The City

Jacob Steinhardt

During the decades surrounding the turn of the century, great cities like Brussels, Paris, Milan, London, and Berlin became thriving embodiments of modem life. But many artists revealed disturbing undersides to these modern urban centers.

The 1913 canvas, The City, by German expressionist artist Jacob Steinhardt (1887-1968) is one apt example. In this painting, throngs of people and modem streetcars push through the city boulevards at night. Electric lights from street lamps and store windows blaze; around comers, people half-disappear into shadows. In the left foreground, a man sleeps, perhaps dreaming. Above him a distracted nude woman (probably a prostitute) sits framed at a window, while above her haunting figures revel and lean out to ogle the action. Buildings loom over the people below. The scene evokes the frenzy, decadence, and danger of the modern city — the dark side of the years leading up to the "Great War."

CONSIDER: How this painting suggests the stresses of city life during the years before World War I.
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