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ABSTRACT
Art in America, since the beginning of the twentieth 

century, has established a tradition of artistic protest. 
The Depression era was especially productive in art that 
reflected the artists dissatisfaction with their society. 
One of the artists to emerge from these troubled times is 
the subject of this thesis. Paul Cadmus established his 
reputation on the unfirm ground of the cause celebrS. To 
his credit, the artist has demonstrated a gifted talent in 
the fields of portraiture, still life, and graphics. How
ever, his fame was established through a number of paintings 
of a highly controversial nature through which the artist 
exhibited a biting satire as social comment. This thesis is 
concerned primarily with a discussion of these paintings, 
but his other work will be brought into the discussion as it 
relates to his painting.

This thesis was written with the intent of accom
plishing a goal that is three-fold. At the outset of this 
study an examination of the artist's background and an in- 
depth analysis of the paintings was undertaken. Following 
this, his art was discussed in terms of placing it in its 
proper place in the history of art. Finally, and most 
importantly, this study is written in hopes of bringing : 
forth the work of an artist who has been heretofore too

viii



ix.
lightly regarded or totally ignored in the archives of 
American art.



THE ARTIST’S BACKGROUND

Paul Cadmus was born in New York City in 1904. 
Exposure to the fine arts came through his parents who were 
both artists. His mother illustrated for newspapers and 
magazines under her maiden name, Marie Latasa. His father, 
Egbert Cadmus, was chiefly a watercolorist. . As a child the 
artist displayed a talent for drawing at the age of three. 
Cadmus reflects on these early drawings as his "modern" 
period. As he matured the young Cadmus became increas
ingly involved with art. At nine he stated, "I am going to

2be a marine painter and sister is to be a portrait painter." -
Under his parents' encouragement, Cadmus embarked on 

an extensive formal education in the fine arts. In 1919, at 
the age of fourteen, he began a rigorous schedule of study 
at the National Academy of Design where his parents had met 
and studied. While at the academy, he was under the 
guidance of William Auerbach-Levy, a well-known etcher who 
at one time did caricature work for the New Yorker magazine. 
For painting and drawing, the major area of Cadmus' studies, 
he studied under Charles C. Curran, Charles Hawthorne, and 
Ivan Olinsky. Cadmus remained at the Academy until 1926,

1. Paul Cadmus, taped interview, April 11, 1976.
2. Una E. Johnson, Paul Cadmus/Prints and Drawings, 

1922-1967 (New York: Brooklyn Museum Press, 196 8).
1



during which time he was elected to the Society of American 
Etchers in his nineteenth year. At this same time, the 
National Academy .had selected a number of etchings.by Cadmus 
for exhibition in their annual show. To be recognized for 
his artistic facility at such an early age was a gratifying 
and encouraging experience for such a young artist. In
cluded here is a reproduction of his first exhibited drawing 
from this early period which amply demonstrates his sensi
tivity for this medium (Fig. 1).

Cadmus left the academy in 1926. for a two-semester 
study at the Art Students Leagpe under the tutelage of 
Charles Locke and Joseph Pennell. Locke was a well-known 
lithographer and Pennell a dedicated follower of Whistler 
with a reputation for craftsmanship. From Pennell, Cadmus 
felt he could sharpen his own printing ability.'*'

Although the artist denies any significant influence
2from his stay at the Art Students League, it is interesting 

to speculate on what effect the teachings of Robert Henri 
and the Ashcan school, which was so closely associated with 
this institution, might have had on the developing artist.
At least one very important friendship was initiated at the 
League between Cadmus and Jared French, an artist with whom 
Cadmus was to share a long association. In terms of his

1. Cadmus, taped interview.
2. Ibid.
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Fig. 1. Old Lady —  Pencil, 5-5/8 x 4", 1922.



contemporaries, Cadmus states French is the "strongest
1singular influence on my art."“ Together these artists were 

to found a tradition of magically rendered painting charac
terized by an almost photographic detail. French1s work is

) ' 
of an enigmatic nature dealing with a rather obscure symbol
ism. He is sometimes close to surrealism in the hallucina-

2tory appearance of his images. One of French's paintings 
is included here (Fig. 2) as an example. The painting bears 
strong resemblance to Cadmus' work. The incisive line and 
realistic detail are trademarks of both artists' style. In 
some of Cadmus' later paintings, he adopted a symbolism 
which suggests a further passage of influence from French. 
Cadmus-relates that the two artists sometimes had difficulty 
telling their sketches apart when comparing their portfolios

3in later years.
Following his years in the Art Students League, 

Cadmus became a layout artist in an advertising agency.
These were hard years for the artist emotionally. In his 
words, "At this time I felt I had just facility and nothing 
particular to say.

1. Ibid.
2. Lloyd Goodrich and John I. H. Bauer, American 

Art of Our Century (New York; Praeger, 1961), p. 143.
3. Cadmus, taped interview.
4. Ibid.



Pig. 2. Summer's Ending by Jared French Oil and tempera, 25" x 40", 1939
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He saved enough money to fund an extensive two-year 

sojourn in Europe in 1931. Accompanied by his friend French, 
Cadmus traveled around the continent, visiting museums at 
every opportunity. This exposure to the great masters of 
Europe left a strong impression on Cadmus. In later years, 
he was to express admiration for Bellini, Mategna,
Carravegio, and the Flemish primitives. In the field of 
graphics, Marcantonio Raimondi, a sixteenth century Italian 
engraver whose practice it was to engrave impressions after 
paintings by Raphael, held strong appeal for Cadmus. This 
influence is apparent in Cadmus' drawing which exhibits many 
Renaissance conventions, i.e., cross-hatching, classical 
modeling, etc. He saved his greatest praises for Signorelli 
and Ingres. About Signorelli the artist states, "Signorelli 
was the great discovery for me. His art has been a lasting 
inspiration."

Together with French, he settled into a peaceful 
stay at'a small fishing village at Majorca, Spain. This 
proved to be an important move in the artist's development 
as it was here in 1931 that he first began to actually 
compose paintings, an ability which was to draw strong 
praise from critics throughout his career. Cadmus states, 
"Previous to this time, I had always sketched from life.

1. Ibid.



1never having actually put a picture together." Cadmus 
feels it.was at this point he began serious work as an

2artist. He considers work predating 1931 as student work.
The artist's first "serious" painting, Majorcan 

Fishermen, (Fig. 3) met with favor from art critics upon 
its exhibition. The painting displays the subtle draughts
manship gained from his experience ad a graphic artist. In 
terms of composition, Cadmus is concerned with point and 
counterpoint, or what he has termed the asking and answering

3forces that meet in a single composition. Commenting on
the painting's composition, critic Edward Alden Jewell
writes, "The painting is constructed with flawless skill. A
dozen figures are fitted into the sovereign pattern with an
unblemished effect of pictorial rightness and spontaneity.

During his stay in Majorca, Cadmus dealt largely
with the serene, village scenes he was experiencing. ' It was
at the same time, however, that he began painting the
satirical subjects that were to establish his notoriety as a

5painter of "monuments to vulgarity," as one critic has

1. Ibid.
2. From a list of paintings compiled by the artist.
3. Johnson, Paul Cadmus, p. 13.
4. Edward Alden Jewell, "Cadmus Canvases Hung at 

Midtown," New York Times, March 27, 1937, XI, p. 12.
5. Childe Reece, "Paul Cadmus, Etcher, Magazine 

of Art, November 1937, p. 666.
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Fig, 3. Majorcan Fishermen —  Oil on canvas, 24" x 30", 
1932.



labeled his work. What prompted him to commence painting
these satirical American scenes in the midst of an unspoiled
fishing village in Spain remains a mystery. The artist
explains, "I suppose maybe I missed America. I was merely

1reproducing events from my past."
While in Majorca, he painted Shore Leave (Figv 4) 

and Y.M.C.A. Locker Room (Fig. 5). Both paintings reveal 
his critical approach to the sharply disturbing social 
standards of the time. For the next decade Paul Cadmus was 
to become a cause ceIebr6, with his name appearing in almost 
every edition of every newspaper at one point. The fol
lowing chapter deals with these satirical paintins and the 
events that brought about the evolution of Paul Cadmus as 
"Enfant Terr ibleof the 1930's.

1. Cadmus, taped interview.
2. From an article by Harry Salpeter, "Paul Cadmus: 

Enfant Terrible," Esquire, July, 19 37.
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ii

Fig, 4. Shore Leave Oil on canvas, 33" x 36", 1933.
Coll. Whitney Museum of American Art, New York.



Fig. 5. Y.M.C.A. Locker Room —  Oil on canvas, 19" x 38'*, 1933. Courtesy 
Midtown Galleries,



THE PAINTINGS

The satirical paintings by Paul Cadmus left a strong 
impression in the public eye during the Depression era.
When his work was exhibited, which was not a frequent 
occurrence, a pronounced reaction usually followed from the 
ranks of his critics and admirers. "Undignified," '!sordid," 
and "depraved" were frequentradjectives his critics used in 
denouncing his work. "Refined," "accomplished," and 
"socially conscious" were terms his admirers attached to his 
paintings when applauding the artist's efforts. The emer
gence of Paul Cadmus in the 1930's is an interesting story 
filled with controversy and deserves to be treated in some 
detail. A chronology has been included in Appendix A to 
help the reader organize the ensuing events.

The story has its beginnings in Majorca where he 
painted Y.M.C.A. Locker Room (Fig. 5) and Shore Leave (Fig. 
4). Figure 5 shows the artist's debt to the Italian Renais
sance as he focuses his attention on the human figure and 
the mechanics of its structure as well as the tension , 
between^figures. This complicated system of interlocking 
forms was to become a common feature of many of his 
satirical paintings that followed. Y.M.C.A. Locker Room 
presents to the viewer an everyday scene being carried out 
in chaotic terms. Underneath the apparent random tumble of

12
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bodies, the artist demonstrates the same compositional skill 
that he first displayed in Majorcan Fishermen. A carefully 
organized Renaissance sense of balance and perspective are 
often pointed out in reviews of Cadmus' work. At a later 
point in this discussion a comparison between a painting by 
Cadmus and a work by Signorelli will be undertaken to 
clearly show the artist's dependence on Renaissance painting 
techniques.

An element of tension results from the juxtaposition 
of body typfes as he has placed a grotesquely fat figure in
close proximity with a slender or athletic type. The
tension is enhanced by the application of harsh clashing 
color, Cadmus' practice is to work from memory of his own 
experience to derive his subject matter. In this case he 
has presented a satirical look at a locker room not unlike 
those he frequented in New York. At the very least this 
painting remains a custodian's nightmare.

Figure 4 iss prophetic of a recurring theme in his
satirical paintings of the 19 30's, one which would propel 
him into the role of cause celebrA. The subject is the 
drunken pleasures of sailors in the city on leave from their 
ship. The same devices are at work here that were in evi
dence with the locker room scene. Here again the composi
tion is built around the strong interlocking forms in action. 
His molding of the body is strong and masculine; his women 
are invariably very muscular or inflated. Cadmus prefers to
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place his figures in unusual poses, often resulting in 
violent foreshortening as the figures surge away, and toward 
the picture plane. He is a careful observer, focusing his 
attention on the most minute details. This fussiness with 
detail has led many critics to speak of his art in terms of 
trompe-11oeil. Hard edge realism is a strong current 
running through much of Cadmus' work. This will be dis
cussed in greater detail in the final chapter.

It is obvious from Shore Leave and subsequent 
paintings that Cadmus is striving to present a slice of life 
that will repel the viewer. The foreground is littered with 
the refuse and empty liquor bottles the young rebels are 
leaving about. The over-inflated bodies of the women 
coupled with their slovenly appearance casts some doubt on 
their moral character. One critic was moved to label this 
painting a "monument to vulgarity.""*" The key word here is 
"monument" as the overall impression of the painting is
monumental despite its small dimensions.

\
Cadmus returned to New York late in 19 33 in the 

midst of the Depression. He applied for and received one of 
the government subsidized art commissions which were pro
viding relief for economically depressed artists under the 
auspices of the Public Works of Art Project. Two of the 
paintings which he did for the P.W.A.P. were chosen for the

1. Reece, "Paul Cadmus, Etcher," p. 666.



upcoming exhibition of that year in the Corcoran- Gallery. 
This was to be a national cross-section display of what 
American artists were involved with at that time. It was to 
be an influential exhibition as some of the paintings were 
bound for the White House pending selection by the 
Roosevelts. Figure 6 shows one of the paintings chosen for 
the exhibition. Entitled The Fleet's In!, it is in much the 
same vein as its predecessor. Shore Leave. The subject is 
again a group of drunken sailors cavorting with street
walkers. One of the people attending the exhibition was 
Admiral Hugh Rodman, U.S. Navy, Retired, who, upon seeing 
the painting, was moved to write to the Secretary of the 
Navy. He described the painting in this way, "It depicts a 
most disgraceful, sordid, disreputable drunken brawl, 
wherein apparently a group of enlisted men are consorting 
with .a party of streetwalkers and denizens of the redlight 
district." He continues, "The painting has originated in
the sordid, depraved imagination of someone who has no con-

1ception of actual conditions in our service." He requested 
it to be removed, which the Secretary wholeheartedly agreed 
with, stating it was a work of art but false. The painter 
countered it was not a work of art, but true. Cadmus had 
lived around the Riverside Drive area of New York City, a 
favorite habitat of sailors on leave. The artist spent much

1. "Artist Defends Fleet Picture," New York Sun, 
April 19, 1934, p. 11.



Fig. 6. The Fleet's In! (engraving) *—  2^1/21 x 51, 1934. Courtesy Art Institute 
of Chicago.



of his time sitting among these people sketching what he saw. 
The Fleet's In!, according to the artist, depicts a re
enactment of a typical shore leave scene which he had wit
nessed many times. At one point the destruction of the 
painting appeared imminent which Cadmus responded to by pro
ducing an etching of the work, stating, "they can tear up the

lcanvas, but they’ll have a sweet time eating copper!" The 
painting was removed from the show and temporarily housed at 
an admiral's aide's home. The painting mysteriously dis
appeared and has resurfaced only recently, reportedly at a 
private club, The Alibi Club, in Washington, D.C. The 
reproduction here is actually a photograph of the engraving.

.Fellow artists began to come to the aid of the be
sieged Cadmus as the controversy grew. John Sloan and- 
Thomas Hart Ben ton both offered help, suggesting a vague 
plan of a suit against the government in the event the 
painting were to be destroyed. Presently many newspapers 
began to pick up the story and publish it across the 
country, usually with a photograph of the painting. People 
from all walks of life began to defend and challenge the z 
artist. Cadmus became deluged with phone calls and mail, 
some of it threatening. The magazine Our Navy made Cadmus 
its leading issue for several months. Threats of physical 
violence compelled the artist to move away temporarily from

1. Johnson, Paul Cadmus, p. 9.
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his home. An article in the New York Sun quoted Cadmus as 
saying, "I think it's a very true picture of what goes on 
along the Drive. I think if the picture were obviously un
true, they wouldn't be so upset about it."^

The artist's reaction to all of this notoriety was a 
positive one. "I certainly feel it was a good thing. It
made my name known to many mpre people than those that

2attend exhibitions." Overnight his name had become a 
household word and his art was in demand. The young artist 
most certainly must have been encouraged to paint in this 
satirical manner. The "Enfant Terrible" of the art world 
had evolved.

There were a number of results from the affair. 
First, as already mentioned, the artist had made an etching 
of The Fleet's In!. The prints made after' the painting sold 
well and he was. encouraged to produce etchings of all his 
paintings and cultivate a fairly profitable market for 
prints. More importantly a Cadmus work after this contro
versy was bound to receive attention.

Cadmus had painted two pictures for the P.W.A. 
exhibition of 193,4. The second work was entitled Greenwich 
Village Cafeteria (Fig. 7). The overall impression of the 
painting is a writhing mass of human bodies. Heavy

1. "Artist Defends Fleet Picture," p. 11.
2. Cadmus, taped interview.



Fig. 7. Greenwich Village Cafeteria (Stewart's) oil on canvas, 24-1/2" x 39",
1934.
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interlocking forms predominate and harsh clashing colors 
again comprise the artist's palette. The setting is one of 
the cafeterias that were common to the Greenwich Village 
area. The concept for this painting came to Cadmus after 
frequent visits to Stewart's, a well-known cafeteria located 
in Sheridan Square. As a display of human grossness, Cadmus 
has presented a myriad of emotions in the shifting mass of 
faces. Typically, none reflect a good side of human 
character.

That Cadmus was interested in the representation of 
the single nude figure is borne out by the prolific number 
of drawings focusing on the~single figure which he has been 
involved with throughout his career. Figure 8 is included 
as an example. Reminiscent of sixteenth century artists 
from whom Cadmus admits a passage of influence, he has taken 
a traditional approach to drawing. His drawing is marked by 
an abundance of cross-hatching and careful attention to ana
tomical detail. He is especially adept at presenting the 
figure in an unusual pose. He concentrates on reclining 
figures and often places them at odd angles to the picture 
plane thus permitting him to experiment with foreshortening. 
These drawings have helped him to achieve a highly developed 
skill in rendering the human form which he exhibits in his 
painting. His careful attention to modeling and detail in
fuses life into his figures in both drawings and paintings.



Fig. 8. Male Nude (Drawing) —  TS-7, pencil and egg tempera, 9-3/8" x 14", 1955.
tv
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The essential difference one feels when comparing 

his drawings and paintings is one of mood. Alone, in repose, 
the human figure retains an essential dignity in the hands 
of a skilled artist. However, by placing an abundance of 
figures in a particular context, the artist is able to 
convey his response to certain social realities. In his 
paintings he explores what social scientists affirm today: 
that men crowded together, forced into constant close 
proximity with one another, lose their humanity. People do 
become vulgar, aggressive, and even violent when they are 
bunched together too closely. In short, the artist has ex- 
pressed his revulsion at what he terms "herded humanity."

Undaunted by criticism, Cadmus followed up these
paintings with Coney Island (Fig. 9), a painting which so
incensed the Coney Island Businessmen's Association that
they demanded its immediate removal from its exhibition at
the Whitney Museum of American Art. The official protest

2included the words "unnecessarily vulgar". and they charged 
that it libeled the resort.

The familiar qualities singularly attributable to 
Cadmus are once again evident in this painting. The heavy 
proportions to the figures, the interlocking forms and

1. From an article by Diane Hines, "The Figure 
Drawings of Paul Cadmus," American Artist, November, 1972, 
p. 32.

2. Salpeter, "Paul Cadmus," p. 112.



Fig. 9. Coney Island »—  Oil on canvas, size?, 1934
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fore shortening are all essential components of Coney Island. 
The concentration on detail adds greatly to the gross 
appearance of these working class sunbathers. I am re
ferring here to the inclusion of such detail as the torn 
lingerie and varicose veins. The distorted leering expres
sions on the faces have achieved a caricature appearance as 
they reveal repugnant passions within the emotional spectrum. 
One is reminded of the brutal caricature of Jerome Bosch 
when viewing this painting. I have included a detail from 
Bosch's Bearing the Cross (Fig. 10)' which provides a com
parison and represents a possible source for Cadmus' carica
ture. In my interview with the artist, he asserted affini
ties with the German expressionist Otto Dix, a ferocious 
proponent of the Neus Sachlichkeit spirit of German painting 
in the 1920's, who, like Cadmus, painted hard-edge carica
ture.

The exhibition of this painting met with consider
able response both for and against it. One reported comment 
came from a visiting Nazi, who upon seeing the painting 
immediately concluded that it must be the work of a fellow
Hitlerian traveler. ̂  Many concluded the artist simply hated.

2the working class. In truth the intention of the artist 
was not to initiate the controversy which often followed the

1. Ibid.
2. Ibid.



Fig. 10. Bearing the Cross (Detail) by Bosch
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exhibition of his ,work. Cadmus explains, "I certainly did 
not paint these works to arouse this kind of response, 
especially not the first two [Greenwich Village Cafeteria 
and The Fleet's In!]. I see ugliness and. violence in 
America and I paint what I see. "

Coney Island was also criticized from a standpoint 
of formal qualities. Some saw his. harsh color as being 
superimposed upon his draughtsmanship and in this way not 
integrated. Cadmus defends his use of strong color stating, 
"I use color in a straightforward, direct manner. I paint 
colqr in a somewhat literary way as in the writer's clichd—  
red as a beet, or turn yellow. Thus my colors appear 
garish.

In subsequent paintings, Cadmus toned down the 
strong colors through the use of a mixed oil technique, com
bining oil, egg, and water. This medium enabled him to 
modulate and enlarge the range of color. This is immediately 
evident in his next satirical painting, Venus and Adonis 
(Fig. 11). The softer, more decorative quality of this
painting prompted Edward Alden Jewell to compare it with

3paintings by the Roccoco artist Watteau. The painting is a 
satire on the grand manner one associates with mythological

1. Cadmus, taped interview.
2. Ibid.
3. Jewell, "Cadmus Canvases Hung at Midtown,"

p.. 12.
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Fig. 11. Venus and Adonis —  Oil and tempera on presdwood, 
28-5/8" x 32-1/2", Courtesy Midtown Galleries, 
1936.
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painting. A rather harassed-looking Adonis is fleeing the 
clutches of a plump middle-aged Venus complete with 
screaming brat (cupid). His retreat is evidently to take 
him to the tennis court in the background, providing an odd 
mixture of a contemporary setting for a mythological theme. 
The usually incisive line and harsh color has given way to a 
softer more painterly quality in this painting.

Following the demise of the P.W.A.P. in 1936 the 
Treasury Relief Art Project was established to provide con
tinued relief for struggling artists. Cadmus was offered 
the opportunity to do murals for the Port Washington, N.Y., 
Post Office. Cadmus conceived a series of pictures de
picting suburban man at work and play which he entitled 
Aspects of Suburban Life. The sketches he submitted were 
rejected and instead he was asked to do easel painting's 
rather than murals. These paintings were allocated to the 
American Embassy in Ottowa. Collectively, the series of 
paintings delivered a stringent comment on the sacred 
American community. As with Venus and Adonis, the overall 
impression of these works appears more painterly than in his 
previous work. The color is again toned down and the out
line is less rigid. The classical feeling for superbly 
balanced composition and the attention to detail are re 
tained.

The paintings are subtitled Public Dock, Polo, Golf, 
and Main Street. Three of the murals were accepted„ The



fourth, Main Street (Fig. 12), was returned to the artist as 
"unfit for a federal building.1,1 Reflecting the artist's 
abhorrence of violence, the Polo painting transforms a 
usually refined sport into a spectacle of unnerving bru
tality. Cadmus takes delight in pointing out human foibles 
whether they are repulsively grotesque or merely foolish 
lending to some of his work an element of humor,• Golf is 
perhaps a good example as he has depicted a comical scene of 
a group of corpulent cigar-smoking businessmen at leisure 
and obviously not enjoying themselves. Main Street presents 
the excitement and fanfare of a small town main street with 
his usual array of men and women of dubious character. The 
artist is less dependent on the etcher's line and caricature 
here for his satirical comment. This reproduction is in 
color in order to more clearly show the contrasting painting 
techniques between these works and his earlier style 
exemplified by Coney Island. Cadmus never abandons his 
skill at composing a painting. In the words of one critic, 
"The world of his imagination is built upon superb design,
the balance and rhythm of conscious art. His style is noble

2though his subject matter is rowdy."
In March of 1937 Paul Cadmus had his first one-man 

show at Midtown Gallery on 57th Street in New York City. He

1. From a list of paintings compiled by the artist.
2. Current Biography Yearbook (New York: H. W. 

Wilson, 1942), p. 126.



Fig. 12. Main Street (Aspects of Suburban Life), oil and tempera, 2' x 6 *,
1936.

cjo



31
has established a lasting association with this gallery from 
the date of this first exhibition to the present. Con
cerning his 40 years of affiliation with Midtown, the artist 
states, "We've always had a good relationship. They have 
never pressured me to turn out, more work than I feel I 
should. They have always shown whatever I've taken them. 
There has never been any question about subject matter at 
all. I have been very l u c k y . T h i s  exhibition included 
all of the paintings already discussed in addition to 
numerous drawings. At this time the artist derived a credo 
which appeared as a catalogue foreword to the exhibition. 
Within it the artist has expressed his views concerning his 
art and has defined his role as a satirical artist. The 
credo provided a defensive stand against the onslaught of 
criticism the exhibition was bound to receive. The signifi
cance of this statement remains intact as it is the most 
definitive document I have turned up in my research in re
gard to the artist's approach to art. For this reason, the 
credo is included in this thesis in its entirely in / 
Appendix A.

The credo ended with a quote by William Blake which 
implored the artist to discriminate between the general and 
the particular in order to concentrate on individual char
acter rather than superficial appearance. It was just this

1. From an article by Donnell Stoneman, "Paul 
Cadmus," The Advocate, June 2, 1976, p. 27.
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particular- attention to character that some critics found 
fault with, Margaret Bruening applauded Cadmus in his 
ability as a draftsman and painter but felt he should change 
his approach to his subject, concentrating less on character 
in order to sustain a more pleasing appearance.^ The artist 
is striving to inject meaning into these satirical paintings 
and feels this justifies the rather grotesque aspects of his 
work, as pointed out in his credo. Criticism such as that 
of Ms. Bruening would be more appropriately directed toward 
art that provides embellishment rather than meaning.

Edward Alden Jewell found the show to be most repre
sentative of his skill as a composer of pictures. However, 
he also felt the exhibition indicated the artist had not 
fully resolved the conflict within his application of color 
as indicated by the widely contrasting use of color between 
the early paintings and his more recent work. It is my 
belief that this basic difference stems from Cadmus' adop
tion of the mixed medium technique and his subsequent 
experimental application of it to his color. In regards to
his color, the artist states, "I am satisfied with my color.

2It changes as my medium does."
Despite criticism such as that of Childs Reece, who 

came away from this exhibition wondering whether Cadmus

1. Margaret Bruening, "Exhibitions, Midtown 
Galleries," Magazine of Art, May, 1937, £>. 329.

2. Cadmus, taped interview.
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lacked the "reserve so essential to the production of great 
art, " the show was a financial success. A large majority 
of the paintings and drawings were sold into private col
lections . In response to the success of this exhibition, 
one review said, "Cadmus' 1937 one man show was one of the 
most successful of the past season. Many of his works have 
found their way into important private collections while
requests for his etchings have been received from many

2foreign countries."
Cadmus spent the years following the exhibition in 

relative quiet!. During this time the artist became involved 
in the world of dance. This interest in dance was encouraged 
by his future brother-in-law, Lincoln Kirstein, who as 
director of the Ballet Caravan provided Cadmus an excellent 
liaison with the performing arts.

Cadmus was provided an opportunity to express his 
satiric spirit when Kirstein commissioned him to design the 
decor and costumes for "Filling Station," a ballet by Lew 
Christianson and Virgil Thomsen. For Cadmus, the ironies 
and innuendoes of the theme were highly intriguing. In 
freely rendered sketches the artist made the most of every
day work clothes and sports attire in a jaunty mirror of 
American life. "The Cadmus costumes conveyed a Hogarthian

1. Reese, "Paul Cadmus, Etcher," p. 664.
2. "Baltimore: Idle Afternoon by P. Cadmus is 

Purchased," Art Digest, October 1, 1938, p. 11.
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derisiveness of spirit and accented human weakness and 
folly. " Figure 13 shows the costume of "Mac," the service 
station attendant and hero of the ballet. In a daring move 
the artist substituted plastic in place of conventional 
material. This not only revealed the muscular energy of the 
dance but also caught the public's fascination for tech
nological innovation which was sweeping the country at the 
time. According to dance critic Ralph Pomeroy, the costumes
and set put another feather into the artist's cap as they

2were "unveiled to great acclaim."
Cadmus celebrated dance in a number of drawings and 

paintings based on his experiences as a frequent visitor to 
rehearsals ofx the ballet company. Regarding his interest in 
this area, the artist remarks, "Dancer are beautiful people.

3I am interested in the beautiful as well as the ugly." It 
is a tribute to.the artist's skill that he was able to 
transform the solid, figural style that created the savage 
caricature in Coney Island into a work of airy grace in his 
ballet paintings. Arabesque (Fig. 14) is included here as 
an example. With this painting, Cadmus has created rich and 
intricate counterpoints in dancers at the bar, their legs

1. Johnson, Paul Cadmus, p. 11. 1

2. Ralph Pomeroy, "Paul Cadmus Cotitinues," After 
Dark, December, 1970, p. 34.

3. Cadmus, taped interview.
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Mac (Ballet Costume)
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Fig. 14. Arabesque Egg yolk tempera on presdwood, 
7" x 7", 1941.
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and arms in interweaving rhythms with the walls, floor, 
ceiling, and the bar itself.'*'

Aside from these paintings of the dance, Cadmus con
tinued to paint in his established satirical style. He 
completed two important paintings in 1938 which are shown 
here. Sailors and Floosies (Fig. 15) is in much the same 
vein as his previous sailor paintings. The theme of sailors 
on leave carousing with apparent streetwalkers is again 
repeated here. The solid, masculine proportions to the 
figures and almost photographic inclusion of detail have 
become trademarks Of Cadmus style. In this case the artist 
has utilized the detail to supplement the social comment.
The foreground is littered with liquor bottles and a 
crumpled newspaper carries the grim headline "3000 Killed in 
Air Raid." The inclusion of a crucifix, irreverently dis
played around the neck of the prostitute in the foreground 
adds a nice satirical touch. The artist has not forgotten 
his debt to classical composition. Here a fence provides a 
compositional device for linking the foreground with the 
rest of the painting.

Seeing the New Year In (Fig. 16) was a reaction to 
the artist's own experiences during the prohibition years 
when parties such as the one he has depicted in this

1. Barbara Moore', from a biography of the artist 
in Lee Nordness, Art, U.S.A., Now (New York: Viking Press, 
1963), p. 130.



Fig. 15. Sailors and Floosies —  Oil and tempera on presdwood, 25" x 40", Coll. 
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, 1938.
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Fig. 16. Seeing the New Year In —  Oil and tempera on presdwood, 30" x 39", 
Courtesy Midtown Galleries, 1938.
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painting were common in the Greenwich Village area. This 
drunken celebration has passed the point of stumbling 
joviality and entered into a stuporous licentiousness. Each 
individual face is portrayed with a portait likenss as the 
artist reveals base aspects of the human psyche. The 
swarming "herded humanity" of Greenwich Village Cafeteria 
and Coney Island is not always the case with these satirical 
paintings but the repugnant atmosphere remains intact.

Both of these paintings were invited along with 
Venus and Adonis to the exhibition of contemporary American 
Art at the Golden Gate International Exhibition in 1940.
Once again, Cadmus' work launched a hotbed of controversy 
centering around Sailors and Floosies. The painting was 
removed from the exhibition as a reaction to "rumors" of 
Navy objection. Dr. Walter Heil, director of the European 
and American section, announced the painting had been 
removed in the interest of national unity, stating it was 
"unnecessarily vulgar and certainly not an example of fine 
a r t . H e i l  added that the office of George Creel, United 
States Commissioner to the exposition, had informed him of 
naval objection. The Navy, however, denied the objection.
An admiral's aide provided a statement, "What fools we'd be. 
We've learned from earlier Navy squawks against other Cadmus

1. "Cadmus Tars Under Fire at the San Francisco 
Fair," Newsweek, August 19, 1940, p. 7.
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paintings. It does us no good and it only gives the artist 
publicity."1

After an active press campaign, Dr. Heil's superior 
was pressured into rehanging the painting, explaining that 
"We have been unable to verify reports that the Navy 
objected.

Cadmus felt objection to the painting was un
warranted. "I don't think it libels the Navy. Nobody 
expects or wants the Navy to be made up of Galahads or
Fauntleroys. I think it portrays an enjoyable side of Navy

3life. It would make a good recruiting poster."
In this same year, Cadmus was commissioned by Life 

magazine to do a painting for their publication depicting 
the Lester Strip Mine labor strike. Located in Herrin, a 
small town in southern Illinois, this mine was the scene of 
a labor dispute, that resulted in the tragic death of 26 men. 
In a manner recalling Signorelli, the artist produced per
haps his strongest statement against maniacal violence.
Named The Herrin Massacre (Fig. 17), I have placed this 
reproduction against a detail of The End of the World (Fig., 
18) by Signorelli in order that it might be compared to the

1. "A Good Recruiting Poster," Art Digest,
September 1, 1940, p. 13.

2. Ibid.
3. "Sailors and Floosies," Time, August 19, 1940,

p. 45.
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Fig. 17. The Herrin Massacre Oil and tempera on
presdwood, 36" x 36", Courtesy Midtown Galleries, 
1940.
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Fig. 18. The End of the World (Detail) by Signorelli.
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older work. As already mentioned, Cadmus considers 
Signorelli his greatest inspiration from the past. The 
comparison demonstrates a similar body type with both 
artists concentrating on sturdy inflated, masculine propor
tions. Signorelli, like Cadmus, was an excellent draftsman 
and illustrator. Another parallel between the two painters 
is their interest in extreme foreshortening and the unusual 
pose. Signorelli, like Cadmus, was an experimenter in 
placing the figure into unusual twists and directions. 
Cadmus' debt to the Renaissance techniques sense of design 
and organization has already been pointed out several times.

The Herrin Massacre never appeared in Life. The 
artist provides one possible explanation, "Life was courting 
labor unions at the time. The painting is obviously anti
labor, so it was unacceptable. The painting was exhibited 
in the annual Whitney Museum of American Art show of 1940- 
1941. The gory realism he portrayed in this work was 
shocking to those that viewed the painting at the Whitney. 
Among those who saw it was Peyton Boswell who writes, "I 
don't think Paul Cadmus' Whitney exhibit has any close 
competition for the worst example of so-called fine art I
have ever seen. It is not so much the technique that is

2bad, it's the brutal spirit of the thing." Although Cadmus

1. Cadmus, taped interview.
2. Peyton Boswell, "That Cadmus Shocker, "The 

Herrin Massacre," Art Digest, January 1, 1941, p. 4.
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traveled to Herrin to research the events surrounding the
strike, the accuracy of the portrayal was questioned.
Boswell stated the painting implies guilt on the part of the
miners who are represented by the group of brutish men
standing over the fallen strikebreakers. Boswell claims
they were justified in their actions when he wrote, "They
were not the brutes and morons the artist has depicted but
they were American workers such as you and I fighting for
their hungry families. Subsequent comments to the
magazine supported Boswell's opinion. "God, what a chance
for pictorial journalism! I can't put it in words and I

2don't think Cadmus put it in paint." The artist feels the
people's objections were based on the fact that it was an

3incident they would rather forget. "It is my belief that 
the painting is successful as an indictment against violence 
regardless of its accuracy.

By 19 40 the artist had completely adopted egg yolk 
tempera as his medium. The control which this medium allows 
the artist was well suited to the tight meticulous detail 
which marks Cadmus' style. This switch to egg yolk tempera, 
more sensitive and delicate than oils, was partially respon
sible for a divergence of subject matter that Cadmus began

1. Ibid.
2. Burnett H. Shryock, "Southern Illinois Speaks 

Up," Art Digest, January 1, 1941, p. 4.
3. Cadmus, taped interview.



to experiment around with at this time. A poetic lyricism 
entered into his work as he touched upon the worlds of 
dance, music, and literature. His involvement with dance 
has already been discussed. In music, Cadmus paid serious 
tribute to the composer Reynaldo Hahn in a painting entitled 
Homage to Reynaldo Hahn in 1962-63. In literature, Cadmus 
discovered a kindred spirit in the writings of E. M.
Forster. About Forster the artist says, "Forster was not a 
Victorian. He liked as I do reticence and discretion."
The two men' became friends during the war and had close 
contact until the author's death. His writings have pro
vided the inspiration for some of Cadmus' later paintings. 
One entitled What I Believe is an attempt to transcribe 
Forster's thoughts', from an essay by that same name, into 
paint. Cadmus illustrates the frontispiece of "The New 
Disorder," a somewhat revolutionary pamphlet by Forster in 
which he endorses the formation of a new society favorable
to the artist, one which provided "fuller inspirations and

2better conditions.11
Cadmus' own political position is vaguelyvto the 

left. He contributed illustrations to the New Masses maga
zine and was on the roll of the American Artists' Union and

1. From an article by Stoneman, "Paul Cadmus,"
p. 27.

2. E. M. Forster, The New Disorder (New York:
n.p., 1949) , p. 6.
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American Artists’ Congress, politically oriented bodies of 
artists of the 1930's. In his art, Cadmus prefers to re
frain from political comment unlike many of the social 
realists.

The adoption of egg tempera led to a slow down in 
his production of paintings. His work was slowly wrought 
even before he turned to egg tempera. '"My whole life's 
output of paintings probably does not exceed 100 paintings 
states the artist. After 1940 the demandingly detailed 
style of his painting coupled with the tedious application 
of this medium led to more than a year's work in the reali
zation of a single painting. Cadmus is a proponent of 
craftsmanship, which is not a product of hasty execution.
He was not concerned by the decrease in work production as 
he explains, "I do believe that there is overproduction, too
much improvisation, too little philosophy, too little

2meaning in art today." In his second one-man show at 
Midtown Galleries in 1945, he exhibited only one painting, 
a tiny study of a dancer.

In 1942, Cadmus received his first one-man exhibi
tion at a museum. This took place at the Baltimore. Museum 
of Art. Entitled "Three American Painters," this museum

1. Cadmus, taped interview.
2. From Contemporary American Painting and 

Sculpture (Urbana: University of Illinois, College of Fine 
and Applied Arts, 1950), p. 163.
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exhibition was indicative of the recognition the artist was 
finally beginning to receive from this important area of art 
criticism. Prior to this the controversial nature of 
Cadmus’ satirical paintings had engendered a reluctance by 
the museums to show his work (The Whitney Museum of American 
Art is the only exception).

After 1942, Cadmus continued to paint with satirical 
comment but in comparison to the earlier satirical work, 
these more recent paintings deal with their subject less 
critically. A painting such as Fantasia on a Theme by Dr. S. 
(Fig. 19) provides a good example of his later satirical 
painting. The scale is very small and the precise figural 
style remains intact from his early work. The compositional 
structure and perspectival devices are still classical in 
feeling. The interest of the artist was not overtly satiric 
in this painting. The subject is concerned with the views 
of one Dr. Sheldon, who, according to the artist, was the 
author of a publication entitled.The Varieties of Physique. 
According to Dr. Sheldon, there are three basic body types 
from which the infinite variety of human physiques are 
derived. These basic types are illustrated here with the 
three men in the gazebo structure in the foreground. 
According to the artists the sailor hat has no significance 
in this work. Satirical comment is transmitted to the 
viewer through the inclusion of a littered beach and a 
rather shoddy appearance of the surrounding buildings. Note
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Fig. 19. Fantasia on a Theme by Dr. S '—  Egg tempera on 
presdwood, 13" x 13", Coll. Whitney Museum of 
American Art, New York, 1946.
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also the approaching women on the viewer's right who fall 
short of the glamorous bathing beauty image they are 
striving to radiate. This is not the scathing comment de
signed to repel the viewer as that in Coney Island or Seeing 
the New Year In. This diluted satirical comment of his 
paintings from the 194 0's has led some historians to believe 
the artist was reacting to the harsh realities he dealt with
in the depression era. The artist comments quite simply on

2this issue, "My art is of a less satirical nature."
In 1948, Cadmus painted Playground (Fig. 20), a work 

which provides the viewer with a somewhat introspective 
viewpoint of a city playground. The technique is nothing 
new, crystal clear outline and a jewel-like inclusion of 
detail remain strong facets of his style. What is divergent 
from his earlier paintings is the poignant character study 
Cadmus has provided with the foreground figure. The viewer 
is drawn to the pathetic stare of the young boy rather than 
repelled.

A third one-man show was held in 1949 at Midtown 
Galleries. Included in the show were most of his early 
satirical paintings as well as his more recent lyrical works. 
Clearly the most striking group of pictures in the

1. Goodrich and Bauer, American Aft of Our Century,
p. 112.

2. From a biography of the artist in Current 
Biography Yearbook, p. 126.
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Fig. 20. Playground —  Egg tempera, size?, 1948
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exhibition was his series on the "Seven Deadly Sins." In
tended as personifications of each sin, the group of 
paintings presented nightmarish images reminiscent of the 
apparitions surrealist painters created in the 1930's. 
Indeed, the series gave rise to descriptions of Cadmus' work 
as reflective of a "social-surreal"viewpoint.

Sloth (Fig. 21) and Envy (Fig. 22) are reproduced
here. Although it cannot be deduced from these black and
white photographs, much of the impact of the series stems
from the application of color. Cadmus, subscribing to the
view that there exists a specific color associated with each
sin, applied the color in a very literary manner. Thus a
violent red signified anger, a greenish tinge mirrored envy
and so forth. Sloth appears as an indolent creature
literally melted to the spot and incapable of action. Envy
appears as a half-human apparition with snakes protruding
from various appendages to menace those around it. Lust, as
one review reads, is "portrayed as a leering human figure
festooned with genitalia and encased in a prophylactic 

2tube." The series is unique in the artist's total output 
as it remains the only time he has evolved the human figure

1. The term "surrealist" was used indavertently 
after this exhibition in connection with Cadmus' later work. 
Specific examples are cited from Carlyle Burrows, "Cadmus 
Trend Surrealist in His Retrospective Show," New York 
Herald Tribune, November 22, 1949, p. 41.

2. "Sin in Frames," Time, December 5, 1949, p. 63.
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Fig. 21. Sloth From the series Seven Deadly Sins, 1947, 
Coll. Whitney Museum of American Art, New York.
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Fig. 22. Envy *—  From the series Seven Deadly Sins, 1947, 
Coll. Whitney Museum of American Art, New York.
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into its ultimate caricature thus relating him to the realm 
of fantasy art.

Over the ensuing years the artist began to drift 
away from the satiric mode of painting with which he had 
established his reputation. It would seem inappropriate to 
undertake an in-depth study of an artist without taking into 
account those interpretations of his work which would seem 
to have a degree of credibility. It is reasonable to assume 
that the controversial nature of Cadmus' painting has en
gendered a reluctance on the part of museum officials and 
others to give the artist the recognition he deserves. This 
fact has been borne out by the absence of any major museum 
exhibitions of his painting until the Baltimore show in 
1942. I believe this unwillingness to exhibit his work is 
rooted in a widely held interpretation of Cadmus' art which 
places it in a category based on erotic content. Paintings 
such as The Bath (Fig. 23) have prompted critics to see in 
his art a concentration on physical sensuality particularly 
in the male nude.

One critic writes, "Cadmus is a notable figure 
painter, especially of the young male. Women seem to be 
included out of a triple necessity; so that in their own 
coldly exaggerated eroticism, they may account for the 
turning on of the guys, so the sexiness of the guys remains 
within the sphere of virility (and all the more attractive),
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Fig. 23. The Bath —  Egg tempera on presdwood, 14" x 16", 
1951. Courtesy of the Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York.



and so as to protect the artist. 11 ̂ Thus the predominance of
male nudes in Cadmus' art, as well as the rather summary
treatment of female nudes in comparison, has resulted in a..
belief that the artist has transgressed certain sexual
mores. Author and critic John I. H. Baur feels even though
the intentions of the artist are avowedly satirical, he
finds it difficult to accept his painting as satire. He
feels the artist approaches his subject with fascination
rather than pity or indignation. He believes the paintings
detail some of the most sordid aspects of urban life,
especially sex relations at a purely physical level. In
writing about Fantasia on a Theme by Dr. S., Baur states,
"To many, Cadmus' paintings stem from a purely erotic
fascination with certain sexual mores; to others they are a

2social satire of a brilliant and incisive kind." I choose 
the latter opinion. It is impossible to deny the sensuality 
present in Cadmus' art, specifically in the nude studies.
In a recent interview Cadmus stated his views concerning the 
sensual element in his art. "I only like to do beautiful 
bodies, male and female." He continues, "I think the only 
limitations I have had is that in paintings where I might

1. Joseph Masheck, "Paintings of the Thirties: 
Midtown Galleries, New York, Exhibition," Artforum, May, 
1974, p. 66.

2. Goodrich and Baur, American Art of Our Century,
p. 139.
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have used frontal nudity, I didn't. Like Y.M.C.A. Locker
Room. In those days you couldn't exhibit a painting that

1had that sort of thing." In more recent paintings and 
drawings, the sexual overtones in his art have become 
increasingly explicit as the old restrictions against repre
sentations of genitalia have been lifted. For the purpose 
of this study, only those paintings which I believe to be 
intentionally satirical on the artist's part, rather than 
purely based on erotic content, are being considered. The 
erotic interpretation is being discussed/here as it has been 
applied, somewhat broadly, to his aft. It is directly 
accountable for the "taboos" associated with Cadmus' 
paintings. This thesis is a consideration of Paul Cadmus as 
a satirist and it is my contention that the sensual nature 
of his satirical paintings do not qualify their placement 
into a separate.category of "erotic" art. In the same 
light, I would be remiss in not bringing this recurring 
interpretation into the discussion.

Since 1955, Cadmus completed only two paintings of 
a satirical nature that are pertinent to this discussion.
Bar Italia (Fig. 24) was painted in 1952-1955. This 
painting is an exposd of the decadent cafe life of modern 
Rome or in this case the decadence of expatriots who now 
inhabit Rome. Within this scene the artist has assembled an

1. From Stoneman, "Paul Cadmus," p. 26.
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array of characters or types reflecting varying degrees of 
vulgarity. American tourists are a favorite target as he 
has portrayed here a prim group of school teachers dis
covering the sights through their tour guide books as well 
as an American family on vacation and hating it all. A 
boorish group of men on the left are apparently feeling the 
effects of the alcohol they have consumed represented by 
numerous empty glasses set before them on the table. The 
men on the far right are literally spitting in each others'

4 faces as they argue energetically, unconcerned by the fact 
that they are all shouting at once. Sprinkled among these 
groups are strident homosexuals and diseased beggars. In 
contrast to this bizarre collection of humanity is the grand 
classical architecture and sculpture in the.background. As 
in his sailor paintings, the inspiration for this painting 
stems from the artist's firsthand experience. He spent two 
years in Florence prior to the completion of this painting. 
He states, "I spent a lot of time observing the cafe life.
In those days there were a number of American tourists 
flocking to Italy.""*" For these large satirical paintings, 
this is his established method of working--to spend a con
siderable amount of time among the types of people and en
vironments that comprise his subject matter. When he feels 
he has done enough sketches and has a thorough understanding

1. Cadmus, taped interview.
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of his subject/ he goes to work, assembling a cast of 
characters which symbolize a particular societal element.
The exhibition of this painting at his fourth one-man show 
in 1956 at Midtown Galleries also included seven studies 
which preceded the painting. Thus Cadmus researches his 
subject as carefully as he paints it, presenting the viewer 
with bizarre slices of life, unreal in their satirical dis
tortions but still rooted in the artist's impressions of the 
real world.

From a stylistic point of view, this painting pro
vided a mixture of old and new. The ..familiar qualities of 
heavy masculine bodies. Renaissance compositional and per
spective! devices, and trompe-11oeil detail are still 
present. A totally new approach to application of paint is 
evident in the vignetted stroke and dab, reminiscent of 
Pointillism.

By this late date, the biting indictments of society 
and individual human character which had stirred up such 
controversy earlier no longer met with such a reaction. His 
work had long since fallen out of the mainstream of art with 
the advent of abstract expressionism, a fact which concerns 
him little. When questioned about his feelings toward con
temporary art, he confesses no interest in it. "Abstract 
art only bores me. I don't feel that I've been left behind. 
I had the opportunity to switch to abstraction like Phillip
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Guston, but I prefer to work in the representational style. 
Thus Cadmus steadfastly maintains his alliance with the 
masters of European painting, specifically Signorelli and 
Ingres.

Cadmus has remained active to the present in both 
painting and drawing, mostly in a classical mode. The 
painting he has done since Bar Italia remains beyond the 
scope of this thesis with the exception of his most recent 
painting. Subway Symphony (Fig. 25). The painting is in
complete at'this writing but Fig. 25 shows the complete 
drawing upon which the painting is based. This was 
exhibited in his most recent exhibition, "Selected Works by 
Fault Cadmus of Figure Subjects" which was held at Midtown 
Galleries this year. The artist describes this painting as 
his most ambitious to date. In terms of projected size and 
number of figures, it is indeed his most ambitious under
taking. Three years of preliminary research and sketches 
have preceded the final painting. The drawing shows about 
40 figures, from every walk of life crammed into a subway 
station. The artist; has used the subway station environment 
in creating a strong statement about the violence, chaos, 
and mindless conflict of today's urban life. The drawing 
records Cadmus' ability to depict the fleeting expression 
and spontaneous gesture which imply a whole range of

1. Ibid.
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Fig. 25. Subway Symphony (Drawing) — Pencil, 1973^76, from the artist's collec
tion.
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emotions. Within this scene a bloody mugging has taken 
place in the central portion of the drawing. A movie ad on 
the far right proclaims violence galore, a leering man 
listens to a radio which doubtless blares forth in ear- 
splitting volume, a snobbish woman peers with contempt at a 
grossly pregnant, young woman accompanied by a sleeping 
hippie-type companion, and so forth. The overall impression 
from the drawing could be likened to the caricatured scenes 
currently popular with cartoonists and creators of "under
ground" comics. The artist has rendered an impressively 
detailed account, applying his descriptive style to a con
temporary scene. It is apparent the years have not blunted 
the sharp edge of Paul Cadmus1 satiric sword.



CONCLUSION

At the outset of this thesis, one of the goals to be 
reached by its completion was concerned with defining the 
artist's place in relation to the history of art. The in
dependent nature of Cadmus' development and his reluctance 
to wade into the mainstream of art make it difficult to 
define—his art in terms of trends that are contemporary with 
the date of its execution. Cadmus' link with art history is 
more closely associated with the masters he maintains as his 
inspiration. When one speaks of the incisive line of Ingres, 
the heroic proportions of Signorelli, or the magical detail 
of the Flemish Primitives, the discussion is usually in 
terms of artistic styles that have succumbed to the passage 
of time. In Paul Cadmus' art, however, these styles remain 
alive and provide essential components of his satirical 
paintings. Thus it seems proper to begin at the roots of 
his art which lay in the past.

The history of art is sprinkled with artists who 
have dealt with comedy and satire from its recorded begin
nings. Names like Daumier, Breugel, and Bosch particularly 
stand out in the field of social satire. cadmus' satirical 
spirit is closely allied with such artists as the seven
teenth century Flemish artist, David Teniers the Younger, 
usually noted for his satirical series of monkey paintings.
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Like Cadmus, he too had a great talent for bestowing indi
vidual character into his figures. In the eighteenth 
century, England produced two reknowned satirists: William 
Hogarth and Thomas Rowlandson for their attacks on the folly 
of society. Hogarth was particularly cruel when dealing 
with the aristocracy, ridiculing them with grotesque carica
ture;. Caricature is a vital tool in the satirical artist's 
repertoire. Coney Island provided a good example of the 
impact caricature provides in the hands of a skilled artist. 
Cadmus is particularly close to Rowlandson in his love of 
line. Rowlandson's lively scenes of roisterous sailors, 
rollicking girls, fine gentlemen, and beggars are noted for 
the individual character portrayal and an animated feeling 
resulting from his"vibrant line. These qualities are echoed 
in Cadmus' painting.

It is perhaps not enough to place an artist in such 
a broad category by labeling his work simply satirical. As 
the twentieth century has unfolded, several terms have 
evolved in definition of artistic style. Some of these can 
be applied and have been applied with some validity to his 
art. Cadmus maintains an independent maturation of style, 
devoid of significant contact with other artists with the 
exception of Jared French and his instructors during his 
formal training. Even so Cadmus was well aware of the 
directions art was going. Even while in Majorca, he had art 
periodicals from this country sent to him.
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The stage had been set for the direction Cadmus was 

to take in his art through the efforts of the ashcan school 
and its followers. Through the Dada period and the 1920's a 
basis for social comment art was established. American 
visual art was slow in accepting the validity of social 
comment but by the late 19201s the leftist magazine The New 
Masses had done much to rectify this situation. It was left 
only for the Depression to bring about disillusionment and 
subsequent artistic protest. Even the government spurred on 
protest art through the federal art projects which employed 
thousands of artists. The radical Mexican muralists, Rivera 
and Orozco, who were shuttling back and forth to the United 
States to work on commissions strongly affected American 
artists who wished to inject into their own art a conscious
ness of crisis. Two politically oriented groups, the 
American Artists' Union and the American Artists' Congress, 
were compelling forces in stirring up political involvement 
of some American artists. The emergence of social protest 
led to social comment first evident in the American scene 
painters such as Glen 0. Coleman and Edward Hopper. In New 
York a generation of urban realists grew out of the Kenneth 
Hayes Miller school of New York scene painters. Among them 
were Roland Marsh, Edward Laning, Katherine Schmidt, and the 
Soyer brothers. These younger painters depicted the city 
life with a realism more drastic than the Eight. They saw
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its seamy side, the tawdry glamour and its elements of
poverty and misery.^

Paul Cadmus developed in this social milieu. He
lived in the concentrated bohemia of Greenwich Village, an
experience that provided an ample vocabulary of bizarre
characters from which to draw. As a member of both the
American Artists' Congress and the American Artists' Union,
Cadmus had struck up acquaintances with other artist
members. Numbered among them were Reginald Marsh, Edward
Laning, and'Isabel Bishop,.artists of a kindred spirit to
Cadmus. "The fact that they were working with New York
subjects may have influenced me into working with New York 

2subjects," states the artist. He also had continued con
tact with Bishop and Laning through Midtown Galleries, which 
represented these artists as well as Cadmus. The point 
being made here, is that the direction that many New York 
artists were, taking at the time was one with which Cadmus 
could feel a fundamental association.

The term "Social Realism" has often been applied to 
artists of the 1930's whose art implied social criticism. 
Cadmus takes issue with the term "realism" when applied to 
his art as it is often unrealistic. His distortion and 
exaggerated realism does, I believe, remain close to the

1. Goodrich and Baur, American Art of Our Century,
p. 91.

2. Cadmus, taped interview.



art of the social realist artists in terms of content.
Cadmus, like the social realists, points out foibles that 
corrupt the status quo, and the need for reform. Cadmus 
differs from the social realists in his choice of targets 
to protest. Where William Cropper and Ben Shahn depicted 
specific political events or ideologies, Cadmus concentrated 
on character weakness, thus avoiding political statement in 
his art. Recalling the aims set forth in his credo, Cadmus 
writes, "Satire is for me the clearest medium I know to 
express my love of society and my desire through criticism 
to change it." These views were surely shared by the social 
realists and for this reason his art is frequently placed 
in this school.

Regarding the numerous labels applied to his art 
(i.e., realist, social realist, social-surrealist, sur
realist, lyric realist, erotic, symbolical, etc.), I 
approached the artist with the question of which term he 
felt had the most merit. "Representational" is the term he 
feels to be most broadly applicable. He describes his 
paintings in praise of the arts from the 1940's (i.e..
Homage to Reynaldo Hahn, What I Believe, etc.) as symbolical. 
He applies the term "realism" only to The Herrin Massacre.,
He once described his art, somewhat jokingly, as "non- 
subjective" as opposed to "non-objective."^"

1. Paul Cadmus, letter to the author, October 6,
1976.
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In terms of stylistic analysis, the technical 

facility evident in Cadmus' work is the quality'.most often 
pointed out by art critics. As discussed earlier the 
meticulous detail in his painting achieves an almost photo
graphic realism at times. This has given rise to the 
opinion that he should be aligned with the precisionist 
painters. John Baur contends that Cadmus along with Jared 
French are the founders of a tradition of hard-edge realism 
centered in New York. He maintains this is an outgrowth of 
the precise- genre painting of Grant Wood, epitomized in 
"American Gothic" of 1930. He points out the attention to 
composition and perspective as attributes of this style. 
Central also to his style is a knowing use of historical 
formulas in perspective and design usually Flemish or 
Medieval,"*" Using these qualities as criteria, Cadmus' art 
would indeed be. an exponent of this hard-edge New York 
school of painting derivative, of Grant Wood, which Mr.
Baur has conceived.

Successors to this style would be Henry Koerner with 
his rearranged views of reality and George Tooker, a 
creator of very haunting images of everyday scenes. Both 
artists demonstrate the precise figural style.

1. John I. H. Baur, Revolution and Tradition in 
Modern American Art (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1958), p. 104.
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The purpose of this discussion has been to present 

terminology which is frequently applied to Cadmus' art. The 
difficulties in applying labels to an artist of flux and 
independence is borne out by the rather confusing array of 
terms in use, all with a degree of validity. This is the 
case with Cadmus. Perhaps a whole new category of art 
should be derived. "Satiric Realism" might express his 
exaggerated realism more accurately.

In the final analysis, Paul Cadmus has a reputation 
established initially on the shaky ground of cause celebrS 
and maintained through solid craftsmanship. From his first 
satirical paintings, Y.M.C.A. Locker Room and Shore Leave to 
his most recent Subway Symphony, the artist has presented 
scathing comments on the human condition. Moved by his love 
of society and the myriad varieties of humanity that are its 
components, the satirical artist speaks out against the 
elements that threaten or corrupt the common good. Cadmus 
is concerned with ugliness and violence. Based on his own 
experience and research, he exposes the raw elements of man 
in mass, concentrating on vile passions revealed through 
character studies and caricature. Coney Island, Seeing the 
New Year In, The Herrin Massacre, and the sailor paintings 
are all cases in point. Perhaps his summary work could be 
seen in the "Seven Deadly Sins" series in which he does away 
with the real world entirely in order to personify the 
repulsive emotions his art speaks out against.
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That Cadmus has the tools to produce art that is 

pleasing to the eye is evident in his drawings, still lifes, 
and ballet subjects. But for this artist, art has more 
value than mere embellishment. By providing a mirror of 
man's foibles, the satirical artist can force the viewer to 
re-examine the values that are the source of the weakness.
In my opinion, the "Satiric Realism" of Paul Cadmus 
accomplishes this- magnificently.

V



APPENDIX A

ARTIST'S CREDO

I believe that art is not only more true but also 
more living and vital if it derives its immediate inspira
tion and its outward form from contemporary life. The 
actual contact with human beings who are living and dying, 
working and playing, exercising all their functions and 
passions, demonstrating the heights and depths of man's 
nature, gives results of far greater significance than those 
gaieed by isolation, introspection, or subjective contem
plation of inanimate objects. Entering the world of human 
beings immediately plunges one into a mixture of emotions, 
thoughts, and actions, some pleasant, some disturbing; but 
whether uplifting or disgusting, these reactions spring from 
a vital source. I cannot term love optimism nor disgust 
pessimism; one implies rose-colored glasses, the other dark 
glasses. Therefore the terms optimism and pessimism, seem 
to me, falsifications. However, in order to clear one's 
disgust (with base actions, conditions, habits, etc.), all 
sweet and lovely thoughts must be dropped by the wayside. 
Thus, this apparent falsification is in reality a classi
fication.
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There are, in general, two ways to approach an 

expression not only of individuals' reactions to society, 
but also to approach society itself in all its complex 

1 inter-relations. One: to choose the finest and noblest
expressions of people and society and to demonstrate them as 
unalloyed goodness; two: to choose the subversive, selfish,
and deadening expressions and to display them in all their 
destructive malignity. Each viewpoint, I believe, pre
supposes a moral germination. There is, back of every true 
artistic endeavor, love of life, desire for continuance of 
life, desire for a better life, etc., and any move toward 
these goals is moral. But, whereas, it seems to me we have 
become immune through continual vaccinations (and plagues) 
of sweet art to the inspirational, nobler methods of 
attaining these desires, we are still open and susceptible 
to attacks upon, our foibles and even on our so-called 
fundamental baseness.

This then, is my viewpoint— a satirical viewpoint; 
and I think I am correct in saying that genuine satire has 
always been supremely moral. But,strangely enough, though 
the artistic expression is often composed of elements re
pulsive to the artist, the very efficacy of these repulsive 
and perhaps immoral elements in strengthening and achieving 
better social standards is a source of infinite concern and 
even delight to the satirical artist.



Particular people, people molded by their environ
ment and contacts, the actions of these people not only as 
expressions of their own.nature but as products of their 
attempts to conciliate and ameliorate their environment: 
these are of the utmost concern to me. A generalized 
satirical concept, seems to me, to be less significant as 
art and much less effective as propaganda for correcting



APPENDIX B

1904

1919

1928

1928
1931

1935

1934
1937
1938

1939

1940

1942

1945
1949

CHRONOLOGY

Born December 17, New York City. Son.of the 
painter Egbert Cadmus and Maria (Latasa) Cadmus, 
illustrator.

26 Studied at the National Academy of Art. Elected 
a member of the Brooklyn Society of Etchers in 
1925.
Studied at the Art Students League with Joseph 
Pennell and Charles Locke.

31 Worked in an•advertising agency.
33 Traveled through Europe*" with Jared French.

Settled in Majorca, Spain. Began to paint in. 
satirical mode.
Returned to U.S. and joined P.W.A.P. Painted 
The Fleet's In!
Nationwide controversy oyer The Fleet's Ini
First one-man exhibition at Midtown Gallery.
Commissioned by Lincoln Kirstein to design set and 
costumes for the ballet "Filling Station."
Commissioned by Life magazine to paint the Lester 
Strip Mine disaster, The Herrin Massacre.
Sailors and Floosies removed and subsequently re
hung at Golden Gate Exposition during San 
Francisco Fair.
First important museum exhibition at Baltimore 
Museum of Art in "Three American Painters."
Second one-man show at Midtown Gallery.
Third one-man show at Midtown featuring "The 
Seven Deadly Sins."
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1956

1968
1975

1976

77
Fourth one-man show at Midtown featuring Bar 
Italia.
Fifth one-man show at Midtown.
Elected member of National Institute of Arts and 
Letters.
Sixth one-man show at Midtown featuring Subway 
Symphony.
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