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PROLOGUE



In early March of 1929, The Los Angeles Examiner reported: “Like Paul Revere, the entire staff of waiters at the Hotel Ambassador’s Cocoanut Grove spread the ‘alarm’ last night: ‘Peter Arno is coming! Peter Arno is coming!’ Anyone who has seen Arno’s satirical cartoons can appreciate the awe and fear that such a warning can inspire. . .”1


Five years before the Cocoanut Grove waiters spread the alarm, Peter Arno’s work was unknown to anyone outside his circle of family, friends, former schoolmates, and teachers. Living in Manhattan, trying—and failing—to sell his drawings to the popular magazines of the time, Arno busied himself painting nightclub backdrops and doing ad work for a small company that produced silent films. He led an on-again, off-again jazz band, biding his time until something happened.


And finally something did happen: a failing three-month-old weekly humor magazine, The New Yorker, bought his work. The magazine opened its doors wide to Peter Arno: seventy-two drawings and a cover in 1926, seventy-nine drawings and two covers in 1927, seventy-three drawings and six covers in 1928.


Within a remarkably short period of time, Arno, with Harold Ross, The New Yorker’s founder and editor, firmly in his corner, brought American cartoon art onto higher ground. It is safe to say that without Arno, a New Yorker cartoon would merely be a description of a cartoon appearing in The New Yorker, and nothing more. Arno’s brush, and the way he used it to report on his times, led the way to cartoons that resonated for more than a nano-second. Arno’s work for the magazine raised the graphic bar so high that “New Yorker cartoon” became synonymous with excellence in the field.


The New Yorker became Arno’s weekly showcase, where his trademark full-page cartoons, constructed of confident swooping ink lines and bold washes, wowed and teased the readership. His drawings of husbands and wives’ cat-and-mouse games, and husbands and lovers, and wives and lovers, crooked politicians, less-than-Godly ministers, the common man and the cowardly man, the wealthy, the show girl, the scantily clad wife, aunt, jaded call girl, the wide-eyed college girl, the battleship grand dames, the sugar daddies, the precocious young, and clueless elders all rained down upon a grateful nation. In the pre-Playboy era, he was The New Yorker’s and America’s guilty pleasure, his work openly and gleefully celebrating sex.


Arno became a celebrity—a name—just as the Roaring Twenties were fizzling out. Six-feet-two inches tall, darkly handsome, hazel eyes, patent-leather hair slicked back tight, his mouth usually set in a slight smirk, “small ears set close to a massive head,”2 a Batman-like square jaw, Arno was a poster boy for the well-to-do young man about town. If he wasn’t working all through the night on his drawings, then he was out on the town, on the prowl, moving easily through the social hurricane known as Café Society, photographed during those champagne and tuxedo days seated at cloth-covered nightclub tables with young, attractive women.


From the late 1920s through the mid 1940s, he bathed in the limelight: flashbulbs popped in his face and newsreel cameras swiveled in his direction. During those years, he seemed constantly on the move—and even when he sat still, as he did when newspaper reporter (and soon to be New Yorker contributor) Joseph Mitchell interviewed him in 1937, his foot constantly tapped.3 He had a lot of nervous energy. “His hobby is speed,” one reporter said. “He talks quickly and he walks quickly.”4


Who could be blamed for confusing the man with his work, and perhaps even believing that the man was his work? The writer Brendan Gill said as much in his unsigned obituary of Arno in The New Yorker:


. . . people who read about him in Winchell and the other newspaper columns imagined him dressed in a top hat and tails, dancing in Gatsby’s blue gardens among the whisperings and the champagne and the stars.5


That was one side of Arno’s image, but there was another side: the devil-may-care bad boy, the cut-up; the man, according to a female reporter, whose “dark eyes . . . twinkle at all the wrong times.”6 He was more Clark Gable than Cary Grant—think of Gable’s on-screen grin, and the way, in the movies, he wouldn’t hesitate to use his fists. “No one,” said the columnist O.O. McIntyre, “could be quite so innocent as wide-eyed Peter Arno appears.”7


For forty-three years, from 1925 through 1968, Arno’s art was as essential to The New Yorker as the Empire State Building is to the Manhattan skyline. Throughout his life, Arno wore many hats: playwright, set designer, automobile designer, author, composer, painter, and musician—but what he did best, what brought him fame and enough money to live as he pleased, was drawing cartoons for The New Yorker.


It’s often said that the first thing people look at when they pick up an issue of The New Yorker are the cartoons (it’s not uncommon to hear people say the only thing they read in The New Yorker are the cartoons). It’s not unreasonable to suggest that this habit began as early as 1926 when Americans began to develop an appetite for Peter Arno’s work. Once the readership became hooked on Arno, it soon discovered the worlds of such cartoonists as Helen Hokinson, Gluyas Williams, Barbara Shermund, James Thurber, and later, Charles Addams, Otto Soglow, Saul Steinberg, and so many others. It’s a habit that continues to this day, as the twenty-first century New Yorker readership heads straight for the cartoons.


In December of 1928, Time magazine noted Arno’s first New York gallery exhibit by running a three-quarter-page article, including a comical photo of Arno, brandishing a wide paintbrush as if it were a weapon.


This article was perhaps the first to crystallize the image of Arno as something more than just another talented cartoonist. Time called him “a town jester” and went on to declare: “He lies in wait for those moments when civilized people burst through their shimmering camouflage of gentility and blatantly expose rage, sex, silliness.”8


In the article, Arno says of himself, “My art studies have been principally pursued in back alleys . . . at the age of three I was seduced by an old lady with a long grey beard.”9


Not the declamations of a shy wit, but of a young man—he was twenty-four, with a head full of steam—provoking, tweaking, teasing; poised to swat at the establishment’s “silly asses”10 with his big dipped brush.





CHAPTER ONE



SOMETHING SPECIAL
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As the Naughty Nineties—the 1890s—ended and the new century began, the real action in the United States was in and around New York City. Ellis Island was welcoming waves of immigrants and just upriver, workers were drilling through bedrock beneath the Hudson River, building the Holland Tunnel. In “an age of endless urban optimism”1 New York was in the midst of a building boom—skyscrapers were changing the city’s profile, filling airspace up and down Broadway. By 1904, the Victorian era had slipped away, but some of its conventions still clung—even in New York City: a woman sitting in a car was admonished by a bicycle policeman for smoking a cigarette, “You can’t do that on Fifth Avenue while I’m patrolling here.”2
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Where he was born: 222 West 128th Street—the middle building.








It was the year New York’s Polo Grounds opened, and New York City’s first subway line began operation. It was the year Longacre Square was renamed Times Square and The Ansonia Hotel, “the largest hotel in the world,” was completed. And it was the year the humorist S.J. Perelman, the writer A.J. Liebling, the musician Thomas “Fats” Waller, and the cartoonist Peter Arno were born in New York City.


Arno, born Curtis Arnoux Peters Jr., and dubbed “Arnoux” by his mother and father, was delivered at home on Friday, January 8, 1904. Home was in the area due north of Central Park, known as Harlem. The four-story building at 222 West 128th Street, with its pronounced bay windows and arched roof, was tucked between an ugly sister (essentially an identical structure, but lacking the cornices and decorative facade of 222) and a typical six-story tenement building fronted by fire escapes.


In the year of Arno’s birth, Harlem, an area predominantly populated by Irish, Italian, and German immigrants—including German Jews—was seeing an influx of blacks, drawn to the north end of the island by the promise of more affordable housing and better living conditions. According to historian Jonathan Gill, when the IRT’s west side subway line connected to 145th Street in the fall of 1904, “Harlem crossed the threshold into the modern world.”3 There were theaters aplenty from the west side of Harlem to the east, drawing actors, musicians, and performers. The first entertainer in blackface was said to appear in Harlem around this time, and the great Harry Houdini appeared in Harlem as well, moving into a brownstone just fifteen blocks south of the Peters family.


Arno was the first and only child of twenty-four-year-old Edith Theresa Haynes and Curtis Arnoux Peters. Curtis Senior was born in Port Richmond, Staten Island, New York, in 1879. His father, Oscar Hansen Peters, a house painter, was twice married. His birth name was Oscar Hansen, but upon his second marriage, to New Jersey-ite Sarah M. Peters, he assumed her surname. Peters’s family lore suggests that Curtis’s middle name, “Arnoux,” came from a favorite family doctor.


Edith, an English immigrant, was born in London in 1878. Arno, remembering a childhood visit to England, wrote, “at age 9, I remember troops and a band parading. I was always conscious of my mother’s family being very English—I felt at home here, as if I owned a small part of Windsor Castle.”4


Curtis Senior, after earning a B.A. from The College of the City of New York, went on to earn his Bachelor of Laws from New York University. An apprenticeship with the prestigious New York City firm of Hornblower & Potter followed. By the time Arno was born, Curtis was two years into an appointment as Assistant Corporation Counsel with the City of New York.
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Arnoux with his mother, Edith, and father, Curtis.








In an informal photograph of the new family, taken outdoors when Arno was six months old, mother, father, and child are all smiles.


According to friends of the family, Arno was “the sweetest little boy.” His earliest memory was, at age seven, “starting into [his] parents’ room (to reach Xmas tree), [and] seeing violent throes of intercourse.” As a child he found he loved to draw, learning early on that he “had something special” with which he “could astound [his] peers.”5 His art education came early; he told newspaperman Joseph Mitchell he recalled poring over the art books in the family library.


Arno spent a great deal of time with his father’s father, Oscar, and his mother’s father, George Alfred, who Arno called “Ga-Ga.” Arno later recalled of his grandfathers: “There was nothing Teutonic about Grandpa Peters. He was thoroughly American, wryly humorous and innocent. [He] was my other close friend (along with Ga-Ga).” Arno might well have been drawing a cartoon when he wrote of “Ga-Ga”: “I’d open the bakery box to show him 1/2 dozen tarts. His eyes would light up with [a] mock-ravenous grin—as if discovering [a] gold-mine—‘Ah-hahhhh!’ he’d almost pant. ‘Would I like a cherry tart? . . . Would I like a cherry tart?? . . . I’d like fourteen ruddy cherry tarts!’6 To Arno, Ga-Ga was “the light of my boyhood years, who taught me that brevity was the soul of wit.”7
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Arno, aged eight, sitting in front of 1 West 82nd St.








In 1912, when Arno was eight years old, he began attending The Berkeley-Irving School, a private school at 270 West 72nd Street. By this time, the family had moved forty-six blocks south, to 1 West 82nd Street, right across the street from Central Park. A photo of Arno taken on his eighth birthday shows him smiling, sitting on the stoop of his new home, smartly dressed in a cap and jacket, high-topped lace-up shoes, and knickers.


Throughout his childhood, Arno spent summers away at camp, writing home on a regular basis. Often these letters contained small illustrations. In one such letter from 1913, when Arno was nine, he wrote of a masquerade ball he’d attended: an arrow points the way to a sketch—perhaps the earliest known example of Arno’s work. The man’s body is captured in scratchy pen lines, but the outline of the skeleton facemask seems to have been done in one movement, with two large dots for eyes, along with tiny lines indicating teeth. Two styles of drawing together in one little sketch: the nearly overly drawn body and the simply drawn mask. Many years later, when Arno wrote of the development of his style, he said:


As a child I drew as a child, a pure primitive. Then I “graduated” to the slick junk of magazine ads and illustrations . . . also “meticulous blueprints” of auto-designs. The monumental struggle was to exorcise this junk—and work back toward the essence of honest primitivism.8


In a letter dated July 14, 1915, Arno, again writing from camp, told his parents of an invention he came up with while swimming in a lake. The drawing appeared at the bottom of the letter and was identified in Arno’s careful writing as “My Invention.” The pen and ink study is of a young boy lying on a log, paddling through the water. The drawing contains no simple element, such as the skeleton mask—it’s a straightforward sketch, an example perhaps of “slick junk.”


Along with his interest in drawing, Arno developed a fascination with automobiles. By age eleven, he, along with “another boy as a helper,”9 had designed and built a car with “an Indian 2-cylinder belt drive and motorcycle wheels.”10 This interest in automobiles—both designing them and driving them—stayed with him his entire life.


While attending the Berkeley-Irving School, Arno found time to serve as an altar boy at St. Michael’s Church at Amsterdam and 99th Street (his experience with the church stuck: much later in life he would identify himself in Who’s Who in American Art as Episcopalian, and later still continued to express his faith, although it was an uneasy commitment, admitting he felt it safer to “play both sides of the fence.”)11


At age twelve, Arno first tried to sell his drawings to the “old Life, Judge, [and] N.Y. World” and was convinced by age thirteen “what [his] goal and life work would be.” This desire led him on a collision course with his father. He later recalled Curtis’s “severity and edict against being an artist.”12


When he’d express violent disapproval of artists, he’d merely repeat, like a dirge, “I want you to be a substantial member of the Community—a banker or a lawyer.” Never how to become one, or the first principles, just those same words, till they became anathema to me.13


Arno recalled his father using his hands at times instead of his words:


I had a natural urge toward the comic from school-days on . . . nothing delighted me more than provoking laughter with funny stories. My father would sometimes overhear me using essential cuss-words for the jokes, and “box my ears” so thoroughly that I sometimes couldn’t hear for three days afterwards.14


From his mother, however, he recalled nothing but “indulgence and encouragement.”15


In the fall of 1918, with Arno’s six years at Berkeley-Irving complete, the school’s headmaster, Louis D. Ray, wrote Arno a letter of recommendation, calling him a “boy of good character, a fine student, though not inclined to apply himself. . . He would be a credit to any school.” And, he added, “[Arno] is remarkably good in drawing. . . ”16


The recommendation was forwarded to the Hotchkiss School in Lakeville, Connecticut, an all-boys private school. Curtis filled out the application, noting, among other things, that Arno had an interest in learning piano, and that the family was planning to move in the fall, this time to 61 West 74th Street.


Although Arno was not immediately accepted at Hotchkiss—the class was already filled—cancellations allowed him to enter later his freshman year, in mid-October. The delay resulted in his name not appearing among the freshman class in the 1918 issue of The Mischianza, the Hotchkiss School’s yearbook (according to a note in the 1922 yearbook, “Mischianza is a Spanish word, meaning hodge-podge, or a mass of all sorts of things.”). The next year he was listed as “Peters, Curtiss Armour Jr.” And in the following year, his name appeared as “Peters, Curtis Armoux Jr.” his name was not spelled correctly in The Mischianza until 1922—the year he graduated from Hotchkiss. By then, the previously unheralded Curtis Arnoux Peters Jr. was responsible for nearly every illustration appearing in that publication.


A freshman classmate, G. Clark Keely, recalled Arno:


The first class I attended with Pete [an Arno nickname] when instead of taking notes he proceeded to sketch the Latin teacher, Dr. Robinson. This so infuriated “Doc Rob” that [he] dismissed Pete from the room. The rest of us were astounded that Pete had the nerve to do this and I for one recognized then and there, that there was considerable independence in Pete’s character that the rest of us did not have. . . . As that first year went on, Pete commenced getting censures in class for lack of attention to the master. Apparently he did not need to pay close attention to the lectures because he always passed the tests and examinations. When one received three censures then sequestration was imposed. This necessitated moving out of a dormitory and living in a master’s house. It seems to me that Pete was living at a master’s house half the time he was in school that first year.17


Word of Arno’s behavior formally reached Curtis Senior in June, at the close of the school year:


My Dear Mr. Peters,


For your information and especially for the future guidance of your son, I give below the report about him, which I have just received for the year from the committee in charge of the school study hall:


“Careless. Wastes time. Warnings(2); Censures(1).”


Experience shows that a boy’s attitude toward minor school regulations has a close connection with his progress in his studies and with the development of his character. It may help your son to know that we are watching these things. I hope that next year his record in these particulars will be better.18


By his second year Arno had joined the hockey team, as well as the Society Orchestra, and had made the honor roll for the fall term. In the spring of 1920, he wrote to his mother:


I’ve been doing quite a lot of drawing lately, and have used up about all my paper. If you could go down to the art shop at 73rd St. and Broadway and get two or three pieces each (about 6 altogether) of pastel paper as nearly like the enclosed as possible, I would appreciate it greatly.19


In 1920, Arno made his publishing debut with two pieces in The Mischianza. The first drawing, a black-and-white illustration for the Hotchkiss Debating Union, exhibits a deft handling of form, combined with an undeniable sense of energy. In the drawing, a debater, sitting forward atop a lectern, is just about to make a point by slamming his right fist into his left open palm. His brow, deeply furrowed, his mouth wide open and slightly twisted, suggests a person thoroughly engaged in the moment. The ornate signature, “C A Peters Jr,” is typical of the era.
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Arno’s publishing debut.








Again, from G. Clarke Keely’s recollection:


By senior year, or let’s say during his last two years, Pete finally became known and understood. He did posters for the prom and illustrations for school publications. Such things impressed students, faculty and head master greatly and by then Pete’s classmates idolized him.20


By his third year, his interest in the arts blossomed. He wrote his mother:


I’ve been taken on the mandolin and banjo clubs, as well as the Dramatic Association. Along with the school work, they keep me pretty busy, but I don’t mind the extra work any.21


Arno further branched out that fall, joining the track squad, the Musical Association, and the Dramatic Association. He was leader of the “Wa-hoo” Society Orchestra, the school orchestra. He also won the Dramatic Cover-design Contest. In the fall of 1920, he wrote his mother: “. . . have been having a fine time.”22 And then, in February of 1921:


Dear Mother,


Please forgive my not writing for so long, but naturally my time is pretty well filled up with getting ready for the Mid—I have to draw a lot for the Misch and Lit, too, and that keeps me busy.23


In another letter to his mother, in April of ’21:


I’ve made a couple of drawings with the charcoal outfit I bought, and find it works just to my satisfaction. I expect to do a lot of work in this medium, and hope to get good results.24


And then, in May:


Hope you don’t worry any about my studies. I’ve been working hard, but the assignments toward the end of the year are very difficult, and I’d been trying to do too many outside activities, but am spending more time on studies now. I passed everything last quarter, so am out of study. I’ve finished all my drawings for the Misch, and am certainly glad it’s over. Have about twelve things in this year . . . 25
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An early rejection notice, received when he was seventeen.








Along with his successes came an attitude. His classmate, G. Clark Keeley called it “an independence in Pete’s character”—Arno, now seventeen years old, was struggling with the disintegration of his parents’ marriage. His father had fallen in love with New York City native Charlotte Kallensee, a woman in her mid-twenties, who Arno felt “. . . represented the evil that had entered our once-home and destroyed it.”26 For Arno, his father’s betrayal was unforgivable—it marked the beginning of the end of whatever father-son relationship was left.


In the summer of 1921 Arno and a classmate, Tom Rhodes, traveled west by car to work at Tom’s father’s cement mill, the Castalia Portland Cement Company in Castalia, Ohio. Arno wrote his mother:


Our job is to load crushed stone into little carts which are drawn away to the mill. The work is hot and strenuous, but it’ll do us a lot of good physically and will be a fine experience for me. We are paid $3.60 a day, working ten hours, 6 days a week . . . What do you make of your pride and joy making his living all by himself for two months?27


By his senior year, Arno was thoroughly engaged in pursuing his interests in art, theater, and music. He had become, by this time, “banjo crazy”28—his idol was a “short hunchback man” named Michael Pingatore, a banjoist in Paul Whiteman’s orchestra, the premier jazz orchestra of the day.


Pingatore (originally named Pingitore), a charter member of the sensationally popular Paul Whiteman Orchestra, developed a strumming style, sometimes described as looping, that can be easily picked out when listening to Whiteman’s recordings. Pingatore also developed a banjo with a longer neck. Arno acquired one of these after meeting and talking banjos with Pingatore at the Palais Royal on Broadway and 48th Street, where the Whiteman Orchestra was ensconced for a four-year run.29


Whiteman’s popularity at this time had skyrocketed due to his hit song “Whispering,” as well as his enormously successful stand at the Palais Royale. His management, seeing gold in the Whiteman name, spawned the idea of booking “satellite bands under the Whiteman banner.”30 Arno’s band was offered such an opportunity. According to Whiteman’s biographer, Thomas DeLong, “much of Whiteman’s business files have long since disappeared.” As there is no mention of playing for Whiteman in Arno’s letters home, or in his unfinished memoir, it seems unlikely he accepted the offer.


Arno said later he spent his “last dollars to buy a Paramount similar to [Pingatore’s] six or seven instruments,”31 proudly proclaiming in his senior yearbook “Pingatore has one like this!”32


Besides his involvement with the banjo and mandolin quartets, and leading the mandolin club, Arno had become art editor of The Mischianza. Arno’s drawings filled The Mischianza of 1922—it was practically a one-man show.


However impressive his senior year schedule had become, Arno continued having behavioral problems in the classroom. In a “Special Report” issued November 19, 1921, he was cited by his French teacher as “Careless in preparation. Inattentive in class work. Should do it, but needs to work.” His history teacher reported Arno was “abundantly able to win good marks. Inattention, football and lack of effort is my diagnosis.” Curtis Senior, after reading the Special Report, shot off this note to Dr. Buehler:


I have written to him [Arno] that the report is a disgrace and that he must secure better marks in the coming terms or he will be subjected to severe penalties. I thank you for this report and assure you that I will do everything in my power to render unnecessary a similar report in the future.33
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Handling the full page in 1921 at Hotchkiss.








By now, Arno’s mother had left the family’s home on 1 West 82nd for the Hotel San Remo on Central Park West and 72nd Street, where she was joined by her father, Ga-Ga. Edith, according to her granddaughter Patricia, was “a very religious woman [who] refused to acknowledge the divorce from [Curtis], his remarriage to Charlotte, nor the legitimacy of their daughter, Constance Peters.”34


Up to this time, Arno had been unwilling to challenge his father, but with this unraveling of his family he “. . . found the guts to defy him . . .”35 Although “the boy rebelled”36 he moved ahead with plans to attend Yale—his interests in music and art propelling him forward.


At the end of his senior year [June 1, ’22], Arno wrote to his mother:


Just think of it! My course at Hotchkiss—four long years—will be over in about four weeks. It will be good to be home again, though, and then there’ll be no more long terms away from you any more.37


After Dr. Buehler sent his final recommendation off to New Haven in late summer, Arno was officially a Yale man.
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His senior year at Hotchkiss. They finally spelled his name right in The Mischianza.











CHAPTER TWO



MAD AT SOMETHING
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Yale Record, April 25, 1923.








In the fall of 1922 Arno arrived in New Haven to begin his freshman year at Yale, a place he had wanted to be for a very long time. As he wrote years later, “Almost from birth, Yale seemed heaven to me.”1


He fell easily into campus life, adopting the old Harvard-Yale rivalry, scoffing at “Harvard’s hyperintellectual, somewhat lavender atmosphere. By comparison, we felt Yale was regular guy, masculine and not given to too much pansy book-learning.”2 In less than a month, on October 3, 1922, after arriving, he wrote his mother:


Everything is going fine—my band is slowly forming—I tried out for the banjo club tonight—I think with probable success. . . . I have met again very many of my classmates at school—so you see I have every reason to be happy and contented. We have fine rooms, and have bought the furnishings to make them homey. I got me a piano . . . 
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Arno, at left, with an unidentified friend, at Yale University.








And this: “Williamson, art editor of the Record has accepted my first work enthusiastically . . .”3


Arno’s arrival in the pages of The Yale Record was splashier than his initial work for Hotchkiss’s Misch. In the sixteen issues of the Record published in Arno’s year at Yale, his work appeared more than fifty times. Cartoons, illustrations, spot drawings, portraits, and two covers. His first cover appeared just six issues in from his work’s initial appearance. All of his work was signed “Peters” (occasionally “Curtis Peters”) in a simpler script than his Hotchkiss work—simpler and bolder. Much of it foretold what was to come down the road in just two short years.
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Yale Record, October 11, 1922.








His cartoons were invariably of the He/She format—at that time a standard setup for a single panel cartoon, with at least two lines of dialogue between the principal characters in the drawing. “He” for instance would say something to which “She” would respond—her response was intended to be humorous. In Arno’s second drawing for the Record, a number of people are sitting in a car. “Selling a family heirloom, eh?” says the first speaker. A second person replies: “Heirloom nothing. This car’s only been driven 500.” And then the punch line: “How far has it been towed?” One sees Arno comfortable and adept at working the full page as well as smaller illustrations. His confidence in the execution of work is evident, with the possible exception of portraits, which still show the sweat of the effort. Other than that, there is seemingly nothing he can’t do well with pen and ink.


In this first and only year at Yale, Arno “lived life to the full,”4 making friends with a number of men who would weave in and out of his life for years to come. Among these were Rudy Vallee, John Ringling North, John Hay “Jock” Whitney, and Lucius Beebe.


This bright beginning at school belied the tensions in Arno’s home life.5 Home for the holidays mid-way through his freshman year, Arno at last pushed his father too far. In a letter dated January 20, 1923, Curtis wrote to his son:


Dear Arnoux,


Your letter of Jan. 14th received and apparently it is only because you enclosed a bill that you wrote. I have not heard from you since you left N.Y. on the 9th.


The last time I saw you when I had you to the theatre you insulted my wife and myself by refusing to walk with us during the intermission. As you have been receiving your whole support, clothes and education from us, it is of course apparent that you cannot do this and expect us to continue to take care of you and educate you at Yale. Under the circumstances and wholly by reason of your actions I shall expect you as soon as possible to make other arrangements and get your money either from your own efforts or from those with whom you care to associate with more. Your actions and words the last six months have wholly disgusted me.6


Although it’s clear Curtis cut the purse strings, Arno claimed later in life, perhaps playing the rebel, that he was responsible for ending his financial attachment to his father, saying at various times:


Things were coming to a head with my father. He was angry at what he considered my rudeness toward his 2nd wife, of whom I didn’t think a great deal . . . my answer was a clean break.7


I gave up my father’s financial support to pursue my work in my own way. I lived on ten cents a day, with an occasional windfall of 8 or 10 dollars.8


If there was an act of rebellion from Arno, it was his decision to transfer to the Department of Painting and Sculpture in The Art School in the winter semester. According to the Course Description for that year, Arno’s schedule would have included “Cast Drawing (daily 8:00 a.m.–11:00 a.m.), Life Drawing, Still Life Painting (1:00 p.m.–4:00 p.m. daily), Composition (11:00 a.m.–12 p.m. daily, 4:00 p.m.–5 p.m. daily), Anatomy (at 3:00 p.m., alternate Wednesdays, Nov.–March), and elective Lectures.” The description went on to note:


The Course in Painting aims to give a technical training which will prepare the student to cope with the creative problems of the profession. In view of its primary importance in this connection, composition is given throughout the course and ultimately becomes the major study.9


Arno later poo-pooed his experience in the art department, telling Joe Mitchell:


Oh I went to the Yale Art School for a month and walked out in disgust. . . . I painted some conventional still lifes just to show them what I could do. . . . 10


With his days as a Yalie numbered, Arno turned to music, rather than art, as a source of income.


On January 23rd, Arno wrote to his mother, “. . . I’ve been very busy—working in the Art School all day long and playing every evening at the Bull Dog Grille, where I have my orchestra.”11


The Grille on York Street, just across from the campus, supplied Arno with another form of amusement besides music: he decorated the walls, drawing “football heroes dying for dear old Yale.”12 The two arts continued to battle for his attention.
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Where Arno had his orchestra.








Rudy Vallee, a member of Arno’s Bull Dog orchestra, was newly arrived at Yale, having recently transferred from The University of Maine, where his saxophone playing drew plenty of attention, but not quite enough opportunity. His ambition brought him to New Haven thinking the city and its proximity to New York would bring work. Soon after Yale, Vallee would go on to become a national sensation as a singer, bandleader, actor, and radio performer (he would open each broadcast with his signature greeting and song: “Heigh–ho Everybody!”).


He wrote of himself: “I have been called everything from a romantic sheik to a punk from Maine with a set of megaphones and a dripping voice.”13 But in 1923, he was not allowed to sing in Arno’s band—he was taken on just to play his sax. Vallee recalled his introduction to Arno and the Bulldog Grille:


He [Arno] invited me over to his rooms to play saxophone to his piano and in the springtime he decorated with caricatures an upstairs room over one of the fine tailoring shops in New Haven. This spot was to become our favorite hangout and was known as the Bulldog Inn. There, in conjunction with a couple of other musicians, we held forth each evening, happily grinding out the pop tunes of the day—“Annabelle,” “Swingin’ Down the Lane,” “Barney Google,” “Yes, We Have No Bananas,” and other like gems.14


As the semester wore on, Arno wrote home to his mother:


I was in NY . . . (the 16th) . . . they were giving a society affair—an amateur cabaret—at Sherry’s, for charity, and I gave a musical act on the accordion—successfully, thank Heaven, despite the short time I’ve had the instrument. My band’s going well, and I’m now getting some private dance engagements, which is what I’ve been working towards. I’m sure everything will come out well. . . . 15
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Arno, far right, playing the banjo.








Not long after writing that letter, Arno and his three band mates, including Vallee, and Seaton I. Miller (who would go on to become a producer and writer of such films as G Men and Two Years Before The Mast), traveled from New Haven to 121 West 45th Street, Midtown Manhattan.
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New York’s Smartest Supper Club.








The address belonged to one of the most popular—if not the most popular post-war supper clubs in the city, The Rendez-vous. Arno had heard that the club needed summer replacements for the house band, The Cornell Collegians, who were playing behind the singing and dancing sensation Gilda Gray. Gray was currently featured (along with Will Rogers) in the Ziegfeld Follies of 1922, three blocks south at the New Amsterdam Theater on 42nd Street. After finishing work at the Follies she’d head uptown nightly to perform at The Rendez-vous, owned by her boyfriend and promoter, Gilliard Boag.


Gray had become famous for a dance called the Shimmy, a variation of Haitian Voodoo dances, which incorporated the rapid shaking of the hips and shoulders. Earlier in her career, while on stage singing “The Star Spangled Banner,” she apparently forgot the words, and—possibly out of nervousness—began shaking her shoulders and hips. She shook so much her chemise became exposed, and the crowd went wild. The legend is that a customer yelled out to her, “What do you call that dance?’ ” and Gilda replied, “ I’m shaking my shimmy!”16 The Shimmy became a sensation, and Gilda Gray became a star.


According to Vallee, Arno had convinced his three friends that Ms. Gray “didn’t know a note of music” and that the gig was a shoo-in.17 But after playing in front of Gilda and Boag, the four were rejected. Vallee later claimed that of the four in their group, only he and Arno could read music. However, Gray didn’t completely close the door on the boys—she invited them to come back and try again.


Vallee wrote in his first memoir, My Time Is Your Time,18 that he was so determined to get the job he made sure to bring along real musicians to the second audition. It paid off. In the summer of 1923, following a second audition, The Yale Collegians were hired to replace The Cornell Collegians at The Rendez-vous, backing the woman Florenz Ziegfeld called his “Golden Girl,” the internationally known singer and dancer, the Shimmy Queen, Gilda Gray. It was, as they say in show biz, a big break.





CHAPTER THREE



HULLABALOO: NEW YORK & THE NEW YORKER









No one should come to New York to live unless he is willing to be lucky.


—E.B. White
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In the summer of 1923, with Yale in his rearview mirror, Arno was back home in Manhattan, but not living with his mother. “Mother would happily put me up,” he wrote, “but I must fly alone.”1 According to Rudy Vallee, “all the boys in the band stayed at a group of fraternity houses which were empty during the vacation at Columbia University.”2


The Rendez-vous gig seemed like a godsend to Vallee, but not Arno. Vallee remembered that Arno, “who had led us for the first two weeks of the engagement, suddenly disappeared. He was discovered upstairs in the Rendez-vous painting interior decorations to be used for the new fall season. It became quite evident to us that Curtis Peters had no real love for music. He enjoyed doing some form of art work or painting more than creating music.”3 While Vallee’s assessment of Arno’s love for music was inaccurate—he loved playing music at home for much of the rest of his life—it was true that Arno’s see-sawing with the worlds of art and music lessened as he began devoting more and more time to his drawing, submitting work to the major publications of the day, and continuing to find rejection.


With the Rendez-vous summer gig over, Arno, like so many artists before him, plunged into the Greenwich Village scene.


Stanley Walker, editor of the New York Herald Tribune, wrote in 1933 that “Greenwich Village, they always say, is not what it used to be; the old place, where there was love and musty comfort and high hopes, is dead, passe, and all the people worth knowing have moved away. But this complaint contains only surface truth . . . each generation, according to its own romantic or intellectual inclinations, creates a Village somewhat in its own image.”4


The Village that Arno moved to in the summer of 1923 was no exception. The nation was three years into Prohibition and New York City was awash in speakeasies—that particular brand of nightclubbing born in 1919 with the arrival of Prohibition. Walker, describing the scene during Prohibition, wrote, “The Village, true to its reputation as a hellhole, probably was the easiest place in New York to get a drink.”5


Arno soon found a job in the advertising department of Chadwick Pictures Corporation, an independent silent film company located within eyesight of Times Square, at 729 Seventh Avenue (the company also had a Hollywood studio). Newly formed in the fall of 1924, Chadwick Pictures began busily cranking out silent films, such as The Midnight Girl, The Painted Flapper, Meddling Women (with Lionel Barrymore), and The Girl in the Limousine. Perhaps the most recognizable title from Chadwick was the original Wizard of Oz, starring, among others, Oliver Hardy.
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A busy hive of offices.








Working as an illustrator in what he described as “a busy hive of offices in a West side loft-building,”6 Chadwick was Arno’s “first contact with show business, and first professional work following the night club decoration.”7 Being an illustrator brought in a steady paycheck, but it was not what he really wanted to do with his art. In later years, as his career flourished, he never abandoned illustration—it would prove a lucrative sideline, allowing him to live a life of “grateful contentment.”8








While working his day job, Arno continued to press hard at selling his work—he described it as “compulsive, incessant drawing . . . with the relentless drive to excel.”9 He said later that this push to excel was “undoubtedly to show my father that I could be greater than he.”10 Unfortunately, none of his work from this period survived; as ads for Chadwick Pictures are unsigned, it’s impossible to know if Arno had a hand in them. His last signed published work (signed “Peters”) was his last drawing published in The Yale Record on June 6, 1923, titled “Commencement Day.” His next published piece would appear nearly two years later, and without his surname.


At age twenty-one, Arno had yet to make a dent in his father’s town. Tiring of working for Chadwick, his thoughts drifted back to making a living playing music. In June of 1925, he was considering accepting an offer of five hundred dollars to regroup his band and take it to Chicago. Before accepting, he decided to make one “final try” at selling his art.


A humor magazine, The New Yorker, had appeared on newsstands in February of that year. The magazine’s art featured single panel cartoons and illustrations—its covers were somewhat comic as well. The brainchild of Colorado-born Harold Ross, the publication was aimed at the young, sophisticated post–World War I generation on vivid display in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 1920 novel, This Side of Paradise. Ross was able to transition The New Yorker from an idea he carried around for years to a reality when he found financial backing from one of his card playing pals, and fellow member of the famed Algonquin Round Table, Raoul Fleischmann. Fleischmann, a very wealthy man due to the success of his family’s Fleischmann Yeast Company, was looking around for some way to relieve his boredom with the family business. After Ross set the idea of a weekly New York–centered comic magazine before him, Fleischmann was in. Ross, with the assistance of his wife, newspaperwoman Jane Grant, worked feverishly on developing the first issue, something graphically resembling a cross between Punch and Judge; editorially, it exhibited a breezy, unremarkable, contemporary cheekiness. The cover art featured a puzzling drawing of a top-hatted fellow right out of the late 1800s. The magazine was greeted with a shrug; subsequent initial early issues were met with indifference.
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Jane Grant and Harold Ross, in the courtyard of their brownstone apartment building at 412 West 47th Street, New York City.








The New Yorker opened for business in a Fleischmann-owned building in a neighborhood familiar to Arno: West 45th Street—the same street and on the same side as Arno’s old haunt, The Rendez-vous.


Arno gathered together some drawings, stuffed them “in a loosely tied sheath,”11 then traveled uptown to West 45th Street to drop off his work at the offices. Wearing ragged sneakers12 and paint-smeared canvas pants,13 Arno showed up at the magazine and handed over his work to a young man—just two years older than Arno—named Philip Wylie. A few days later, Arno received a call saying The New Yorker would like to buy one of his drawings.14


Coming exactly two years to the month since he’d left Yale, this first published drawing (not in a school publication) was signed in script, “Arno.” It appeared in a generous space, three columns wide, on page six of The New Yorker’s June 20, 1925 issue. It was a drawing that wouldn’t have been out of place in The Yale Record alongside his other non-captioned work.


Arno’s first contribution was neither a cartoon, nor an illustration, but what The New Yorker referred to as a “spot.” Although the magazine was only eighteen issues old at the time of Arno’s arrival in its pages, it had already established graphic elements that would go on to appear in every issue hence; the spot was one of these elements.


Spots, for most of the magazine’s history, had been drawings of trivets, flowerpots, bicycles, steam shovels, saltshakers, frogs, or tennis racquets, etc. They had no connection to the text around them, other than graphically. They were by different contributors; they varied in size and shape—some quite small, less than the size of a postage stamp, others taking up the entire width of a page. Spots were a thematic potpourri, bearing no relation to each other.15


The first ever New Yorker spot drawing appeared on page three of the first issue—the template for one kind of spot that continued to appear in the magazine until 2005. The drawing, a rectangle at the bottom of the middle column on the Talk of the Town page, was unsigned and had the appearance of a woodcarving. A modern—i.e. nude—dancer has lifted one of her legs high up in the air and is circling her raised foot with her arms. Shard-like stalactites come in on her from the top and branch-like objects frame the other three sides of the rectangle. Dramatic design and energy, all in a very small space. No doubt prospective illustrators and cartoonists looking at the first New Yorker and the second and so on couldn’t help but think, Oooh, so that’s what they’re looking for.


From the look of Arno’s first spot, it’s clear he had studied the magazine’s art. His drawing contained elements common to The New Yorker’s very first spot, and unsurprisingly, it contained basic elements of Arno drawings yet to come: ironclad composition and dramatic use of black versus white. His first spot (and the spots he continued to do) may also have been influenced by the work of Frans Masereel, a contemporaneous Flemish artist whose work had become well known just about five years before the birth of The New Yorker. In 1919, Masereel, five years older than Arno, had published a book of woodcuts in the form of a wordless graphic novel, or image novel, as it was then called. The book, Passionate Journey, was a sensation. Arno had more than a passing familiarity with Masereel’s work, citing it, along with Honoré Daumier’s work as the source of his “revelation of art”16 (with Masereel coming to his attention before Daumier). Masereel went on to produce many more of these wordless novels, including his 1925 masterwork, The City. His work, both in design and content, is the opposite of what Arno would’ve considered “slick junk.” Looking at these dramatic, flawlessly designed woodcuts—with a heavy dose of social reportage, including an abundance of adult content—it’s easy to understand why Arno would be attracted to the work.


Arno’s spot was of a woman and a top-hatted man in good humor, carrying a walking stick, crossing a city street at night under the gaze of two somewhat shady-looking men, one looking at the couple and the other with his head down, leaning on a lamppost. There’s a dramatic sweep to the scene, with front-lit buildings in perspective and grand shadows cast from the couple out on the town. It’s an “us versus them” theme with not a little edge to it. It’s possible the couple is in danger, but of course, we’ll never know.


The spot is signed “Arno” in humble script that creeps up the left-hand side of the drawing. The days of signing his work “Curtis Peters” were over. Biographer and artist Willis Birchman flatly declared, in a one-page profile of Arno published in 1937: “His debut as Peter Arno came with the birth of The New Yorker in 1925.”17


Why he juggled his name—dropping his surname for a shortened version of his middle name, and stripping his last name, Peters, of its “s” and making it his new first name—was never documented. Legend has it that he did not want to embarrass his father by using “Peters,” but considering the bad blood between father and son, it’s conceivable Arno wanted to disassociate himself from his namesake. Arno’s New York Times obituary says he told friends he changed his name because “he wanted to separate his identity from his father’s.”18 This new signature in no way resembles the bold signature that anchored his later work.








Arno made his debut in a magazine that was, in many ways, a work in progress. Writing about the earliest New Yorker art, the magazine’s former art/cartoon editor Lee Lorenz noted:


It was certainly not the art of The New Yorker as most people recognize it today. The New Yorker cartoons had not yet been invented . . . what was being published in those first months was a rich and varied range of illustrations, satiric sketches, spots, and caricatures.19


Looking at the earliest issue of the magazine, it’s clear, however, that the New Yorker cartoon had been invented—it just had a ways to go before being recognized and unofficially adopted as the magazine’s signature form of cartoon. In that first issue, there is an excellent model for what would become the standard single caption New Yorker cartoon. Oscar F. Howard, a veteran cartoonist—his cartoons had already appeared in various New York newspapers as well as in Life magazine—was responsible for the only single-captioned cartoon. It shows a middle-aged wealthy man saying to his wife, who is looking through a travel brochure, “I don’t know what I shall do, Amelia, when I think of you alone in Paris.” With some updating of the man’s and woman’s clothing, this drawing could’ve appeared in any issue of The New Yorker five or ten years hence.
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