
Janet Sobel (1894 - 1966)

Janet Sobel is best known as the self-taught artist whose drip paintings of the early 1940s in�uenced Jackson Pollock.  
Her work has been acclaimed both in the “high” art world of Abstract Expressionism, and in the “outsider” or “Folk Art” 
world of self-taught artists.

Sobel was born in 1894 in the Ukraine, emigrated to New York in 1908, and married and raised a family of �ve children 
before becoming, “one of America’s most talked about surrealist painters…”  Completely untrained, Sobel �rst painted 
in 1937 at the age of 43.  She began with �gurative images that were painted in a primitive style.  By 1943 her work had 
moved into a spontaneous expressionistic style of abstraction that gained her serious admiration among such art world 
luminaries as Peggy Guggenheim, the surrealists Max Ernst and Andre Breton, the philosopher and educator John 
Dewey and critic and collector Sidney Janis. 

Her �rst one-person show was at Puma Gallery at 108 West Fifty-seventh Street in 1944; a short essay about Sobel by 
John Dewey introduced the checklist.  She was in the Women show at Peggy Guggenheim’s Art of This Century gallery, 
in 1945, and in 1946 Guggenheim gave her a one-person show.

Clement Greenberg and Jackson Pollock attended the Peggy Guggenheim exhibition in 1946, and most probably the 
1944 show at Puma Gallery.  Greenberg later recalled that after seeing Sobel’s all-over drip paintings, “Pollock (and I 
myself ) admired these pictures rather furtively… The e�ect and it was the �rst really ‘all-over’ one that I had seen, since 
[Mark] Tobey’s show came months later, was strangely pleasing.  Later on, Pollock admitted that these pictures had 
made an impression on him.”

In 2001, Gary Snyder Fine Art presented the �rst New York exhibition of Sobel’s work since the Peggy Guggenheim show 
of 1946. In reviewing that show, Roberta Smith wrote:

“Jackson Pollock may have broken the ice, in Wllem de Kooning’s well-known phrase, but Janet Sobel helped crack it… 
Starting out in the vicinity of Kandinsky and Klee and ending nose to nose with Pollock, Sobel's work is further proof of 
modernism's impure, nonlinear paths. It is great that her short strange career is visible again. May it remain so. “

In recent years, art historians such as Je�rey Wechsler and Ann Gibson have included her in important books and exhibi-
tions, and art writers such as Deborah Goldberg, Gail Levin and Edward Gomez have written about her. A painting by 
Janet Sobel was illustrated and referenced in the catalogue for the recent exhibition at the Jewish Museum, Action 
Abstraction- Pollock de Kooning and American Art.

Sobel paintings have been acquired by the San Diego Museum of Art, The Hirshhorn Museum and the American Folk Art 
Museum and many important private collectors.


