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Experience early 20th century New York at The Walters Art Museum's The Ashcan School: Scenes of Early 20th Century New York Life exhibit. The collection, showing through March 19th, is a long overdue introduction to the Ashcan School artists well known for their realistic portraits of inner city life among the working class in New York.The collection includes etchings, prints, watercolors and pastels. 

Standing in great contrast to the Impressionists who were extremely popular at that time, artists use earthy, even dull, colors. Their etchings catch the soot and deep worry lines on their subjects' faces. My favorite etching in this collection is John Sloan's Roofs, Summer Nights. The strange intimacy created between neighbors sleeping on the roof, seeing peoples' bodies slumped and careless in sleep, their hair curling in the humid heat of summer. The drawing depicts a public moment with an unobtrusive honesty. There are also several other etchings from Sloan's NYC life series in this collection.Yet, many critics found the Ashcan School artists' work vulgar. A famous cartoonist, Art Young, commented that their paintings and drawings were pictures of ash cans and girls hitching up their dresses on Horatio Street. And thus, the media and public dubbed the artists The Ashcan School. Some of these artists were also criticized for their modern style that broke away from conventional drawing and painting techniques.George Benjamin Luks has the most captivating style. His technique, characterized by rapidly applied, fluid strokes, commands the viewer's attention. My favorite piece by far was a graphite drawing called Central Park. Luks captures the worried gaze of an elderly woman sitting on a bench in Central Park. She slouches and sits with her knees apart in her long elegant coat and plumed hat. He is able to capture her sullen mood with only a few strokes.Luks developed his informal style and gift for rapid execution of visual reportage as a newspaper illustrator. Three other Ashcan School artists also worked in the same field. The artists capture a moment in time with a few calculated strokes rather than slow and polished technique. What is most fascinating to me as a New Yorker is how these pictures bring to life countless family stories. The Ashcan artists have captured moments impossible to relive. There is the social consciousness the artists evoke by showing what happens when a city grows beyond its capacity. Countless drawings and paintings illustrate the cramped living arrangements, poverty, and unsanitary conditions in the slums of New York City. Yet, there are also many unexpected moments of joy that Ashcan artists capture. Sloan's etching of neighbors sleeping side by side on the rooftop reminded me of a story my father once told. There is a sense of community and trust that exists in these scenes. In Jerome Myer's Near the Queensboro Bridge, the corner of Queensboro and Second Avenue almost seems quaint. There is no graffiti on the Queensboro Bridge and no trash cans overflowing on the corner. Yet, strikingly familiar is the line of store fronts, equally uniform in size, the cement sidewalk and the metal bridge sweeping out of view. The scene appears the virtually the same. Of course, the Ashcan artists' pursuit of realism also captured a city as it was rapidly changed by industrialization. There is a little boy standing on the sidewalk with an empty wheelbarrow. He seems out of place in this urban scene. There is no grass or dirt for him to carry in his wheelbarrow. The city street leaves the child with no place to play. 

For more information on The Ashcan School: Scenes of Early 20th-Century New York Life exhibit, go to: www.thewalters.org.

