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On the Cover

Ben Shahn (1898-1969), born into a Lithuanian family of Jewish craftsmen who im-
migrated to Brooklyn in 1906, became the most important artist in the social realist
movement of the 1930s (Marks, 1984, p. 772). The social realists portrayed people in
the environment in which they lived, often creating a biting but compassionate com-
mentary on social injustice. Well-trained and skilled as a lithographer, photographer,
illustrator, and classical artist, Shahn chose to make his art reflect contemporary life.
His first work of social criticism was a series of 23 gouaches in 1932 that conveyed the
tragedy of the trial of Sacco and Vanzetti. Shahn’s reputation as an internationally
known and respected artist grew steadily over the years—although in his last years he
was less often mentioned in the art world—and for much of his life he was in great
demand for magazine and advertising illustrations, theater backdrops, posters, mosaic
murals, and stained glass windows. He also lectured at a number of universities and
held the Norton Chair of Poetics at Harvard University in 1956.

Carpenters (Builders) on the cover is typical Shahn: Five strong men, with
beefy hands and short stocky bodies, appear against an almost Mondrian-like con-
struction. This is a calmer work than his social criticisms. He portrays these laborers
(who perhaps reminded him of his father) with a simple directness. Shahn said at the
University of Buffalo in 1951, “Of our fine art there are the two main streams, one
humanistic, necessarily asking the question, ‘to what end?’ greatly concerned with the
implications of man’s way of life; the other, the abstract and non-objective” (Barr,
1954, p. 162). Shahn, immersed in the first stream, advocated the human form as the
most expressive and powerful image and declared that he believed that “art—art of any

kind—can play a significant part in the reaffirming of man” (Marks, 1984, p. 775).
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