Michael Lenson: Real and Surreal
 by Janet Marqusee 

In 1928, the 25 year old Michael Lenson was a struggling art student sharing a New York City flat with artists Louis Guglielmi (1906‑1956) and Gregorio Prestopino (1907‑1984). In that year Lenson’s life was to change dramatically when he was awarded the much coveted Chaloner Prize for Painting.

“It was fantastic, absolutely fantastic. All of a sudden my worries fell away and I was aboard ship. All my relatives who considered me a no‑good deficit . . . were waving farewell to me.” Thus the Russian born artist, who had come to America at the age of eleven, was able to return to Europe for four years of travel and study. Besides enrollment at the University of London’s Slade School and the Academie des Beaux‑Arts in Paris, Lenson also managed to visit and study art in Italy, Spain and the Netherlands.

During a 1964 interview with the Archives of American Art, Lenson discussed his early life. He emigrated from Galich, Russia in 1914 with his family (one sister and seven brothers, one of whom was the raconteur Sam Levenson). In 1919 he became a U.S. citizen when his father Hyman was naturalized. The next year he enrolled in the National Academy of Design.

I was a student. I was painting. I was doing whatever I could to pick up a dollar, just like everyone else . . . .We all roosted in a little place on 116th Street and Third Avenue, one of those condemned wooden houses where the pipes froze in the winter and there was no water at all. You’d wake up in the morning with snow on your blanket. It came in through the clapboards.

Then came the $10,000 Chaloner prize and an incredible opportunity. Lenson raved about the training he received at the Slade, which he considered the best school for draftsmen in Europe. After seven months of intensive study, he left for Paris, the Academie des Beaux‑Arts and extended travel in Western Europe. These four years laid the groundwork for Lenson’s superb draftsmanship and abiding interest in the art of the Renaissance.

Lenson returned to New York and his first one‑man exhibition at the Caz‑Delbo Gallery. Howard Devree, in a review of the show in the New York Times (April 30, 1933), noted of the young artist:

He stands at the beginning of a very promising career, without close allegiance to any of the great names or schools. Yet in the best sense of the word he is traditional . . . The best of his things strike a good working balance between [color and form]. His figure studies . . . show him at his best . . . His still life is restrained both in color and form  -  refinement without academicism. The portraits show a sympathy with the old masters of the French school and yet are thoroughly modern. His landscapes are well worked out and lighted. His later things give evidence of growing freedom in the use of clear, rich color and of gathering powers of simplification.

Margaret Breuning, another noted critic, said of Lenson’s work in her review in the New York Evening Post (May 1, 1933) that

He is a young artist who works in the tradition, particularly in his excellent portraits, but is finding a growing power to enrich tradition with personal expression . . . All the work has an integrty and soundness which warrant a belief in the artists’s future performance. 

Rave interviews, however, did not feed artists in those bleak Depression days. “My family had to see me through very tight situations. And then came the WPA.” 

.Although Lenson was clearly without means, he still couldn’t pass the “means” test needed for public assistance in the Federal Arts Project because his family had a going business and his older brother was a doctor. Never one to give up easily, he moved to New Jersey, stayed with friends and finally secured a place on the Arts Projects there. 

His first assignment was for a mural at the Essex Mountain Sanitorium in Verona, New Jersey. Though Lenson had assisted the English muralist Pauline Gill while abroad, he had never tackled a project of this size, 75 feet by 16 feet of uninterrupted wall. He proved to be a fast learner in the art and technique of  mural painting: sounding out the wall: gouging and filling in pockets; mounting the huge canvas; and researching the topic assigned by the government, “The History of New Jersey.” This was 1936, and the start of his major career as a muralist.

Before long, “the people in the office found out I had a tendency to talk, belonged to artists’ organizations [such as the left-wing American Artists Congress], held offices . . . and they began to use me to speak up for the WPA. Then they decided I was supervisory material, and made me Assistant State Supervisor in charge of the Mural and Easel Division.” 

Over the next seven years, Lenson not only supervised but was directly responsible for the design and execution of “The History of the Enlightenment of Man” at the Weequahic High School, Newark, New Jersey; in 1939, “New Jersey Agriculture and Industry” for the New Jersey Pavilion at the 1939 New York World’s Fair; and “The History of Newark” for the Newark City Hall in 1941. In 1942 Lenson won the Federal Arts Project competition for the mural “Mining” in the Mount Hope, West Virginia Post Office.

The subjects of these murals required a vast amount of research. Lenson discovered many fascinating and forgotten facts about the history of New Jersey.

There is a whole revolutionary history of New Jersey . . . very few people know that the first outbreak against the Crown took place in Newark. That for non‑payment of taxes a group of Newarkers was thrown into prison, and their friends stoned the jailhouse and liberated them, and then went to the courthouse and pulled the wigs off the judges. They threw British officials into jail . . .

Incidents like this presented wonderful opportunities and were utilized in the murals. Lenson’s work fro the WPA contributed not only to his education in the art of mural painting but also to a pride in and understanding of his adopted state. 

Review coverage was extensive. The Newark Evening News (April 5, 1939) quoted Lenson at the dedication ceremony for Weequahic High School mural: “Remember, we of the WPA are of the people and we are painting for you, the people.” The Newark Ledger (April 26, 1939) reported on the completion of murals for the World’s Fair, “This group of panels is one of the largest undertakings ever completed in this state. Michael Lenson and nine assistant project artists have completed this gigantic undertaking in the record time of six weeks.” In an article on the mural project, the Newark News (December 3, 1940) explained that “Art, the project leaders believe, should belong to everybody . . . Amidst its many manifestations, the project has no room for ivory towers.” The Atlantic City Press (March 29, 1941} quoted Lenson speaking to a capacity audience at the Art Festival Galleries: “A native American art of the highest caliber is developing under government stimulus . . . in making the country aware of its need for cultural expression, and, in consequence, the artist is now recognized as a creative and valuable force in the community.” 

In response to oft heard criticism of the WPA projects, Lenson told the interviewer from the Archives of American Art:

Of course there was some boondoggling, but for the ultimate good. We knew that we were doing something for the state that was without precedent . . .We were answering the needs of many areas that would never otherwise have been considered. It was a really remarkable period. Talents were discovered. We took men who would not otherwise have grown into artists at all, but given this opportunity . . . some of the best known artists in New Jersey got their beginning on the Project.” 

Lenson’s leadership role in the WPA and work on over fifteen murals did not prevent him from developing his easel painting. During this period his work was included in exhibitions at the American Artists Congress, The American British Art Center, Associated American Artists, Carnegie Institute, the Corcoran Gallery, the Newark Museum, The Newark Preparatory School, The Newark University Building, Midtown Galleries, and the Pennsylvania Academy, among others.

After the demise of the WPA Lenson returned to his studio and expanded his artistic horizons. He was appointed Director of the Newark School of Fine and Industrial Arts (1944‑46). Later he secured teaching positions at Rutgers University, Montclair Art Museum and Fairleigh Dickinson University.

In 1947, Lenson had a one-person exhibition at the Bonestell Gallery on 57th Street in NYC. The reviews were positive: “a superb draftsman, who can organize many figures into a well‑integrated animated and rhythmically free composition, who uses light and texture structurally to knit his designs together, and who has a warm and sympathetic approach” (New York World Telegram, February 1, 1947}; “Lenson has a sound grounding in Renaissance painting. Accomplished portraits, a sculptural figure subject and group compositions, rather in a mural vein” (New York Times, February 2. 1947); “Michael Lenson, a mural painter with a substantial record. . . . his particular genius seems to be for grouping figures . . . Color is always good.” (New York Sun, January 31. 1947 ); “Lenson has done some forceful canvases” (New York Herald Tribune, February 2, 1947). 

Summers were spent with his family at Yaddo, the Saratoga Springs, N.Y. colony for artists, writers and musicians. Parables and proverbs provided stimulating subject matter for many of the works included in a major exhibition at the Laurel Gallery in New York in 1950. Some of the paintings shown here had also been exhibited the previous year at the Carnegie Institute’s show of contemporary American art (1949). Art Digest (February 5, 1950) in its review of the Laurel show noted that the works “. . .are highly expressive and satisfying paintings. Not to be overlooked are Lenson’s sensitive beautiful line drawings.” Art News’s review of the same show mentioned his “careful, brilliant technique.” The New York Times (February 5, 1950} noted his “strong literary and emotional flavor” and the Sunday Compass (January 29. 1950) said  “Folklore proverbs transformed into dramatic contemporary comments are . . . refreshing themes . . . Lenson’s technique is smooth, detailed, highly skilled. At his best, the compositions are vividly dramatic.”

Another one‑person show followed at Kende Galleries in New York City in 1951. The New York Times reviewer (December 14, 1951) called the paintings “witty” and noted that “A good deal of imagination goes into these paintings which move from reality to fantasy with the professional ease of ballet dancers.”

From 1955 until his death in 1971 Michael Lenson was, as a reg¡ular contributor to the Newark Sunday News, “Jersey’s most distinguished art critic” in the words of scholar William H. Gerdts.

During these later years Lenson continued to paint and exhibit. In 1970 he was honored with a retrospective at the Montclair Museum. In 1986 a memorial exhibit was held at William Patterson College in New Jersey.

Although Lenson’s artistic vision is personal and unique it reflects the tumultuous artistic decades through which he matured. His early studies in Europe taught him the values of the old masters, lessons he never abandoned. American artists in the 1930s, 40s and 50s were exposed to and influenced by many modernist ideas. What we see in Lenson is a confluence of the various modes of traditional painting with modernist ideas, particularly cubism and surrealism. 

The 1930s in America was the decade of Social Realism and Lenson, like many of his peers, took up the call for the reform of society’s ills. Initially realism seemed to be the natural mode for such concerns; in this social context, abstraction seemed irrelevant. However, for Lenson, realism alone was inadequate. In surrealism he found a means of expressive distortion which could merge with Social Realism; it fostered in his work a new daring and enhanced emotional power. Allegory, symbolism, dream-like free association, mordant or witty juxtapositions offered Lenson new idioms to express his overriding humanitarian concerns. Like many American artists of the 1940s (and after) who adopted European modernist ideas, Lenson was not concerned with the text book esthetics often associated with them. He employed and adapted these techniques to add new dimensions to his realism and to provide a broader range of pictorial possibilities.

The paintings . .  are the oeuvre of an artist committed to the traditions of renaissance painting, but ever eager to explore and experiment with new modes. A serious artist, never one to pander to fashion, he was constant in his dedication to the premise that his art was about people and ideas.

Whether working in the large scale mural format or in the more intimate dimensions of easel painting, Lenson embraced complexity in both form and content. His paintings do not yield all their meanings at first glance but repay prolonged attention. His is a challenging and enduring art, emotionally powerful but never sentimental.
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