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Artist Raphael Soyer (1899-1987), whose Russian Jewish family settled in Manhattan in
1912, was devoted to painting people in their everyday urban lives. He came to be
known especially for his representations of city workers and the down-and-out, and for
his portraits of himself and his friends. Although Soyer never identified himself as a
"Jewish artist," Samantha Baskind, in the first full-length critical study of the artist,
argues that his work was greatly influenced by his ethnicity and by the Jewish
American immigrant experience. Baskind examines the painter's art and life in the rich
context of religious, cultural, political, and social conditions in the twentieth-century
United States. By promoting an understanding of Soyer as a Jewish American artist,
she addresses larger questions about the definition and study of modern Jewish art.
Whereas previous scholars have defined Jewish art simply as art produced by people
who were born Jewish, Baskind stresses the importance of an artist's cultural identity
when defining ethnic art. As Baskind explains how Soyer negotiated his Jewish identity
in changing ways over his lifetime, she offers new strategies for identifying and
interpreting Jewish art in general. Her analysis of Soyer's work places the artist in a
necessary context and provides a valuable new approach to the study of modern
Jewish art.
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