

[Clentral to Judaism, but not to Jewishness, then,
is a set of law-defined practices; while central
to Jewishness, but only at most in part and by
extension to the religion of Judaism, is the
question of group history. This distinction
raises in an accurate way the question of the
place Judaism as a religion occupies, in Jewish
cultural identity, for the 0ld Testament. .
serves also as the basic historical document of

1 Francis V. O’Connor, "The Influence of Diego Rivera on
the Art of the United States during the 1930s and After," in

Diego Rivera: A Retrospective, exh. cat. (Detroit: The Detroit
Institute of Arts, 1986), 167.
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the Jews.?

Let me clarify: I am not concerned with Shahn’s involvement
with Judaism, but with Jewishness--as cultural identity and
as ethnic identity within the sociohistorical framework of
the 1930s.

Laurence J. Silberstein reminds us that the issue of
identity continues to be a central concern in both Jewish
public and academic discourse. He notes that in the past
several years, theorists have questioned the notion of
ethnicity as a fixed, stable identity. For example, Stuart
Hall discusses cultural identity as a social construct,
which is always in the process of becoming and changing.’
Ethnicity, therefore, is something reinvented and
reinterpreted in each generation; it is dynamic.*
Silberstein sees post-modern theory, which rejects
essentialist notions of identity, as particularly pertinent
to Jews because they themselves reject such essentialist

theories while remaining committed to the perpetuation of a

2 David Theo Goldberg and Michael Krausz, eds., Jewish
Identity (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993), 5-6.

* Laurence J. Silberstein, "Others Within and Others
Without: Rethinking Jewish Identity and Culture," in The Other
in Jewish Thought and History: Constructions of Jewish Culture
and Identity, ed. Silberstein and Robert L. Cohn (New York and
London: New York University Press, 1994), 3-5.

* Michael M. J. Fischer, "Ethnicity and the Post-Modern
Arts of Memory," in Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics
of Ethnography, ed. James Clifford and George E. Marcus
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1986), 195.
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distinct community.®

Perhaps, therefore, it is useful to establish the
parameters of what is considered Jewish art, in addition to
what constitutes Jewish identity. 1In 1966 Harold Rosenberg
pointedly asked, What is Jewish art?® He then proceeded to
provide, and then dismiss as inadequate, a series of
responses--art produced by Jews; ceremonial or ritual art;
art that expresses Jewish metaphysics; or art depicting
Jewish subject matter. Rosenberg privileges those artists--
among them Mark Rothko, Adolph Gottlieb, Louise Nevelson,
Philip Guston, and Larry Rivers--who had surpassed the
Jewish theme of identity, which would be relevant to both
community and autobiography--in deference to the twentieth-
century theme of identity on the greater, existential plane.
In so doing, by virtue of their engagement with aesthetics,
these artists liberated themselves from self and from
Jewishness.” To Rosenberg, the answer to his question was
located on the canvas and in aesthetics.

In contrast, this work will locate answers within the
sociopolitical terrain of the 1930s and early 1940s. I wish
to establish how Shahn’s narratives express the particular

situation of American Jews between the world wars. These

* Silberstein, "Others Within," 11.

® Harold Rosenberg, "Is There a Jewish Art?" Commentary
(July 1966), 57-60.

7 Ibid.
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6
narratives are rooted in such sociopolitical facts of Jewish
experience in a particular generation as Jews’ allegiance to
Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal, their immigrant
origins and subsequent rise to middle-class status, Yiddish
culture, and their involvement with the Left and with labor
unions. Shahn’s narratives, when resituated within their
historical context, express reservations about the rise of
Father Charles Coughlin and other American-bred fascists,
the power of Adolph Hitler and the Nazis in Germany,
America’s tightening of immigration controls in the midst of
the refugee crisis, and a concern with maintaining America’s
freedoms and liberties.

My second question concerns Shahn’s interest in
messages of social reform. In comparison to other New Deal
artists, who in their public murals celebrated
constitutional activities, the economic origins of towns,
conservative community values, or postal history, Shahn’s
murals forcefully confronted the events and issues of the
1930s. Shahn provided us with well-thought-out blueprints
for prison reform, the basic human need for meaningful work
and decent housing, and the importance of citizens’ rights
and benefits. Shahn never approached these issues with
idealized or generalized treatments. Rather, he devoted
much time to study, reading, and preparation and gathered
quantities of information to enable him to dramatize these

issues in particular scenes. Shahn’s messages are specific
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and detailed; they illustrate his political acumen and
savvy, as well as his humor and humanism.

And finally, it is important to state that Shahn
expressed Jewish identity and support for particular social-
reform acts within the framework of federally sponsored
murals. This required him to address the patron’s thematic
and stylistic concerns, as well as anticipate public
reaction. What I do not attempt in this dissertation is to
chart the policies and histories of the federal art
patronage programs, since a rich bibliography on this
material already exists.®

Although the scope and method of my study are neither
monographic nor biographic in the most orthodox sense, it is

important to establish key biographical facts from Shahn’s

® Important studies on the New Deal art projects include

Greta Berman, The Lost Years: Mural Painting in New York City
Under the W.P.A./F.A.P. 1935-1943 (New York: Garland

Publishers, 1978); Belisario R. Contreras, Tradition and
Innovation in New Deal Art (Cranbury, N.J.: Associated
University Press, 1983); Jonathan Harris, Federal Art and

National Culture: The Politics of Identity in New Deal America

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Karal Ann
Marling, Wall-to-Wall America (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1982); Richard McKinizie, The New Deal for
Artists (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1973);
Marlene Park and Gerald Markowitz, Democratic Vistas: Post
Offices and Public Art in the New Deal (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1984); Barbara Melosh, Engendering Culture:
Manhood and Womanhood in New Deal Public Art and Theater
(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991);
Francis V. O’Connor, Federal Support for the Visual Arts: The
New Deal and Now (Greenwich, Conn.: New York Graphic Society,
Ltd., 1968); and his edited anthologies, Art for the Millions
(Greenwich, Conn.: New York Graphic Society, Ltd., 1973); and

The New Deal Art Projects: An Anthology of Memoirs
(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1972).
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early life and career because they influenced his murals.’
Further, these facts establish Shahn as part of the greater
American Jewish cultural experience and environment. In
particular, I believe that Shahn’s background as a child in
Eastern Europe, his immigration to America, and his
formative years and work as a tradesman in New York City,
are factors that influenced the themes and content of his
art. These events shaped his political sympathies, which,
in turn, inspired the contemporary subjects of his murals.
His lifelong affiliation with the social underclass and his
liberal politics are consistent with his training in ethics,
the experiences of his family, and events of his early life.
Ben Shahn was born in 1898 in Kovno, Lithuania, a large
Jewish community and theological center in the Pale of
Settlement, a contained and controlled area where Russian
authorities allowed Jews to live.!® When Shahn was four,
the family moved to the small town of Vilkomir, also in
Lithuania. As a child, Shahn studied the Talmud by sheer
rote and recital; he even expressed interest in becoming a
rabbi but soon tested the religious restrictions--such as
walking too far on the sabbath. Faith taught the Jews that

they were under the watchful eye of God, but their day-to-

® For a detailed discussion of Shahn’s biography, see
Frances K. Pohl, Ben Shahn (San Francisco: Pomegranate Books,
1993), and the forthcoming biography by Howard Greenfield to
be published by Random House.

1 Ben Shahn, interview with Dr. Paul Benison, 29 October
1956, Columbia University, New York.
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day life was ruled by the menacing eyes of the czar’s
police. Jews were not safe even in the Pale and were
subjected to the tyrannical rule of the czar’s bloody
pogroms .

Shahn’s father, Joshua Hessel Shahn, was a carpenter by
trade, an intellectual by temperament, and a socialist by
conviction. Joshua wrote philosophical prose for the
Yiddish press and helped organize resistance to the czar.!!
Shahn later recalled childhood memories of the czar’s police
chasing his father down the street and his father being
imprisoned for his political views.!? Joshua Shahn fled
first to South Africa, then to the United States, leaving
his family behind until he was established. 1In 1906, like
so many Eastern European Jews, the Shahns left Lithuania for
America and settled in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn.
Shahn recalled that poverty marked his life as a young boy
in America and remembered being roughed up on the way to
school, and pelted with stones and taunted with anti-Semitic
slurs. But through education and literature Shahn enriched
his mind, and in time Shahn cultivated his artistic
talents.® At a young age--fourteen--Shahn entered the
work world. Young Ben apprenticed in his uncle’s

lithography shop, beginning a lifelong love affair with

' pohl, Ben_ Shahn, 7.
12 Tbid. See also Shahn interview with Benison.

** Pohl, Ben_ Shahn, 7-10.
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letters that would become a hallmark of his art.

Shahn began his artistic training with night courses at
the Educational Alliance.'* Later he enrolled at the Art
Students League and the National Academy of Design to
receive a more traditional, academic training. In the 1920s
Shahn went to Europe, a customary artistic pilgrimage; he
traveled abroad in 1924-25 and stayed in Europe again for
two years beginning in 1927. Still without a signature
style, Shahn experimented with the brushwork and high-key
colors of the Impressionists and then with the flat, bold
areas of color of Matisse. Yet these French artistic styles
did not satisfy his temperament:

I didn’t know either where I stood when I came

back to America in 1929. I had seen all the right

pictures and read all the right books--Vollard,

Meier-Graefe, David Hume. But it still didn’t add

up to anything. Here I am, I said to myself,

[thirty-one] years old, the son of a carpenter. I

like stories and people. The French school is not

for me. Vollard is wrong for me. If I am to be a

painter I must show the world how it looks through

my eyes, not theirs.!®

In 1922 Shahn married Tillie Goldstein and the two

established a home in Brooklyn Heights, breaking from the

* The Educational Alliance recently was the subject of
an exhibition at New York’s Jewish Museum. See Norman L.
Kleeblatt and Susan Chevlowe, eds., Painting a Place in

America: Jewish Artists in New York, 1900-1945, exh. cat. (New
York: Jewish Museum, 1991).

> pohl, Ben_ Shahn, 10.
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traditions and lifestyle of their parents’ generation.'®
Recent scholarship has created a one-dimensional portrait of
Tillie and set up a dichotomy between her and Shahn’s second
wife, the artist Bernarda Bryson. For example, the art
historian Frances K. Pohl has observed that the more Shahn
became drawn to Manhattan’s political and artistic
organizations and to Bryson, the more distant Brooklyn and
Tillie felt to him.'” According to this narrative, as
Shahn struggled between old and new, he began to suppress
his Jewish vision of social injustice in his art in
deference to current "American" issues.!® But Tillie
Goldstein, who like Shahn was born in Europe, was not the
polar opposite of Bernarda Bryson--with the significant
exceptions that Bryson was from the Midwest and Protestant.
Tillie was politically active--a former suffragette--and was
involved with secular Jewish culture and politics on the
Left. An intellectual, she was forced to leave school at

age thirteen for economic reasons, but she later obtained

'** The pair later moved to Bethune Street, in Greenwich
Village. It is inaccurate to consider Brooklyn Heights as
either old-world, immigrant, or Jewish Brooklyn. Within easy
reach of Manhattan, Brooklyn Heights was predominantly
Protestant, had great pockets of long-established wealth, and
a cultural 1life.

17 pohl, Ben_ Shahn, 14.

** In her article "Ben Shahn and the Problem of Jewish
Identity," Jewish Art 12-13 (1986-87): 304, Ziva Amishai-
Maisels draws a strong correlation between Shahn’s turning
from Jewish to American social problems and leaving Tillie for
Bernarda.
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her high-school equivalency degree and attended Cornell
University.!®* The details of her marriage to Shahn, their
separation, and its repercussions are not germane to this
study. However, it is important to state that since the
early 1920s Shahn had been active in secular and
intellectual circles, and that in the early 1930s he changed
both his artistic style and his personal life.

Beginning in 1930 Shahn’s subject matter and style
became bolder. 1In that year, Shahn created a series on
Alfred Dreyfus, the French army captain who had been falsely
convicted of treason in 1894.?° As a child in Russia,

Shahn had heard stories about the Dreyfus case.?* 1In his
series, Shahn included both individual and group portraits
from the Dreyfus affair that he composed in broadly washed
tones. This was a much paler handling than the assertive,
heavily outlined works of his ensuing years. Significantly,
Shahn debuted as a socially committed artist with a theme of

injustice suffered by a Jew. Concurrently, he created a

* PFinancially responsible for herself and her two
children, Goldstein, in fact, worked for the Index of American
Design. I would like to thank Ezra Shahn and Judy Shahn for
answering my questions about their mother’s biography. Phone
interview, 20 August 1996.

20 Albert S. Lindemann, The Jew Accused: Three Anti-

Semitic Affairs (Dreyfus, Beilis, Frank), 1894-1915 (New York

and Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
1 Ben Shahn and Forrest Selvig interview, 27 September

1968, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, D.C. (hereafter AAA).
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Passover Haggadah inspired by one from his childhood.??
Both the Haggadah and the Dreyfus series derive from Shahn’s
Jewish identity and concern for social injustice. His
initial images of social protest and injustice resonate with
a distinctively Jewish voice.

In the early 1930s Shahn settled into a shared living
and work arrangement with photographer Walker Evans and the
painter Lou Block on Bethune Street in Greenwich Village--
where previously he had lived with Goldstein. Evans
provided Shahn with his first camera, a Leica. At this time
Shahn established his reputation as a politically active
artist through his paintings of American social injustices.
He built on the political spirit of his Dreyfus series with
his paintings protesting the fates of the immigrant martyrs
Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti (1931-32) and the
convicted labor leader Tom Mooney (1932). Both series were
exhibited at Edith Halpert'’s Downtown Gallery. The Mexican
muralist Diego Rivera--who had seen and admired the Sacco
and Vanzetti series--contributed the checklist essay for the
Mooney exhibition.

In 1933 Shahn assisted Rivera on his ill-fated
Rockefeller Center mural, Man at the Crossroads. From

working with Rivera, Shahn became fluent in both mural

2 When Shahn initially created his Haggadah he was not
able to publish it. Years later, this goal was realized. See

Cecil Roth, introduction to Haggadah for Passover: Copied and
Illustrated by Ben Shahn (London: MacGibbon and Kee, Ltd.,

1965) .
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aesthetics and techniques, and the unification of ideologies
of the Left with artistic subject matter.?® According to
Shahn, the most important thing that he learned from Rivera
was how to paint in fresco; Shahn is distinguished as one of
the few New Deal muralists who could paint in this
technique.?*

While working as an assistant to Rivera, Shahn
witnessed the censoring and destruction of the Rockefeller
Center mural. Because he came to Rivera’s defense during the
controversy, art officials and the popular press labeled
Shahn a radical. He made some enemies within these groups

that he would have to confront when his own murals were

# Juan O’Gorman, "On Mural Painting," in La Palabra de
Juan O’Gorman, ed. Ida Rodriquez Prampolini (Mexico City:
Insitituto de Investigacioues Esteticas, U.N.A.M., 1983), 289-
90, assesses the influence of the Mexican school on Shahn as
follows: "This artist worked with Rivera in both the
Rockefeller Center mural and the New Workers School mural, and
although he learned a great deal from the master, his style is
very much his own. It is strong and charged with compassion,
his message is leftist but not Marxist. His knowledge of the
fresco technique seems pure." I am most grateful to Alejandro
Anreus for bringing this citation to my attention and for
providing its translation.

** O’'Connor, "The Influence of Diego Rivera," 157-84,
analyzes the influence of Rivera on Shahn’s murals. See also

Greta Berman, The Lost Years: Mural Painting in New York City
under the WPA/FAP, 1935-1943 (New York: Garland Publishers,

Inc., 1978), 64-66: "Shahn translated inspiration he received
from Rivera into his own perceptions. Specific Mexican
characteristics do not appear in Shahn’s work, but the kinship
between Shahn and Rivera is revealed in the use of fresco to
deal with contemporary problems clearly and on a monumental
scale. Even where Shahn does not make use of the fresco
medium, the results are simple, large, and powerful, and
always treat a pressing social problem directly."
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censored or canceled.?* At this time, Shahn was active in
the Artists’ Union--which Bernarda Bryson helped form--a
trade union of "cultural workers" that agitated for greater
employment and exhibition opportunities.?

Because of his interest in art and activism, fresco
painting and leftist politics, Shahn also became involved
with the John Reed Club (JRC). Members of the New Masses
had established the JRC in 1929 to promote cultural
activities among, and political betterment for, American
workers.?’ Utilizing the tools and vocabﬁlary of Soviet
social protest art and the conceptualization of artists as
workers, JRC members criticized capitalism’s class and

racial divisions.?® Years later, Shahn made great efforts

2 An untitled review of Shahn’s Mooney exhibition at the
Downtown Gallery that appeared in the New York Sun (6 May
1933) devotes its lengthy first paragraph to Rivera and his
Communist affiliation before turning to the subject at hand,
namely Ben Shahn’s paintings. Ben Shahn Papers, AAA.

?¢ For information on the Artists’ Union and its magazine
Art Front, the following dissertations are the most fruitful
resources: Gerald M. Monroe, "The Artists’ Union of New York"
(Ed.D. diss., New York University, 1971), and Francine Tyler,
"Artists Respond to the Great Depressions and the Threat of
Fascism: The New York Artists’ Union and Its Magazine Art
Front (1934-1937)" (Ph.D. diss., New York University, 1991).

?” See Gerald M. Monroe, "The ’'30s: Art, Ideology and the
WPA," Art in America 63 (November-December 1975), 64-67; and
Helen A. Harrison, "John Reed Club Artists and the New Deal:
Radical Responses to Roosevelt’s ‘Peaceful Revolution,’"
Prospects 5 (1980): 241-68, for information on the political
and aesthetic agendas of the John Reed Club.

?® For information on the missions of the John Reed Club
and of the Artists’ Union, see Tyler, "The New York Artists’
Union." 1In her book Anti-Fascism in American Art (New Haven
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to distance himself from the JRC, dismissing the depth of
his involvement while acknowledging the lasting "red taint"
on his reputation:

That was the first time that I got my name on a

bad list, because I had once taken over a class of

the John Reed Club. A friend of mine got sick and

he was teaching fresco and God, I would have

taught fresco anywhere, Catholic, Jewish,

Communist, Republican, anything. I loved fresco

very much and they mentioned me then. It was the

first time I had my name in the paper in that

sense you know. I’‘ve been in trouble ever

since.?

Eager for the opportunity to paint murals, when the federal
art projects began in 1933, Shahn aggressively pursued
commissions.

This dissertation tells the stories of these murals, of
both the rejected and the completed proposals. I have
arranged the chapters chronologically, treating proposals of
like subject matter--which were done concurrently and were
thematically related--within the same chapter. There are
six chapters in all. In some, the issue of Jewish identity
plays the dominant role; in others, that of social reform;

in yet others, both issues in concert. 1In uniting the

murals with their sociopolitical context, I hope to awaken

and London: Yale University Press, 1989), 156, Cecil Whiting
summarizes Shahn’s commitment to radical politics and
characterizes his involvement with the John Reed Club as a
"flirtation."

?* Ben Shahn interview with Richard Doud, 14 April 1962,
AALA.
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the full social message behind Shahn’s images, symbols, and
narratives. On a recent excursion to view Resources of
America again, Shahn’s murals for the Bronx Central Post
Office (see chapter 4), I was struck once more by the power
of these monumental figures at work. As I stood in the post
office lobby, I began to think about radio sounds, street
conversations, and newspaper banner headlines from the era.
What were the social and historical events that informed not
only the making of these murals but also the viewers’
consciousness as they stood and admired the once newly
painted works? In this study, with the benefit of
historical hindsight and the focusing lens of critical
theories, I wish to reawaken the noise, debate, and facts
that, coupled with these murals, created the fabric of the

New Deal era.
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Chapter One: Prohibition and Prison Rehabilitation:
Images of Social Reform in New York City

In the early 1930s, eager both to paint murals and to
earn a regular paycheck, Ben Shahn submitted designs to two
separate federal art projects in New York City. The first
proposal was a satirical chronicle of temperance and
Prohibition painted in the months just after the repeal in
1934 of the Eighteenth Amendment (ratified in 1919). The
second proposal, which Shahn researched and began in the
years 1933-35, was on the theme of prison reform,
contrasting the inhumane methods of Southern punishment and
confinement with more modern methods of prisoner
rehabilitation meant to enable prisoners to reenter dominant
society. In both "Prohibition Era" and the untitled prison
narrative, intended for Riker’s Island Penitentiary, Shahn
addressed contemporary social legislation. Neither mural
was actualized. While officials rejected outright Shahn’s
Prohibition cycle, they initially approved the Riker'’s mural
but then abruptly vetoed the project just as Shahn began to
paint.' I will consider the murals in relation to Shahn’s

political sympathies and the sociopolitical events of the

! Lou Block, interview with Harlan Phillips, 1965,
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, D.C. (hereafter AAZ): "We were just about to
trace our cartoons on the wall when we had our feet knocked
out from under us." Block served as the negotiator for the
two artists and was also the unofficial archivist of the
project, saving vital documents, letters, and clippings.
These are now located in the Lou Block Papers, Margaret M.
Bridwell Art Library, University of Louisville, Kentucky
(hereafter Lou Block Papers) .
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decade to reveal the relevancy of temperance and prison-
reform themes to 1930s culture.

The moment in which Shahn proposed his mural programs
was one of transition, in both the political and artistic
worlds. 1In 1933 New York City had elected Fiorella
LaGuardia as its new mayor to replace the incumbent, James
"Jimmy" Walker, who had fled to Europe amid personal and
financial scandal. This change in mayoral administration
caused a shift in attitudes and policies toward public
service, from the self-indulgence of Walker to the reforms
initiated by LaGuardia. The new mayor reevaluated and
renovated public space and institutions, which created new
opportunities for murals. In the art world, the emergence
of new philosophies and approaches to mural painting was
more dramatic, with Shahn symbolizing the new and
politically charged tendency. In an earlier era, academic
muralists had employed an allegorical language to express
civic virtue and humanistic ideals.? Beauty, in the form
of lovely classically garbed women, was their highest ideal.
In contrast, Shahn and other social-realist muralists looked
for inspiration to the world around them, the socioeconomic
realities of America and its workers. Whereas academic
muralists sought to uphold the status quo, social realists

aimed to change the social order. Shahn’s images showing

? Edwin H. Blashfield, Mural Painting in America: The

Scammon Lectures (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1913).
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working Americans and a message of social reform met with
the scorn of conservative forces. It is important to
remember that today we acknowledge the 1930s as the era of
New Deal mural projects with social imagery, but then,
critics such as Royal Cortissoz and artists such as Jonas
Lie still saw the academician Edwin Howland Blashfield as
the dean of the mural tradition.?

Employing artists from November 1933 until June 1934,
the Public Works of Art Project was the first federal art
project; its primary purpose was to provide emergency
financial relief.* The PWAP encouraged artists to create
paintings celebrating American life and lore, drawing
nostalgically from American history in the "American Scene"
style. The "usable past," the conscious referencing of the
distant days-gone-by land of hearty woodsmen, brave
frontiersmen, and other brawny, Anglo-Saxon heroes did not

inspire Shahn.® Shahn certainly did not resemble that

> Art Digest, 15 January 1934, 14, quotes Cortissoz as
follows: "we are told we can’t be good mural painters unless
we subscribe to the hypothesis of Diego Rivera, but I prefer
to subscribe to that of Mr. Blashfield, a painter who sees
mural decoration not as an opportunity for self expression,
but as a part of the construction of a building." For
information on Lie see "Propaganda in Art Denounced by Lie,"
New York Times, 15 February 1935, 22.

* Francis V. O’Connor,_Federal Support for the Visual

Arts: The New Deal and Now, 2d ed. (Greenwich, Conn.: New
York Graphic Society, Ltd., 1971), 16-21.

® See Van Wyck Brooks, "On Creating a Usable Past," The
Dial 64 (1918), 337-41. 1In his article "The Search for a
Usable American Past in the New Deal Era," American
Quarterly 23 (December 1971), 710-24, Alfred Haworth Jones
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America. Instead, social issues of the 1920s and 1930s,
such as Prohibition and prison reform, inspired him.
Shahn’s vantage point was New York; his filters were those

of a working-class Jewish immigrant. This was America to

Shahn. Shahn’s ethnic and class identities directed the
themes and presentation of his work. Further, having just
served as an assistant to Mexican muralist Diego Rivera on
his ill-fated "Man at the Crossroads" fresco for Rockefeller
Center, Shahn was eager to create images of social
commentary for public walls. In "Prohibition Era," painted
for the PWAP and intended for the Central Park Casino, Shahn
created eight panels that are humorous and satirical. In
celebrating Prohibition’s repeal, Shahn pointed out that the
issues and social attitudes that led to the legislation
were, in fact, repressive. By mocking Prohibition and its
conservative supporters, Shahn established himself as part
of America’s liberal political tradition.

Comprising eight separate studies, Shahn’s "Prohibition
Era" suite was painted with gouache on Masonite boards and

depicts bootleggers, society swells enjoying contraband

discusses the "usable past" in relation to writers of the
Depression era, proposing that they were "creating a
foundation for national confidence" (724). Karal Ann
Marling puts a spin on this concept in "A Note on New Deal
Iconography: Futurology and the Historical Myth," Prospects
vol. 4 (New York: Burt Franklin & Co., Inc., 1979), 421-40.
Marling proposes that instead of coy sentimentalism or
bowing to conservative pressures, artists engaged the
"usable past" and chose to reassert "tradition in painterly
iconography as a moral, an aesthetic, and a social
responsibility of immense gravity."
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liquor, and parades both in support of and in opposition to
Prohibition. Layering the flat, matte paint without a great
deal of tonal modulation, Shahn applied strong black
outlines to accentuate and define forms. Space in all of
the murals is very shallow, the figures pushed up close to
the picture plane, making the narratives bold, direct, and
immediately accessible. 1In these highly finished studies,
Shahn devotes much attention to the architectural details,
signage, and lettering in the urban setting. Through the
use of winking figures, humorous details, and clever
storylines, Shahn creates a wry, sly, and witty mood--
clearly pleased that America is no longer a dry nation.

In "Prohibition Era" Shahn introduces thematic concerns
that would become constants within his mural corpus. The
eight studies show Shahn’s affection for personalities and
public figures, specifically famous and infamous men. Shahn
shared with Rivera a dedication to planning, research and
the portrayal of contemporaries within his paintings.

Shahn, in fact, assisted Rivera with the visual research for
the Rockefeller Center mural. In "Prohibition Era," for
example, both New York Mayor Jimmy Walker and gangster Al
Capone appear in the Prohibition suite; in later murals,
Shahn features Robert LaFollette, Sr., Albert Einstein, Walt
Whitman, and Franklin D. Roosevelt. As pointed out by the
historian Michael E. Parrish, the "cult of personality," a

twentieth-century phenomenon, relates to the prevalence of
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personalities and celebrities in American popular culture.
From politicians to football heroes, from matinee idols to
corporate leaders, these figures were packaged and presented
via the growing networks of mass media and consumer
culture.® Interestingly, during this period of the common
man and the "Forgotten Man," Shahn consistently trumpets the
heroics and hijinks of the noteworthy and notorious,
utilizing popular culture and popular media sources, such as
newspapers, film, and books as the basis for his images.

Shahn constructed his pantheon of famous men and murals
along masculinist lines, which would be consistent
throughout the whole of his mural production. Shahn’s work,
including the "Prohibition Era" cycle, repeatedly downplays
or dismisses the contributions of women. For example,
"Women’'s Christian Temperance Union" is the only panel in
the eight-part series that supports temperance. Shahn
places the burden of moral guardianship solely on women, yet
he mocks the complexities of their motivations by making
drink a humorous issue. In later murals, including those
for the Jersey Homesteads, New Jersey (1936
-38; see chapter 3) and the Bronx Central Post Office (1938-
39; see chapter 4) Shahn chose to overlook or marginalize

the contributions of women union activists and women

® For further discussion and examples of such figures,
see Michael E. Parrish, The Anxious Decades: America in

Prosperity and Depression, 1920-1941 (New York: W. W.
Norton and Company, 1992), 95-99.
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laborers. Shahn’s focus on the role of men in issues of
labor and class, minimizing issues of gender in those same
arenas, is consistent with the policies and attitudes of the
American left during the 1930s.

Very little documentation remains with which to
reconstruct the conception and rejection of the "Prohibition
Era" project commission, but the few remaining papers
indicate that Shahn proposed both its theme and its
location.” Shahn wrote to Lloyd Goodrich, member of the
New York City regional committee of the PWAP, to implore: "I

enclose a clipping from the Times which has sent my hopes

for a wall to fever heights. Please tell me there are
prospects. Yours for an endless wall."® Central Park’s
Casino was the location he had in mind; it was the former
haunt of the flamboyant Mayor Walker whom Shahn features in

the mural cycle calling for repeal.® Originally built in

7” Shahn listed the site for his murals as the "Central
Park Casino." Non-Federal Buildings, National Archives, New
York City, Box 3546.

® Quoted in Belisario R. Contreras, "The New Deal
Treasury Department Art Programs and the American Artist:
1933 to 1943" (Ph.D. diss., American University, 1967), 35.
His book, Tradition and Innovation in New Deal Art
(Lewisburg, Pa.: Bucknell University Press, 1983), also
provides much useful information; however, it does not
directly concern Shahn’s proposal.

> See Quinn Halford, "1935," Avenue (December 1993),
24-25. According to Halford, LaGuardia labeled the casino a
"whoppee joint."
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1865 by the architects Calvert and Vaux, the decaying casino
was transformed by Joseph Urban in 1929 into a high-society
nightspot. Walker orchestrated the opulent and elaborate
redesign, which drew charges that the project violated the
park’s recreational purposes. Walker saw the casino as a
hideaway and playroom for him and his mistress; LaGuardia
saw it as a source of revenue for Tammany politicians.®®
In 1935, under LaGuardia, Parks Commissioner Robert Moses
tore down the casino to make room for Rumsey Playground.

When Shahn began sketching "Prohibition Era" for the
casino, the Twenty-first Amendment, supplanting the Volstead
Act (intoxicating substance defined as equaling 0.5 percent
alcohol), had recently become law on 7 April 1933.
Prohibition had been a heated issue during the presidential
election. The incumbent, Herbert Hoover, ran as a dry
candidate, while Franklin D. Roosevelt appealed to the
opposite constituency, which prompted John Dewey to quip
wryly: "in the midst of the greatest crisis since the Civil
War . . . the only thing the two national parties want to

debate is booze."!?

% George Walsh, Gentleman Jimmy Walker: Mayor of the
Jazz Age (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1974), 202.

' Leo P. Ribuffo, The 01d Christian Right: The

Protestant Far Right from the Great Depression to the Cold
War (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1983), 18.

Ribuffo introduces the issues of ethnicity and religion in
relation to the concerns of the temperance movement:
Protestants and evangelicals were angry at FDR for joining
the wets.
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The history of temperance dates far back before Shahn’s
time. Although America’s attempts to control alcohol began
in the colonial era, they gained true force in the
antebellum period as a vehicle for ethnic control.?? From
its beginnings, divisive class, ethnic, and regional
concerns drove the temperance movement. As one of the final
reform agendas of the Progressive era, prohibition achieved
national success with the adoption of the Volstead Act and
the Eighteenth Amendment. To achieve this goal, the
American temperance movement successfully wedded clergymen
to wealthy capitalists. While these men of the cloth and
men of capital publicly sermonized about their great concern
for the nation’s spiritual salvation, their true agenda was
to secure a sober and docile industrial workforce. In 1890
East Coast corporate leaders formed the Committee of Fifty
to control political machines by suppressing votes in
America’s cities.® The Anti-Saloon League (1892-1933),
which referred to itself as the "Church in Action against

the Saloon," was primarily responsible for the passage of

12 parrish, The Anxious Decades, 95-99.

13 John J. Rumbarger, Profits, Power, and Prohibition:
Alcohol Reform and the Industrializing of America, 1880-1930
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), 84-89,
92-93. For an opposing view see Norman H. Clark, Deliver Us
from Evil: An Interpretation of American Prohibition (New
York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1976), 13. Clark dismisses the
possibility that an economic agenda drove the temperance
movement, stating instead that "the need to maintain values
sheltered by the American nuclear family" in light of
industrial growth and new social relationships provided the
movement’s motivation.
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the Eighteenth Amendment. Capitalist powers and robber
barons bankrolled the League.'* John D. Rockefeller, Sr.,
an early and generous benefactor, and the dimestore magnate
S. S. Kresge, headed up a committee to draw financial
support from other businessmen.® According to the
temperance scholar John J. Rumbarger:

Men of power and substance, defined, directed and

controlled the movement for drink reform .

wealthy capitalists regarded temperance as

integral and necessary to establishing a

capitalist, industrial social order.'*

These men saw the local saloon as an obstacle to
capitalist society since workers were free to gather there
to exchange ideas. The American Journal of Sociology
recorded in 1900 that "the names of Karl Marx and leaders of
social and political thought are often heard here [in
saloons]" and that for urban workers the saloon was "their
school for good and evil."'’ Yet as Rumbarger counters,

"the saloon of the anti-saloonist capitalists was largely an

ideological construct wherein workers gathered, drank

** Jack S. Blocker, American Temperance Movements:
Cycles of Reform (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1989), 95-102.

** Ibid., 102-5.

' Rumbarger says that the Eighteenth Amendment came
about because urban capitalists saw it as a necessary
precondition of social reform for establishing industrial
order and suggests that the terms of social order were
capitalist. Profits, Power, and Prohibition, xix.

17 Raymond L. Melendy, "The Saloon in Chicago, "

American Journal of Sociology 6 (July 1900), 294, cited in
ibid., 117.
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alcoholic beverages, read Marx and Engels, and, thus
inflamed, ignored their families and set out to destroy the
‘foundations of social order.’n:®

If immigrants could be kept sober, busy with work, and
busy at home, they could not form a solid political base in
opposition to the ruling class. Urban America, especially
New York City, was the new home for these Southern and
Eastern European immigrants, whose arrivals in great numbers
deepened the split between rural Protestant America and
urban "ethnic" America.'? For corporate leaders, the
Anti-Saloon League, and the Committee of Fifty, New York
City overbrimming with Catholics and Jews was the greatest
obstacle to the national prohibition agenda. They targeted
New York and its alcohol-fueled depravity, chastising the
wanton city in sermons and verse. In 1916 Wayne Wheeler, a
close friend of William Jennings Bryan and a central figure
in the Anti-Saloon League, denounced the East Coast’s own
Sodom and Gomorrah:

Vulgar of manner, overfed, overdressed and

underbred, heartless, Godless, Hell'’s delight,

rude by day and lewd by night . . . ruled by boss

and prostitute . . . raving, rotten, money-mad; a

squirming herd of Mammon’s men, a wilderness of
human flesh crazed with avarice, lust and vice.?°

'* Rumbarger, Profits, Power, and Prohibition, 198.

1 Blocker, American Temperance Movements, 108-9.
?® Thomas W. Coffey, The Long Thirst: Prohibition in

America, 1920-1933 (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1975),
10.
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Beginning in the late nineteenth century, women joined
with men to outlaw alcohol and spirits. 1In so doing, the
women of the temperance campaign extended their roles as
moral guardians from the private to the public sphere.
Established in 1874, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union,
headed by Annie Wittenmeyer, espoused the "gospel of
temperance" in order to reform drunkards individually and
personally.?* Women networked through Protestant
churches, beginning in the Midwest, to shut down saloons.
Under its second president, Frances E. ﬁillard, the W.C.T.U.
fought for women’s rights, suffrage, and feminist issues,
and became the largest women’s organization in America.??

In the early twentieth century, the W.C.T.U. united with the
Anti-Saloon League to work together for a national
prohibition ordinance. Finally, in 1919, the Eighteenth
Amendment became law.

An immigrant of working class origins, Shahn was
closely aligned with the "undesirables" that nativists had
sought to keep dry and contained. Yet despite the fact that
ethnic and class tensions led to Prohibition, in his

preliminary studies Shahn constructs an oppositional

> See Ruth Bordin, Women and Temperance: The Quest for

Power and Liberty, 1873-1900 (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1981). Bordin is very respectful toward

and noncritical of the W.C.T.U. She insists that the
temperance movement transcended class and status, that it
was not just a Protestant movement, and that it should be
viewed as a positive part of the Progressive era.

2 Ibid., 44.
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arrangement along gender lines: prim church ladies against
libertarian progressive men. Shahn both opens and concludes
his narrative with a parade scene--the "Women'’'s Christian
Temperance Union" (fig. 1) and the male-dominated "Parade
for Repeal (fig. 2). Only "W.C.T.U." both features women
and supports Prohibition. Since Prohibition ultimately
failed, the gathered W.C.T.U. ladies are seen as ineffectual
and old-fashioned.®*® 1In "Women’s Christian Temperance
Union, " Shahn painted a cloistered frieze of drably dressed
and dour-faced temperance ladies, tightly arranged under a
banner that proclaims their holy mission: "W.C.T.U. For God.
For Home. For Native Land." Standing motionless and stoic,
dressed in dull grays and dusty browns, the women personify
a dry, humorless vision of life and contrast greatly with
the festive "Parade for Repeal," which is alive with
laughing, marching men. Signs and banners, independent of
the words they display, function as expressive devices
within the two panels. In "W.C.T.U." the banner is
precariously perched at the end of a thin pole, the ties of
the banner pulled taut to form a triangle which shelters the
women as rigidly as if it were the peaked roof of a house.
Shahn frames the women in relation to a domestic reference.
In contrast, within "Parade for Repeal" the signage is

dispersed among the numerous men, chaotically scattered,

# I am grateful to Ellen Todd for sharing her thoughts
on Shahn’s "W.C.T.U." and "Parade for Repeal" with me.
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obscuring their messages of repeal. The sensation is one of
progressive, forward motion, and the spirit one of
jubilation.?**

Mayor Jimmy Walker provides the brightest note of color
and thus the contrast between the two panels. While
"W.C.T.U." speaks to the power of mass politics, "Parade for
Repeal" illustrates the power of personal politics and
charisma. Walker is slim and sharply dressed in tan, spiffy
with his fedora--his is the only covered head in the group--
and bright blue tie. Shahn’s portrait matches the historian
George Walsh’s description of Walker in relation to other
Tammany leaders: "amid their severe black suits and derby
hats, his tastes dictated double-breasted suits and wide-
brimmed fedoras. Among impassive faces, his was a ready
smile."?*®* The career of the politician and songwriter
known as "Gentleman Jim" is an example of America’s
adoration of colorful, individualistic leaders. Tied to the
history of Tammany politics and Irish immigration in New
York City, Walker embodied the type of ethnic political
clout that troubled the nativist factions. Never one to let
good times be dampened by conservative attitudes, Walker

achieved notoriety with his bills to legalize professional

24 Prances K. Pohl, Ben Shahn (San Francisco:
Pomegranate Books, 1993), 50-52, compares the bold letters
Shahn used on the men’'s signs with the thin, tremulous
letters on the women’s signs.

?* Walsh, Gentleman Jimmy Walker, 48.
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baseball on Sundays and to decriminalize boxing. He spoke
and lived in open opposition to Prohibition. In witty,
free-flowing quips he mocked the dry experiment and
frequented illegal speakeasies with his mistress.?¢
Ultimately, in 1932, Walker had to resign, before the
governor could oust him from office.

During the Prohibition era, other colorful characters
on both sides of the law became public figures, as organized
crime took hold of illegal liquor and federal agents fought
in vain to uphold the Volstead Act. Shahn depicts both the
deceptions and the violence of organized crime, along with
the efforts of Prohibition agents and bootleggers.
"Bootleggers" (f£ig. 3) shows Shahn’s delight at the
rumrunners’ ingenuity as they conceal and transport their
booty in the cleverest of ways. Seven men gather near a
rigged still complete with a labyrinth of coils and copper
tubing that brews homemade alcohol. The men wink at us as
they roll up pants and lift coattails to display contraband
bottles of "Golden Wedding Rye" tied to legs and suspended
from waists. The mood is light, the winking and cleverness
make it all seem like play, and Shahn invites us to be in on
the joke. But the force of the law is also present. In
"Man Carrying a Bottle" (fig. 4) Shahn shows a close-up

portrait of a workingman, signified by his cap and

?¢ See ibid. and Stanley Walker, The Night Club Era
(New York: Frederic A. Stokes, Co., 1933).
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prominent, capable hands engaged in physical labor. The man
lugs a hefty barrel of alcohol on his back. In "Federal
Agents Pouring Wine Down a Sewer" (fig. 5), federal agents
destroy barrels of wine like those the workingman carried; a
sign is posted that announces "Violation of Prohibition."

Shahn establishes the contrast between good-time
drinking and repressive law in "Speakeasy Interior" (fig. 6)
and "Village Speakeasy: Closed for Violation" (fig. 7).
During Prohibition, nightclubs and speakeasies sprang up
throughout New York City and were especially popular in
Shahn’s Greenwich Village neighborhood. In "Speakeasy
Interior" tuxedoed men and fashionable ladies drink in
downtown New York, most probably Greenwich Village’s White
Horse Tavern, as alluded to by the white horse statuette
near the bar. In "Closed for Violation" Shahn sorrowfully
laments that Prohibition has literally hit too close to
home. He has carefully lettered street signs and building
numbers to tell us the closed tavern is number 22 Bethune--
across the street from the studio he shared with Walker
Evans. In tribute to his local watering hole, he continues
visual puns at the expense of the authorities by having the
police stand next to taxi signs, implying that they too are
"public hacks."

By showing the powerful hand of organized crime, Shahn
acknowledges the dark side of alcchol and prohibition.

"Alley Scene" (fig. 8) is made from a montage of disparate
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portraits and images, contrasting a gangland murder with
top-hatted men and uptown ladies. A long, tunneling
alleyway separates these people and bears a portrait of Al
Capone on the left. It was during Prohibition that Al
Capone became an American symbol of free enterprise and
power. Previously, financial power such as he wielded had
been denied to members of ethnic groups and the working
classes; the attempt to legislate virtue generated
corruption that benefited those held down by nativist
forces.?’

American Jews were not active in the temperance debate,
which they felt was mainly an Anglo-Saxon Protestant
concern.?® Traditional Jewish culture encourages
moderation and restraint with respect to drink. American
Jews, in contrast to other ethnic groups, were not great

frequenters of bars and had an extremely low percentage of

>’ Attempts to control the power and drinking habits of
certain ethnic groups were concurrent with a rise in anti-
immigrant sentiment that led to immigration quotas. This
closing of America’s doors would have extreme repercussions
on the fate of European Jews in the 1930s. See Parrish, The
Anxious Decades, 104-13, for information on the relationship
between "Wets, Drys, and Immigrants." Also see Mike Gold,
Jews without Money, 3d ed. (New York: Carroll & Graf, 1990),
36. According to Gold, during the 1920s the Ku Klux Klan
credited immigrants with bringing the gangster system to
America.

?® Jena Joselit, Our Gang: Jewish Crime and the New

York Jewish Community, 1900-1940 (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1983), 86-88. Joselit summarizes Jewish

attitude toward the observance of the Volstead Act as "the
law of the land is Jewish law," or adapting to the dominant
ethic of their "host" country.
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alcohol-related deaths. Yet largely because of exemptions
within the Volstead Act, those American Jews involved with
crime and bootlegging were able to profit richly during
Prohibition. Article 7 of the Volstead Act permitted the
production and sale of wine for sacramental purposes, thus
acting as a "growth hormone" for the Jewish underworld.?®
Numerous rabbis cropped up with fictional congregations in
California’s wine districts to serve as outlets for the
tendering of sacramental wine.?° Between 1924-1932, Jews
were only 3 percent of the population, however, they
comprised close to 12 percent of those involved with
bootlegging.** During 1924 in New York City, almost three
million gallons of sacramental wine was supposedly drunk, a
figure that amounts to more than a gallon for each Jewish
woman, man, and child. To investigate and arrest what the
historian Jena Joselit coyly terms this "remarkable increase
in thirst for religion," New York State Prohibition
administrators hired Isadore "Izzy" Einstein, a.k.a.
"Prohibition Agent #1," and his partner Moe Smith as the

first Prohibition agents.?? Einstein, who later wrote his

* Henry L. Feingold, The Jewish People in America:
Entering the Mainstream, 1920-1945 (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1992), 49.

% Ibid., 49. Fake rabbis also established the

Association of Hebrew Orthodox Rabbis in California’s wine
country to obscure their illegal activities further.

** Ibid., 50.

*2 Joselit, Our Gang, 97.
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memoirs, was known for his colorful disguises. Izzy and Moe
arrested close to two hundred people for bootlegging
sacramental wine.??

In his treatment of Prohibition, Shahn mocks attempts
to dictate morality and celebrates the demise of the
Volstead Act. While Shahn’s message and intentions were
much more lighthearted than in his previous works of social
commentary such as the Sacco and Vanzetti series, the time
was not right for satire. Shahn’s image, if accepted, would
have been installed while America had been legally wet for
less than one year. The acknowledgment that the attempt to
control the drinking sports of New York society had failed
was not in keeping with the tone of the LaGuardia
administration. The series was rejected, and the studies
were turned over to the city; with time they became the
property of the Museum of the City of New York. Within a
year’s time, the casino was leveled. Social reform was
instituted through Moses’s playgrounds rather than murals.

The mayoral change from good-time Walker to reformist
LaGuardia created new opportunities for public art
commissions, such as the renovation of Riker’s Penitentiary.

Walker had laid the cornerstone in July 1931 for this modern

3 Parrish, The Anxious Decades, 100-101. Einstein and
Smith became minor celebrities due to their brash and
innovative methods and costumes. When Izzy nearly froze to
death outside a known speakeasy, Moe Smith brought him into
the place, demanding that the barkeep "Give this man a
drink! He’s just been bitten by the frost!" Upon complying
with the request, the bartender was arrested.
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facility designed to house over 2,100 men. Envisioned as
the "latest type of prison," the penitentiary would include
psychiatric, psychological, and medical units, along with
adequate exercise space, a school, a library, and a social-
service center.?* However, by the time Walker had fled to
Europe and LaGuardia had assumed leadership, flaws in the
design were revealed. Because the building lacked adequate
reinforcement it had already begun to sink into the marshy
island.?** The LaGuardia administration simultaneously
investigated the awarding of the architectural contract,
oversaw the repair of the sinking prison, and loudly blamed
Tammany Hall waste and extravagance for the expenditures and
delays.?¢

In 1934 Shahn, with Lou Block, was jointly commissioned
to work at Riker’s. Shahn’s designs illustrated inhumane
prisons in contrast to modern facilities. Evaluating and
supporting those prisons geared at education and reform,
exposing those limited to retribution and physical
punishment, Shahn approached the project as a pointed social
critic, not as the lighthearted social satirist of the

earlier Prohibition series. When the Riker’s mural project

3% vpayment Held Up on Sinking Prison," New York Times,
17 January 1933, 2.

3% John C. Carlisle, "A Biographical Study of How the
Artist Became a Humanitarian Activist: Ben Shahn, 1930-1946"
(Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan, 1972), 89.

3¢ "McGoldrick Calls New Prison a Folly," New York
Times, 17 April 1934, 25.
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was canceled, Shahn’s final sketches were scattered and have
all but disappeared. Reconstructing the intended program is
an uncertain venture. Fortunately, during the 1930s
newspapers reproduced several of the sketches, since the
cancellation generated much press coverage. Four negative-
image photo reproductions of the final studies remain in the
custodianship of the New York City Art Commission, although
the whereabouts of the originals are unknown. To
approximate the artist’s visual and thematic intentions, one
needs to consult the writings of Block, Shahn, and prison
officials.

Riker’s Island was a penitentiary, the type of prison
believed to punish criminals most effectively while
reforming their characters to prevent recidivism. The
penitentiary ideal, which originated in eighteenth-century
England and France, featured extreme isolation from society,
supervision of the inmates’ daily lives, and compulsory
labor. The penitentiary was well received in the United
States, which developed two distinct variations. Quakers in
Pennsylvania isolated the prisoners in individual cells in
total silence, their only reading matter a Bible; the
prisoner might repent his crimes through religious
conversion. The second variation, known as the Auburn plan,

opened in New York State in 1825.°7 Though isolated in

37 See Philadelphia Museum of Art, Eastern State

Penitentiary: Crucible of Good Intentions (Philadelphia:
Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1994).
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separate cells at night, the prisoners worked together
during the day in silence under an elaborate system of
regimentation and surveillance that included the lockstep,
striped uniforms, and extensive corporal punishment. Less
concerned with spiritual redemption, the Auburn system
attempted to remold inmates through prison discipline.?®®
Michel Foucault has approached the penitentiary as an
expression of the "political anatomy." According to
Foucault, surveillance--the distinguishing feature of the
penitentiary--replicated the power mechanism of the larger
social body, the "disciplinary society" of the nineteenth
century.?®® As a 1930s prison, Riker’s instituted control
through surveillance and containment, while acknowledging
and addressing the complex social and psychological factors
that foster crime and recidivism.

When Shahn worked on the Riker’s mural, two issues
regarding prisons were addressed in the media: the rampant
use of corporal punishment in Southern labor camps,
especially in Georgia, and the 1933 passage of the Hawes-
Cooper Act, which limited the interstate sale of prison
goods, thereby reducing the demand for goods made in job-

training programs in prisons. Although Shahn addressed both

38 Estelle Freedman, Their Sister’s Keepers: Women's
Prison Reform in America, 1830-1930 (Ann Arbor: University

of Michigan Press, 1981), 8-10.

3% Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of
the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books,

1979).
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issues in his mural, it is important to establish whom he
conceived as the audience for his work. He did not see the
prisoners as either his primary or sole audience, although
he knew that the men would have regular access to the mural.
Yet the majority of scholars who have discussed the Riker’s
mural have made this assumption and developed their
arguments accordingly.*® From the beginning, Shahn let
both the city and the correctional officials know the
mural’s content and its intended audience, and the artist
and patron reached a consensus on these matters. Prison
officials, sociologists, and other experts made up Shahn’s
"captive audience." 1In a lengthy letter to Audrey MacMahon

written in April 1935 after officials objected and halted

their mural, Block and Shahn reviewed previous discussions
about the mural’‘s audience:

We made it clear then, that the murals were not
primarily intended for the inmates, but rather to
visitors and visiting penologists. The
Commissioner agreed to this objective, and
supplemented it by a plan which would include
lectures before the murals to students of
sociology and kindred subjects, and he further
pointed out the interest visiting penologists,

* Francine Tyler, "Artists Respond to the Great
Depression and the Threat of Fascism: The New York Artists’
Union and Its Magazine Art Front (1934-1937)" (Ph.D. diss.,
New York University, 1991), 291-93. Other studies that
assume that the Riker'’s prisoners were the intended audience
of the Shahn’s mural include Greta Berman, The Lost Years:
Mural Painting in New York City under the WPA/FAP, 1935-1943
(New York: Garland Publishers, Inc., 1978), 64-66, and
Carlisle, "A Biographical Study," 89-96. Regardless,
Berman’s work is a significant and groundbreaking study in
the then nascent field of New Deal scholarship.
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psychiatrists and other specialists in the field

of penal activities would find in the paintings.

It was also agreed that a fully descriptive

booklet would be prepared after the completion of

the painting, to be distributed not only to all

types of visitors, but to the inmates as well.*%
Ultimately, as I will argue, Shahn’s mural commands society
to treat prisoners in a humane manner, rather than bullying
prisoners into "toeing the line." Shahn places the burden
of reform on society and its institutions rather than on the
individual criminal. The artist’s interest in presenting
lectures before his mural and producing an accompanying
didactic booklet indicates the educational potential that he
envisioned for his work. Reform through action, not merely
decoration, motivated the artist.

The artist’s decision to focus primarily on prison
officials and visiting penologists, sociologists, and so
forth, tells much about his perception of the mechanics of
society. Through examining and then depicting how society
and prisons give rise to crime and recidivism, Shahn is

attempting to alter history. His work is a recognition that

the individual--free or incarcerated--is shaped by social

** Lou Block and Ben Shahn to Audrey MacMahon, 16 April
1935, Lou Block Papers. In a letter to LaGuardia dated 10
December 1934 (Fiorello LaGuardia Papers, Municipal
Archives, New York City), the artists wrote: "We would also
like to point out that these murals are not directed to the
inmates of the penitentiary but, in accordance with the plan
of Commissioner MacCormick, are intended to visualize for
visitors, especially visiting penologists and students of
sociology, the problems which have been set forth in this
series of murals."
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forces and institutions. Although concerned with the
individual humanity of each prisoner, he pushes the
sentimental aside to attack the system.

Ben Shahn and Lou Block, who had also assisted Diego
Rivera on Man at the Crossroads, cooperatively conceived and
proposed the ill-fated mural for Riker’s Island
Penitentiary. Artists who were employed by the Federal Art
Project of the Works Progress Administration (WPA/FAP) were
given a handbook detailing Rivera’s fresco technique, yet
Shahn and Block were fortunate to have acquired the skill
directly from the master. Shahn and Block prepared the
commission as a pair, traveling and researching together,
but then neatly divided the mural into two distinct parts.
Shahn picked opposing walls in a prison corridor leading to
the multipurpose room, one of whose functions was as the
prison chapel. Block selected the chapel itself for his
mural and planned fifteen panels on religion. His work was
to illustrate the "most important religious influences in
America, for their educational and devotional value to the
inmates of the institution"*’--a more abstract and
allegorical scheme than his partner’s narrative, realistic
investigation.

Audrey McMahon of the College Art Association, director

of the Temporary Emergency Relief Administration (TERA),

42 Lou Block to Wilbur Glenn Voliva, 4 March 1935, Lou
Block Papers.
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supported Shahn and Block’s plans.* Commissioner Austin
MacCormick, Department of Correction, New York City, awarded
them a one-year contract to research and prepare their work.
MacCormick arranged for the artists to visit various
penitentiaries throughout the state system to interview
prisoners and officials, photograph, and sketch (fig. 9).*
At each site, Shahn drew thumbnail sketches of the
prisoners, the wardens, guards, and the facilities, noting
impressions and factual details to incorporate into the
mural (fig. 10).** In a notebook Shahn wréte of the
quality of prison life that he directly witnessed, the
social causes of criminal activity, and avenues for reform,
referring to "hopelessness of getting employment when free,"
"roots of crime in tenements and poverty," "solitary," and

"quards who can only order but have forgotten how to

** Letters in the Lou Block Papers make it clear that
Block and Shahn conceived of doing a mural for a prison and
began presenting the idea in August 1933.

“ Philippa Whiting, "Speaking about Art," American
Magazine of Art 28 (August 1935), 492-93.

* For information on Shahn’s use of a camera and
photographs for planning the Riker’s project, see Charlotte
M. Mayes, "Three Government-Sponsored Murals by Ben Shahn
and Their Relationship to Documentary Photography of the
1930s" (M.A. thesis, Hunter College, 1987), 80-81.
According to Lou Block, this was the first time that Shahn
used a camera in preparing his paintings; the suggestion
came from Walker Evans.
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listen."** In these brief notes Shahn identifies the
social conditions that seemed to him to foster crime and the
inhumane conditions that prevent the imprisoned criminal
from reforming.

In addition to making his site visits, Shahn consulted
books on Jewish ethics for theoretical and historical
background. As a child in Lithuania, Shahn was schooled in
Jewish ethics; according to the artist’s wife Bernarda
Bryson Shahn herself an artist, he retained an
identification with these teachings. At the beginning of
the Riker’s proposal, Shahn reacquainted himself with the
texts that he had first studied in Lithuania.*’ 1In a
sketchbook he listed scholarly books and resources,
including texts on biblical and moral issues and on ancient
Hebraic laws and rulings, that he could read at the New York
Public Library. Samuel Mendelssohn’s study of ancient
Hebraic law and the Talmud refreshed Shahn’s knowledge of
rabbinic teachings. In it Mendelssohn wrote:

The system of criminal jurisprudence of the

Ancient Hebrews, as recorded in the Talmud and in

contemporaneous Rabbinic literature, was one which

enforced civil order and secured the safety and
peace of society by mildness and consideration,

‘¢ The notebook is in the collection of Ezra Shahn, New
York City, to whom I am grateful for sharing the material
with me.

%7 Bernarda Bryson Shahn, interview with Alejandro
Anreus, Roosevelt, New Jersey, 12 October 1993. I am
grateful to Alejandro Anreus for sharing the transcripts
with me.
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tempering justice with love of humanity.*®

According to ancient Hebraic law, clemency should be
pervasive. Every attempt should be made to acquit the
accused and save his life, for it is written in the Talmud
that "whoever occasions the destruction of a single life, is
as great a sinner as if he had destroyed the whole world;
and on the other hand, who so brings about the preservation
of a single life, is as meritorious as if he had preserved
the whole world."* In his Riker’s studies, Shahn
presents a humanistic and optimistic view of the
individual’s ability to reform if given the proper societal
and educational support.

In the early 1930s Shahn had easily shifted from
illuminating a Passover Haggadah to painting images in
support of Sacco and Vanzetti. In the Riker’s studies he
negotiated deftly between ancient Talmudic teachings and the
contemporary American penal system. For the latter, he
located visual sources within popular culture and the mass

media. By going to the movies, just like other Americans,

8 Samuel Mendelssohn, Criminal Jurisprudence of the
Ancient Hebrews (Baltimore: M. Curlander, 1891), 15-21.
Other books that Shahn consulted include William Bradford,
An Enquiry How Far the Punishment of Death Is Necessary in
Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: T. Dobson, 1793); James
Hastings, Dictionary of the Bible (New York: Charles
Scribner, 1924); and Coleman Phillipson, Three Criminal Law
Reformers (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, Ltd., 1923).

*? Mendelssohn, Criminal Jurisprudence, 21. The Talmud
is the literature of the Jews. It treats religious, civil,
and criminal law as well as history, mathematics, astronomy,
medicine, and metaphysics.
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Shahn learned about prison life from what have been called
"social-consciousness" films. During the early 1930s, the
"motif of imprisonment and entrapment was a popular one,"
represented by such titles as The Big House (1930), Ladies
of the Big House (1931), 20,000 Years in Sing Sing (1930),
and Convict’s Code (1930).°° In his sketchbook, Shahn made
a quick note to get stills from these films and others,
including the searing I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang
(1932) .%2

Directed by Mervyn Leroy and starriﬁg Paul Muni, I Am a
Fugative from a Chain Gang perfectly expressed the national
mood in 1932: desperation, suffering, and hopelessness
(fig. 11) .°* The film historian Andrew Bergman credits the
film with exposing chain gangs, inhumane prison punishment,

and unjust, racist Southern law, while breaking away from

¢ Andrew Bergman, We’re in the 