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Soyer prints at Grinnell

reflect a melanc

By ELIOT NUSBAUM
Register Art Critic

e GRINNELL, 1A, —
The power of the
print and its ability
4 to establish — even
i control — the mood
¥} of its environment is
. }amply demonstrat-
# ed by “Raphael Soy-
| er: Sixty-Five Years
. of Printmaking, Se-
* lections from the
Rirshhorn Museum and Sculpture
Garden.” The show is on exhibit
through next Saturday in the Grinnell
College Print and Drawing Study
Room, on the lower level of Burling
Library.

Soyer, 85, 13 a sensitive, contempla-
tive artist whose works reflect the
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world he grew up in: a world of pover-

ty and hunger, grayness and grime; It
was a melancholy place filled with
transients, bums and starving artists.
The prints that it inspired are filled
with life's cast-offs and are colorless

and melancholy -- occasionally self- -

consciously so.

Rather than comment overtly on
the human condition, Soyer allows his
models (many of whom are people he
found on the streets of New York City)
to assume natural poses and expres-
sions that reveal themselves and their
lives. In fact, many a8 model was asked

“Laundress” (1941-42, lithograph), by Raphael Soyer

holy world

-

to strike a pose of an attitude that Soy-
er had seen the person assume patu-
rally on the street.

Looking at such prints gives a so-
bering, somewhat sad feeling to the
viewer. Where an artist like Degas
(whom Soyer admires very much)
might have dressed up a similar scene
with studied, graceful lines and rich
pastel colerations, Soyer almost un.
dresses the scene, laying bare the
emotions- at the expense of beauty.
The trade-off 18 a gritty vision that
bestows a kind of nobility to his sub-
Jects, elevating them from “model” to
“real” person.

The irony of Soyer’s work is that by-
assuming natural poses his models ap-' -
pear to be candid, but Soyer seldom
worked spontaneously. Yes, the poses
were natural, but the models’ trying to
recapture the moment seem to give

the scene an air of “artificialityIn'v

many cases, whole scenes from “real”’
life were re-created in the artist’s stu.--
dio by a few of Soyer’s regular models.
By intellectually distancing himself
from the street scene this way, Soyer
achieved a vision that, as catalog es-
saylst Frank Gettings notes, “never
carried a message that could be la-
beled socialist realism or even social
realism,” -~ o

Soyer’s vision, in fact, is remark-
ably consistent throughout tire 50-plus
prints covering 65 years of work in-
this show, which was organized by the
Smithsonian Institution Traveling Ex-
hibition Service,

OYER'S LARGE family
(there were six children in-
cluding bis twin brother
Moses) fled Russia in 1912
and, after a short stopover in Philadel-
phis, settled into-a life of poverty in
The Bronx. Soyer’s first etchings were
done in 1917 in his kitchen'on a sma]l
press he bought for $25. Those first
works, done with his brother Moges,
were quite crude yet ‘astonishingly
perceptive and subtle in their depic-
tions of individuals, -

The works were good enough to en- '

- courage the Soyer brothers to attend

art school — Raphael at the National
Academy of Design and Moses at ‘the
Educational Alliance. Raphael Soyer,
after feeling his way through different
styles (including a nalve peridd in the
late 19208), really hit his stride in'the
early 1930s. The artist’s control of -
light and isolation of subject matter
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the casual, natural poses begin to
show up at that time.

Although the techniques have im-
proved and the vision has been re-
fined, the style that emerged in the
early '30s Is pretty much the style Soy-
er bas stayed with to the preseot.
Comparing “Dancer,” done in 1980, to
“Girl at Table,” done in 1934, illus-
tratés this consisténcy. Both works
are ponjudgmental, almost mat-
ter-of-fact representations of young
women. In both, the subject is intro-
spective to the point of being cutward-
ly expressionless. Where we see a dif-
ference is in the execution of the work.
The later work Is accomplished with
far less effort and motion. Restraint is
the older-but-wiser artist’s tool.

Most of the works In this exhibition
are accompanied by comments from
Soyer in an interview with catal
Geltings: Of “Behind the Screen”
(1938), Soyer says: ‘I did this small
etching spoataneously in my stodio, Tt
has an intimate, informa) quality that
Degas coulq achieve more intelligent-
ty inhis worl: I fesd there = 2 littfe too
much darkness lu ny etching ™

(1933, lithograph), by Raphael Soyer

PHOTOS FROM SMITHSOMAN INSTITUTION
TRAYELING EXHIBITION SERVICE

KJ

The comments lend a depth not oniy
to our understanding of the artist bui
also to our understanding of his mod-
els, For example, he describes Gittel,
one of his favorite models and the sub-
rect of “Girl at Table,” as “a very in-
telligent girl, a sort of pre-flower-
child or radical: She danced in the
West Village. Unfortunately, she be-
came infected with a disease while she
was traveling in the hinterlands of In-
dia and never recovered. Two or threc
years ago, a few weeks before she
dled, she came to our apartment
Physically changed, she was frail and
emotional. A brilliant young woman.”

To understand most artists, you
don’t have to know anything about
thelr models, To understand Soyer, it
helps to understand his deep personal
concern for the individual personaljty
of each of his models (he is able to re-
count information aboat pearly all of
the people who modeled for him over
the 65 years). .

That, I think, is the key to under-
standihg Soyef’s visfon: personal con-

“cern for, If not personal involvement
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