Will the Real Janet Sobel Please Stand Up?
by Libby Seaberg

| first heard of the artist Janet Sobel in 1998, thirty years after her death. She was
being cited because of her work’s connections to her contemporary Jackson Pollock’s,
and because | had never heard of her before, and she was a woman, | decided |
wanted to know more about her and her art.

As a New York—born artist and art historian who had written her master’s essay
on Marc Chagall’s book illustrations under Meyer Schapiro’s supervision, | was drawn
even more to learning about Janet Sobel’s personal history when | learned that, like
members of my family, she had emigrated to New York City from Eastern Europe—in
fact, from the same region as Chagall—and that in mid-life, with no training, she had
become not merely a well-regarded exhibiting artist in the 1940s, but one whose
occasional examples of poured and fluid all-over abstraction slightly predated and
possibly influenced Pollock’s own development.

With these facts to propel me, | undertook what became a fairly lengthy search
for reliable information about Janet Sobel, a search that included my study and
evaluation of other writings about her and then the investigation of primary sources
that could corroborate more accurate information about her life and career. When |
went as far as | could in this search, | decided to create this Web site to present my
findings.

| would have loved to accompany this site with the authorized reproduction of
Sobel’s painting Milky Way, which is in the collection of the Museum of Modern Art
and is one of her best-known works, particularly because one of the few monographic
articles about Janet Sobel, in the Spring/Summer 2005 issue of the Woman’s Art
Journal, did reproduce this painting but incorrectly identified it as her painting Music.
Unfortunately, representatives of Sobel’s estate would not grant me the necessary
permission to reproduce Milky Way, Music, or, indeed, any of her works here, despite
my willingness to pay the considerable costs of doing so. If there are any
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reproductions of Sobel’'s works accompanying this site, they shown here only as links
to their reproduction on other Internet sites, and, of course, they can be removed by
and from those other sites at any time.

Despite this obstacle and to help overcome it, | am pleased to make the results
of my research into Janet Sobel’s biography available here. As you will discover, | have
not been able to find all of the documentation | have sought, especially of her early
history; | hope that others will be able to build upon what | have found and add
correctly to our knowledge of this intriguing artist. | hope, too, that | am not being too
naive in wishing that her vivid and intensely felt body of work, which is often not related
to Jackson Pollock’s, becomes better known by, and not merely marketed to, the
generations of viewers who are just hearing her name for the first or second time.
Whether Janet Sobel is sold to the art public as an outsider or an insider, | hope that all
students of mid-twentieth-century American painting and even those who stand to
benefit most from her works’ increasing attention and rising prices are pleased that |
have given her life and, to a degree, her art, the fuller, more accurate delineations they
deserve.

To reach next text page, please click here.
To reach another page, please click “Contents page” below at left.
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Pollock’s radical new method of pouring, dripping, and
spattering paint emerged in 1947, but the poured passages in
these three abstract works from 1943 make it clear that he
had explored such possibilities years before. Already, in a
workshop in 1936, the Mexican painter David Siqueiros had
encouraged Pollock to fling, pour, and spatter paint. Pollock
could also have been aware of the use of poured or dripped
paint in the work of many other artists, from André Masson
and Joan Mir6 through Hans Hofmann and Janet Sobel.

I read the above words on a wall of the Museum of Modern Art’s
masterful Jackson Pollock retrospective in 1998. Although I had felt that I
was relatively well informed about which artists were Pollock’s
contemporaries, and particularly about the few women artists who were
admitted into the pantheon of first-generation abstract expressionism, I
had never heard of Janet Sobel. Intrigued by this lacuna in my idea of who
made up this remarkable group of New York artists, I set about trying to
find out more about her and her notable accomplishment, seemingly
carried out under the watchful gaze of what I then saw as an especially
clairvoyant group of art historians, who had never before imparted their
knowing understanding of this aspect of mid-twentieth-century art to me
before.

After consulting William S. Rubin’s article discussing, in part, the
influence of Janet Sobel’s all-over painting style on Jackson Pollock’s
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development' [please click on numerical superscripts to link to their respective
endnotes], I solicited additional information about Janet Sobel from Gary Snyder,
the art dealer representing Sobel’s art estate. Snyder provided me with photocopies
of numerous early news clippings and other documents about Janet Sobel; referred
me to Ann Eden Gibson’s then-recent, groundbreaking book Abstract
Expressionism: Other Politics;? and gave me telephone and written access to Sol
Sobel, Janet Sobel’s last-surviving child and greatest advocate, and to Sol’s equally
devoted wife, Leah Sobel. Snyder and the Sobels were initially very helpful in
providing me with information about Janet Sobel’s life and art career. To enlarge my
knowledge of some newer critical perspectives on abstract expressionism and the
part that Janet Sobel and others played in those perspectives, I also turned to the
writings of Jeffrey Wechsler3 and Deborah A. Goldberg,+ in addition to the just-
mentioned Ann Eden Gibson,> for their information and insights, published in the
1990s.

In his catalog essay, Jeffrey Wechsler wrote that Janet Sobel’s
biography is simplicity itself.”® Wechsler then quoted William Rubin’s 1967 article
(cited in my preceding paragraph) to elaborate on his thought:

[13

relevant

Born in Russia in 1894, Mrs. Sobel came to America at the age of fourteen,
married, had five children, and was a grandmother when she began to
paint in 1939.7
I have found, however, that Janet Sobel’s biography, though short, is
anything but simple. Although it is true that she was born in Russia in the last
decade of the nineteenth century, that she was married, the mother of five
children, a grandmother when she began to paint, probably in 1939, and that she
died on November 11, 1968,° very little, particularly about her early life, is
definitely known about her. Since her death, much of what has been written about
her life has been recounted or corroborated by her son Sol and his wife, Leah.
Unfortunately, Sol Sobel, who was eighty years old when I first spoke to him, said
that he no longer had his older brother Bernard to provide him with the missing
facts about their mother’s life that his brother knew and Sol did not remember.
When Sol Sobel became reluctant or unable to continue to answer my questions
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about his mother, I concluded that I had to find reliable primary sources that
could clarify the often conflicting details that I had read or been told about Janet
Sobel’s life. I continued this study steadily until 9/11 temporarily made current
events in New York City more urgent to me than those of the New York art world
of the 1940s and 1950s, and my research at the heavily guarded New York office of
the National Archives became more difficult.

The first document I located and retrieved, from the New York City
Department of Records and Information Services in the Municipal Archives, was
a copy of Janet and Max Sobel’s marriage certificate, which Sol and Leah Sobel
told me they did not have.® The certificate showed that Sol’s parents, then Jennie
Wilson and Max Zebulsky, had married on June 9, 1910, and it provided other
bits of personal information about the couple. Then Gail Levin wrote the essay for

the 2003 exhibition catalog Inside Out: Selected Works by Janet Sobel.'° Levin
followed that essay with her 2005 portrait of Janet Sobel in the Woman’s Art
Journal [WAJ]," which repeated and enlarged her 2003 catalog essay and
attempted to correct some of its errors. When I resumed my study of Janet Sobel’s
life, I saw that my research led me to factual conclusions often very different from
Gail Levin’s and occasionally from those of previous writers, and much of this
article will discuss the instances in which I think these writers have not reported
on Janet Sobel’s life and achievement accurately.

Foremost among these instances, because it diminishes our knowledge of
Sobel’s art even more than of her life, is Gail Levin’s mistake in identifying and
describing two of Sobel’s most significant and exhibited abstract works—the
paintings Music (1944) and Milky Way (1945). Milky Way, which is almost twice
the size of Music, is now in the collection of the Museum of Modern Art, given to
it by Sobel’s family in 1968. Unfortunately, the disappearance of these two
paintings from public view for so many years made it very difficult to discover
Levin’s and/or the Woman’s Art Journal’s error, and it was only because I had
very recently obtained a reproduction of Milky Way from the Museum of Modern
Art’s rights and reproduction agent, Art Resource, that I was able to realize that

Contents page << >> page 6

All texts copyright © Libby Seaberg, 2009



Will the Real Janet Sobel Please Stand Up?

color plate 5 of Levin’s article in the WAJ was identified as Music, but is actually a
very bad reproduction of Milky Way.

The importance of this misidentification becomes clear in Levin’s attempt to
map the route by which Jackson Pollock became acquainted with, if not
influenced by, Janet Sobel’s all-over abstract style, for Levin writes, “We can be
sure, too, that Pollock knew Sobel’s Music, for it appeared as a full-page color
reproduction that year [1944] in Sidney Janis’s Abstract & Surrealist Art in
America.”* Although Pollock knew Music, we are not assured that Levin did;

Mausic’s caption to plate 5 of her article in the WAJ says that the painting’s
location is unknown and that its photo’s source was Janis’s Abstract & Surrealist
Artin America. (A double check of Abstract & Surrealist Art in America verifies
that it did reproduce Music, on page [96], and provided, on the facing page, the
reproduction’s caption and Sobel’s statement correlating the feelings she derived
from hearing Shostakovitch’s stirring music to those she wanted to instill in her
painting Music). As indicated above, Sobel’s Milky Way was painted in 1945 and
could not have been reproduced in Abstract & Surrealist Art in America, which
was published in 1944. Levin also tells us that Pollock saw Sobel’s first solo
exhibition (1944) at Manhattan’s Puma Gallery, on Fifty-Seventh Street, and that
Music was featured in that exhibition, although the painting was not on the
show’s checklist.’3 Levin mentions that a 1944 review in the Brooklyn Eagle

reported on the exhibition of Sobel’s latest painting, Music.'* This review was
probably a Brooklyn Eagle article dated April 25, 1944, one day after her opening
at the Puma Gallery. Clippings of this article, provided me by Gary Snyder,
contain a photograph of, its caption says, Sobel explaining her painting Music to
the Puma Gallery’s director, Fernando Puma. However, the Brooklyn Eagle, like
the Woman’s Art Journal, identifies another wrong painting—in this case a
figural one, crowded with clothed and some unclothed women and men, pressed
against each other and against the landscape beside and behind them—as Sobel’s
Music.

Now that we know that Levin has mistaken Milky Way for Music, we can
only be baffled by Levin’s sentence in the WAJ that reads: “Given the prominent
exhibition history documented for Sobel’s Music, with its dripped enamel paint in
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an all-over pattern, it is not surprising that Milky Way, which quite closely
resembles Music, recommended itself to [William] Rubin for acquisition.”5
Which of Sobel’s paintings is Levin describing? Although the misnamed color
reproduction of Milky Way (plate 5 in Levin’s WAJ article) looks like Sobel
painted the entire work with a glaze of brown gravy, the reproduction of the
painting provided by Art Resource shows Sobel’s much more piquant, light-filled
approach to surface and form. In Art Resource’s reproduction, barely connected
pink, pink gold, whitened blue, and delicate black webs and arabesques enliven
the violet, deep red, brown, and varying blue grounds beneath them, and there is
a definite sense that the colored forms differ in their depth and distance from one
another.

Although both paintings are abstract, the surface of the real Music is much
more integrated and uniform than is Milky Way’s, and it is hard to see a true
resemblance between them. Music’s patterns of light and dark, represented by
color areas similar in shape and size, are distributed almost equally across the
entire painting. With the exception of the narrow piece of green ground that
indicates a deeper space in its upper left, the painting seems to exist in a single
plane, in which weaving, flat strands and delicate clusters of yellow and green
light embroider a blackened field.

Turning now to the numerous distortions and errors in previous accounts of
Sobel’s life story, we find that in the sentences opening her WAJ article, Gail
Levin writes, “The feminist movement was already underway, when, in 1968,
William Rubin, a curator at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) traveled to
Plainfield, New Jersey, to meet Janet Sobel (1894-1968),”'° who “by then was
bedridden and near death....””” Here Levin insists, “Although [Clement]
Greenberg claimed in 1955 that Sobel was still ‘a housewife living in Brooklyn,’
she had long since relocated and her forwarding address might well have been
unknown.”® In fact, however, Gary Snyder had given me a photocopy of a letter
written to Janet Sobel on November 18, 1947, by Mark Rothko (see Documents
page). Rothko was writing to Sobel on Peggy Guggenheim’s behalf, asking Sobel
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to send him biographical information and other relevant material that he would
send to Peggy Guggenheim (Guggenheim had already closed her New York
gallery, Art of This Century, and moved back to Europe). Rothko’s letter was
addressed to Sobel’s Plainfield, New Jersey, address, which proves that someone
in the New York art world or, at least, its Peggy Guggenheim contingent, knew, as
far back as 1947, that Sobel was no longer living in Brooklyn.

Levin argues, “Except for Greenberg’s brief citation, Janet Sobel was for a
time completely forgotten by the New York art world.”"® However, the question
then arises, “How did William Rubin know where Janet Sobel lived in New Jersey
and what led Rubin to visit her there?” These questions apparently also occurred
to Janet Sobel’s son Sol, because he seems to have written a note to Clement
Greenberg asking him if it was he who had directed William Rubin to his mother
just before her death in 1968. In a postcard dated March 16, 1971 [photocopy of
this card provided to me by Gary Snyder and reproduced on Documents page],
Greenberg answered Sol Sobel, admitting that he had given “Bill Rubin his lead”
to Janet Sobel, and telling Sol that he would welcome a meeting with him;
Greenberg also gave Sol Sobel his phone number and home address (one
wonders, however, how Sol’s note reached Greenberg if Sol did not know
Greenberg’s address; the fact that Greenberg mailed Sobel a publicly accessible
postcard stating his home address and phone number also suggests how much
more open the New York art world was thirty-seven years ago than it is today.
Presumably, Sol Sobel had written to Greenberg after seeing his mother’s work in
the Museum of Modern Art’s exhibition Recent Acquisitions: Painting and
Sculpture, July 27—-September 13, 1970 (extended through October 18, 1970).2°

Although Janet Sobel’s exhibition history during her lifetime was relatively
short and straightforward, Levin confuses it when she writes, as if about two
different shows, “Sobel’s work had last been shown in ‘A Painting Prophesy’ at the
David Porter Gallery, Washington, D.C. in 1950,”*" and, in the same article, Levin
writes, “[Peggy] Guggenheim also encouraged Sobel to participate in a show
called ‘A Painting Prophecy, 1950’ being organized by her friend, the artist and
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dealer David Porter, at his gallery in Washington, D.C.Levin’s note 48 Sobel sent Milky
Way to the exhibition, which took place in early 1945.72> My own search of David
Porter’s publications turned up the reference listing Porter as the compiler of
Personal Statement, Painting Prophecy, 1950.23 Porter tells us that the personal
statements in this publication were “written by a group of artists whose paintings
had been invited to an exhibition entitled ‘A painting prophecy—1950’ first shown in
February, 1945, at The David Porter Gallery on G Place in Washington, D.C.”*4
Porter goes on to write that “the purpose of this exhibition is to suggest the existence
of an active group of artists in this country who, unconscious of one another’s
contribution, may be forming a new set of painting ideologies and a new school of
art, for which the war has been the catalytic agent. The exhibition also may be
considered a prophecy of a widespread understanding of this new kind of painting

five years hence.”?5

Levin also writes, in her WAJ article, that several months after Sobel
sent Milky Way to A Painting Prophecy—1950, on February 22, 1945,2¢ “Porter
wrote to Sobel while the show was on to indicate that her work was ‘bringing forth
some interesting comments,””27 and “invited her to send work for another exhibition,
‘The Women. ”28 Levin states that Porter, in a telephone conversation with her on
December 10, 2003, confirmed that the show called The Women “actually did take
place at his Washington, D.C. gallery in June 1945. Its earlier venues were Western
College, Oxford, Ohio (March 1945) and Mary Baldwin College, Staunton, Va. (May
1945).”29 Levin, however, does not tell us whether Porter told her that Sobel’s work
was shown in his gallery’s version of The Women.

Siobhan M. Conaty offers a somewhat different view of how The Women
originated.3° In her catalog essay to the 1997—98 exhibition Art of This Century: The
Women that she had guest curated, Conaty writes that the 1943 Exhibition by 31
Women at Peggy Guggenheim’s Art of This Century gallery,3! “paved the way for a
second show in 1945 simply called ‘The Women,” which Peggy Guggenheim

»32

organized herself.””” Gail Levin contradicts Conaty’s statement that Guggenheim
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alone organized The Women, writing, “When Guggenheim’s gallery presented the
1945 show, ‘The Women,’ in which Janet Sobel’s work appeared, the jury included,
besides Ernst and Guggenheim, Marcel Duchamp, André Breton, James Johnson

Sweeney, James Thrall Soby, and Howard Putzel.”?? Levin contends that this
information about a jury came directly from Peggy Guggenheim’s memoir;34 however,
Guggenheim wrote in her memoir that this jury selected the earlier, 1943, show
Exhibition by 31 Women;35 she barely mentions the 1945 show in her memoir, saying
simply that her gallery “also held several spring salons, gave another woman’s show,
two collage shows,...”3° Moreover, Levin’s note 43 incorrectly says that Guggenheim’s
memoir Out of This Century: Confessions of an Art Addict, was first published in
1946 and reprinted in 1979.37 Actually, Guggenheim’s 1946 memoir was called Out of
This Century: The Informal Memoirs of Peggy Guggenheim,3® and it was combined
with Guggenheim’s 1960 Confessions of an Art Addict to be published, generally with
real names rather than with its earlier pseudonyms, in 1979 as Out of This Century:
Confessions of an Art Addict.3° Conaty, however, writes that Peggy Guggenheim “had
been in correspondence with David Porter, a friend and fellow gallery owner in
Washington DC, about the development of another all-female show. David Porter was
working on a similar project for his gallery and the two shared ideas about the artists
chosen for their shows. In fact, many of the same artists exhibited in both shows, and
Porter recalled Guggenheim’s telling him, ‘your show is mostly my show, I should get
credit for it.’ Conaty’s note 22740 Conaty’s catalog confirms that Janet Sobel’s work was
exhibited in The Women at Art of This Century in 1945, but not in Conaty’s re-creation
of the exhibition in 1997—98.4!

In another reference to Sobel’s work Milky Way, Levin fails to clarify Sobel’s
exhibition chronology when she writes, “Until Milky Way was acquired by Rubin in
1968 and shown among the recent acquisitions at the Museum of Modern Art in 1970,
two decades had elapsed since Sobel’s work had been exhibited in New York City.42
Instead of citing here Sobel’s one-person show at Art of This Century in 1946, her
most recent exhibition in New York City, Levin writes that “Sobel’s work had last been
shown in ‘A Painting Prophesy’ at the David Porter Gallery, Washington, D.C. in
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1950,”43 giving the exhibition’s wrong date, and in Sobel’s solo show “at Swain’s Art
Store near her home in Plainfield, N.J.” in March 1962.44
Levin believes that it was Sobel’s “isolation in New Jersey, her gender, and her
allergies to paint [that] all contributed to her subsequent obscurity.”#> As Levin sees it,
the Sobels’ move to New Jersey in 1947 (which Levin mistakenly says took place in
1946)46 allowed the Sobel men to be closer to their factory in Perth Amboy, New Jersey,
“but Janet Sobel, who, like many women of her generation, had not learned to drive,
was now farther from New York and the art world.”#” Given the facts that Sobel’s second
solo exhibition in New York City, at Peggy Guggenheim’s famed gallery, Art of This
Century, took place early in 1946 and that Sobel’s radio interview by Bill Leonard on
CBS occurred in December 1946, it appears odd that Levin would contend that Sobel
moved to New Jersey in 1946, a year in which she was noticeably not isolated from the
New York art world. When Levin argues that Sobel’s gender was one of the three main
causes of her later obscurity, Levin does not really explain why Janet Sobel’s being a
woman ended her art world recognition except that it meant she could not drive.
However, when Janet began to work at the Sobel Brothers factory in Perth Amboy right
after her husband’s death in 1953, one must assume that she was able to travel regularly,
back and forth, between Plainfield and Perth Amboy despite her inability to drive.
What seems to me even more important for understanding Janet Sobel’s
motives for making art and possibly for explaining, in part, why the New York art
world abruptly forgot her work is contained in her statement that she sent to
Porter for the catalog of A Painting Prophecy, 1950: “I am interested in people
and everything that pertains to them.”4® Her statement is short, succinct, and
humanistic, but in it, Sobel unfortunately, does not identify herself as a visual
artist, and so the statement differentiates her profoundly from the artistic and
intellectual ambitions expressed in the statements of the exhibition’s twenty-one
other artists, who included Robert Motherwell, Stuart Davis, William Baziotes,
Adolph Gottlieb, Jackson Pollack [sic], Louise Bourgeois, I. Rice Pereira, Jimmy
Ernst, and Mark Rothko.*° Sobel’s statement, however, shows a remarkable
congruance with the humanistic title of a book that first appeared in 1952, Life Is
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with People: The Culture of the Shtetl, which Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, a
New York University professor, writes “was the first major anthropological study
of East European Jewish culture in the English language.”° In contrast to others,
I would even argue that Janet Sobel’s fame in the early and mid- 1940s came
about because she was a woman, especially one whose very homey domesticity
was so different from the public’s ideas of what the typical avant-garde artists
then coming to prominence—like Jackson Pollock—were like.5! It may also be
true that during World War II, when American men were more likely to be
serving in the armed forces and overseas, it was easier for a woman to receive
recognition for working in a factory or as an artist and doing a “man’s job.”
Beyond her work’s artistic qualities, the press was intrigued that so conventional
a woman—a matronly, plump, unpretentious, middle-aged, middle-class Jewish
Brooklyn mother of five, a grandmother, a housewife, who had no art training
and who had begun to make art only in the past five or six years—was so gifted
and original an artist. However, Sobel never had to seek out the interest and
support of members of the New York art world and cultural hierarchy on her
own; she was very fortunate that her son Sol so energetically showed his mother’s
artworks to his own art teachers and to prominent individuals like Sidney Janis,
who at the time was known as a collector and art writer and had not yet opened
his gallery; and to the philosopher and educator John Dewey.

Sol also introduced his mother to her fellow Ukrainian émigré, the famed
artist Marc Chagall. In her 2005 article, Levin writes that Janet Sobel met
Chagall in his studio after Chagall had escaped from Europe to New York in 1941.
Levin notes, as did Sol Sobel, who told Levin of this meeting, that his mother and
Chagall “spoke Russian together,” not their other shared language, Yiddish, and
the two emigrant artists also shared “Russian culture ... and a love of music.”* In
Franz Meyer’s massive monograph on Chagall—Meyer’s father-in-law—Meyer
explains why Chagall chose to speak in Russian rather than in Yiddish: “Although
Chagall and his brothers and sisters still spoke Yiddish with their parents, among
themselves and in the street they spoke Russian,” and “the family had given up

the use of their Jewish names.”>® Moreover, after leaving his Jewish elementary
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school, Chagall was able to attend “the public school, where lessons were taught in
Russian.”>* Less charitably, Levin quotes a Chagall biographer who mocked Chagall for
not learning any English during his stay in America and for becoming even more
Russian the longer he stayed in the United States.>> In his own defense, Chagall
countered such criticism with, “It took me thirty years to learn bad French. I still have
time for English.”5¢

Janet Sobel’s indefatigable champion, her son Sol, also introduced his mother’s
work to Max Ernst, who, in turn, showed Janet Sobel’s work to Peggy Guggenheim, to
whom Ernst was married from 1942 to 1946 57 Perhaps Janet Sobel’s art career thrived

only through the mid-1940s because she was so dependent on her son’s efforts and the
efforts of these prominent and influential individuals to foster her career that she never
had to fight on her own behalf. By the time that the sculptor and writer Waylande
Gregory interviewed Janet Sobel in her Plainfield home for their town’s local New
Jersey newspaper in 1962,5% two months before her last exhibition during her lifetime,
he reported that she lived in “a great-pillared, Georgian Colonial mansion...among
classic cornices, Hellenic porticos, a great winding staircase and many tropical and
exotic plants. She is 69 and here in this huge house of 23 rooms surrounded by an
avalanche of her own paintings, she lives, attended by two maid companions.”s® In that
same newspaper’s obituary nine years earlier of Sobel’s husband, Max,°° we are told
that Max was survived by his wife, Janet Wilson Sobel; their four sons, all living at four
addresses of this huge house; and their daughter, Mrs. Robert Boss, of South Orange.®!
Although the Sobels moved from Brighton Beach, Brooklyn, to the isolated suburban
quiet of a Plainfield, New Jersey estate, they seemed to need to impose their notion of a
crowded, almost shtetl-like settlement onto their new home. Last year, after reading
Waylande Gregory’s intriguing description of the Sobels’ luxurious Woodland Avenue
home in Plainfield, I tried to view this home more than thirty-five years after Gregory
had written about it. However, I discovered that the house, at the top of a steep hill, no
longer exists; the property is now the site of a development of fairly large single-family
tract homes. It would therefore be hard to imagine Janet Sobel receiving the same level
of human-interest media attention in 1962, as the widow of the wealthy president of a
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family-owned costume jewelry—manufacturing company employing more than two
hundred women as producers, stringers and attachers of artificial pearls,®? as she had as
a short, plump Brooklyn grandmother and housewife celebrated as an original, yet
completely untrained Surrealist and primitive painter in the mid-1940s. For example,
the Brooklyn Eagle headlined its 1944 article about Sobel’s “first one-woman show,” at
the Puma Gallery, as “Palette Packin’ Grandma to Open One-Man Art Show.”63
Obviously the Eagle’s headline writer, using the typical 1940s (and, sadly, even much
later—see William Rubin in 1967)%4 phrase for identifying all solo exhibitions as
masculine, was not the same person as the article’s better-informed author.

Steven Naifeh and Gregory White Smith tell us in their Pulitzer Prize—
winning yet controversial biography of Jackson Pollock that when she heard that
Pollock was being credited as the inventor of an all-over abstract “drip” painting
style, years after her solo show at Art of This Century, Janet Sobel called Sidney
Janis to complain that she and not Pollock should have been credited as the
founder of the style.®> However, Sobel does not seem to have announced her
painting discovery or defended her creative achievement publicly in any other
way.

Her over-protected, almost passive, and dependent behavior went beyond her
fighting for a publicly recognized artistic achievement. For example, her husband, Max,
was granted United States citizenship in 1922, the first year that a male immigrant’s
being awarded U.S. citizenship did not automatically confer U.S. citizenship on his
immigrant wife. Yet it appears that Janet Sobel never applied for American citizenship
in her own right, a fact that her son Sol, in his telephone conversation with me, was not
aware of, nor was he aware or able to admit that his mother had never voted. My search
of the relevant “List of Registered Voters for the Year 1941” for the Borough of Brooklyn
revealed that Sol Sobel and Max Sobel were the only residents of their building who
were registered to vote in the year that Janet Sobel was probably forty-seven or forty-
eight years o0ld.%6

Another aspect of Janet Sobel’s story is also enlightening. When her husband died
in 1953, Janet immediately began to work at Sobel Brothers, Inc., her husband’s
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company.®” With no evidence to confirm or negate the following hypotheses, I would
suggest that she felt it more important to help her late husband’s business continue its
postwar success bringing financial rewards and security to her family, their children,
herself, and the business’s many employees than to devote herself to the making and
selling of her artworks. Her son Sol was also hard at work in the family business,
which to him, too, was obviously a far greater and more dependable source of income
than his mother’s art career had proven to be. Perhaps Janet Sobel also believed that
working at Sobel Brothers enabled her to remain closer to her late husband and to
preserve his memory and, at the same time, as she had written eight years earlier, to
be “more interested in people and everything that pertained to them” than her full-
time painting and drawing alone in her mansion would allow her to be.

More than one reporter has written that Janet Sobel had long suffered
from a severe allergy to some ingredient in the paint she used, which Gail Levin
plausibly considers was one of the three reasons for Sobel’s plunge into obscurity
as an artist. We see that this allergy was mentioned in the 1946 Brooklyn Eagle
article titled “Critics Acclaim Boro Grandmother As Top Flight Surrealist
Painter.”¢8 Sixteen years later, Waylande Gregory, in his article of January 6,
1962, says that Sobel had to stop painting because of her allergy to the oil
pigments in her paint, and Gregory suggested to Sobel’s son Bernard that he
provide his mother with casein tempera paints, which rarely caused an allergic
reaction.®® Here we see another instance of someone treating Sobel like either a
child or a mentally incompetent or an invalid, advising her son, not Sobel
herself, to get the art materials she should use. Levin writes that Janet’s son Sol
told her that his mother got her enamel paint and some of her other art supplies
from the family’s jewelry and artificial pearl business.”® One can only wonder
whether Janet’s allergy may have been caused or worsened by her closeness to
the contents of the more than two thousand containers of acids, paint thinners,
and solvents that were later found and removed from Sobel Brothers’ inactive
production facility in Perth Amboy. This factory was named a Superfund
emergency site, requiring a cleanup at the cost of $610,000 between October 30,
1990, and December 27, 1991.7
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When Waylande Gregory interviewed Janet Sobel, he disclosed an important fact
in his resulting article: that Janet and her family had immigrated to America and New
York City before Max and his family had.”> My research of U.S. immigration records
revealed that Max Sobel (identified there as Mendel Cibulsky) and his father, Chaim
Cibulsky, arrived in New York City on the SS Campania on July 14, 1906. Sol Sobel told
me that his mother had probably arrived in this country in 1908, because that is the
year that the Museum of Modern Art acquisition records—created when William Rubin
put Sobel’s work into MoMA’s permanent collection—had said that she had arrived
here. Sol did not seem to see how citing MoMA'’s acquisition records as the source of his
mother’s date of arrival here was clearly an instance of putting the cart before the horse
and just as illogical. A possible source for claiming that Janet Sobel came to America in
1908 may have been a statement in the brochure of Janet’s first solo exhibition, in 1944,
at the Puma Gallery. Levin accepts 1908 without question as the year of Sobel’s arrival
in America, yet there are also good reasons for believing that Janet had arrived earlier,
in 1905 or 1906. One reason was the just-mentioned interview of Janet Sobel by
Waylande Gregory in which she apparently told him that she and her family had come
to America before her future husband’s family had.”> Another reason was the 1910 U.S.
census report, whose data were collected on April 16, 1910, just before Max and Jennie’s
marriage two months later, on June 9, 1910. The census had reported that both Max H.
Zebulsky and Jennie Wilson were boarders living in the Gottsdanker family’s apartment
at 130 Second Street in Manhattan, and the two boarders had told the census
enumerator that they both had come to the United States in 1906.74 On Max Zebulsky
and Jennie Wilson’s marriage certificate, in contrast to the census, the bride’s address is
is given as 182 Second Street and the groom’s address is given as 1567 Lexigton [sic]
Avenue. The census report does not mention Janet’s mother and two brothers.

Max’s May 19, 1922, Petition for Naturalization says that his wife, Jennie,
was born on June 15, 1891, presumably to maintain the possible fiction that she
was two years younger than Max, who here says he was born on December 25,

18809. Levin incorrectly states that Janet was born in a village near Ekaterinoslav
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in the Ukraine, instead of saying, as does Deborah A. Goldberg and others,”> that both
Janet and Max came from Ekaterinoslav (in his immigration papers, Max said that he was
born in “Kieff, Russia,” and that his last foreign residence was “Ekaterinoslaff, Russia”)
described as a village [more accurately, a town or even a city] near [actually about 240
miles from] Kiev, the largest city in the Ukraine; this custom of an immigrant saying that
he came, not from an unfamiliar village, but from a place near a big city would be the
equivalent of an American from Syracuse, New York, telling a foreign immigration official
that he was born near New York City.

My discovery of Max Sobel’s immigration records was a successful part of my
otherwise largely useless and very long search of United States immigration records to try
to document Janet and her family’s immigration history. I had found it relatively easy to
find her husband, Max’s, immigration records, possibly because he applied for and was
awarded United States citizenship. Although Gail Levin reports that he was born Michael
Zibulsky,7¢ I found that his “List or Manifest of Alien Passengers for the U.S. Immigration
Officer at Port of Arrival” for the trip of the SS Campania from Liverpool arriving at Ellis
Island, New York City, on July 14, 1906, refers to him not as Michael but as Mendel
Cibulsky or Cebulsky [official copying of the manifest’s handwriting is unclear].””
Waylande Gregory’s article on Janet Sobel also refers to Max as Michael, writing, “Janet
fell in love at the tender age of 5 with little Michael Sobel in a village outside Kiev,
Russia.””® Since Janet and her mother probably never applied for citizenship and I have
not found a reference to Janet’s brothers’ names, I have not been able to locate any
reference to their transatlantic journey or to their ship’s listing of them. Furthermore,
basing her biographical sketch on information she acquired in her interview with Sol and
Leah Sobel that took place in Miller Place, New York, on April 30, 1995 (which I suspect
was Ann Eden Gibson’s town of residence while she was on the faculty of the State
University of New York at Stony Brook), Professor Gibson wrongly claims that Janet
Sobel’s birth name was Jennie Llyzhowosky, which changed to “Janet Wilson after she
went through Ellis Island.””® With no corroborating evidence, however, Gail Levin
contends that Gibson wrote that “Llyzhowosky” was Janet Sobel’s birth name because
“Llyzhowosky” is the Ukrainian spelling of Janet’s original family name.2° Sol Sobel,
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probably Professor Gibson’s name source, also told me that a name sounding like
Llyzhowosky was his mother’s birth surname.

Sol Sobel said that his mother and her family got the name Wilson from the
name of the ship, by which I assume he meant the ship on which she and her
family sailed to the United States. However, there was no ship by the name of
Wilson at the time of her immigration, although there were the ships of the Wilson
Line of British passenger ships. There was also a ship called the Kaiser Franz Josef
I (maiden voyage in 1912) that in 1919 was renamed the Presidente Wilson, and
starting in 1922, there was another ship called the President Wilson (originally
called the Empire State, built in 1921, and renamed the President Wilson the
following year).8t Woodrow Wilson was president of the United States from 1913 to
1921,82 at least five years after Jennie Wilson and her family had passed through
Ellis Island, and it was unlikely that the ship’s owner would have named his ship
after the president of Princeton University.83 It is also clear that
Jennie’s first name did not become Janet when she arrived at Ellis Island. Her
marriage certificate shows that her name was still signed Jennie Wilson on June 9,
1910, and Max Sobel’s naturalization petition, dated May 19, 1922, says his wife’s
name was still Jennie, as does the 1930 United States Federal Census Population
Schedule. The first public instance that I could find of Jennie Sobel’s using the
name Janet is the Brooklyn Museum’s Artist Index, which records that Janet Sobel,
living at 3260 Coney Island Avenue, exhibited her work in four annual exhibitions
—the twenty-seventh in 1943, the twenty-eighth in 1944, the twenty-ninth in 1945,
and the thirtieth in 1946—of the Brooklyn Society of Artists at the Brooklyn
Museum.

In a 1946 newspaper clipping headlined “Critics Acclaim Boro Grandmother
as Top Flight Surrealist Painter,” its unidentified author writes that “Mrs. Sobel, up
to six years ago, was just a borough housewife, busy with an invalid mother and a
big family, four sons and a daughter.”84 The reporter then misinforms us, saying
that Mrs. Sobel “came to Brooklyn 40 years ago, at the age of 12. Mrs. Sobel, who
now has five grandchildren, makes no secret of her age, tells it casually—but doesn’t
look within a good many years of the actual figure.”85
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Perhaps Mrs. Sobel told her age too casually (although, two years earlier,
in her column “Only Human” in the Daily Mirror, Emily Cheney got it right
when she wrote that “Janet Sobel has lived in Brooklyn 20 odd years”)8¢ or now
was not very interested in conveying exact facts, or the reporter misunderstood
what Mrs. Sobel had said. However, records do not seem to exist that make it
possible to determine where in New York Janet Sobel lived when she arrived in
the United States, and we are not sure that she arrived in the United States when
she was twelve. If she was twelve, then she probably immigrated in late 1905 or
in 1906, not in 1908. By 1910, however, she was living in Manhattan and lived
there still on January 26, 1916, according to her husband’s Declaration of
Intention to become a citizen of the United States. By the time Max had filed his
naturalization petition on May 19, 1922, he; his wife, Jennie; and their four
oldest children were living in Brooklyn (in fact, the three oldest children,
including a son Isidor, who, I discovered, was later named Stanley, were all born
in Manhattan); the fourth child, Solomon, already mentioned here as Sol, was
born in Brooklyn on April 24, 1920, which suggests that the Sobels had moved to
Brooklyn before Sol’s birth.

When I first secured Janet and Max Sobel’s marriage certificate, I was led
by it to assume that Janet’s father was at her wedding, since on it her father’s
name is given as Bernard Wilson, and we have been told that Janet and her
family were given the surname Wilson when they arrived at Ellis Island.®” It was
not until I later spoke to Leah and Sol Sobel on the telephone and Leah told me
that Janet’s father had been killed in Russia, probably in an anti-Jewish pogrom,
that I learned that Janet, her mother, and Janet’s two unnamed brothers had
come to America alone, after Janet’s father’s death. Despite the Sobels’ near
reticence in discussing Janet’s father’s death with me, Gail Levin seems eager to
portray Janet Sobel as a victim of great trauma. Levin writes that Sobel’s “work
hints at psychic disturbance: her adolescence was interrupted twice, first by the
violent death of her father and again by her family’s narrow escape to the U.S.”s8
Leah Sobel had not expressed great certainty in telling me that Janet’s father
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had been killed in a pogrom in Russia, nor did she say that Janet spoke to Sol and her of
Janet’s father’s death, or that Janet and her mother and brothers made a narrow escape
from Europe to America, although the Sobels may have suggested to Levin that Janet had
experienced these trauma. Janet apparently did tell them that because she and her family
did not speak a word of English when they arrived at Ellis Island, their difficult-to-
pronounce last name was changed to the Anglophilic surname “Wilson.” Janet’s mother
was known by their new name for the rest of her life, and even beyond, for “Fannie Wilson”
is the name on Janet’s mother’s tombstone in the Sobel family plot in the Beth Israel
Cemetery in Woodbridge, New Jersey, where Janet; Janet’s husband, Max; Janet and
Max’s youngest son, Herbert; and Herbert’s wife, Rose, are also buried.89

Levin, unfortunately, refers even more incorrectly to the subject of Janet’s birth
name and its change to Wilson.°° Pointing to information she claims to have “found” in
Janet and Max Sobel’s marriage certificate (of which I was the source), Levin writes that
Janet Sobel’s “marriage certificate, however, lists her as ‘Jennie Wilson,” and her mother-
in-law as ‘Ida Lechovsky.” Her son Sol recalls hearing that the immigration service at Ellis
Island assigned his mother’s family the name ‘Wilson.” But if it was Lechovsky, it is
possible that Janet’s father was related to her husband’s family, as cousins often married in
shtetl life.”®' In addition to not providing any evidence for her assertion that shtetl cousins
often married each other, Levin fails even more to prove her contention that Janet’s father
and mother-in-law may have been related because if Levin had read the Sobels’ marriage
certificate carefully, she would have seen that Janet’s mother-in-law’s name was recorded
there as “Aide Leshinsky”—not Ida Lechovsky (see Documents page). Although Janet
Sobel’s first name was ambiguously handwritten as “Jannie” or “Jonnie” on the face of the
certificate, the bride had clearly signed her first name as “Jennie” on the signature portion
of the certificate. Evidently, Levin based her assumption that “Lechovsky” was Janet’s
family name (and her father’s surname) on a section in Deborah A. Goldberg’s article on
Janet Sobel, in which Goldberg had written that Janet “was born Jennie Lechovsky in
Ekaterinoslav, a village outside of Kiev, Ukraine, the daughter of Bernard Lechovsky and
Fanny Kahn.”9>

Goldberg was just a little off the mark in stating that Janet’s family name was
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Lechovsky. I can say that because, on the advice of the very helpful and well-
informed librarians, including Jane Thoner and Jessica Myers, at the
Plainfield [New Jersey] Public Library, I applied for and obtained a copy of
Janet Sobel’s application for a Social Security account number (see
Documents page). Sobel had filed her application on December 7, 1953,
approximately two weeks after Max, her husband, had died at the age of
sixty-three, on November 24, 1953.93 However, Levin mistakenly writes that
Max Sobel died in 1956, not in 1953, and incorrectly claims that Janet only
went to work at Sobel Brothers, Inc., in 1956, after Max’s death.o4

From her entries on her Social Security application, I finally learned
that Janet Sobel had stated that her birth name was Jennie Olechovsky, that
her father’s full name was Baruch Olechovsky, that her mother’s full name
before marriage was Fannie Kinchuk or Kimchuk [Janet’s handwriting was
slightly unclear], and that Janet’s birth date was May 31, 1893. Leah and Sol
Sobel wrote to me that May 30, 1893, not 1894, was Janet’s birth date,
because 1893 had been written in Janet’s family Bible. Moreover, “May 30,
1893” was inscribed as her birth date on Janet’s tombstone in Beth Israel
Cemetery in Woodbridge, and her obituary, in New Jersey’s Courier-News,
says that she was seventy-five years old at her death.% In addition,
Waylande Gregory also wrote in his interview of her in January 1962 that
Janet Sobel was then sixty-nine years old, information that would support
the conclusion that Janet Sobel was born in 1893.96 Despite these pieces of
evidence, Gail Levin and Gary Snyder have not revised their texts saying
that Janet Sobel was born in 1894.

In her Social Security application, Sobel also wrote that her employer
was Sobel Brothers, Inc., at 400 Barclay Street in Perth Amboy, New Jersey
(at the time of his death, her husband, Max, was president of the company).
Janet Sobel’s obituary described her position further, stating that at her
death Mrs. Sobel “was vice president and a director of Sobel Brothers, Inc.,
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costume jewelers of Perth Amboy.”9” Deborah A. Goldberg further elaborated on
Janet Sobel’s contribution to her family’s business, saying that Mrs. Sobel helped
“to coordinate the design and color of new lines of jewelry.”98

Although the discovery of Janet Sobel’s Social Security application and other
public documents have added useful details to her history, I believe that until
someone can unearth her immigration records, it will probably be almost
impossible to give a more reliable account of her early life. In spite of her work’s
slippage from most of the art world’s collective memory after the mid-1940s,
Sobel’s art is deservedly now receiving new critical attention that, hopefully, will
not dissipate as quickly as it did in the past. It would be a pity if her artistic
achievements and vital life story were now undermined by her implausibly being
declared the victim of gender bias or by a too-vigorous sales campaign and its
fragile scholarly underpinnings.

While putting this essay on-line without the benefit of adequate reproductions
of Janet Sobel’s art was not how I had intended to publish it, I concluded that only
by making my research available here without further delay could I effectively
challenge the too-quickly-assumed veracity of those who have been authorized to
speak for her and, in doing so, I would help to illuminate who Janet Sobel truly

was.
To reach Documents page, please click here.
To reach first Notes page, please click here.
To reach another page, please click “Contents page” below at left.
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Janet Sobel’s Personal Records

Although I am unable to reproduce any of Janet Sobel’s artworks on this site except as links
to her works on other sites, I am able to reproduce here four of the public documents cited

in my text as evidence of some of my conclusions about the artist’s life. Please click on each
of the images below to enlarge each of them.
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