66. WILLIAM GLACKENS, Ma]Da)/in Central Park

William Glackens established his artistic reputation at the
turn of the twentieth century with uncompromising mod-
ern depictions of New York City’s middle class. Despite his
well-known association with New York, William James
Glackens (1870-1938) was born, raised, and for the early
part of his life worked in Philadelphia.! He attended Cen-
tral High School, where he studied drawing in a curricu-
lum established in the 1840s by the painter Rembrandt
Peale. After graduation, Glackens continued his artistic ed-
ucation by enrolling in night classes at the Pennsylvania
Academy of the Fine Arts, while working days as an artist-
reporter for a local newspaper.2 When Everett Shinn,
George Luks, and John Sloan were also hired as artist-
reporters for the same paper, the four men immediately be-
came friends, forming an informal artists” club. The seri-
ousness of their commitment to painting deepened in the
early 18gos when they were introduced to Robert Henri
(1865-1929), a young and charismatic American artist who
had just returned from Europe and was teaching in Phila-
delphia. Henri quickly established himself as the group’s
mentor by encouraging Glackens and the others to become
professional artists and, more important, to paint modern
subjects in a modern style.> Thanks to Henri’s inspiration,
all four men today rank among America’s best-known turn-
of-the-century artists and, together with Henri, are iden-
tified as members of the Eight, popularly known as the
Ashcan School.#

Henri taught Glackens and the others to reject the pre-
vailing academic approach to painting, which was founded

on the ability to render the human body accurately, which
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in turn enabled the artist to paint traditional history, genre,
and mythological subjects. Conservative academicians also
held that brushstrokes should be invisible, giving a painting
a smooth finish. By contrast, Henri championed a gestural
painterly technique, one he felt allowed artists to respond
more directly, actively, and truthfully to the ebb and flow of
contemporary life. Summing up his approach in 1910,
Henri said, “A thing that is finished is dead. . . . A thing that
has the greatest expression of life itself, however roughly it
may be expressed, is in reality the most finished work of art.
A finished technique without relation to life is a piece of
mechanics, it is not a work of art.”

Henri’s strong personality and progressive ideas exerted
a powerful influence over Glackens. The two briefly shared
a painting studio in Philadelphia, and in 1895-96 Glackens
accompanied Henri to Europe, where Henri encouraged
him to study works by artists who painted in a “rough”
painterly technique, including Frans Hals, Diego Veldz-
quez, Edgar Degas, and Edouard Manet.® Glackens re-
sponded positively to these artistic stimuli, especially to the
work of Manet, whom he emulated by painting urban
parks, as had Manet more than thirty years earlier. On
Glackens’s return to the United States, he moved to New
York City, where he became one of the nation’s premier
commercial illustrators, a profession that provided him the
stable income that enabled him to pursue painting.”

Glackens distinguished himself from his artistic peers
such as Henri, Shinn, and Sloan by specializing in scenes
of middle-class leisure. Indeed, when early-twentieth-
century critics appraised Glackens’s work, they often
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Fig. 66.1. Edouard Manet (1832-1883), Music in the Tuileries Gardens, 1860—62. Oil on canvas,

30 x 46%2 in. (76.2 x n18.1 cm). The National Gallery, London. NG 3260. The Lane Bequest

compared him to Manet, both for his brushwork and for the
fact that Manet was known as a painter of the modern mid-
dle class. The art writer Walter Pach wrote in 1910, “As
[.douard Manet saw the life of the Parisian café of his time,
or of the French capital, represented in the ‘Music of the
[uilleries’, so William J. Glackens has given us documents
of American life in his significant series of pictures, [in-
cluding] the ‘May-Day.”8 The critic Margaret Anderson
similarly observed, “Such things as his ‘May Day in Central
Park’ are distinctly French. They might have been done by
Manet. ... These resemblances, however, only emphasize

the originality of the American landscape.™ Edouard
Manet (1832-1883), considered at the time, and ever since,
to be the principal founder of modern art for his direct and
honest representations of real people at their leisure, worked

in a bold, painterly, and abstracted style.!' By comparing

Glackens to Manet, these critics asserted May Day in Cen-
tral Park (ca. 19os) was as original as Manet’s European
modernism. But they also argued that it was perhaps even
fresher, as both critics were careful to note that the painting
was unequivocally American.

If we compare May Day in Central Park to Manet's ear-
lier Music in the Tuileries Gardens (fig. 66.1), we see that
both paintings use a brushy, painterly visual language to
evoke the transient nature of modern middle-class life in
the city. In Manet’s painting, middle-class men wear black
frock coats and top hats. In Glackens's picture, the chil-
dren are recognizable as from the same social stratum be-
cause they are clean, well-dressed, wear light colors, and
are supervised by the nursemaids characteristically em-
ployed by middle-class New Yorkers. In both Europe and

the United States, the middle class was strongly associated



with modern life after their increasing economic, political,
and social power in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies enabled them to displace the previous long-standing
aristocratic social order. Thus the very existence of the mid-
dle class was a primary condition of modernity.

Furthermore, while Manet was himself familiar with
the Tuileries, and Glackens, a New Yorker, would no doubt
have witnessed May Day celebrations in Central Park, both
of their paintings nonetheless lack a certain specificity.
Manet’s painting has no clear narrative and instead conveys
the undirected bustle of men and women socializing in the
Tuileries Gardens. Glackens’s May Day in Central Park,
too, is less a rendering of a specific May Day event than a
colorful, sweeping, celebratory evocation of middle-class
children at play following a Maypole dance (notice the pole
leaning against the tree). Thin washes of green-yellow pig-
ment for the grass—applied with broad strokes of his brush
—provide a neutral backdrop for the choppy, darkly out-
lined foliage above and the candy-colored foreground fig-
ures below. These figures he painted with thinner-tipped
brushes, varying his handwork to capture the fleeting ap-
pearance of sunlight and shadow on clothing and bodies
moving rapidly through space. Using quick strokes of color
Glackens effectively evokes the jerky movements and
shrieks, laughs, and screams of young children at vigorous
play on a warm spring afternoon.

The subject of May Day in Central Park is distinctly
American, just as critics noted. Most obviously, Glackens’s
children are loud and exuberant, two qualities that were of-
ten ascribed to Americans and that distinguished them
from their more genteel and cosmopolitan Parisian coun-
terparts. More subtly, the celebration Glackens depicted
was about making Americans. At the end of the nineteenth
century, social reformers believed that industrialization,
urbanization, and immigration were eroding the founda-
tion of American identity.!! Reformers perceived that
the tens of thousands of European immigrants who settled

in the United States each year posed a threat to American

values. First, immigrants who continued to practice the folk
traditions associated with their home country were seen by
many native-born Americans as unwilling to assimilate and
thus posed a threat to the core Anglo-American values on
which the country was believed to have been built. Sec-
ond, most immigrants were of the working class. They thus
constituted the growing number of men and women who
observed May Day as an international labor holiday, estab-
lished in 1886, by striking against their middle- and upper-
class employers who in turn considered such activities
un-American.? To combat these perceived threats to the
American way of life, reformers sought to institute a new
type of organized play that would instill healthy America
values in young minds and bodies.

Reformers looked into the Anglo-American past for
model forms of play and found in Elizabethan England a
great flowering of folk traditions, among them Maypole
dances.!? These dances were consciously revived in an ef-
fort to provide much-needed exercise for American youth
and to maintain what reformers believed to be a proper
American identity.'"* When performed by children of
Anglo-American heritage, usually of the middle class, May-
pole dances were thought to bolster a sense of their own
heritage. More important, when performed by immigrant
children, who were usually among the urban poor, May-
pole dances would help to “Americanize” them by substi-
tuting a truly American folk tradition for one that their par-
ents may have brought from Europe. In addition, children’s
celebrations of May Day with Maypole dances would po-
tentially counteract May Day labor strikes. Thus when
Glackens painted this work, May Day celebrations in Cen-
tral Park were associated with modern urban life in Amer-
ica and were understood to be part of the process of making
modern citizens ever more American. By rendering such a
modern subject in a distinctly modern style, Glackens in-
vested his playful child subjects with an energy and vigor
that seemed to ensure America’s future prosperity. [Km |
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