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In the middle and late years of Myers' career the
forms in his painting changed little from his earlier flat,
decorative compositions. The forms remained flat eveﬂ
though many more figures were introduced into the compo-
sitions. During the 1930s several paintings appeared that
- seemed more like tapestries. Works sﬁch as Caprice of 1936

(figure 9) and Street Shrine of 1931 (figure 10) reveal a

greater sense of textural richness than lyers had previously
displayed. His forms remained unmodelled, yet they became
much more decorative in the glowing bursts of color. The
tapestry-like effects are not unlike those found in certain

paintings by lMonticelli or lMaurice Prendergast.

Generally, however, Myers' work in the later years
changed little. Some paintings recalled his darker palette,
while others employed lighter tones , also used in earlier
years. Forms in the compositions were flat and ascended
vertically on the canvas in a two-dimensional manner. A
1922 exhibition catalogue from the Kraushaar Galleries
summed up Jerome's generally static stylistic development.
It stated: "He has not changed, he has merely become aware
of himself or reached his full size." Though this state-
ment was written in 1922 it states the basic situation for

Myers' entire career as an artist.

In summary, if there is an evolution of style in
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Myers' art is a difficult one to trace. As'an artist,

he was able to paint two pictures in two contrasting

styles within a year of each other. This particular trait
was evident throughout Jerome's career. One does not have
to know the evolutionary placement of a particular work of
art in the artist's oeuvre as much as one must grasp the
inner mood which the artist has incorporated in the picture.
This is probably what Myers sought to accomplish, and in

this he succeeded.
Sources and Influences

Rembrandt was the one great master upon whom liyers
relied for artistic and spiritual guidance. Jerome wrote:
"It may be that Rembrandt's Dutch courage has sustained me,
even as his art has inspired me. On faith and as an
atavistic liberty, I have adopted him as an exemplar."7
The closest parallel between these two artists was in
the themes they chose to paint. Both sought inspiration
and artistic outlet in the ghettoes. While Rembrandt had
painted the Jewish ghettoes of Amsterdam, lMyers spent his
artistic career capturing the ghetto life on New York's
Lower East Side. Another thematic similarity between the

two painters lies in their production of numerous self-

portraits. Myers stated, in this connection, that he and

5
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Rembrandt seemed to "show the same atavisﬁic tendency."
In several of his self-portraits (figures 11, 12) Jerome,
‘complete with Tam o' Shanter, suggests a physical resem-
blance to the seventeenth-century master, as well as

echoing his tenebristic style.

In addition to sharing similar themes, both artists
painted with a palette limited to a few colors and almost
always in low-keyed tones. It has been noted that Rembrandt's
palette was made of a warm white, golden yellow, red, brown

9

and olive green. Such a choice of colors enabled him to
produce &an atmosphere that engulfed his subjects in a
pervasive golden tonality. Likewise, lMyers painted canvases

in which his East Side figures exist in a predominantly

golden atmosphere, as in Evening Circle (figure 13). However,

Rembrandt's inspiration and influence was primarily

restricted to the self-portraits painted and etched by lyers.

One of several differences between the work of
Rembrandt and that of IKyers lies in the use of chiaroscuro,
a technique mastered by Rembtrandt but absent in the work
of Myers except in his portraits. Tﬁe Dutch master
utilized this treatment of light and shade not only to
help create three~dimensional mass in space but also to en-
able him to penetrate the psychological essence of his subject.

Myers, for the most part, floods his canvases with a warm
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light. Chiaroscuro is not employed, and partly for this

reason the forms in his paintings--Italians in Jefferson

Park (figure 1l4) for example--remain two-dimensional and

flat.

It is this flat and shadeless, yet decorative, use
of form in Myers' oeuvre that markedly distinguishes his
work from that of Rembrandt. In this manner of painting, )
Jerome seems stylistically closer to the late work of
Puvis de Chavannes, a nineteenth-century French painter
who from about 1880 on sacrificed volume for a more flat,
decorative quality in his work. Also similar to Myers
was Puvis' reliance on muted tones which were used to evoke
a serene, tranquil mood. IMyers, in all likelihood, was
familiar with the work of the French artist. By the
nineties, Puvis' reputation had been established inter-
nationally. Even in America he was widely hailed. In
1896, the American artist Kenyon Cox proclaimed Puvis as
6ne of the few "supreme decorative painters of our time."lo
Such praise must have been noted by Jerome-—if not in 1896,
then éertainly two years later when both he and Cox were
associated with the Art Students League, the former as a
student and the latter as an instructor. In addition,
Myers might have been familiar with John La Farge's state-
ment in 1900 that he, along with several others in the

United States, had admired Puvis since 1861.11

|
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Puvis' style was, in part, influential in the
development of the Nabis painters in France. Artists such
as Bonnard,'Vuillard and Denis emphasized, as did Puvis,
flat areas of light, delicate color. Myers may or may not
have been familiar with the Nabis but he certainly knew the
work of Maurice Prendergastl2 who had studied in France
about the time tnat the Nabis were flourishing. In fact,
when Prendergast was studying at the Académie Julian, in

1892, the Nabis were exhibiting at the Salon des Independants.

Hedley Rhys, in his book laurice Prendergast, 1859-192L,
points to several Spebific works by the American artist
that reflect direct influence from the Nabis, especially

Bonnard.

Prendergast's use of color and line, in its
decorative qualities and in its simplicity, is much like
that found in the work of IMyers. Thematic similarities are
noted in their respective interest in dealing with common
" people at leisure moments. And, both artists remain
.sensitive observers of life wuno infuse prosaic reality with

a poetic charm.

We should also mention that both Puvis and laurice
Prendergast were familiar with the works of the so-called
Italian 'Primitives' of the thrirteenth century. The work

of the 'Primitives' is significant to our discussion in
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that they, along with Puvis, Prendergast and Myers, also

sought artistic expression through basically two-dimensional

and decorative compositions.

Similar characteristics are found in Myers'
individual representations of children. In this realm
he could have been inspired by illustrations in children's
books, rather than by the work of the above-mentioned
artists. In his pictures the children usually possess a
‘picture-book' quality. They are always clean and healthy,
and whether they are running in the dirt or dreaming by a
pier they are always dressed in their Sunday best--or as

12 Such

John Sloan once said "in pinafores and pantaloons."
characteristics would rarely be found in the dingy tenement
districts of the Lower East Side. However, children were
depicted in this manner in children's books of the nineteenth-
century. For instance, the illustrations in Kate Greenaway's
books from the nineteenth-century show many of the same
qualities employed by Jerome in his work. In many of
Greenaway's illustrations we find flat, unmodelled forms,
delicate, soft colors and little, if any, illusionistic

space--characteristics which are also found in the work of

Myers.

Some of Jerome's most effective and imaginative
nag

works were those tapestry-like depictions of the religious




61

festivals that were held on the East Side. Similar in
style to these pictures were the purely fanciful paintings
like Caprice (figure 9) that place the East Side inhabitants
in a medieval dream-like setting. IMyers' previous
linearity becomes lost in the interwoven strands of pigment.
The muted, rich tones and the romantic "moonstruck atmos-

phere"lh

recall similar works by the French artist Adolphe

Monticelli. Monticelli was a master of pictorial fantasy

achieved through a magic sense of color and light. Of

the French artist, art critic Charles Caffin wrote:
His colors burn like molten jewels, his light, whether
moonlight or otherwise, does not pass into an aura of
obscurity. The light passes into light, suggesting
interminable vistas of mysterious pleasure. And these
vistas, avenues and corridors of living light are
thronged with votaries of joyousness, as real and yet
as detached from fgdinary reality as Watteau's gallants
and their ladies.

Ilany of Caffin's remarks could certainly apply to several

of Jerome's paintings. Myers, himself, spoke of similar

qualities in his own work. Writing of Caprice, he found

fantasy, joyousness and a romantic tenderness not only

its major elements but its 'raison d'etre'.

A major artistic difference between Iyers and
Monticelli is seen in their respective construction of
space. Whereas Myers prevented his compositions from
possessing a true spatial depth, Monticelli was often

successful in establishing his figures in space. Caprice
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hints at spatial depth by its use of contrasting light

and dark areas and through the receding floor and cornice
lines. The planes established by the figures on the floor,
as well as in the stage~boxes, also suggest an attempt to
achieve a three-dimensional space. Yet all these devices
seem to fail. The light-dark areas do not define a
specific space but rather merge and thus create a decor-
ative and flattened effect. The costumes of the couple

in the left foreground exemplify this treatment. Other
areas in the composition also fail to establish true
spatial relationships. For instancec, the stage-box in

the upper-left-hand corner of the painting pushes forward
on the canvas and does not confirm the box's relationship
with the architectural structure that supports it from
below. Any distant space is negated by Ilyers' decision
not to open up the vista through the archway. Instead,

he uses an atmospheric wash, a technique he may have
derived from the works of James llcNeill Whistler.16
This may signify that Myers' concern with surface
embroidery, rather than spatial depth, in his paintings
was not due to a technical failing but to a conscious,

aesthetic choice.

We may point to many analogous characteristics
between Myers and past masters in the history of art.

But, essentially, the work of Jerome [lyers expresses his
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own individual mode of vision. Du Bcis stated: "He

has studied pictures but he has not plagiarized from
pictures."l7 Myers was a true independent in his art and
in his life. As critic Henry McBride wrote in 1912: "He
is jﬁst Jerome Myers, but he may be congratulated on being

that;"18

Technique and Method
Jerome Myers' disdain of academic formulae,

combined with his independent and poetic nature, resulted

in the creation of unique pictorial compositions. As we

have previously stated, [yers abandoned the traditional

methods of achieving spatial deptﬁ. Instead he placed
large groups of his East Side figures onto his canvas in
what, to many, seemed utter confusion. Art critic Royal
Cortissoz, writing in 1919, thought such confusion might
have been the result of an uncertainty on Myers' part as
to what he should omit,19 Yet even in these crowded-
works some attempt at a spatial relationship is made.

In Field of Joy (figure 15) the diagonal lines of the

children's seesaw, as well as a diagonal grouping of

"youngsters, probe a spatial depth. However, as in

Caprice these spatial devices are not stirong enough to

keep the composition from becoming two-dimensional, flat
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and decorative. Henry McBride compared such canvases
with the densely populated paintings of Jan Breughel.zo
A harsher judgment was passed by Emily Genauer of the

New York World-Telegram in 1941. She felt Jerome lacked

specific technical and inventive skills and found this the
reason for his neglect as an artist. The strength of Myers'
work, according to this same critic, lay directly in "“the

deep, warm humanity of the man."21

| Myers divided the color scheme in his work between
a dark palette dominated by a golden haze and a lighter,
though still restricted, palette that completely filled
the canvas with light and color. As we have seen, the
former palette recalled the work of Rembrandt and later
that of Eakins, while the more luminous orchestration
looked to Puvis, Prendergast and the Italian 'Primitives’'.

The comparison of East River VWharf of 1933 (figure 16)

and Italians in Jefferson Park of 1934 (figure 14),

painted within a year of each other, exemplify liyers'
opposed color schemes. In both works a palette limited

to a few colors is utilized.

Jerome's colors were mixed directly on the palette,
never being applied directly from the tubes of paint.
Though he usually employed a brush he did, at times, use

a cloth or even his fingers to apply the pigment. The
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area under the archway in Caprice (figure 9) looks as
though a cloth was used in order to bring about the

atmospheric effect in the canvas.

During the 1920s liyers often overpainted a fully
developed composition with white lead paint. He would
then cover this by re-painting the canvas in darker colors.
Such a‘process heightened the tone of the painting and
created an impression of glittering color. A cloisonne”
effect was thus established, and it is this specific
quality in Myers' paintings that recall the works of

Monticelli. Jerome's picture The Children's Performance

(figure 8), as well as his paintings of religious
processions and medieval fantasies, was created in this

mannere.

In his description of The Grandmother (figure 17)

Myers indicated a symbolic use of color.22 He wrote of

the warm, russet colors of the fall season and equated
them with the age of the elderly woman. Setting off
these éymbolic colors are the verdant green tones of the
infant that is held in the arms of the grandmother. Thus,
like Gauguin and the Nabis, Hyers used a symbolic color

scheme--contrasting russet tvo green, fall to spring and

the old to the young.

On the whole, Myers' use of color was praised.
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The majority of critics favored his color schemes and
agreed with Caffin's analysis that "his pictures are a

bouquet of subdued colors."23

For lMyers, technique and method never became strict
forﬁulas which an artist was to follow rigidly. His theory
of technical training seemed the result of a subconscious
desire to express his deepest feeling and purpose. How
he was to approach the technique of a given work was a
process that grew from within rather than being imposed

2L,

from an external source. Iiyers wrote:

I have never made a fetish of technicue. I may
say my methods in painting are embedded in my past
experience; so that if a student asked me to explain
them, I would almost be compelled to tell him in
reply the story of my life.

I cannot lay down any fixed procedure. My 25
individual needs had to find their own solution.
Jerome's inability to lay down any fixed procedure was

accompanied by an extremely self-critical analysis of
his own work. He often repainted old canvases, laboring
over each one for years at a time. IMyers was even
reluctant to show anyone unfinished works. His friend,
George Acheson, wrote to Jerome in 1911: "You are so

darned chary about showing me anything.”26

As previously stated, Iyers was an artist who
constantly simplified, refined and, at times, completely

changed a painting. Ethel liyers has written: "He was
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inclined to spells of depression énd at these times

painted out many of his fine paintings[,] sometimes
repainting them successfully, but more often taking the
picture out so completely with paint remover that all

hope for the picture's rescue would be lost."27 Such

a concern for each canvas proved to be time-consuming

and, in the end, kept Myers from becomihg a prolific
painter. His method of slowly building up each work also
limited his artistic production. In a 1941 lecture at
Carnegie Hall his wife was reported to have stated that
Jerome usually worked for about ten years on each paint-
'ing.zg George Acheson understood lMyers' method of creative
production. In a letter to the artist he wrote: "There
was a time when I too have wondered why you weren't able

to turn out work like some of the other men, but this

was long and ago & I fully appreciate your difficulties."29
Unfortuhately, Acheson did not elucidate as to what he
meant by “difficulties". Vhether he was referring to
Myers' technical problems, domestic concerns such asvhis

daughter's illness, or to some other problem we do not

know.
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CHAPTER V
DRAWINGS AND GRAPHICS

Closely related to Kyers' work in oil paint were
his drawings. Harry Wickey wrote that "the sense and
direction of these drawings form the basis for his work in
the various mediums.“l In his paintings, for instance, it
is lMyers' incisive line drawing that establishes the manner
in which color is employed. Almost all of Jerome's
paintings were done in his studio and were usually based
on one or more of his drawings. Ethel Myers stated that
during lMyers' period of prolific painting, which began
around 1902, he worked from drawings that might have been

sketched as long as ten years before the painting in question.

Jerome carried a 9" x 11" sketch pad with him when-
ever he walked through the streets of New York, usually
at a very early hour. Invariably, he would stand on a
street and sketch people without attracting their attention.
Cecil Bell, a friend of lyers, wrote the author saying that
Jerome liked to be as inconspicuous as possible when sketching.

He often would hide in a doorway in order to remain

71
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unnoticed. Guy Péne du Bois wrote: "He has always been

a sort of day and night prowler, a phantom in the city
streets, passing in and out of crowds without ever becoming
part of them....“2 Ifyers' reluctance to disturb his

East Side 'models' accounts for many of his drawings that

show the people from the back.

Some of Jerome's sketching trips created hazard-
ous situations for the artist. One day he sat sketching
the mothers and children at play in Hamilton Fish Park.
Within a short period liyers was surrounded by a crowd of
excited youngsters who, upon seeing the pictures, began
shouting "le's taking kids." The provoking exclamation
soon became distorted and transformed into "A man's taking
kids...he's a kidnapper!"3 Immediately liyers became the
center of a near riot that took all the policemen in the
neighborhood to restore calm. Another time a belief in
an ancient Italian superstition turned into a frightening
episode for Jerome. The superstition centered around the
belief that a picture taken of a child under one year of
age would bring him bad luck. Unknowingly, Jerome sketched
a young Italian mother and her baby who happened to be
less than a year old. Having recognized what lyers was
doing, the mother darted towards the startled artist
exclaiming "You take my baby. I kill you!"b Such were

the hazards faced by an enterprising artist in the heart
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of ‘'New York City.

The early hour of these sketching walks is
attested to by the diaries of John Sloan. Around two
o'clock in the morning of July 23, 1907, Sloan was awakened
by the noise of fire engines. He looked out his window to
notice that a furniture store, located next door to Jerome's
studio, was burning. Becausé Jerome had already left on
his early morning walk, Sloan helped Ethel lyers vacate
some of her husband's drawings and other family belongings.
Fortunately, the fire was quickly extinguished and a
repetition of a disaster similar to the one in Myers'

childhood was averted.

Drawing was an important medium for Ilyers. He
drew constantly for over fifty years of his life. In fact,
he had regularly drawn pictures many years before he
seriously took up o0il painting. He felt that drawing was

a means of interpreting an artist's innermost feelings

~about life. The aim, therefore, of Jerome's drawings was

to capture the fundamental sensations of life in concise
graphic terms. His concern with revealing the artist's
pefsonal emotion gives his drawings a subjective quality
that is also found in his o0il paintings. This subjectivity
was revealed when he wrote that his drawings were a natural

and essential part of his life. The interest in the
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spiritual message of a dfawing, rather than an intellectual,
pictorial analysis, paralled IMyers' approach to painting.

He stated: "I have loved drawing for its own sake, without
one addition of color or of a formal arrangement, but as

a communion between my subject and myself, with all its
accidents of time and place, the interruptions that occurred
like broken melodies, incompleted song of the life I cared

"5

for....

Some of Jerome's drawings were but casual notes,
incomplete for one reason or another. One such 'note'
was made of a small boy playing jacks. Two years after
making this rough sketch, Myers was walking alcng the East
Side street where he had earlier drawn the young child.
Suddenly, Myers was accosted by an elderly man who exclaimed
"You are the artist who made a picture of a little boy.
I was watching you. That was my son, he died and we have
no picture of him."™ The man then asked Jerome, "Could we
buy the picture from you? INMother and I would be so happy
to have it.“6 Sadly, Hyers' casual note had been mislaid
and was not to be found. He sympathetically stated: "Even
my hasty sketch would have been a solace to the grief

7

stricken parents...."

Like his paintings, Myers' drawings emphasize his

interest in humanity. Individual character studies, such
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as Girl in Central Park (figure 18) and Immigrant, New

York (figure 19), reveal Jerome's interest in the common
man. Technically, theée two sketches also show that ﬁany

of his drawings were built up in lines and not in masses.
They confirm a 1911 review of his drawings which stated

that Myers, "in a few easy authoritative outlines,"8 could
capture the essential character of his figures. Though

the figures the@selves are generalized, individual character
is focused in the carriage of the heads and the eipression

in the faces.

As early as 1911 the Metropolitan lMuseum of Art
purchased five of Jerome's drawings. This seemed to con-
firm Henry McBride's later comment that “connoisseurs have
always had a special interest in his drawings...."9
Antoinette Kraushaar, ovmer of the Kraushaar Galleries, New
York, has handled the works of Jerome kyers for many years.
In this time she has found that the drawings of the artist
have had a wider audience than have the paintings. She
personally agreed with the general cons:=nsus when she
remarked: "I think his drawings are among his very best
things."lO Critic Forbes VWatson summed up the artistic
position of Myers' drawings: "In a word, he is a draughts-
man, as we have all known for a long iime, in command of

a peculiarly sensitive and individual line."ll
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In 1915 Myers began to work regularly in the graphic
media, particularly etchings. Within the year he had
produced ciose to twenty etched plates. These early
etchings must have made an impression as remarkably fine

works because a book, entitled Biographical Sketches of

American Artists, published in 1916, classified Jerome as

an etcher, not as a painter. This was only one year after
he had begun steady work in tnis medium. INMore convincing

is the fact that The Craftsman, in 1915, published an

eight—-page article devoted exclusively to the etchings of
Jerome lMyers. Others, too, recognized Myers' talent as a
graphic artist at an early date. Several letters from

Jerome to his wife Ethel indicate that as early as 1916 he

. - . . 2
was selling his prints to private collectors.’

Also,
William Glackens entrusted Iiyers with the task of teaching

the technique and metnod of etching to his daughter Lenna.l3

Thematically, the printus of liyers parallel his
work in other media. IHe interpreted his subjects subjec-
tively, utilizing line not so much for formal, compositional
arrangemnents as to convey the artist's understanding of

human life. Etchings such as Little Sisters (figure 20)

and Little Family illustrate kyers' humanistic vision as

well as his rendering of form with a firm line.
As a printmaker, ilyers used various intaglio

processes which enabled him to vary his linear and textural
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qualities in printing. Ilyers also achieved textural

effects in printing by not wiping the plate, as is seen

in the etching Virginia in Eugene Higgins' Studio (figure 6).

Jerome's independence from traditional approaches
to art was continued in his graphic work, particularly in
his method of executing color etchings. He colored each
plate by hand. He would then run off approximately three
copies in succession, each print becoming lighter in color.
At his discretion he might then change the color scheme
for the remaining prints from the plate. Thus, color
etchings from the same plate might vary greatly in their
color composition. Myers not only changed coloring in
individual prints but often would alter an etching's
composition. Whereas most changes in the states of print-
ing an etching would be noted, in writing, on the print,.
IHyers made no record of such changes and would continue

to alter the composition of his plates at will.

Like his work in other media, Jerome's etchings
found an appreciative audience. Guy Pene du Bois wrote
of his etchings: “His line, like the line in Rembrandt's
etchings, is never hard, never superfluous and always

intimate--a line at once sensitive and appreciative."]‘LP
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CHAPTER VI
SUBJECT MATTER AND THEMATIC DEVELOPMENT

Jerore Myers first came to New York early in 1886
at the age of eighteen. For the remaining fifty-four
years éf his life he was to record the human events that
took place on New York's Lower East Side. Myefs' close
friend Harry Wickey wrote that it was the picturesquenéss
of various sections on the East Side that "struck a respon-
sive chord in his [Myers'] nature and he recognized at
once that here was the city whose subject matter could

furnish the material for his life's wor;."l

Jerome was one of the very first to-explore
systematically the human condition in a major American
city, thus anticipating by decades the later work of the
Americén scene painters of the 1930s. Besides exhibiting
an independence in his choice of themes, lMyers also
rebelled against the generally accepted academic mode
of vision. The popular painting at the turn of the
century had little to do with the contemporary life of

common people. Avoiding the commonplace, the academicians

80
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"devoted themselves to the ideals and environment of the
upper and middle classés."2 IMyers found the academic
manner too confining. Hé sought a more subjective and’
humanistic art form. In his autobiography he wrote:

"It was only by losing myself in the crowds I loved to
depict, forgetting all the super art culture, forgetting
myself in the joy of impersonal reactions, that I

became the sharer of unlimited natural emotions. The
meaning of art ceased to be an intellectual puzzle; it
became something simple, human."3 Jerome's independence
from academic norms was achieved rapidly. Nearly two
years after his arrival in New York he had painted his

first East Side scene (figure 1).

In studying the works by liyers we find a deep
respect for the unpretentious common man. He wrote:
"liy song in my work is a simple song of the poor far

L,
i

from any annals of the rich...." His work is concerned
with the life going on about him, and in this respect

he parallelle@ the thought of Robert Henri who stated

that "there is only one reason for the development of art

in America, and that is that the people of America learn

the means of expressing themselves in their own time and

in their owvm land...what we do need is art that expresses
the spirit of the people of today....Art cannot be separated

from life."5 Jeronme was one of the very first who intui-
¥

tively adhered to such a philosophy. Wickey related that,
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as a humanist, Myers' own temperament demanded direct
contact with the common people in the city: “He was one
with them from the beginning and enjoyed nothing so much

as being in their midst."6

Jerome Myers' vision of the East Side poor was not

one which evoked a sense of wretchedness. Though they

were poor, Myers found these people rich in spirit. It
was this quality that Jerome tried to capture. As he
asked himself: "Vhy catch humanity by the shirt-tail
when I could...see more pleasant things?"7 If he had

read Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray, he certainly

would have concurred with Lord Henry's opinion that "One
should sympathize with the colour, the beauty, the joy

8

of life. The less said about life's sores the better."

Numerous social and economic adversities daily
plagued the inhabitants of the East Side during the early
years of the twentieth century. However, Jerome looked
beyond these depressed external conditions and captured
the profound spirit and essence of the people. He wrote:
"Others saw ugliness and degradatioh there, I saw poetry
and beauty...."9 Pity and a sincere affection for the
people dominated any sense of bitterness towards the
prevailing social conditions. Though living in slums,

the lives of these men and women seemed nourished by an
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immense hope and spiritual happiness. This is what

" Myers sought and, subsequently, recorded on his canvases.

He had ncne of the social reformer in him and on
one occasion stated: "In the presence of true art,

propaganda is dumb and useless."lO

Like Whistler, Jerome
had no desire to teach but sought and found the beautiful
in all conditions of life. Literary parallels can be seen
in the work of Balzac and Maupassant. Much like Myers
these authors described, but did not judge, the new
environments that they were writing about. Jerome may
have read their books. His daughter, Virginia liyers
Downes, related to the author that Jerome had his friends

read to her regularly. She particularly remembered the

works of lMaupassant.

Contemporary with llyers was Hutchins Hapgood

who, in 1902, wrote The Spirit of the Ghetto. The book

parallels Myers' artistic vision in several ways. Both
record, in their respective language, the spiritual and
cultural life of the Jewish sections on New York's Lover
East Side. Both artists foﬁnd the Bowery more piéturesque
and significant than Fifth Avenue or Broadway. Finally,
Hapgood and liyers found a charm in the ghettoes of New
York that add an interesting dimension to the mofe socio-

logical reports written by such men as Jacob Riils and
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Robert Hunter. In their respective studies, Riis and
Hunter provided evidence of the appalling conditions that

beset the residents of the Lower East Side.

Jerome probably gravitated to the East Side
because in his own childhood he lived and worked among

the poor. Such a background developed a passionate

sympathy for the poor in general. Thus, when he moved

to New York it was a natural step to establish himself on

the East Side. Wickey wrote: "His early background was
. such that this subject matter was approached from the

standpoint neither of the artist, tourist, or one who was

out to expose the conditions under which these people

lived."ll

Iiyers' fundamental thematic statement was not
the result of cold calculation. Rather, it evolved through
sympathetic compassion. Such an attitude towards his
subject matter is responsible, in large measure, for the
poetic overtones in his compositions. IHe once remarked:

"I went to the gutter for my subjects, but they were

poetic gutters."l2

Balzac once called Paris the "City
of a Hundred Thousand Romances." In his own individual
manner Jerome could have applied such an encomium to

New York's romantic and poetic life.

The predominant theme in the work of Myers was

the daily life of New York's Lower East Side. The
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varied activities of the population of thése streets
became Myers' fundamental thematic source. The hot

summer months--when temperatures forced the people into
.the streets and parks for fresh air--provided Jerome with
his greatest opportunities to capture their life on canvas.

During these torrid summer months the artist "would stay

in town, the thermometer in the nineties, sketching my

city subjects."13

For Myers the pulsating, active life of the East
Side was to be found near the market places. Here the
European immigrants purchased and peddled their wares.

'His Life on the East Side (figure 22), painted in 1931,

captured the daily transactions that took place on the
East Side. Unlike the modern supermarket arrangement,
these women took their own baskets to the market where
they went stall to stall procuring the necessary breads,

vegetables, dairy products and meats. Paris llarket (figure 23)

of 1919, shows that llyers painted similar scenes when he
travelled to Europe. AHowever, he preferred his New York
immigrants to those found in Europe, stating that "Vhen
they merge here with New York something happens that gives
vibrancy I didn't get in any other place."lh Comparing
his New York market scenes to those painted in Paris, he
noted that the American canvases were grayer in tone, yet

richer in the types of various races. As he noted in his
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"autobiography: "Though it [New York] has a more sombre

tone, it becomes more significant through association

~and is naturally more appealing to my brush."15 It is

to Myers' great credit as an artist, and as a man, that
he was able to invest ordinary, daily scenes with such

picturesque drama and vitality.

As the day wore on, the residents of the East
Side would leave their places of daily activity and in-
variably seek refuge from the heat at the end of the
numerous piers. Here the children watched the passing
boats and played, while their parents discussed the

problems of the day. ZEvening on the Pier (figure 2.)

bespeaks this phase of New York city life. One of
Jerome's most successful paintings depicted such a scene
at the end of a pier. Painted in 1907, and later ex-

hibited at the Armory Show of 1913, The End of the Walk

(figure 6) is a statement of repose and solitude, a

mood that the artist delighted in capturing. The essence

of this painting was summed up in Iyers' description of
the sleeping figure on the fér right. He wrote: “The
blond Jew sleeps on in his adopted land of the free, no
Cossacks to terrify him, no sudden explosion, here to
enjoy peace in the summer night, repose in the kihdly

- . 6
Ianhattan nlght."l
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Histories and recollections of life on the Lower
East Side during the early years of the twentieth century
establish the fact that music was one of the joys of the
immigrant families.l7 The East Side has been called a
singing society where people who did not speak the same
“language became friends because they were able to hum the
same tunes. As Harry Golden has pointed out, music becaﬁe

18 An artist

one of the basic values of their existence.
- like Jerome Myers could not overlook this aspect of

immigrant life. He was particularly drawvn to the con-

certs that attracted the denizens of the East Side at
night. Though men, women and children may have gone their
individual ways during the day, they were drawn together
by these band concerts. The true lovers of music arrived
hours before the concerts began in order to secure front-
row seats. With all the seats filled “the standees would

w19

make a picturesque fringe.... Iladison Scauare Concert

(figure 25), dated about 1923, indicates, in an imaginative
pictorial manner, just how popular these concerts were.
Men, women and children are seen in abundance, all enjoying
this musical feast. The restful gaiety is pictorially
emphasized by the sparkling colors of dresses and ribbons
that act as a foil to the otherwise dark and sober canvas.
Jerome may have enjoyed the night concerts for more per-

sonal reasons. Throughout his career he had been taken
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for the famous pianist and composer Jan Paderewski. 1In
his autobiography he proudly wrote: "At concerts, I have
been asked to autograph programs; and'truck drivers have
yelled 'Paddy' at me, a revelation of the famous pianist's
reputation among plain people and of their knowledge of

his appearance.“20

Besides capturing the general flow of life on the
East Side, Myers also focused his attention on the indi-
vidual types found in this section of New York. In a
statement that could apply to his work in general, but
which referred specifically to Types (figure 26), liyers
wrote: "In no foreign land were these characters sketched.
Under the Third Avenue Elevated, at 59th Street, here in
New York, I drew them as I saw them, characters whom |
Dostoievsky or Gorky might have used in their novels."21

Two 0l1d Men (figure 27), a drawing dated 1902, is a humane

and dignified portrait of old age. Ilyers conveys a sym-
pathy that so aptly illustrates, some sixty years later,
the following words from the Simon and Garfunkel song
"0ld Friends":

The sounds of the city,/ Sifting through trees,/
Settle like dust/ On the shoulders/ Of the old
friends./ Can you imagine us/ Years from today,/
Sharing a park bench quietly?/ How terribly
strange to be seventy./ 01d friends,/ Kemory
brushes the same years./ Silently sharing the
same fear./
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Additional East Side types were often found

sleeping on park benches, as in the drawing Bryant Park

Bench (figure 28) of 1907. Though these men were consid-
ered bums and vagrants by civic authorities, Myers found

them "subjects for a sympathetic picture."22

One of the themes that preoccupied Myers through-
out his career was that of childhood. In fact, it seems
that the joys of childhood somehow sheltered him from the
more sordid aspects of life on the East Side. He once
wrote that "the happiness of children, their number and
their well being amply made up for the parent's privation.
All ages of youth were represented by liyers, and he was
especially eager to capture these.children playing freely
without any conspicuous restraints. He went so far as to,
state, in a 1912 letter, that playgrounds should be given
over to the children. He found that "all adult direction
or supervision or bossing in any way is fatal and
tyranically J'.rnpertinen,t."2[+ He further remarked: "All
children have something they can only lose in contact

with adults."25 Paintings such as City Playground

(figure 29), painted in 1926 and winner of the National
Academy's Altman Prize in 1937, shows liyers' free-spirited
and innocent children at play. Though parents participate
in the scene, it is the children who are absorbed in

their respective pursuits; they alone are responsible

w23
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for the transformation of this East Side section into a
momentary 'field of joy'. 1In this particular painting,
one critic found Myers successfully displaying "his gift
of weaving all the disparate details of the playing child-
ren, the seated mothers, the buildings looming beyond the

26

gates into a colorful tapestry." Childhood Charm

(figure 30), painted by Myers in 1918, is an imaginative
painting which defies traditional pictorial technique in
an effort to capture the essence of childhood. The use

of an oval composition is rare in Jerome's work. His
reference to children as "the little jewels that sprinkled

27

my pictures...." aptly describes this composition.

The music of the hurdy-gurdy man was invariably
the cause of delight among the children. A European
immigrant who had grown up on the East Side recalled the
memory of the organ-grinder: "The children flocked from
all directions, danced and sang. The bright summer sky,
the happy, dancing children, the lively strains of the
music seemed of another world. Here was America at last."

The Tambourine (figure 31), of 1905, captures a cultural,

as_well as a festive, intérlude in the lives of the
children of the city. Such moments became cultural
events as the organ music brought tunes from such famous
operas as Rigoletto and Il Trovatore to ﬁhe streets of

the East Side. As Jerome stated, these musical events

28
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carried "one from the East Side street to scenes at the

Metropolitan Opera House...."29

The children on the East Side were perpetual
sources of artistic inspiration for Myers. Moreover,
they became a solace to him throughout his career as an
artist because they, more than any other subject, brought

out the tender and poetic elements in his personality.

The religious festivals, which played a signif-

icant part in the lives of the East Side residents, were

captured in all their spirituality and decorativeness by

Myers. Although he was but a casual onlooker, he became
caught up in the fervor of the crowds at these processions.
In a letter to his wife, Jerome related the excitement
that surrounded the festivities:

Went down to the Italian Fete last night, walked
with the celebrants--noticed in front a carriage
with two little girls with angel costumes. Well,
when we got to thne grand stand it was about 9
o'clock, I got the thrill of my life--both girls
were put out of three story windows on different
sides_of the street on ropes hanging by feet and
chest[.] Imagine them hanging over space, reciting
poems, strewing flowers from baskets--I noticed
there were cheers and hisses, it was a dangerous
performance{.] The people were as usual wonderful,
«..I am getting the impressions."30 '

These specific "impressions" were made manifest in the

painting Angels of the Fiesta of 1920 (figure 32).

Lok A

Street Shrine (figure 10) shows the participants bearing

sacred shrines, banners on gilded poles and religious
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candles. lMyers makes no attempt to relate optical facts.
Rather, he transforms, aé was his custom, a real event
into decorative patterns of shapes that enhance the
spirituality of the moment. The spirituality of these
religious pageants is remarkably captured in the film

Artist in Manhattan, produced by Jerome's grandson,

Barry Downes.

Differing in thematic content, but stylistically
similar to the religious processionals, were the purely
imaginative and fanciful creations represented by Dance
Fantasy of 1923 (figure 33) and Caprice painted in 1936

(figure 9). Though the illusion of reality is present

w31

in both paintings, an "air of unreality pervades the

two canvases. The glowing colors and luscious te:tures
add to the romantic atmosphere and to the fusion of life
and fantasy. Opeaking of Caprice in particular, &and this
type of work in general, Jerome wrote:

In this picture it was my humor to invest my
dream people in silks and satins, to place them
in a courtly environment to weave a romance tender
and capricious. All in contrast to the hard facts
of 1life, that take us by the throat and choke our
visions.

Factual fidelity may yield matter-of-fact render-
ings, even with sincerity, but without joy and some-
times as dull as they are useless. For such effects
the artist has always an escape through fancy, the
transfusion of facts in terms of sgiritual concepts,
in imagination to evoke a caprice. 2 .

Architectural structures, with their rich human
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associations, were also part of Myers' thematic repertoire.

In these works, such as On Oak Street (figure 34), the

artist discovered that even buildings possessed a warméh
and personality that often corresponded to that of their
human occupants. And, like the people who lived within
their walls, these buildings chénged and declined over
the years. Though lMyers was fond of such "timeworn
veterans of the East Side...."33 he never thought such
buildings could compare with the human lives that they

sheltered.

All aspects of East Side life appealed to Jerome
lyers. Referring to the immigrants that he captured for
the ages, liyers stated: "Their lives are as simple as
their clothes and as open to me as the streets...I think
we call these things picturesgue because they have been
always so suited to human needs, and apparently always é

will be.">

During the later years of his life Jerome became
more and more disturbed with the way New York City was
developing. One month before his death he was quoted ¢
as saying:
Something is gone. Something is missing. I
say to myself, 'It is the warmth of human contact;
that's what it is. It is gone. llen and women and

children hide behind the walls of their_homes.'
New Yorkers no longer live in the open.
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Besides decrying the loss of human intimaéy, Myers saw
the poetic and mysterious atmosphere of the gas lamps
replaced by the harsh glare of electric lights. The
artist's view of these changes was confirmed in 1962 by
Harry Golden, who grew up on the East Side during the
years that Iyers painted it. Golden wrote that "The
slums of New York are far worse now than the slums I
knew in 1910. There is neither hope nor optimism in

o u36

these slum

Two other thematic areas also occupied liyers.
He painted few landscapes, though the family had spent
~summers in the country since 1915. Vhen living in Carmel,
New York, Myers refused to become absorbed with the
green of the country. He even went so far as to cover
up his studio windows in order to keep out the greenness
of the countryside. There exist, however, several oil

paintings of landscapes by Myers. [The VWell House at

Carmel of 1930 (figure 35) shows him working in an
Impressionist manner 6nce again and succumbing to natural
beauty. Yet even in this composition he included the
humén element in the form of three children. Another

landscape, Moonlight on Lake Gilead, is totally con-

cerned with the natural terrain. It is an extremely moody
picture that recalls the lyrical and mysterious works of

Albert P. Ryder. About landscape painting, llyers wrote:
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"It is not that I am insensible to landscape, but that

I could not commit myself to it sufficiently while carry-
ing on my studies in the city...my heart was with my work
in the city, énd artistically, I could not do justice to

both places at once."37

Portraiture was yet another genre that lyers
pursued during his career as an artist. His fine drafts-
manship, along with his sensitivity to individual person-
alitieé, enabled him to produce several fine portraits.
His finest efforts in this field were those portraits
done of his immediate family. Virginia (figure 36), aA

pastel executed in 1921, and The Artist's Wife (figure 37),

an oil painting dated around 1922, exemplify Myers' faculty
for capturing the mood and individual essence of his sitter.
Myers' personal interest in human expression and life,
which is seen in his portraiture, confirms Oscar Wilde's
statement that "every portrait that is painted with feeling
is a portrait of the artist not of the sitter."38 Unlike
his painting of other subjects, Myers apparently was able
to work rapidly while producing his portraits. Cecil Bell,
a friend of Jerome's, attests to the swiftness of the
artist's work in portraiture. Bell stated that Myers had
painted-a portrait of him in only two sittings of two

hours each.39 In addition to producing portraits of

other people, Jerome was also a prolific painter of self-

N U T
LA R O o
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portraits, studies that brought him "face to face with
himself in the many moods that life impresses on him"l*O
(figures 11, 12). Economic reasons underlie the 1arge.
number of self-portraits. Myers, along with the other
members of his family, were free models and thus were
available whenever the artist became interested in portrai-
ture. He would often turn to self-portraiture on those
bleak, dismal days which prevented him from doing any sort
of sketching out-of-doors. We have discussed Ilyers'
reliance on Rembrandt in painting his self-portraits. His
close affinity to Rembrandt's self-portraits is seen by

the fact that he painted himself in essentially the same
pose as at least two of Rembrandt's best known self-por-
traits. In fact, a caption over & newspaper reproduction
of one of Jerome's self-portraits reads "It DOES Look

Like Rembrandt.wt

In the work of Jerome llyers we have discussed a
thematic progression that has taken us from the daily
scenes of East Side life to wooded landscapes and portrai- |
ture. In the end it will be his East Side themes that
determine liyers' ultimate reputation, "for it is here,"”
as Harry Wickey observed, "that the abundance of material
L2

affords ample opportunity for estimating his true stature.”

A writer for the New York Times accurately predicted: "In

some far future a generation of art lovers will be profoundly
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grateful to those artists who have thus interpreted the
local scene and told us the precise character of the
people of the streets." We are indebted, in this sense,

~r L
to Jerome llyers, the "gentle poet of the slums."r3
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CONCLUSION

Thomas Carlyle, discoursing on the poet Robert

Burns, wrote: "A Scottish peasant's life was the meanest
and rudest of all lives, till Burns became a poet in it,
and a poet of it...."l As a poet in paint, Jerome liyers,
too, was capable of imparting a dignity and simple grandeur
to New York's humble "peasants" of the Lower East Side.

The creations of both artists are significant to mankind
because they are based, as Carlyle aptly stated, on the

ordinary lives of men.

Myers' artistic goal was not that of a social
reformer. He sympathized with the city's poor but did
not view them as instruments for a social cause. Rather,
he captured the steadfast human spirit of the Lower East
Side which was constantly revealed to the artist in the
daily lives of common men. To llyers, such a revelation ;

was an end in itself.

Myers' contemporaries also wenti to the more tawdry
districts of New York to find artistic inspiration. Yet,

it was Myers, more than any other turn-of-the-century

102
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artist, who invested the people of the ghetto with a
poetic beauty. One need but compare his portrayals of
gay, healthy East Side children to the shabby street
urchins that’George Luks painted. In this respect,
Jerome was more poet than reporter. Like the early
city drawings (ca. 1900-1908) of Joseph Stella, liyers'
pictures were subjective, non-journalistic representa-
tions of life on the Lower East Side. Philosophically,
Myers can be linked to the precepts of such men as
Emerson, Whitman and Henri, in that he, too, felt that
the artist should probe deeper into the heart of

‘American society in order to capture its life and types.

The paintings of Myers represented not only the
essence of tne human spirit but also possessed what Harry
Wickey called a poetry of the highest order.2 In analyz-
ing the strengths and weaknesses of Jerome's compositions
we must maintain that these works are essentially poetic
manifestations and as such are spiritual, not intellec-
tual, products, as Wickey has observed.3 Such an inter
pretation does not respond to technical competence but
rather to the spiritual values of the man and their emer-

gence in his work.

The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche felt

that art represented "the highest task and...activity




104

of this life...."" History, it is hoped, will look kindly
upon an artist who pursued with vigor a creative life.

The fact that Jerome lMyers persevered despite material
hardship and professional neglect in order to obtain a
humanistic goal is a significant act for others to

contemplate.
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