
Stuart Davis, "The Artist Today," 1935*

This article deals with the artistic, the social, and the economic situation of the 
American artist in the field of fine arts, regarding the situation in the broadest 
possible way, and does not intend to stigmatize individuals except as they  are the 
name-symbols of certain group tendencies.

The most superficial contact with artists makes it clear that the artist today  is in a 
state of confusion, doubt, and struggle. He is not alone in his plight but has the 
respectable company  of business men, chambers of commerce, politicians, con-
gresses, presidents, and supreme courts. In short, the artist participates in the 
world crisis.

The immediate past of the 
American fine-artist was briefly 
as follows—he came in gen-
eral from families of the lower 
middle class who could afford 
to send their children to art 
school, in many cases to 
European schools. These 
schools were, in their nature, 
schools of the middle class, 
and it is also generally true 
that the art taught in these 
schools was oriented towards 
the middle class. Conse-
quently  the work of the future 
artists was supposed to be 
absorbed by  that class through 
the appropriate commercial channels. This does not mean, of course, that the 
middle class as a whole were art patrons; it means that the upper strata of the 
class, who were the wealthy  art buyers, still retained their lower-middle-class 
psychology and were qualitatively one with the class as a whole in culture.

Thus the artist exercised his talents within the framework of the middle-class cul-
ture. Still-lifes, landscapes, and nudes were the chief categories of subject mat-
ter, and the artists competed freely  against each other for originality  within this 
framework of subject material. In addition, there were of course the different 
schools of theory and method such as the impressionists, the post impression-
ists, the Cezanneists, the Cubists, the Surrealists, and always the reactionary 
Academy in different forms. The commercial contact of the artist was through the 
art dealer and gallery  and the private patron, as well as the museum, which is 
really a collective of art patrons conditioned by the art dealer.

It follows, then, that the artist of the immediate past was an individualist, progres-
sive or reactionary, in his painting theory, working within the framework of middle-
class culture with a subject matter acceptable to that culture and marketing his 
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product through channels set up by  the middle class. His economic condition in 
general was poor and he was badly exploited by art dealer and patron alike.

For those unaware of this exploita-
tion, I will briefly  specify. The dealer 
opened shop with a free choice of 
the field for his stock in trade. His 
stock cost him nothing but promises, 
and these promises were not prom-
ises to pay, but promises of a vague 
future of affluence to the unorgan-
ized and wildly  competing artists. In 
many cases the artists were actually 
forced to pay  gallery  rent, lighting 
and catalogues and advertising costs 
in return for the promises of the 
dealer. In addition, commissions of 
from a third to a half and more were 
charged for sales. In the few cases 
where certain artists were subsidized 
by  dealers the situation was not dif-
ferent in kind but only  in degree. 
What resulted? In each gallery two or 
three artists emerged as commercial 

assets to the dealer, and at that point a certain character was given to the gallery. 
This character was the result of the planning of the one-man and group exhibi-
tions around the works of the artists that time had shown to be the easy  sellers. 
The body  of artists of the gallery  were used chiefly  for window dressing and 
quantitative filler. In addition, the dealers carried variously  old masters, early 
American, folk art, etc., which they bought at bargain prices and sold at enor-
mous profit, frequently  to the exclusion of the work of the contemporary  artists 
they were supposedly  marketing. Art for profit, profit for everybody  but the artist. 
With the art patron and museum the situation is similar, free choice without re-
sponsibility, but there is the additional feature of social snobbery. Artists are sub-
sidized with the hope of financial gain on a statistical basis; a number are picked 
for low subsidy  with the hope that one of them will bring home the bacon, finan-
cially  speaking. There is also the desire of the patron to be regarded as an out-
standing person of culture among his fellow traders, social snobbery, or in cases 
of extreme wealth, the ability  of the patron to add the prestige of charity  to the 
excitement of gambling. For these reasons the term "badly  exploited" surely  ap-
plied directly to the artist.

This is a factual description of the social-economic relation of the artist body  to 
society as a whole in the immediate past, and of course today as well.

Today, however, there are certain developments which are peculiar to the time 
and which directly affect the artist in his social-economic relations. They are: (1) 
Federal, State, and Municipal Art Projects; (2) street exhibitions and art marts; (3) 
the Mayor's Committee of One Hundred in New York City, appointed over the 
protests of the artists, whose supposed function is the creation of a Municipal Art 
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Center; (4) suppression and destruction of murals, as in the case of Diego Riv-
era, Alfaro Siqueiros, and Ben Shahn, and the Joe Jones affair in Missouri; (5) 
gallery  rackets, self-help plans, such as the Artists' Aid Committee in New  York, 
artists' and writers' dinner clubs, five- and ten-dollar gallery  exhibitions, etc.; (6) a 
rental policy for all exhibitions as adopted by  the American Society  of Painters, 
Sculptors, and Gravers, and the refusal of museums and dealers to accept it; and 
(7) the organization of the Artists' Union of New York and the "firing" of members 
for organizational activities on the projects.

These events and others are not isolated phenomena peculiar to the field of art. 
They  are reflections in that field of the chaotic conditions in capitalist world soci-
ety  today. The artist finds himself without the meagre support of his immediate 
past and he realizes now, if not before, that art is not a practice disassociated 
from other human activities. He has had the experience of being completely 
thrown overboard and sold out by  art dealer and patron, and his illusions as to 
their cultural interests are destroyed. He realizes now that the shallowness of cul-
tural interest of his middle-class audience was retroactive on his own creative 
efforts, resulting in a standard of work qualitatively low from any  broad viewpoint. 
Looking about him, he sees sharp class distinction, those who have, and those 
(the great majority) who have not. He recognizes his alignment with those who 
have not—the workers.

With these realizations the artists of New  York have taken certain actions. They 
organized the Artists' Committee of Action and undertook a struggle for a Munici-
pal Art Gallery  and Center, administered by  artists. Mass meetings and demon-
strations were held. The mayor of the city, La Guardia, refused to see their dele-
gations, gave them the runaround and finally  appointed a Committee of One 
Hundred to plan a municipal gallery  and center. This committee was appointed 
without consulting the artists and is composed for the most part of names of so-
cially  prominent people who have no conception of the problems involved. Their 
first act was to hold an exhibit in a department store, their idea of solving the art-
ists' problem. Most of those invited to exhibit withdrew their work from the walls 
on the opening day  in protest, and the whole story  with photographs, phoned in 
to papers by reporters on the spot, was killed in the press because the depart-
ment store was a big advertiser. After this farcical first step the Committee of One 
Hundred went into temporary retirement and is now planning some summer fes-
tival, another attempt to give the present administration of the city  credit for pa-
tronizing the arts without doing it.

The formation of the Artists' Union over a year ago is an event of greatest impor-
tance to all artists. With a present membership of thirteen hundred artists, the 
Union invites all artists to membership, and locals in other cities are being 
formed. The most direct action taken by  the Union has been on the Municipal Art 
Projects. Over three hundred art teachers, painters, and sculptors are employed, 
a small fraction of those needing employment. Those employed have the neces-
sity  of proving themselves paupers before they  are eligible and after employment 
are often badly  misplaced in regard to their best abilities. All organization by the 
artists on these projects is frowned upon by  the administration, which subscribes 
to the ancient adage that paupers cannot be choosers. The administration is 
wrong; paupers today  can choose when they  are organized, and through their 
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Artists' Union they 
have won some rights, 
have had "fired" mem-
bers reinstated, and 
through their picket 
lines have shown the 
authorities that they 
are not to be kicked 
around at will. They 
fight steadily  for in-
crease in projects, 
a g a i n s t l a y - o f f s , 
against time and wage 
cuts, for genuine social 
and unemployment 
insurance, for trade 
union unity, against the 
degrading pauper's 
oath on the projects, 
and for free expression 
in art as a civil right. 
Through their struggles 
in the Artists' Union the 
members have discov-
ered their identity  with 
the working class as a 
whole, and with those 
organized groups of 
artist-craftsmen such 
as woodcarvers and 
architectural modelers 
and sculptors in par-
ticular. With this reali-
zation a morale has developed which grows in spite of the efforts of the admini-
stration and its agents to break it. Exhibitions of the work of the members of the 
Union during the past winter showed a quality  comparable in every  way with the 
gallery  exhibitions. This quality  will change and improve, for reasons I will give 
later. The Artists' Union has an official organ, The Art Front, which has been 
widely  hailed as the most vital art magazine in the country, with critical articles of 
high quality. The slogan of the Union, "EVERY ARTIST AN ORGANIZED ART-
IST" means something which no artist can afford to disregard. Negotiations are 
now under way  for the entrance of the Union into the American Federation of La-
bor.

The question of the civil right of free expression is a vital one today  for the artists. 
It affects his life as a man and as an artist. Fascism is a powerful trend in the cur-
rent political world set-up. Fascism is defined by  the Methodist Federation for 
Social Service as "the use of open force (against the workers) by  big business." 
We have seen it at work in Germany  and Italy, and one of its first acts is the sup-
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pression of freedom in the arts. Schools are closed; artists, scientists, and intel-
lectuals are driven into exile or thrown into concentration camps. Culture in gen-
eral is degraded and forced to serve mean and reactionary nationalistic ends, 
and the creative spirit of the artist is crushed ruthlessly. Such trends exist in this 
country, as any  newspaper reader knows, and already  individuals and small 
groups have committed Fascist-like acts of suppression, for ideological and po-
litical reasons. The destruction of the Rivera mural, the Siqueiros murals in Los 
Angeles, the suppression of the Ben Shahn and Lou Block mural for Riker's Is-

land Penitentiary  in New York by Jonas Lie of the Municipal Art Commission are 
examples. No artist can afford to remain complacent in the face of these and a 
thousand other similar cases, nor can he feel that they do not concern him di-
rectly. Organization by  the artists and cooperation with the organized workers is 
the only method to fight these attacks on culture.

The question of quality  interests artists. They  say, "Yes, we agree with your ideas 
of organization, but what standards have you? We can't have everybody  in a Un-
ion who calls himself an artist. We have a standard and we resent the implication 
that our standard of quality  is unimportant in the type of organization you say  is 
necessary  for artists." The answer to this point is as follows: A work of art is a 
public act, or, as John Dewey  says, an "experience." By definition, then, it is not 
an isolated phenomenon, having meaning for the artist and his friends alone. 
Rather it is the result of the whole life experience of the artist as a social being. 
From this it follows that there are many "qualities" and no one of these qualities is 
disassociated from the life experience and environment that produced it. The 
quality  standard of any  group of artists, such as the National Academy of Design 
for example, is valid for the social scheme of that group only. Its "world validity" 
depends precisely  on the degree to which the life-scheme of the group of artists 
is broad in scope. We have, therefore, little qualities and big qualities. Any  artist 
group which seeks to isolate itself from broad world interests and concentrates 
on the perpetuation of some subclassifications of qualitative standard is by defini-
tion the producer of small quality. For such a group to demand that all artists 
meet this static qualitative concept is of course absurd. Art comes from life, not 
life from art. For this reason the question of the quality of the work of the mem-
bers of the Artists' Union has no meaning at this time. The Artists' Union is initiat-
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ing artists into a new social and economic relationship, and through this activity  a 
quality  will grow. This quality  will certainly be different from the quality  standard of 
any member before participation in union activities and will take time to develop. 
As the social scheme of the Union is broad and realistic, directly  connected to life 
today in all its aspects, so we confidently  expect the emergence of an aesthetic 
quality  in the work of the members which has this broad, social, realistic value. 
Therefore, an artist does not join the Union merely  to get a job; he joins it to fight 
for his right to economic stability  on a decent level and to develop as an artist 
through development as a social human being.

* From American Magazine of Art (New York), XXVIII (August 1935), 476-78, 506.
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