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FOCUS IN/ON is a program of the Hillstrom 
Museum of Art that engages the expertise 
of Gustavus Adolphus College community 
members across the curriculum in a 
collaborative, detailed consideration of a 
particular artwork from the Hillstrom Collection. 
The extended didactic text on the drawing 
Lower Broadway (1921) by George Ault (1891-
1948) appears both in this brochure and in the 
FOCUS IN/ON exhibition (on view September 
19 through November 6, 2022). It was written 
collaboratively by Marie Walker, professor 
and chair in the Department of Psychological 
Science, and Donald Myers, director of the 
Hillstrom Museum of Art and instructor in the 
Department of Art and Art History.

George Ault (1891-1948), Lower Broadway, 1921, pencil on paper, 9 x 5 3/4 inches, 
Hillstrom Museum of Art purchase with endowment acquisition funds
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INTRODUCTION
The Hillstrom Museum of Art’s 1921 drawing Lower Broadway, 
by George Ault (1891-1948), depicts a view up New York City’s 
Broadway, from around Battery Park towards the famous 
Woolworth Building. The work was included in the Whitney 
Museum of American Art’s 1988 monographic exhibit George 
Ault and is fairly typical of the artist. Ault, often grouped with 
Precisionist artists like Ralston Crawford (1906-1978) and 
Charles Sheeler (1883-1965), relied on architectural structures, 
or landscape elements in rural works, to carry emotive 
meaning, rarely including human figures.

Deep solitude characterizes works like Lower Broadway. 
This may reflect Ault’s tenuous mental health. When he 
drew it, he had already suffered the loss of his younger, 
favorite brother Harold and Harold’s wife to a 1915 suicide 
pact. In 1920, Ault also lost his beloved mother, who died of 
pernicious anemia in a New Jersey mental hospital. Although 
in 1921 the artist’s career was flourishing—he garnered 
acclaim, enjoying over a decade of recognition and inclusion 
in important exhibitions—his neurotic personality halted this 
success, leading to general isolation and inability to sell work 
for the remainder of his life.

Sorrows continued with his family. His first marriage, to 
Beatrice Hoffman in 1914, soon foundered (they eventually 
divorced in 1941, long after Ault had met Louise Jonas, 
whom he married later that year). The 1929 Stock Market 
Crash dissolved the family fortune, leaving Ault financially 
unsupported. He lost his father to cancer earlier that year—
and experienced the long-haunting horror of serving as 
the required witness to his cremation. Then two additional 
tragedies struck. In 1930 Ault’s remaining brothers also died 
of suicide. Donald gassed himself in 1930, and Charles, Jr. 
in 1931 took strychnine. Both were devastated by the loss 
of inheritance after their father’s death and the economic 
catastrophe that followed the Crash.

When the artist himself died in late 1948, he and his 
wife Louise lived in penury, in a rented shack outside of 
Woodstock, New York with no electricity or plumbing, AND 
they had recently learned they had to move because their 
landlord was selling the property. Ault, perhaps finally beaten 
down by the ever-downward-spiraling trajectory of his career 
and life, walked out alone the stormy night of December 30, 
and went missing until his body was found in Sawkill Creek 
five days later. The coroner ruled his death a suicide, and 
though Louise Ault disputed this—there were no witnesses, 
and Ault had been drinking so might have stumbled—it 
seems likely that the artist took his own life, like all his 
brothers before him.

AULT’S EARLY LIFE AND CAREER
Ault was born on October 11, 1891, to Cleveland businessman 
Charles H. Ault and his wife Susan Doyle. He followed brothers 
Charles, Jr. and Donald, and the latter’s twin, Esther, into 
the family. Although rheumatic fever kept Ault out of school 
until he was eight, he led a happy life as a favorite child of 
his parents. His mother called him “the flower of her flock,” 
according to Ault’s widow Louise, who in 1978 published his 
biography, Artist in Woodstock, George Ault: The Independent 
Years. Soon after Ault’s brother Harold was born, the family 
relocated to London in 1899, where the father became 
European representative of his cousin’s ink manufacturing 
firm, Ault & Wiborg. They remained there, summering in 
France, until 1911, when Charles, Sr. opened his own printing 
ink company in New Jersey.

While abroad, Ault was essentially an English boy, complete 
with childhood chums. He recalled the time living on 
Haverstock Hill in North London as the “happiest years of my 
life.” He attended school in London, followed by art studies at 
the Slade School, the art department at London University, and 
St. John’s Wood Art School, where he first exhibited his work in 
December 1908.

His parents encouraged his artistic interests. His father, Charles, 
Sr., was an amateur painter, accomplished enough to exhibit 
in the Paris Salon. Charles had impressive art world contacts. 
He commissioned an 1896 poster advertising Ault & Wiborg 
from French Post-Impressionist Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec 
(1864-1901), the famed artist’s only American commission. 
Charles knew American Impressionist William Merritt Chase 
(1849-1916), who painted his portrait (Colby College Museum 
of Art, Waterville, Maine)—which George Ault later sold when 
he needed money. Charles also was involved in founding the 
Cleveland Museum of Art and the St. Louis Art Museum.

Though Ault’s father was supportive of his son’s art, he believed 
Ault needed a regular job. The artist worked briefly for his father 
but, according to Louise Ault’s biography, “a day came when 
the inner force was too strong, and he ‘went home to paint’ 
and never returned to the plant.” A gallery representative from 
a brief time that Ault had dealer representation remarked that 
Charles Ault didn’t approve of his son’s modernist mode of 
painting and cut back his financial support. But by the time 
Charles died, George was his favored son and principal heir—
even if there was little money to inherit.

The bequest from his father was mainly various art objects like 
the Chase portrait. There was also a classical marble figure of 
Aphrodite that Ault tried to sell when he needed cash, only to 
be told it was a reproduction. Ault also inherited a “fine stock 
of liquors” and drank it all himself, foreshadowing his problems 
with alcohol abuse, another of his chronic difficulties.



4  HILLSTROM MUSEUM OF ART

A PERIOD OF EARLY SUCCESS
The 1920s and early 1930s was when Ault had his greatest 
success. His first exhibit in America was at the 1920 Fourth 
Annual Exhibition of the Society of Independent Artists in 
New York. Ault gained recognition for his Nocturnes, and 
nighttime scenes suited his lonely temperament. Many of 
the Nocturnes, especially in this early part of his career, had 
his home city of New York as subject. An early example, also 
1920, is 42nd Street, Night #2 (Neuberger Museum of Art, 
Purchase College, State University of New York). This painting 
is a shadowy view along 42nd Street towards Sixth Avenue, 
with the New York Public Library at left and an elevated 
station at the end of the block.

Another Nocturne, A New York Skyline (1921; formerly 
Collection of Dr. Thomas Folk) brought Ault his first critical 
acclaim. Shown in the Fifth Annual Society of Independent 
Artists Exhibition in 1921, it then was selected for Our Choice 
of Independents, an exhibit at New York’s Anderson Galleries 
sponsored by the International Studio Magazine. Esteemed 
art critic Charles Lewis Hind, the magazine’s editor, selected 
the exhibited works and noted that they “promised that there 
was a future for American art away from the stereotype of the 
moribund academic productions of the day.”

In comparison to the Nocturne cited from the previous year, 
critic Hind may have preferred the more Precisionist style 
of the 1921 A New York Skyline. It’s less specific in locale, 
including no identifiable landmarks, and its handling of paint 
and outline is crisper. Before this time, Ault painted in a hazier, 
looser manner deriving from the Impressionist approach of 
his English art studies.

The Hillstrom drawing, Lower Broadway, from 1921, is a 
transitional work, showing both specificity of locale like the 
1920 Nocturne painting 42nd Street, Night #2, but also some 
of the more Precisionist generalization of line in the 1921 
Nocturne, A New York Skyline. It should be noted that Ault 
infrequently drew on site. His English training was based on 
repeated observation from multiple visits, and while he may 
have sketched the Hillstrom drawing’s composition in place, 
he likely added its details in his studio.

Although the background sky in Lower Broadway is not 
penciled in, Ault may nevertheless have intended it as a 
nighttime image. A drawing related to a 1945 Nocturne, New 
Moon, New York (both Museum of Modern Art, New York), 
includes a similar untouched background sky, but has a 
crescent moon, suggesting night. Areas of dark shading in 
the Hillstrom drawing suggest either deep shadows in bright, 
midday sun OR murky depths of a nocturnal scene—as in the 
cornice of the Adams Express Building at upper center.

That building, located at 61 Broadway and completed in 1914, 
is one of the drawing’s identifiable structures. At the end 
of the vista, at 233 Broadway, is the distant 1912 Woolworth 
Building. Its lightly drawn form may be meant to suggest 
barely discernable nighttime imagery. Between these 
structures, with a spired dome, is the famed Singer Tower, 
which stood at 149 Broadway from 1908 until its demolition 
in 1967. The area around lower Broadway was well known to 
the artist, and Louise described strolling up Broadway not 
long after they met in 1935, with him pointing out buildings 
including the Singer and the Woolworth.

In comparison to a 1923 drawing, Roof Tops, New York (Fine 
Arts Museums of San Francisco), the Hillstrom drawing is 
more detailed and specific. The generally Precisionist, almost 
Cubist scene in this later work suggests no specific structures. 
Lower Broadway thus is a work showing the artist moving 
into full maturity, and includes many of Ault’s typical qualities, 
particularly its solitude, unwelcoming of human presence.

Ault apparently preferred not to depict people. His portraits 
feel hard, as if he were portraying objects rather than humans. 
Examples of this coldness include a painting of his first wife 
Beatrice (1925; Weatherspoon Art Museum, Greensboro, North 
Carolina), and a drawing of art dealer Edith Halpert (1924; 
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC). As the head of New 
York’s Downtown Gallery, Halpert was one of the art world 
figures that Ault soon alienated with his neurotic behavior 
and heavy drinking.

However, in the 1920s, he was experiencing the highpoint of 
his career. Halpert’s Downtown Gallery frequently showed 
his works, and gave him two of his four lifetime solo exhibits, 
in 1927 and 1928. The first had been in 1922 in Provincetown, 
Massachusetts. The last was in 1943, at the short-lived Little 
Gallery, in Woodstock, New York, the Catskills art colony 
to which Ault effectively exiled himself in 1937. This was 
Ault’s response to his physician having urged him to have 
psychoanalysis. The artist remained in Woodstock until his 
1948 death, but he participated little in its artistic community, 
and had pushed away many of his artist friends in New York 
and in Woodstock through his antisocial behavior.

THE WOODSTOCK YEARS
There were both good and very difficult times in Woodstock 
for Ault and Louise, who came to live with him in the 
small dwelling he rented for $10 per month. She recalled 
their delightful exploration of the countryside, and being 
enchanted by the variety of birds. They happily observed 
“their rabbit,” which lived near their place. Louise tells about 
their cat Dinky, which Ault particularly loved, and how on 
the first anniversary of Dinky’s death, he placed wildflowers 
where he’d dug her grave.
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Two sets of letters from Ault to Louise are preserved in 
the Archives of American Art (Smithsonian Institution). 
The first date between September 1935 and October 1937, 
mostly before they lived together, and before they moved 
to Woodstock. Those earlier letters feel hopeful and positive. 
They were written when Louise was away from New York, 
or when Ault was visiting Woodstock and she was traveling 
for the newspaper work she did in the first years of their 
relationship. They recount Ault’s excitement over Woodstock, 
and his admiration for Franklin Roosevelt. They describe visits 
with his sole remaining sibling, Esther, in New York or when 
she traveled to Woodstock. And they mention a few artwork 
sales. A worrisome note arises in the last of these letters but 
is dismissed readily: “I love you better than anything else in 
my life. There is only one thing between us and that is my silly 
and unnecessary drinking. Just as I thought for a long time of 
going to the country to live, and then did so, so will I do about 
my drinking—stop it altogether.”

The situation was much bleaker in April through June 1944, 
when Ault wrote to Louise in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, where she 
went to recuperate with her father after becoming physically 
and emotionally exhausted by her hard life. These letters 
reveal much about Ault’s emotional state. Overall, he was 
productive in creating art throughout the Woodstock years, 
but had inactive periods brought on by physical and mental 
health concerns, including Meniere’s disease, a disorder of the 
inner ear. He noted how happy it made him when he was able 
to paint, especially after a period when his state of mind kept 
him from his work. Ault occasionally worked in an abstract 
mode and noted how soothing this could be: “I painted a 
long time today. It is very satisfying to paint abstractly—good 
for my nervous system. My life has so much uncertainty and 
‘disorder’ in it—but in painting abstractly, everything can be 
‘ordered,’ organized, and controlled.”

Ault frequently referenced being “neurotic,” including in 
the first of the 1944 letters, in which he enjoined Louise to 
return from Iowa as soon as she’s better, noting “I can’t do 
without you,” then continuing, “We are going to build a fine, 
hopeful life together and we are not going to be “all neurotic” 
anymore.” He also described being gloomy, depressed, and 
“body tired,” noting how things have been “getting harder 
and harder” for them. In one letter he despairingly wrote, “I’ve 
never been so ‘gloom[y]’ in all my life before—so depressed 
and without ambition. It is the result of the long winter of 
gloom and chores—chores, chores, and no money. Can’t take 
it anymore!” Later he states, “I’m near the end of my tether, 
and can’t stand anymore worry and gloom.”

In some letters, Ault ties his state of mind with not having 
enough to eat, and cited times when sister Esther, now living 
nearby in Woodstock, brought him meat and other food. 
Esther apparently moved there to support her brother (later, 

in 1946, she married local man Bruce Herrick, and still lived 
in Woodstock after Ault died). The artist referenced his lack 
of money in the 1944 letters, including in connection with his 
sister. In one, he related that Esther had paid a bill for $13.91, 
noting that the $5 Louise had left for him had been spent, 
stating, “I’ve no cash at all.” Not long after, he wrote, “We 
cannot bum any more money from Esther—she hasn’t got it. 
She (together with hand-outs from your father) has given us 
half our income since Sept. 1939.” The next day, he noted, “I 
hate this dependence on Esther for everything…. Why doesn’t 
something nice happen to me?” A week later he incredulously 
told Louise about a 17-year-old boy hired by one of their 
friends at $5 per day: “Thirty bucks a week for a young boy to 
tote ice around, and I get nothing for painting fine pictures!!”

Ault’s mental health and financial woes were connected to his 
long-standing desire to own their own home. He and Louise 
had purchased some land, planning to build a home on it, but 
they had to sell it to buy coal. In one of the 1944 letters, when 
he was temporarily “feeling much better,” he comments about 
some funds Louise expected in the future: “It is wonderful 
that you will get that money—but every penny of it must go 
for a home for you and me….” A couple weeks later, he raises 
the possibility of leaving Woodstock and finding somewhere 
cheaper to live, possibly back in New York, stating that he didn’t 
want to remain “up in the mountains” unless they had an 
assured income of at least two thousand dollars a year, while 
noting that they were not likely to ever have that much.

In looking at Ault’s preserved bank account book, it’s clear 
that they would never have had anywhere near that much 
money. The account balance on April 6, 1943, was a mere 
$17.71. By March 1, 1945, it was down to just $10.16. Still, Ault 
hoped for more—even if he sensed it wouldn’t come. He 
stated in the letter just cited, “I want some comforts…and will 
not go on living the life of a poor ‘Joad-artist,’” and wanted to 
“enjoy running water, a gas stove to cook on and a BATH Tub!” 
A few weeks earlier deep despair showed when he wrote, 
“Everything seems to have broken down—my hopes and 
faith in the future—my urge to paint, and even my desire to 
go on living.” These hopeless thoughts foreshadow his later 
drowning by suicide or careless late-night drunkenness.

A BRIEF IMPROVEMENT  
BEFORE THE END
Life improved for a time, though the Aults did not leave 
Woodstock, and were unable to build their house. In 1945, 
Ault’s paintings temporarily began to sell again, after several 
years. His bank book shows the first deposit in over three years 
on April 16, 1945, and by April 15, 1946, it’s up to $736.43. Louise 
wrote of a trip to New York to make a deposit, and the bank 
teller, familiar with their chronic money woes, commented 
about the higher balance: “Now it looks like something!”
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This brief period of success was related to Ault having his 
fourth, and final, lifetime solo exhibition, in the summer of 
1943, and finding a dealer, after years of no representation. 
Unfortunately, the dealer, Rudolph Fiolic, attempted to advise 
Ault on what would sell. His suggestion that the artist use less 
blue, or that he paint some springtime images, led to a quarrel 
and Ault’s breaking with him, echoing the falling out years 
earlier with his dealer Edith Halpert and her Downtown Gallery.

Despite all the difficulties, Ault continued creating masterful 
works. Among these are his four Nocturnes depicting 
“Russell’s Corners,” a rural Woodstock intersection. The first, 
Black Night: Russell’s Corners (1943), was included in the 
1943 Woodstock solo exhibition and was acquired by the 
Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts during Ault’s lifetime. 
The artist won critical admiration, even if he didn’t make 
many sales. The last of these late Nocturnes, August Night 
at Russell’s Corner (1948; Joslyn Art Museum, Omaha), was 
planned as a “potboiler” according to Louise’s biography, but 
when it was complete, she and Ault recognized it as one of his 
most significant paintings, as did others.

Regardless of his satisfaction with paintings from his final few 
years, Ault’s life continued to be disappointing and difficult. Not 
long after breaking with his Woodstock dealer, before his bank 
account began dwindling again, he forlornly told Louise that if 
they’d had the money they currently did ten years earlier, they’d 
have been able to build the home for which he still yearned. 
Louise noted a sense of foreboding after that statement.

She alluded to other portends in her biography regarding 
Ault’s ever-thwarted wish to own his own home. She stated, “I 
believe I knew before he did that we were never going to have 
a home of our own. But he knew…. Also he seemed to feel that 
time was short.” She told of their friend, artist Henry Mattson 
(1887-1971), who once stated that one of the only things he 
himself had accomplished was getting his own home. Not long 
before Ault’s death, they learned that Mattson was putting in 
a bathroom in his house, resulting in the Aults becoming “the 
only artist couple left in Woodstock now without a bathroom.”

Only a few days before Ault died, their landlord visited about 
the upcoming expiration of their six-year lease. He intended 
to sell, but his price was beyond their reach. This may have 
been the last straw for the artist. Although Ault made an 
appointment with a real estate agent to look for somewhere 
else they could afford to live, their bank account had dwindled 
to barely over $25.

On December 30, 1948, Louise returned to find their small 
home empty, her husband nowhere to be seen. Ault was found 
dead five days later in rain swollen Sawkill Creek. Louise didn’t 
accept the coroner’s suicide ruling, and it is easy to imagine 
it would have been hard for her to accept that Ault killed 
himself, despite the horrific history of suicide in his family. In 

discussing her disbelief with friends and acquaintances, she 
wrote gratefully to art critic Margaret Lowengrund, after her 
Art Digest report on Ault’s death noted that his widow and 
closest friends discounted the suicide theory. Louise states that 
she not only felt a sense of responsibility to Ault’s memory, but 
also to artists in general, writing “I hated to see an unfounded 
record of suicide, with its connotation of despondency, given to 
the art world today because of the likelihood of a discouraging 
psychological effect upon other artists.”

It is possible that Louise was in denial. She may have sensed her 
husband’s generally positive self-identity as an accomplished 
artist had finally been eclipsed by a vision of himself having 
failed to provide a home and a living for his wife and himself, 
leading him to surrender in despair to his almost inevitable fate 
and follow his brothers by taking his own life.

ARTIST IDENTITY, FREUD,  
AND ROGERS
An artist’s identity sometimes develops in direct contradiction 
to the expected developmental norms of family and society. 
Although exploration of one’s environment, and trying on 
different identities, is a rite of passage for young people, the 
pursuit of healthy, long-term relationships, establishment 
of financial stability, and independence from one’s family 
(especially in North American and European cultures) are 
societal expectations. Ault did not take the same path as his 
father and brothers who became successful businessmen, 
though his father initially enlisted him in the family business. 
Despite family pressures to conform, Ault chose to pursue 
a career in art. He never fully established financial stability 
or independence in his lifetime. His father supported him 
financially until his death from cancer and the 1929 Stock 
Market Crash, while Ault’s sister Esther and wife Louise did so in 
his later years.

Ault’s father respected and played a role in the art world, but 
it became apparent to the elder Ault that the type of art his 
son wished to produce was not traditional or supportive of the 
status quo. Even when Ault and his father shared an interest, 
they deviated in how they felt an artistic career should play 
out. At one point while living in New York, Ault attempted to 
work as a graphic artist, producing an advertising concept for 
a friend. He lamented that this attempt at graphic art almost 
led to his friend losing his job and showed that he, Ault, was 
not meant for a traditional career. Despite his significant 
creative talent, Ault’s artistic identity and career placed him in 
conflict with his family and society by placing him outside of 
societal norms.

To better understand the development of an artistic 
identity such as Ault’s, two personality theorists come to 
mind. Sigmund Freud and Carl Rogers accounted for the 
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development of creativity in the artistic individual in different 
ways. Freud, whose writings were popular during Ault’s early 
adult life, saw artists as childlike in their creation of fantasy 
worlds that allow them to translate their emotions into creative 
products. Their fantasy worlds help them to harness and 
sublimate difficult emotions into works of art. There is no doubt 
that Ault lived a difficult life, encountering much emotional 
trauma. His wife Louise sensed that his turbulent inner life, 
resulting from multiple personal losses, was the catalyst for his 
works of art.

In contrast to Freud, Carl Rogers took a humanistic perspective 
on creativity, theorizing that creativity was nurtured through 
warm and supportive parental relationships, resulting in well-
adjusted individuals. Rogers’ theory was recently tested directly 
through examination of early childhood parenting experiences 
to predict creative work over 25 years later. Contrary to Rogers’ 
theoretical predictions, and in support of Freud’s theory, rather 
than warmth and acceptance, parental restrictiveness with 
their children and arguments between parents best predicted 
later creativity.

This result corresponds with Ault’s lived experience. His parents’ 
relationship was rife with conflict and included his mother’s 
attempt to escape his father’s influence. “You’re always doing 
the disappearing act” was the way his father referred to her 
predilection for leaving him alone in the evenings. There 
apparently was tension and discontent in their relationship, and 
Ault’s mother died alone in a mental health facility.

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD 
EXPERIENCES AND OTHER FACTORS
Louise believed that much of Ault’s unhappiness and 
alcohol abuse in later life stemmed from difficulties endured 
in his early adult years. Ault experienced an unhappy 
parental marriage, and by 1915, the suicide of his much-
loved younger brother and his brother’s wife. As is now 
known from research into Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACEs), traumatic experiences in childhood, adolescence, 
and young adulthood can have long-term implications for 
an individual’s mental health, and often these effects are 
cumulative. The multiple losses Ault experienced no doubt 
left their mark on his emotional self-regulation in adulthood 
and perhaps, as Freud and research into creativity suggest, 
prompted him to seek emotional resolution in his art. 

In tandem with the development of creative achievement 
following negative emotional experiences, as many writers 
and researchers have noted, there can arise a relationship 
between psychopathology, such as depression, and the 
creative impulse. There is a mythology surrounding the 
“tortured artist,” such as would describe Vincent Van Gogh 
(1853-1890), known for his self-mutilation and probable 

bipolar disorder. In support of this link, depression, 
alcoholism, and neuroticism characterized much of Ault’s 
behavior in his later years, especially while living and working 
in Woodstock.

According to personality researchers, neuroticism is defined 
by dysfunctional coping and poor self-regulation, and consists 
of the subfactors of depressive-style, anxiety, and impulsivity. 
In support of this link between pathological neuroticism 
and Ault’s artistic career, especially in his later life, Ault felt 
hopeless over his inability to sell paintings and described his 
excessive imbibing by writing, “drinking is a man’s way of 
having a good cry.” Ault often drank and had been drinking 
heavily when he ended up in the river the night of his death. 
Ault spoke directly about discord and difficulties in his 
personal relationships and being “all neurotic.”

His feelings of loneliness and isolation are reinforced by the 
absence of people in most of his paintings, focusing instead 
on buildings or landscapes as subjects. Even when Ault 
painted his wife Louise, he painted her from the back. As 
further evidence of this penchant for social isolation, Ault 
stated, “I like deserts with nothing in them but monuments, 
because all is peaceful and quiet. There are no human beings 
to disturb or annoy; only art is left—the freedom to make it….” 
His words suggest that there is no place in his art for people. 
In contrast to the mythology surrounding the portrait of 
the psychologically tortured artist, after the coroner ruled 
Ault’s death a suicide, his wife Louise rejected the verdict 
insisting instead that he accidentally fell into the river and 
drowned.  She cited evidence of Ault’s happy frame of mind 
the evening of his disappearance and some recent sales of 
his artwork as inconsistent with suicidal behavior. Louise did 
not want to perpetuate the connection between creative 
achievement and psychopathology and felt an obligation 
to protect other artists from what she saw as a destructive 
myth that stops young artists from pursuing art careers or 
even justifies unhealthy, neurotic behavior.

THE IMPACT OF SOCIO-HISTORICAL 
EVENTS, CONCLUSION
A final connection between Ault, trauma, and identity is 
encompassed by research linking individual development 
to socio-historical events experienced during one’s lifetime. 
Such research shows the significant, negative impact of 
events such as the Great Depression and World War II on 
generations of young adults.  At an individual level, life-
changing socio-historical events affect individuals to a 
different extent depending on their previous experience with 
trauma or loss. The devastating losses of World War I, the 
Stock Market Crash of 1929, the Great Depression, and World 
War II would have taken a psychological toll on young people 
of Ault’s generation.
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Having experienced devastating personal loss, Ault would 
have been especially vulnerable to the effects of socio-
historical events. Because he lived in England and had 
seen Europe as a young adult, the horrors of World War I 
likely would have felt even more proximal to him than to 
others. Louise told of the sorrow and hopelessness he felt 
when he learned that several of his good friends from his 
youth were killed during World War I. Ault also cried outright 
when learning the Nazis occupied Paris during World 
War II. Furthermore, the Stock Market Crash of 1929 led to 
devastating effects on Ault’s family, including total financial 
ruin and the death by suicide of his two remaining brothers. 
The intersection of Ault’s personal trauma with that of the 
nation permeated his later life as he struggled to take care of 
himself and provide a living for him and his wife. 

Ault’s drawing Lower Broadway serves as a metaphor 
for the synthesis of his life lived. As he settled into later 
adulthood, New York represented an escape from the cold 
and devastating poverty of his existence in Woodstock, a 
salve to his discomfort with the state of his career. His letters 
to Louise reflect this in the incessant focus on getting out 
of Woodstock and moving back to New York City. In Ault’s 
younger years, New York City with its skyscrapers, nighttime 
beauty, and mystery would have inspired him to escape 
the vestiges of parental conflict, tragic losses of his family, 
and financial instability, and develop artworks like Lower 
Broadway.

In his later years, New York City also served as a reminder of 
success he had while living in the city and served as a beacon 
of returning to a better time. Ault saw peace and beauty in the 
night and would often sit outside with his faithful cat Dinky 
engaging in nighttime contemplation. Ault’s solitary personal 
style is reflected in his nighttime visions, and although it is not 
certain whether his Lower Broadway drawing in the Hillstrom 
Collection was created at night, many of his most important 
paintings are lonely, nocturnal scenes, absent of people, 
perhaps reflecting the overwhelming loss and darkness he 
experienced in his lifetime.

Hillstrom Museum of Art

gustavus.edu/hillstrom
Events are free and open to the public. 
Regular Museum hours: 9 a.m.–4 p.m. weekdays, 1–5 p.m. weekends. 
For any potential COVID-related restrictions that may have arisen since 
printing, visit gustavus.edu/hillstrom. The Museum is generally closed 
when College classes are not in session and between exhibitions. To be 
placed on the Museum’s email list, write to hillstrom@gustavus.edu.
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