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The definitive biography of Al Hirschfeld, renowned caricaturist and artist.Al Hirschfeld knew
everybody and drew everybody. He occupied the twentieth century, and illustrated it. Hirschfeld:
The Biography is the first portrait of the renowned artist's life—as spirited and unique as his pen-
and-ink drawings. Beginning in the 1920s, he caricatured Hollywood actors, Washington
politicians, and—his favorite—celebrities of the stage. Broadway belonged to Hirschfeld. His
work appeared in the New York Times and other publications, as well as on book jackets, album
covers, posters, and postage stamps, for more than seventy-five years.He lived in Paris,
Moscow, and Bali, and in a pink New York townhouse on a star-studded block where his closest
friends—Carol Channing, S. J. Perelman, Gloria Vanderbilt, Brooks Atkinson, Elia Kazan,
Marlene Dietrich, and William Saroyan—flocked in and out. He played the piano, went to jazz
joints with Eugene O'Neill, and wrote a musical that bombed. He drove until he was ninety-eight
years old and always found a parking space. He worked every day, threw dinner parties twice a
week, and hosted New Year's Eve soirees that were legendary. He had three wives, a formidable
agent, and a daughter, Nina, the most famous little girl that no one knows.Hirschfeld died in
2003, at the age of ninety-nine. "If you live long enough," he liked to say, "everything happens."
For him, it did. And good and bad—it's all here. Through interviews with Hirschfeld himself, his
friends and family (including the mysterious Nina), and his famous subjects, as well as through
letters, scrapbooks, and home movies, Ellen Stern has crafted a delightful, detailed, and
definitive portrait of Al Hirschfeld, one of our most beloved, and most influential, artists.
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AfterNotesBibliographyAcknowledgmentsIndexAUTHOR’S NOTEIn 1987, I interviewed Al
Hirschfeld for GQ magazine. The profile ran, he liked it, and that was that. We never saw each
other again. But I held on to my notes.In 2011, when his widow sold the townhouse where he’d
lived, worked, and hosted so many starry soirees, I rediscovered the copy of his book Show
Business Is No Business that I’d asked him to inscribe that afternoon twenty-four years before.
This is what he’d written:So here goes.AT THE TOPOn the fourth floor of his Ninety-fifth Street
townhouse, a bearded fellow is in a barber chair. Perched on two small pillows and a torn green
leather cushion, his slippered tootsies parked on an iron footrest supported by two phone books,
the artist is at work. This is his studio. It is where he does several drawings a week, several
hundred a year, ten thousand in a lifetime. It is his refuge when things go right and things go
wrong. “I spend most of my time here,” he says. “I just visit downstairs.”Attired in his blue
jumpsuit, Al Hirschfeld ponders the product before him: a pencil sketch of Merman, Mostel, or
Bernstein that will, when he puts ink to it, capture the essence of Merman, Mostel, or Bernstein
fit to print in The New York Times, the Herald Tribune, TV Guide, Vanity Fair, the Brooklyn Daily
Eagle, The American Mercury, or Seventeen. The swirls, the curls, the ginger, the bounce!The
windowsill is a garden of dusty plants, and the linoleum floor is cracked, but the room is in
deliberate disarray. He knows where—among the bookshelves, mountains of drawings, mounds



of reference materials, piles of magazines, tubes and boxes and envelopes—things are. The
green walls are tacked and taped with the unfinished sketches, drawings, and posters he keeps
close (Anita Ellis in the spotlight, Sonny and Cher in color, George Burns, Pavarotti) and signs:
TOW-AWAY ZONE NO PARKING . . . VIETATO FUMARE . . . REMEMBER: IT WAS AN ACTOR
THAT KILLED LINCOLN. The bulletin board is festooned with yellowed clippings, letters,
snapshots, and cartoons.The slanted top of the old oak drafting table, picked up at an auction
years ago, is scarred by years of slicing his own triple-ply, cold-pressed illustration boards before
he started having them custom-cut. No matter the size of the published drawing, the original is
done on a board measuring twenty-one by twenty-seven inches. Antique wooden boxes contain
the Gillott crow-quill pens and Venus B pencils, rulers and knives, electric eraser. Jars of Higgins
black India ink share the space with brushes in glasses, cans, and jars, while others dangle
dancingly from hooks. Hirschfeld draws by daylight, skylight, and a lamp over his head—relic of
a Cincinnati department store and installed by his friend Abe Feder. The phone is close at hand,
since he’s listed in the book and grabs it when it rings.The Koken barber chair, a product of St.
Louis, entered the scene in the 1930s. He considers it the most functional chair in the land. “It
goes up and down, it turns around, it becomes a chaise longue,” he says. Lee Shubert, who kept
a barber chair in the office so he could be shaved twice a day, used his for a nap. Sweeney Todd,
on the other hand, used his for Stephen Sondheim.A crony will flop on the couch to schmooze,
but outsiders take the captain’s chair with its time-worn blue cushion. These are the sitters, here
to be immortalized. Unlike the stars of stage, screen, and bandstand he observes in their own
habitats, these are the designers, composers, and orthopedists who come to be Hirschfelded on
their own dime.They’re disappointed. They expected communion. For them, the encounter is
history; for Hirschfeld, it’s business. He’s genial but brisk, attentive but uncommunicative. The
visit goes too fast, allows too little. “Al simply looked at my father, did a couple of squiggles, then
took the paper and turned it over. That’s all I saw him do,” says Ted Chapin, recalling the day he
accompanied his father, Schuyler Chapin, New York’s former commissioner of cultural affairs, to
be drawn. From squiggles to immortality, just like that.“I thought he was going to sketch me when
I went up there,” says the Broadway lyricist Sheldon Harnick, “and I was surprised that instead of
that he took Polaroids.”“Is there anything in particular you’d like me to do? Do I sit in a certain
way?” the composer Maury Yeston asks. “Oh, no, absolutely not,” says Hirschfeld. “We just have
a conversation and I do my work.”To be welcome in this sanctum, so close to the artist who has
illustrated Broadway so well for so long, is an honor in itself. To be seen by the eyes and
sketched by the hand of the man who has drawn so many hotshots and hambones is
intoxicating. A Tony is swell. A Hirschfeld is better.1MEET HIM IN ST. LOUISHe first appears on
a Sunday, as well he should.June 21 is the first day of summer, the longest day of the year, and
the date most often assigned to A Midsummer Night’s Dream. But the setting of Al Hirschfeld’s
birth is no bank where the wild thyme blows, where oxlips and the nodding violet grows. It’s a
steamy back bedroom in St. Louis.Blocks away from the two-family brick house on Evans
Avenue, preparations are relentlessly underway for the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, originally



scheduled to open this year but nowhere near ready, no matter how much pomp attended Teddy
Roosevelt’s dedication in May. It is 1903.While the St. Louis Post-Dispatch boasts of exposing
corruption at the post office, the Globe-Democrat offers a solution for overcrowded trains, and
the Republic glorifies a dead cardinal, a sweating midwife brings forth the Hirschfelds’ boy. While
East St. Louis, across the river, remains awash after a mud levee slid into the Mississippi two
weeks ago, baby Albert slides into the world and is swaddled.He is the third boy for Rebeka and
Isaac Hirschfeld. The first, Alexander, is eight. Milton is a year and a half. All three are named for
Isaac’s late mother, Mildevine Alexander Kirschbaum Hirschfeld. It’s a pretty extensive tribute,
because there are now two Als.Alexander has claim to “Al Hirschfeld.” Young Albert is
“Babe.”Rebeka is Russian, Isaac is American. She’s been imported to St. Louis by her younger
brother, Harry, a tailor. Quite a force in immigration, he’s also brought their parents to settle in the
Jewish quarter and live the Orthodox life. Harry keeps a close eye on everyone and lives a few
doors away with his wife and five children.As tailoring threads through the history of Jews
without the means to do more, it threads through this family on both sides. Isaac’s father and
Babe’s grandfather, Marcus Hirschfeld, came to New York from Prussia in 1867 and found his
way to Albany. A twenty-seven-year-old tailor sailing from Hamburg on the Teutonia, he’d left his
bride and infant daughter behind until he could afford to bring them over in May 1869.In Albany,
Mildevine became Malvina, and Marcus ran a tailor shop, moving the family from home to home,
always upward, Broadway to South Pearl, to Arch, to Broad.Isaac, their first child born in
America, was born on Broadway.Other than more space for the growing brood, the greater
incentive might have been a one month’s concession, meaning a month’s free rent with every
move. The Hirschfelds’ most impressive stop was the little brick house on Catherine Street
directly across from the splendid Schuyler Mansion. Not only did George Washington sleep
here, but so did Alexander Hamilton, while wooing Schuyler’s daughter.The Hirschfelds
attended services at the Romanesque Temple Beth Emeth, where Isaac Mayer Wise, the father
of Reform Judaism in the United States, took the pulpit. He introduced such unorthodox
practices as praying in English and German as well as Hebrew and allowing men and women to
sit together. Too much too soon—he was soon out.Marcus kept sewing. But Isaac, his oldest
son, had no interest in joining him, so he left home to become . . . a cowboy. In 1892, he hitched
to a Texas town so resourceful that toads were employed to wipe out roaches in the corner
saloon. The Albany City Directory listed Ike that year: “removed to Marshall, Texas.” Why
Marshall? A mystery unlikely to be solved, but there he was. And with few skills in most things,
least of all cowpoking, he was forced to rely on the family trade.Despite little affinity for it, he got
set up with his own needle, and the locals brought him their duds. He had no knack, but they
kept coming. One day, the sheriff brought in his dress suit and said he’d be back for it later.
Lickety-split, Ike hung a sign on the door, OUT FOR LUNCH, skedaddled to the station, and
headed north.Wherever he had it in mind to end up, he stopped at a St. Louis boardinghouse on
Carr Street. There he bumped into the newly arrived Bekie Rothberg. She spoke only Russian
and Yiddish. He didn’t. She was plump and warm and twenty. He was a slim twenty-five. Or



twenty-six. However they communicated, sparks flew, love bloomed, and in January 1894 they
were married.The midwife who delivers Al Hirschfeld probably doesn’t speak English too well
either, so while she’s good at birthing, she’s not so hot at reporting. More than a month after
Hirschfeld is born, a clerk enters the birth date into the St. Louis registry—not as June 21, 1903,
but as July 25.This, for keeps, is Al Hirschfeld’s official birth date, the one he’ll be compelled to
use on passports and other legal documents for the rest of his life. And not only that. The name
is misspelled: “Hirschfield.”Downtown, and out of their reach, is theater—plenty of it—at the
Olympic, the Imperial, the Gayety. There is opera and vaudeville. And finally, in 1904, there is the
Louisiana Purchase Exposition, known as the World’s Fair. Like everybody else, the family
Hirschfeld joins the hullabaloo. Pulled along in a wagon, baby Babe licks Milton’s ice cream cone
and nibbles Al’s hot dog and gets his fingers sticky with “Fairy Floss,” the maiden name of cotton
candy, which goes for twenty-five cents the box.At one, he’s round-faced and puckish with dark
curls and a strong gaze. He gawks at pygmies and contortionists, Apaches and ostriches, glass
weavers and cow milkers. On “the Pike”—a thrilling arcade of fantasy and reenactment—he
sees a bullfight and the Galveston Flood. Under the dome of Festival Hall, he takes in the world’s
largest pipe organ; in Machinery Gardens, a band concert; ragtime at the Grand Basin; and on
every lip a new song called “Meet Me in St. Louis,” written for the occasion.For his first two years,
Hirschfeld resides on Evans Avenue without electricity, gas, or running water, except for a pump
in the kitchen and a privy in the yard. “I come from a very poor background,” he’ll later say when
explaining his resolute work habits, “and the business of paying the room rent is not imaginative.
It stays with me forever.”Over the next seven years, the family will move five times—just like the
St. Louisan Tennessee Williams, whose family also skips from flat to flat, and David Merrick, who
ends up hating the place so heartily he won’t even fly over it.Mom is the family force. In 1908,
she runs a confectionery on the ground floor of the house at Goodfellow and Page, selling penny
candies and ice cream, smokes and soda pop, and probably in-and-out calls, because a private
telephone is a rare bird in these parts. Pop is listed in the city directory as a tailor, cutter, even a
cigar salesman—which puts him behind the counter of Bekie’s shop—but his primary
contribution to the family’s support is tending the boys.Babe and Milton are at Dozier, a grammar
school on Maple Avenue, a block from home. Big Al has a job. They get around on foot or by
horse-drawn streetcar; the electric tram costs a nickel in any direction. Ike rides a bike and joins
the local branch of the Columbia Wheelmen. As always, the former cowpoke does what he likes,
taking things at his own speed.When a fire breaks out one night, Ike’s in bed while Mom’s yelling
and trying to throw the mattress out the window. “Take it easy,” he says, placing his hand on the
wall. “It isn’t even warm yet.”Bekie’s parents won’t come for dinner, because she won’t keep
kosher. She goes to shul on the high holy days, lights Sabbath and yahrzeit candles, and uses
the Passover matzo for ham sandwiches. “She had her own religion,” Hirschfeld recalls. “She
made up her own laws as she went along, and we all followed them.”In 1911, she leads the
family to Kensington Avenue, into a redbrick, semidetached house with flanking bay windows.
They’re in the downstairs flat.In Meet Me in St. Louis, as moviegoers well know, Judy Garland



lives in a pretty house on a pretty street and in “The Boy Next Door” sings, “I live at 5135
Kensington Avenue, and he lives at 5133.”Hirschfeld lore, perpetuated by his family and
factotums, claims that Garland’s address is Al Hirschfeld’s address. That when he was doing the
poster campaign for the movie, the songwriters were so charmed to hear this that they put it into
the song as an inside joke.In fact, Judy Garland’s address in the movie belongs to the writer
Sally Benson, who lived there with her own family until 1910 and later celebrated it in a five-part
series—“5135 Kensington”—in The New Yorker.But Hirschfeld is not the boy next door, nor the
boy in the house. He’s the boy across the street. At 5124.New neighborhood, new school. Now
he and Milton attend Clark Public School, an imposing redbrick elementary on Union Boulevard.
Erected in 1907, the place is named for William Clark, the Clark half of Lewis and. Here young
Hirschfeld learns the day’s basics, including arithmetic, geography, and cursive writing—but
mostly he draws.A pen-and-ink drawing, known as the earliest Hirschfeld work of art, is said to
be a portrait of Clark. But it’s not. The building looks like a school all right, but authorities in the
St. Louis public school system don’t recognize it.Whatever the subject, he keeps drawing. “It
never occurred to me I could do anything else,” he’ll say years later. It’s all he wants to do.
Rebecca (she has now anglicized her name) sees the gift and takes him to the museum in Cass
Gilbert’s sumptuous Palace of Fine Arts built for the World’s Fair. She also enrolls him in a
Saturday-morning children’s class at Washington University’s School of Fine Arts.As she stands,
now behind her counter at Stix, Baer & Fuller, the city’s foremost department store, she thinks
about Babe’s obsession. And when she takes her break in the employees’ sitting room, she
becomes friendly with a portrait artist named Charles Marks.From genteel salons to the Missouri
State Fair, Marks shows his work around. He’d come to St. Louis from New York when he was
twenty-one, studied at the School of Fine Arts, and established an artistic photography firm with
a partner in 1890. “They make high-class oil, pastel and crayon portraits a specialty and aim to
do this at popular prices, counting no work as well performed that is not satisfactory to the sitter,”
explained a city guide of the time. Now at Stix, Baer, Marks is producing display cards and price
tags. After Bekie shows him Babe’s drawings, he agrees to give him lessons and takes him out
sketching every Sunday.And he urges her to get out of town, gloomily predicting that otherwise
her talented Babe will be forever stuck in St. Louis, turning out the same display cards and price
tags at the same store. So whether it’s faith in his future or merely keeping a step ahead of the
landlord, Bekie pulls Albert and Milton out of school in October and takes them all—Ike and the
three boys—eastward.In 1912, the Hirschfelds hit New York.2MANHATTAN TRANSFERFrom
Pennsylvania Station they walk to Sixth Avenue and board the No. 39 streetcar. With no
destination but the future, they ride it to the last stop, Amsterdam Avenue and 193rd Street . . .
and nearly trip over the edge of Paradise. This is Fort George Amusement Park—or Paradise
Park—a sprawling wonderland overlooking the Harlem River, where kids run free and the mother
of Lillian and Dorothy Gish runs a candy-and-popcorn stand. But no stopping now. First there’s a
roof to find.The pilgrims straggle south through orchards and fields. When Bekie sees a two-
story frame house to rent on 183rd Street between Audubon and Amsterdam, she grabs it. The



upper floor costs four dollars a month. Within days, she gets herself a job at Wertheimer’s, a
department store on West 181st Street, while Pop enrolls Albert and Milton at PS 132, a redbrick
elementary on Wadsworth Avenue.This is rural terrain in 1912. Mom buys her fruits and
vegetables at Willie Serana’s farm on Broadway at 181st—right where the Blue Bell Tavern once
stood, doing a brisk bed-and-bar business during the American Revolution, and where the
Coliseum Theatre will arrive in 1920, doing brisk show business with the Marx Brothers, W. C.
Fields, Eddie Cantor, Gertrude Berg, and Harold Lloyd. In the meantime, there’s the Wadsworth
Theatre nearby, offering photoplays and vaudeville.Vaudeville’s sweeping the country, and
anyone with a modicum of flair—or a mama with a dream—wants to shine. And thanks to an
expert named Frederic La Delle, anyone can. “I hope you will be a credit to the stage as well as
to yourself,” he states in his mail-order primer, How To Enter Vaudeville. “Special talent is not
necessary for acting any more than it is for any other profession,” he assures suckers, making
the art of freak acts and “chapeaugraphy,” bell ringers and barrel jumpers, trick cyclists and knife
throwers seem a cinch. Even for handcuff, chain, and trunk acts, he adds, “No experience or
special ability is required.”Tell that to Harry Houdini.Martin Beck won’t. Beck’s the boy who
discovered young Ehrich Weiss disentangling himself in a St. Paul saloon and became his
manager. Now they’re top of the heap. Weiss, famous for his Chinese water-torture cell escape
and underwater box escape in the East River, has become Houdini. Beck, now a big shot on the
vaudeville circuit, has just built the Palace—the jewel in Keith-Albee’s crown, the house every
headliner has to play. Later, Beck will build another theater on Forty-fifth and name it for
himself.Al Hirschfeld enters the world of Broadway in 1914, when he sees his first musical at the
Casino Theatre, a Moorish Revival fairy-tale castle at Thirty-ninth Street. For a lad of ten, High
Jinks is a jolly introduction. The score, by Rudolf Friml and Otto Hauerbach (later Harbach), is
frothy; the setting is France in springtime. “It begins with a laugh, ends with a frolic, and is
punctuated by a considerable amount of rollick in the course of its three acts,” states The New
York Times.Once again taking advantage of a rent-free month, the Hirschfelds move to a six-
story apartment building at Audubon and 178th, with the added income of two young German
boarders. While Mom’s at the store, Alexander is selling men’s hats, and Albert and Milton are
memorizing state capitals, and Pop is feeding the birds.Ike’s not the provider. He’s a bachelor at
heart with a Houdini-like yen to escape. And one day, he does. Kissing the family goodbye, he
takes off for Boston—by streetcar, no less, one after the other—so the story goes. It takes him a
week! And then he comes back, where Mom holds things together and moves them all once
again, now a block south, to 598 West 177th Street. The new place has an elevator operator,
switchboard operator, canopy, and doorman. The rent is fourteen dollars a month, and that’s it
for moving. She and Ike will remain there for the next fifty years.Al remembers that “all the kids in
the neighborhood always came to our house. We never went to theirs. My father taught them
how to shoot crap, pitch pennies, play ball.” In winter, Ike takes them skating in Van Cortland
Park. At Christmas, he dresses as Santa and crawls in from the fire escape. In ball season, he
umps their games. Before long, he becomes a starter at the trotting races on the Harlem River



Speedway, as close to pistol packin’ as this buckaroo will ever get.For a fellow who will
eventually spend so many years on a barber chair, fourteen-year-old Al Hirschfeld is a bundle of
get-up-and-go. He plays stickball in the street and catcher for a semipro sandlot team called the
Altheas. Also on the team: Lou Gehrig (who lives over on Amsterdam Avenue and is two days
older). Another playmate is pretty Dorothy Wegman, who later will remember the neighborhood
as “a village in itself. One need go no farther than a few streets to get all the essentials of living.”
One of the essentials for her is a Howard Simon, who hopes to earn enough clerking at the art
store to study at the Art Students League.Baseball is in the air, around the corner, on Cracker
Jack baseball cards. At the new Polo Grounds on the Harlem River, the boys sneak in to watch
the New York Yankees. Hirschfeld loves the game and thinks about a future, but when his
catcher’s hand swells up, he kisses the game goodbye (Gehrig goes on) and starts playing with
clay instead.Upon graduation in January 1918, Hirschfeld’s eighth-grade colleagues sign his
autograph book, variously addressing him as Albert, Al, Babe, and Hirshy. “May your future be
as bright as an Edison electric light,” writes William Dreesen, another ballplayer. “Roses are
red, / Violets are blue, / When it comes to fun, / Thats you,” scrawls an Irving. “May your artistic
abilities be magnified to success,” adds a Charles. And from Mom: “To my darling baby—I wish
you all the luck in the world and I hope you will always be honest and upright and that you will
make me happy and proud of being your Mother.”Not to worry.Gehrig enters the High School of
Commerce, starring on a baseball team that will beat a Chicago high school team in 1920,
where he’s noticed. Dorothy Wegman becomes a commercial artist and then a dancer in the
Ziegfeld Follies, where her name becomes Dorshka and Al Jolson pursues her to no avail
because her stage door Johnny is still Howard Simon. But before long, she’ll marry writer
Samson Raphaelson, whose short story “The Day of Atonement” will become The Jazz Singer
(with Jolson).Hirschfeld enters the Vocational School for Boys at Fifth Avenue and 138th Street.
And while his peers are diagnosing carburetors and laying tile—and his brother Big Al has
become a foreman at a hat factory—young Al takes up printing, engraving, art, and his newest
enthusiasm, sculpture. Even if he doesn’t know where it will lead.“I was the most naïve boy in the
whole world,” he recalls. “I had great confidence in myself—the ability to see and translate it onto
paper. But I didn’t know where to go with this. I didn’t know how to become a sculptor. I had no
connections of any kind. I did this for my own gratification. Where the hell do you go with
sculpture?”Downtown, he’s told, to a factory making architectural elements used for decorative
moldings. There he sees artists designing rosettes and leaves to be turned out by the yard. “I
was absolutely amazed,” he says, “the way they would take a tool and swish around in that
Plastolene or clay, and out would come a rose or something.” And “My God!” he thinks. “This is
not what I want out of life.”What he wants isn’t yet clear, but excitement is a part of it. And what
with moving pictures, the circus, and vaudeville stirring things up all around, he becomes a
vaudeville kid gazing down from his twenty-five-cent seat at the Palace on Ed Wynn and Nora
Bayes, Lillian Russell and Will Rogers, Bert Williams and Bobby Clark, and always Houdini. His
fascination will endure, and one day he visits Houdini in his dressing room, watching the



magician swell his wrists before they put the handcuffs on him, awed by the muscle
control.Meanwhile, Milton has hit the road with a friend to look for work. His letters to Mama
often mention his health, which means it has not been good. “I am as sound as a rock and am
feeling fine,” he assures her from Buffalo in May 1918, “so you shouldn’t worry.” A few days later,
big news from Detroit: “I’ve got some job!” he writes. “We are having a great time and thank God
that we are both well, and a doctor is always around the place in case anyone gets sick.” He
adds a PS: “Gee you ought to be out here Babe you would never want to come home.” And a few
days after that: “I am still feeling fine and we are going to go further still and we won’t come back
until we have made good and learn to be men.”This doesn’t work out too well. By autumn, Milton
is back in New York as an office boy and not feeling fine at all. Influenza is poisoning the air and
the lungs of the war-worn city. Movie houses close, new releases are put on hold. Seven plays in
the theater district close in one night. The prices of lemons and oranges go up, and sales in
ladies’ dresses go down. When the plague first appeared in the spring, it was considered a three-
day fever. Now it’s ferocious, and it grabs Milton. His body aches, his cough is relentless, he has
a fever of 104. Mom and Pop are helpless to stop his rapid collapse. For young Al, this is a
terrible theft—losing a brother he has never been without.At 10:00 p.m. on October 3—the day
after The New York Times announces the discovery of a new vaccine—Milton dies of
bronchopneumonia. He is sixteen, one of fifty million people in the world lost to the epidemic,
one of thirty thousand in New York.From this time on, Al Hirschfeld has a profound fear of
illness.3POSTER BOYHoward Simon has been taking a night class in drawing at the National
Academy of Design. This sounds good, so Hirschfeld joins him, biking down to Amsterdam and
109th Street. He takes an “antiques class” for one term in which he draws classical sculptures
and produces a plaster sculpture of Abe Lincoln’s head. But at sixteen, he needs a job. By day,
Simon is working as a gofer in the art department at Goldwyn Pictures. This also sounds good.Al
has heard of Goldwyn, everybody’s heard of Goldwyn (“Samuel Goldfish and the Selwyns, latest
partners in the film business, combined names and called their enterprise the Goldwyn Picture
Corporation,” wrote the young drama reporter George S. Kaufman of the New-York Tribune when
the company started up in 1916. “Why not the Selfish?”). The office is at 485 Fifth Avenue, and
Hirschfeld makes tracks.There he finds Lionel Reiss, Goldwyn’s art director—a serious painter,
and only twenty-five himself—who hires him as a gofer and brush cleaner for four dollars a week.
He also meets Howard Dietz, Goldwyn’s new publicity director, a Columbia dropout who has an
instinct for icons. Although some say it’s Lionel who was responsible for the lion created as a
logo, it was Dietz. Was he inspired by the marble lions, Leo Astor and Leo Lenox, guarding the
New York Public Library across the street? No. He was inspired by the lion mascot of Columbia
University. In September 1917, Polly of the Circus was the first Goldwyn picture released under
the lion’s silent roar. Some Goldwyn print ads now feature the lion lying in profile above the
famous legend “Ars Gratia Artis.”As for Dietz, wit and wordsmith, he’s “neither warm nor tactile,”
remembers Jonathan Schwartz, whose father, Arthur Schwartz, will become Dietz’s longtime
songwriting partner. But Howard has an eye.One day in the office, after finding some crumpled



Hirschfeld drawings in the wastebasket, he gives the kid a shot, and soon sixteen-year-old Al is
working on ads and lobby cards for such Goldwyn fare as The Great Lover, Edgar’s Little Saw,
Hold Your Horses, Don’t Neglect Your Wife, and even The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. He’s beginning
to make it.But he’s soon risking the wrath of Reiss when he and Mom take off for St. Louis to visit
the relatives. Having a good time there, he writes to the boss and says he’d like to stay another
couple of weeks. “Take as long as you want,” Reiss swiftly replies. “There’s no great need for you
to come back.” And when he does, another kid is cleaning his brushes.Finding work is not a
problem for feisty young Al. So he signs on with Stark & Cowan, a music publisher on West Forty-
sixth Street, as a song plugger. The publisher gives him studio space, and while he gives it art
for its sheet music, that’s just the start. Most pluggers sit at the piano in a department store,
playing the sheet music they’re handed, wooing the ladies to buy it. Young Gershwin does it,
Harry Warren, Jerome Kern. And now Al Hirschfeld does, too. But no spinet for him. Al does his
singing, tapping, and uke-plucking on the night boat to Albany—a naughty one-night-standish
venue for girls, gambling, and hooch. A pleasure cruise that answers the question of the current
pop song “Why Do They All Take the Night Boat to Albany?” from the 1918 musical
Sinbad.Hirschfeld’s musical offering is hard to summon up. One can only try to imagine him
warbling, “You know for you I would die / But never ask me to try”—the song being “Scandinavia
(Sing Dose Song and Make Dose Music)”—with a Svedish accent.Back on land, he moves on to
Universal Pictures for seventy-five dollars a week. At seventeen years old, that’s a lot of clams.
When he tells Reiss, Reiss cocks a skeptical brow. Hirschfeld’s comeback includes an offer: if he
can’t prove to Reiss that the job is legit by showing him his paycheck, he’ll treat Reiss to lunch.
But if he can prove it, lunch is on Reiss. A good lunch. Deal? Deal. Sure enough, the next week
he shows up with the check, and it’s lunch time. Reiss has lost his appetite, but okay, where
does Hirschfeld want to eat? At the Astor, of course, where Hirschfeld orders the fanciest stuff
he can.Before long, he’s moved on to the Selznick Corporation for the same money, but this time
with a contract. Selznick is an extravagant dynasty sired by the high-living Lewis J. Selznick—a
man Hirschfeld greatly admires, with an ability to “guess right”—and operated with his short-
fused son, Myron, and intellectual son, David. With productions booming on both coasts, the
New York office fills two floors at 729 Seventh Avenue and another at 501 Fifth Avenue.
Broadway’s dotted with blue-bulb electric signs blazing the slogan SELZNICK PICTURES
CREATE HAPPY HOURS, the Saturday Evening Post runs pages of full-color ads, and
Hirschfeld is doing the illustrations for ads, posters, brochures, lobby cards, and other
components of these splashy publicity campaigns. His drawings of Theda Bara, Rupert Hughes,
Betty Compson, Owen Moore, and Elaine Hammerstein are everywhere.Hirschfeld and David
Selznick become fast friends, and he sketches David at twenty, wearing a bow tie, glasses, and
a toothy smile. He’s now Selznick’s art director, for $250 a week. He’s eighteen.Through
Selznick, he meets Sam Marx, an office boy in the export department at Universal, shipping
canned prints from a gated storage room on the tenth floor at 1600 Broadway. And through Marx
he meets Gordon Kahn, a young writer on a gossip sheet called Zit’s Weekly, a snappy



compilation of Broadway goings-on (much of it culled from Variety). Marx and Kahn become Al’s
close friends for life.And he remains close to his kin in St. Louis, getting out there when he can.
On a visit in 1921, he goes over to the art museum, his former home away from home. In
Sculpture Hall, he meets a genial gent with whom he finds great rapport as they stroll along
discussing art. It’s a memorable afternoon.When he returns to the city, Mom asks if he
remembered to look up his old art teacher, Charles Marks. No, says Hirschfeld, “I hadn’t the
least idea where to look for him.” Mom tells him Marks is the fellow in charge of the desk at the
City Art Museum. The front desk! “I spent a whole afternoon with him and didn’t know it,” Al
realizes. “I’ll have to write him and tell him he was my first teacher.”But Marks never sees the
letter. “A skidding truck on an icy street, a day and a night of suffering, and then the end,”
recounts the Globe-Democrat. And in January 1922, Charles Marks, sixty-three, a prominent
painter and member of the St. Louis Artists’ Guild—who showed in a 1916 exhibition at the City
Art Museum, worked at the front desk, and has been making ten dollars a month for printing
signs there—is buried at Mount Olive Cemetery.With resources aplenty, Hirschfeld doesn’t deny
himself. Through the years, he’ll have an ongoing love affair with the automobile. It starts with a
Stutz. A red Stutz Bearcat, the cat’s meow. Everybody wants one—“a Stutz as low as a snake
and as red as an Indiana barn,” as Scott Fitzgerald puts it—and he takes the boys for a ride. One
night, it’s Sam Marx and a guy named Bernie. As Al drives like a bat out of hell, Marx bounces
along next to him, noodgy and nail-biting. When he can’t take any more, he leans over and
snatches the key, leaving Al to maneuver the car to the curb. He pulls Al out, shoves him into the
back seat with Bernie, and grabs the wheel. Now they’re breezing down Broadway, and pow!
there’s a ruckus behind him. Al and Bernie are pushing and punching and screeching at each
other. Marx keeps going.The fury stops. Sudden silence. Good, Marx figures, they’ve calmed
down. A few minutes later, he turns around to see what’s what, and there’s Al, serenely watching
the world go by. No Bernie. Where’s Bernie? “Oh,” says Al with a shrug. “He fell out a couple of
blocks back.”Sometimes Al will take the car down in the morning and go home on the subway,
forgetting where he parked. Other times he just forgets. When drivers store their open-top cars
for the winter, he takes his to the used-car showroom on the ground floor of his Washington
Heights apartment house. When he goes to reclaim it in April, not only is the car gone, but so is
the showroom, and has been for months. He’s been going in and out of the building every day
without noticing.The boys frequent an eatery called Three Steps Down in a Greenwich Village
brownstone. The cafeteria-restaurant-garden on West Eighth is run by the Strunsky girls and
Mascha, the mother. Albert Strunsky, the father, is an emperor with property all over the
place.“There were two great cultural forces,” Village legend Maxwell Bodenheim has observed,
“which collided with each other and sought to occupy the intellectual vacuum which is charitably
called the bohemian mind. They were Gertrude Stein, who ruled the Village by remote control
from Paris, and Albert Strunsky, the Village landlord, whose benevolent despotism extended
beyond the frontiers of Sheridan Square.”The Strunsky girls make melodious matches. Daughter
Emily marries Lou Paley, a schoolteacher and wordsmith who’s written lyrics for forgotten



musicals and a couple of songs with his friend George Gershwin. When the Paleys host their
Saturday-night salons in their Eighth Street flat, George, who adores them both, works the piano.
Leonore Strunsky marries George’s younger brother, Ira, the lyricist. And niece Lillian is married
to James Englander, the head of publicity at Selznick Pictures—which is how Hirschfeld gets
here.Three Steps Down is a home-cooking place, and it operates on a homespun system. A
slice of roast beef is a dime, vegetables are a nickel apiece, the apple pie is dandy. One of the
sisters sits at the door. You tell her what you ate, she tells you what you owe. And if you don’t
have it on you, you bring it in later.For a Stutz owner, Al isn’t much of a spender, and he has his
own system. He comes in every day and writes the menu on a blackboard over the counter—in
return for lunch.Lewis J. Selznick, suffering from overexpansion, has an idea. How about if Al
does the art-directing as a freelancer? They make a deal in which he can hold onto the Selznick
account and take on new clients. Collecting assignments from other studios as well, Hirschfeld
rents two floors in a bay-windowed brownstone at 51 West Fifty-third. The Selznick art
department, with nine artists, occupies one floor. Hirschfeld takes the other.Why he brings nine
cocker spaniels into his bachelorhood around this time is unknown. But he does, naming the
mother Peanuts and her puppies Walnut, Pecan, Cashew, and so on. Nuts! When he goes out in
the evenings, he parks them on the roof, and angry neighbors toss shoes and tin cans at their
howling.Marx and Hirschfeld go into business together with two of Al’s Selznick artists—Al’s old
friend Howard Simon and another named Laurence Chaves. Marx is the salesman, and while he
isn’t very good at it, the team gets along by selling drawings to ad agencies and magazines.In
1923, with Selznick in diminishing health and his company in the hole, the studio releases the
last of its crop, Rupert of Hentzau and The Common Law, as prestigious “theatre pieces.” The
plan is “you had to be there at a certain time, and they were going to charge box-office theatre
prices,” Hirschfeld recalls. But it’s a bust. The bankers close in and release them as ordinary
pictures.Rupert, the sequel to The Prisoner of Zenda, opens in July at the Strand. Broadway
windows and subway stations get decorated, and the theater features a lobby display of “clever
pen and ink drawings made by Al Hirschfeld, art director for Selznick, of the entire cast,” as the
company gazette remarks. But reviews are mild, hopes are dashed, and soon Selznick is paying
Hirschfeld with a “trade acceptance,” which gives him half his salary and a promissory note for
the rest. Unfortunately, L. J. goes bankrupt, and his company folds.Once again on the loose,
Hirschfeld and Marx rent a studio in Greenwich Village. But first they have to escape the uptown
lease and their battle-axe landlady. The plan they devise, more slapstick than strategy, is to
sneak into the studio in the middle of the night, take the furniture, drawing boards, brushes,
paints, and everything else they can get their hands on, and sneak out. In their opinion, this
should break the lease. Doesn’t mean the landlady will agree.A new day dawns, and Hirschfeld
goes to work—not to the new studio they’ve just rented downtown, but to the old studio they’ve
just vacated. Head in the clouds, dreaming his dreams, he walks in and notices the place is
empty. Everything’s gone! Quick as a shot, he reacts with a shout. Help! he cries down the hall
and out the window. We’ve been robbed! And in runs the landlady, fists flying.Next on the scene



is a process server.4FLOThe 1920s are roaring, and Al is in their midst. His circle expands. New
York is a party mecca for young artists, and Carl Van Vechten is the consummate host. A man-
about-town, he cherishes dance, jazz, opera, art—all the arts—and has various abilities, from
writing novels, criticism, and a history of the house cat, to reviewing music and dance for the
Times, to photographing his famous friends, to making significant matches among them. But
none is so stimulating as his interest in Black culture.A dandy undaunted by his bulk, he gussies
up in silk shirts and bracelets and everything but bells on his toes. Gay when he wants to be, he
nonetheless maintains a long-running marriage to Fania Marinoff, a Russian actress, while
nurturing the exotic and the oppressed. (Langston Hughes is one such favorite.) With his odd
features—beady eyes, snow-white hair, and buck teeth once compared to “squares of broken
crockery”—Van Vechten knows everybody, so everybody shows up at his flamboyant duplex on
West Fifty-fifth, where everybody meets somebody.Nearly as starry as the parties thrown by
Condé Nast and his Vanity Fair editor Frank Crowninshield, Van Vechten’s soirees are populated
by a slightly artier crowd, including those infatuated with the Harlem Renaissance, so close to
his heart. “Carl was giving us parties to meet his Negro friends, who somewhat scandalized me
by their outspokenness,” Alice B. Toklas writes of evenings spent there with George Gershwin,
Theodore Dreiser and H. L. Mencken, Knopfs and Fitzgeralds, flappers with rouged knees,
poets with promise.Van Vechten is very fond of Ralph Barton, the caricaturist du jourwho often
draws dear “Carlo” and illustrates the jacket for his new novel, The Tattooed Countess. Barton
usually arrives with his wife, Carlotta Monterey (who will divorce him in 1926 and marry the
increasingly important Eugene O’Neill in 1929, the same year E. E. Cummings marries Anne
Minnerly, who’s also divorced from Barton). Another is Alexander King (né Koenig), a Viennese
artist and writer, who also knows everybody. And yet another is Miguel Covarrubias, the
eighteen-year-old caricaturist recently arrived from Mexico.In such a convivial world, Al
Hirschfeld meets characters who will populate his life henceforth. One of them is Covarrubias.
Hirschfeld is in need of space, as is he, so in 1924 they take a studio together in a six-story
building at 110 West Forty-second Street. Hirschfeld commemorates the occasion with two
pencil sketches of his workmate at the drawing board (one is now at the National Portrait Gallery,
the other is at the Library of Congress).Through Van Vechten and his crowd, Hirschfeld and
Covarrubias become enchanted by Harlem and its players, spending night after night in the
dance halls and speakeasies of “Darktown.” Prohibition (that would be the Volstead Act) went
into effect in January 1920, in order to save the populace from wicked spirits. Avoiding the law
lends a larky mystique—knocking on secret doors, sipping gin from teacups—and as they toast
their swift-moving lives, the boys sketch up a storm on matchboxes, napkins, and the
“membership” cards that gain a guest admission.“Miguel influenced me more than I did him,”
Hirschfeld often says, with everlasting grace. “His technique consisted of elimination and
simplification.” His ideas have impact as well. Covarubbias’s drawings of “the New Negro”
appear in Vanity Fair’s December 1924 issue and many issues to follow, as well as in his book
Negro Drawings. Hirschfeld’s revelers, cruisers, and jammers will show up in a tribute to Harlem



in 1941. And in the mid-1960s, Hirschfeld’s series for Playbill called “Unlikely Casting”—in which
he depicts Barry Goldwater and Lyndon Johnson in Waiting for Godot, Ethel Merman and Ernest
Borgnine in Private Lives, Zero Mostel as Peter Pan, Jimmy Durante as Henry Higgins, Bert Lahr
as Lear—comes straight out of Covarrubias’s “Impossible Interviews” of the 1930s, pitting such
unlikelies as Greta Garbo vs. Calvin Coolidge, John D. Rockefeller vs. Joseph Stalin, and Aimee
Semple MacPherson vs. Mahatma Gandhi in Vanity Fair.The quintessential chorus girl of the
1920s is a long-stemmed beauty coveted by barons and bankers, imitated by salesgirls, envied
by debs. Most delectably displayed in the Ziegfeld Follies, that shimmering evolution of the
vaudeville show, she has been selected and tutored by Florenz Ziegfeld Jr. to join a
congregation of gorgeous showgirls in complicated costumes descending sumptous staircases
on elaborate sets. Ziegfeld is a gossip’s god, and these are Ziggy’s Girls.He naturally inspires
copycats. George White’s Scandals is scandalous, Earl Carroll’s Vanities more so. And his
performers require endurance and armor from head to toe. The effete Carroll favors an alabaster
look, and after having their bodies shaved by Carroll’s personal barber, the girls smear those
bodies with a milk-white concoction (and if one gets sunburned, her skin turns purple so she
can’t go onstage). False eyelashes are so expensive, the girls apply black mustache wax to each
eyelash with a toothpick.Costumes are so heavy, so complex, they have to be lowered from the
ceiling. There are no flimsy fabrics, no way to cheat on weight. Even the hats are dangerous.
Imagine the horror of feeling your skirt pull down as you ascend a staircase because you haven’t
held the dress high enough to lift your foot—while holding a steel umbrella in one hand—as the
girls behind you fall like dominoes. Imagine rain falling over a revolving stage covered with
soaring glass pyamids you have to climb, holding a flashlight, in a blackout number. It’s so
grueling that girls often buy another girl’s night off.On the heat-struck night of July 5, 1923, the
Vanities opens at the Earl Carroll Theatre with Peggy Hopkins Joyce in chinchilla, the comic Joe
Cook, and songs by the willowy and self-admiring Carroll himself, because he’s too chintzy to
pay other songwriters.On New York’s stages, Romanticism is losing its appeal. The book
musical is shoving the operetta aside. Brave new drama by brave new playwrights is poking
Florodora in the petticoat. But Earl Carroll insists he’s not reacting. “We haven’t changed a thing,”
he protests on September 25, 1924, in response to complaints about the dancer Kathryn Ray as
a swinging pendulum in the “Counting the Hours” number, with only a sequin band around her
waist, “and won’t if we can help it.”By October 30, he’ll be in the lockup, threatening a hunger
strike as he awaits trial for exhibiting nude paintings of three chorus girls in the theater
lobby.“Poisoned Self,” shouts the front page of the Daily News on November 1, 1924. “Chorus
Girl in Taxi Drinks Poison,” says the New York Evening Journal. “Show Girl Silent as Suicide
Fails,” announces The World. “Why did pretty Florence Allen, member of the cast of ‘Vanities of
1924,’ attempt suicide?” asks the Daily Mirror. “Was it because of her shattered romance? Or
because of her 3-year-old baby?”“Please do not ask me why,” says pretty Florence Allen, as the
tears roll down. “I have so many, many troubles.” Enough, apparently, to have guzzled some
Lysol in the back of a cab after leaving the Club Richman on West Fifty-sixth Street. “I had driven



a block when I heard a groan,” the taxi driver tells the Mirror (although the News reports it as a
scream). “She was on the floor with a bottle of poison in her hand.”In the Journal’s report, the doll
says she wants to ride around a bit before going to bed; the driver starts toward Central Park and
sees her put the bottle to her lips. Whatever the brutal facts, ink is splashed with gay abandon,
and the specifics don’t matter very much.In these giddy, limelit days, there’s a romance to suicide
—surely enhanced by the death by mercury chloride of Olive Thomas, former Ziegfeld girl (and
girlfriend), at the Paris Ritz a few years earlier. (Dorothy Parker milks the theme, in poetry and at
lunch. “She was ‘Suicide Sadie,’” the Round Tabler Marc Connelly says years later.) In any case,
two weeks after Flo Allen’s adventure, another Earl Carroll girl named Clay Long gives it a try in a
gas-filled room. Hers, too, is “the cry of a baffled soul, hurt and puzzled,” sympathetizes the New
York Evening Graphic, but alas, she succeeds.Whatever Flo’s story, the hack calls a cop and
they hustle her to Roosevelt Hospital where, says Variety, she is saved by “stomach pumps and
antidotes.” From her hospital bed, she confides in an anxious press. “Perhaps some day the real
truth will become known.” Then, “Let me alone. I’m awfully tired.”Upon hearing the news, Earl
Carroll announces from his cell in the Tombs that he’ll cover the hospital charges. He assures
Flo that her place in the chorus will be waiting for her upon her return, and sends over fifty
dollars with a cheery note.“Why would such a beautiful woman try to commit suicide? You’d think
she’d have everything to live for,” Al Hirschfeld says to his friend Alex King, eyeing her in the
paper. And King says, “Why don’t you go over and see if she’d like some company?”Hirschfeld
hotfoots it over.Poor Flo. “A shattered romance?” Maybe. “A three-year-old baby?”
Absolutely.Florence Allen is the former Florence Hobby of Bloomfield, New Jersey, born in 1902.
Married to a Pennsylvanian named Norman Ellwood Conard, she gives birth to a daughter,
Renee Mae, on December 12, 1921.But if you see yourself as a star and your bumpkin hubby
doesn’t, and you move to New York anyway, leaving him and your baby with his parents in Upper
Darby, Pennsylvania, so you can give it a shot . . . well. The girls in Vanities of 1923 include
flossies galore—Florence Gillingham, Florence Ames, Flo White, Flo Tempest, and then, later in
the run, Florence Allen, as a replacement dancer.It’s not the splash she hoped to make. And on
October 30, when the Evening Graphic’s front page blares, “Quits Screen to Love Baby”—
referring to Leatrice Joy, who’s just given birth to a daughter and vows to renounce movie
stardom—the unfulfilled Flo can’t help but notice. The next night, she sips the Lysol.For
Hirschfeld, however, life is peachy. At twenty-one, he’s attractive, persuasive, a success. His hair
is coffee-brown, his chin clean-shaven, his eyes big and brown, his eyebrows important. In a
photo from 1924, he’s also nattily dressed, in tweed jacket and bow tie. Blond and blue-eyed,
Flo’s a knockout with a sob story. In a jiffy, she’s discharged and they’re in love. She probably
mentions her daughter somewhere along the way, but Al’s not interested in anybody’s daughter,
so that’s that. Flo doesn’t insist. The daughter stays in Pennsylvania, and Flo stays put.Hirschfeld
doesn’t mind that she spells her name Allen in the Vanities playbill and Allyn on her envelopes,
that she gives her middle name sometimes as Marie, sometimes as Ruth. He doesn’t care that
she’s a year older than he, that she’s superstitious about black cats and salt over the shoulder



and the number thirteen. Al’s smitten. Inspired by the name Conard, he whimsically tells friends
that Flo’s grandfather, a fellow named Coney, founded Coney Island.Flo has been living with the
Vanities stage manager (and his family) on West Fifty-first Street. When Al and Covarrubias give
up their studio, Covarrubias moves down to the Village, and Al moves to a studio at 44 West
Fifty-first, a few blocks east. He and Flo hit chop suey joints, chophouses, Childs. He paints a
watercolor of her in a sheperdine Vanities costume à la Marie Antoinette at her Petit Trianon.In
January 1925, Flo leaves town on the Vanities tour. Al pines. “An empty bottle stands where a full
one had stood but an hour ago,” he writes to her in Boston, having just returned from the
Illustrators’ Ball in a snowstorm. “The old town looks as tho it had a two foot blanket of mashed
potatoes spread over it.” Worse, he recently caught a screening of Bad Company—a silent
“starring Madge Kennedy and Flo Allyn,” as he puts it, “but didn’t like it—tho I will say you did
look beautiful.”As Flo travels on, city to city, Al moves home to Washington Heights. Working for
George Bonte in the art department at Warner Bros., he allows himself five dollars a week and
turns the rest of his salary over to his stiffed Selznick artists. Nights he spends playing poker with
Sam Marx and Gordon Kahn . . . except for the nights they spend in speaks listening to swing. Or
riding the rails to Knowlton, Canada—a quaint village in Quebec, of all places—where he and
Kahn savor some off-site hanky-panky.Alas, poor Flo, his very own chorus girl, is suffering from
the grippe and “Kleig eyes,” the result of staring into the spotlights from her position atop the big
clock on the Vanities set. He can’t join her, because he’s “doing a lot of caricatures for the
dailies,” he writes.The first of these for Warner Bros.—a twofer showing Syd Chaplin (Charlie’s
brother) in The Man on the Box and Irene Rich in My Wife and I—is published in The World on
April 12, 1925. These are his first published caricatures.He’s being careful here, steering clear of
exaggeration other than squaring their chins and widely parting their hair, and the drawings are
gentler than those of the office gang. “Nobody’s safe at 1600 Broadway when Al Hirschfield’s
[sic] around,” notes Brass Tacks, the Warner Bros. newsletter. “He has taken a dreadful itch to
caricature people and what he makes you look like reminds one of a bad dream come true.”
Frank Spicker in the art department draws Hirschfeld as “the Culprit,” with crosshatched chin
and pen in hand, reading the words “I Never Shave It’s Cheaper.”5AN AMERICAN IN
PARISLove, la grippe, and Warner Bros. are soon left behind. Paris calls.“Good-Bye Al, Best Of
Luck!” It’s September 1925, and Brass Tacks bids him adieu. “Al Hirschfield [sic], one of the
mainstays of the art department, quits the office at the end of this week and leaves in a few days
for that gay Paree,” the story goes, accompanied by George Bonte’s caricature of Hirschfeld in
smock, spats, and beret, standing before an easel with palette and dripping brush. “There,” it
says, “he will continue his art studies, and things.”Thanks to the generosity of his uncle Harry
Rothberg in St. Louis, Hirschfeld travels with an endowment of five hundred dollars. “He
proposes to study at Julian’s, in the Rue de la Grand Chaumiere,” the article continues—
although Académie Julian and Académie de la Grande Chaumière are two different schools.On
October 1, Hirschfeld sails from Pier 57. The SS De Grasse, a glossy two-funnel steamer new to
the French Line’s transatlantic fleet, completed her maiden voyage a year ago—a maiden



voyage on which Hirschfeld will later claim to have sailed. Not up to the Mauretania in speed or
status, her indoor pool and promenade deck have still managed to attract such passengers as
Basile Kibalchich, director of the Russian Symphonic Choir; Mrs. John Ringling, wife of the
circus owner; Mrs. Maxfield Parrish, wife of the artist; and John Philip Sousa Jr., son of the
“march king.” On his voyage, Hirschfeld meets Marcus Aurelius Goodrich (who will become a
journalist, screenwriter, and husband to Olivia de Havilland), and Goodrich gives him the name
of his favorite hotel in Paris.He docks at Cherbourg on October 9, cables Mom and Flo that he’s
arrived, and catches the boat train to Paris. As planned, his pal Howard Simon is at the Gare St.
Lazare to meet him on this cold and rainy Friday night. Simon’s been in town since June. He
takes Hirschfeld to his own hotel, a seedy little place in the Latin Quarter, and Al is disconsolate.
There’s no bath. His room, up six flights of rickety stairs, has torn wallpaper, a single lamp, and
neither closet nor chest for him to unpack his trunk.In later years, as the theater works its magic
on him, Hirschfeld will dramatize his arrival to a fare-thee-well.“So I arrived there,” he says, “and
no Howard Simon. And I don’t speak French. I didn’t know what to do, so I show this paper with
the hotel name on it—Hotel Blois—and got into the cab with my bags, and it’s raining, and he
takes me to this hotel, deposits me in front of the hotel, takes the bags out, and I’m left on the
sidewalk. It didn’t look like a hotel at all, but there was a sign saying HOTEL. And I pulled the bell
chain, and waited, and I pulled again. And by this time, I’m soaking wet, and standing there in the
rain with my bags. And a man comes to the door in a nightgown. And I made gestures showing
him that I want a room, and so on. And he writes down on a piece of paper the number of the
room, and points upstairs. And I start up the stairs.”(At another time, he’ll amend it further, having
Marc Goodrich not just jot down the name of his hotel but take him there. In fact, neither version
is quite right, since the Hotel de Blois is in the Rue des Plantes, not in the Latin Quarter.)“I had
never been a drinking man up to that point,” the tale goes on, “but I decided I’m going to get
drunk, and spend all my money, and the hell with it, and get out of here as fast as possible.” He
walks around the corner and finds “a little bar called the Select.” He orders a beer. “There’s a
fellow standing next to me who looked vaguely familiar,” he says. “Had a Borsalino hat on, a big
cape and a mustache. I look at him closely, and it’s Howard, my friend. I said, ‘What happened to
you at the station? I mean, you don’t realize what I’ve been through.’ He said, ‘I didn’t realize you
were coming over this week. I thought it was the next trip.’ One of those things.”Within moments,
he meets two Brits at the bar, a painter and a poet. They stay up all night, go carousing around
Montmartre. In the morning, back at the Dôme with coffee, they decide to find a studio together.
They go to an art shop, where a bulletin board offers a listing of availabilities, and soon they’re en
route to a distant block.It doesn’t really happen that promptly, since his first letter to Mom and
Pop says that he vows to find a studio as soon as he can. “I shall not be content until I have one.
Have not done any work yet and shall not do so until I get settled.”And he hears from Flo. “Oh,
Al,” she writes in a nine-page letter, “I feel as tho we did something contrary to Fate. I’m perfectly
sure we should have taken our maiden trip together”—and with reason. Rushing across Seventh
Avenue in front of the Earl Carroll Theatre, she catches her toe in the car track and falls flat in the



midst of traffic! But survives.But apparently more is afoot. Almost blithely she refers to a health
problem that appears serious, with few details. It can’t be an abortion, because she’ll be able to
go to the hospital in a month after “a few more treatments” to be sure she’s “ready.” Then what? “I
understand I can go to a women’s hospital and get a free operation and only have to pay my two
weeks board so I can do it for a hundred,” she writes without further ado. Fine by Al, who since
the death of his brother Milton maintains a deliberate ignorance of matters medical.She calls
him Babe, and she calls her baby Babe, too—complaining that her husband and daughter have
been to visit one of her friends, and “they never mentioned me. I think they took Babe to see her
just to make me envious.”Meanwhile, in Paris, he’s unsettled in every way, including language
(speaking not a word, he mimes along with gestures and sketches). “Howard is as much use to
me as a one armed sparring partner,” he complains to Flo of the perpetually loyal Howard Simon.
“Have not seen him in 2 days.” With no heat in his fleabag, he has to sleep in “the cave” of Le
Select, one of the cosier cafés on the Boulevard Montparnasse.While young artists and writers
are living la vie bohème, Hirschfeld sulks. Nothing amuses him, not even a street parade to
celebrate the Medical Students’ Ball. “Women, at least a hundred of them, some partly nude,
others entirely stripped marching, dancing and singing in the pouring rain,” he adds, aghast.
“Women here are rotten to the core, looking and morally.” To illustrate the point, he encloses a
drawing of “he & she on the Boulevard Montparnasse in front of the Café Du Dôme”—the man in
a cape sucking a meerschaum, the woman in fringe and turban smoking a long-holdered
Gauloise. Not so different from the familiar characters and affectations of Greenwich Village, but
here they have a wicked allure, and tease his pen.Meanwhile, he builds a nest. He, Roger Furse,
and Francis Musgrave—the painter and the poet—take a five-room bungalow with mullioned
windows, pitched roof, and skylight at 172 Rue de Vanves, a cobblestoned street in the 14th
arrondissement. It’s “a long, narrow thoroughfare,” notes a travel writer of the day, “studded on
either side by tenements, the ground floors of which provide shops of the what-not sort—just as
many another Paris street does. Along this thoroughfare are installed the boucherie, the
crémerie, the boulangerie, the mercerie, here and there a small café, or bistro; and less
frequently a curiosité shop.” On the next block, a small shingle-roofed shop sells saucepans and
watering cans. L’Hôpital St.-Joseph and its chapel are directly across the way. It’s a half-hour
walk to Le Select, ten minutes by bicycle.They sign an eight-year lease for 2,500 francs a year,
making his share thirty-three dollars. Coffee in his district is twenty-five centimes, and a prix fixe
dinner is six francs, or twenty-four cents, with a carafe of wine. All he has to do is knock out one
picture every now and then, and on fifty dollars a month, he figures, he’ll get by. “I was shopping
today for a bed and other bare necessities and had the damnest time with the frogs, making
them understand what I wanted,” he writes to Flo. “Went into one store and drew a picture of a
bed, and he brought me a jewel box.”Montparnasse has become such a draw it’s inhabited by
more Americans than many of the French would like. Every artist comes here. Unlike
Montmartre, all dressed up in jazz, this is style-free and easy. A perfect life.But frugal. Hirschfeld,
Musgrave, and Furse live less like the Three Musketeers than the Three Bears. Three chairs and



three beds, with a blanket apiece and no sheets or pillowcases. His steamer trunk as dining
table, one coatrack, two potbelly stoves, a coffeepot and frying pan, four plates, six forks, six
knives, and six spoons. “God knows what we’re going to put in the other 4 rooms,” he writes to
Flo. “Oh, I almost forgot the 3 electric bulbs and 2 broken gas mantels.” The studio has stone
floors, so they buy eight rugs, which barely do the job, and winter is just around the corner.
Meanwhile, “it’s raining cats and dogs and has been for 4 days.“This studio is without equal. It is
absolutely funnier than Steeplechase at its best. To top all of this, there is no hot water, and it will
be 3 weeks before the gas is turned on. This leak which has just sprung in the roof is the
finishing touch to a near architectural masterpiece. The doors separating the rooms have a knob
on but one side. If by accident (which I always do) one closes the door, you must jump out the
window and enter by the front door walk through the apartment and then get back where you
started.”But “am getting to like Paris more each day,” he writes.And “am growing a beard.”Back in
the homeland, Flo has been writing up a storm. Not just letters, but short stories. If Zelda
Fitzgerald and Zora Neale Hurston and Dotty Parker and Edna Ferber can do it, why not Flo?
She wants his opinion of “Not Wanted,” one such fling with fiction. “Very well written,” he pens
from Paris, “but a horrible end. Let’s hope it turns out differently. Have read it but once as I hate to
think of resigning myself to its moral or conventional fate.” Her words are lost to history, but his
words suggest all manner of distress. In any case, he supports her wish to write . . . and give up
the stage! “Am glad you have not mentioned even a slight desire to go back in show business,”
he tells her. “Hope you fulfill your every desire.”Fulfilling his own, Hirschfeld enrolls at the
Académie de la Grande Chaumière, just off the Boulevard Montparnasse. Alexander Calder,
another student there, remembers that “there were no teachers, just a nude model, and
everyone was drawing by himself.” So Hirschfeld and Furse, both twenty-two, discuss the idea of
posing models in their own studio. On another bulletin board along the boulevard, the boys find
the names of models who will cook and sleep in. But they cost money. So for his croquis class,
where he’s learning the quick sketch, Hirschfeld’s models run more toward rug peddlers and
peanut vendors.But nothing, it seems, is more essential to the young artist than the right café.
The Brits and Americans seem to favor the Dôme, as they have since it opened in 1898,
although Hemingway and Lewis have moved on, considering it too talky and touristy. The
Russians (and Picasso) prefer La Rotonde, the biggest and brassiest. Others cling to the Dingo,
the Falstaff, and La Closerie des Lilas—to Café de Flore and Les Deux Magots on the Place St.
Germaine. “Each one had their own little place where they’d sit around til 2 o’clock in the
morning solving world affairs and the whole history of art,” Hirschfeld will remember, although he
himself moves from one to another.The café is the perfect forum for every smoky argument,
every significant affiliation, every pose. “I don’t care what you did. If your hobby was to engrave
on the top of a pin, you would find at least five people around the corner who were interested in
the same thing. There was an ambition to write the great American novel or paint the great
American picture—but everybody shared their interests. There was no competition.”Hirschfeld
scribbles most of his letters from a café, mostly the Dôme and mostly to Flo, whom he will



variously address as Dear, Dearest, Chérie, Darling, and Dahlink! At his Dôme away from home,
he sits on a cane-woven chair talking arty with Howard Simon (whose book of woodcuts and
drawings is about to be published). This is also where Grant Wood tells Simon he’s had enough
Paris and is going back to his small town in the West to paint real people.In the evening, when
work is done, they drift over from their ateliers and academies in neighboring blocks, and from At
the Sign of the Black Manikin, Edward Titus’s bookshop-gallery around the corner on the Rue
Delambre. Titus is married to Helena Rubinstein, which makes it possible for him to publish such
provocative works as Lady Chatterley’s Lover and Kiki’s Memoirs—the autobiography of the
neighborhood’s It girl, with an introduction by Titus’s friend Ernest Hemingway.Huffing and
puffing all over the scenery, Hemingway is the bull in the bookshop, the bully in the ring. He’s on
view at most cafés, bistros, bars, and the American Club, where he goes to box. Hirschfeld
knows that he always boxes guys smaller than he so he can beat the living daylights out of them.
“Not one of my favorite fellows,” he recalls.The season is on. The 1925 Autumn Salon exhibits
thousands of new canvases, Chaplin arrives in The Gold Rush, George Antheil offers an
industrial-pitched jazz ballet called Mécanique while George Gershwin’s music is everywhere,
and parfumiers are pushing makeup for men. Meanwhile, out on the Rue de Vanves, Hirschfeld
continues with his face design and writes to Flo that he liked Bonte’s caricature of him in Brass
Tacks because it was “very funny and a good likeness as I have a 4 days growth and my beard is
beginning to get past the unshaven state. Shall have my photo taken as soon as it becomes a
definite beard.”His hands are numb from the cold, but not so numb that they can’t produce
comical sketches of the street cleaner, the postman in his military gear, the waiter with his
clownish feet, the policeman with his wide mustache, and the studio. He also paints a beautiful
watercolor of the backyard with its toolshed—or outhouse—and garden wall.“Never felt better in
my life,” he writes to Mom. “I love Paris, it sure is all that it is famed for.” And in postwar Paris, it’s
famed for everything—art and jazz, costume and dance, innuendo and innovation. The
Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes—a spectacle of avant-
garde art, architecture, fountains and furniture, jewelry and perfumes that will come to be
labeled “Art Deco”—is on display from the esplanade of Les Invalides to the entrance of the
Grand Palais. “More than ten million people have attended which, by the way, if you have been
there, you will know, has been nine million nine hundred thousand too many for comfort,” Janet
Flanner reports in The New Yorker. As for other forms of amusement, there are some 180 movie
houses, and wouldn’t it be something to wander into a picture he’s drawn the ad for?In
November, he meets the publicist for the Folies Bergère, who takes him backstage. “They put on
a thoroughly artistic, novel and disgusting performance,” he writes primly to Flo. “The chorines
are entirely different than those of American shows. One merely tells the usher which girl he
wants and she immediately becomes his property during intermission for 500 francs. The show
girls are beautiful or rather they could be if they’d wash. Nude scenes become a bore after the
first 50 scenes and the comedians dress like clowns and laugh at their own jokes.”When he
hears from her, he’s ecstatic. When he doesn’t, he’s stung. Time and again, she mentions the



mysterious hospital procedure she’s considering, and he seems incurious. Or afraid. After
Milton, now Flo? In fact, her letters mostly make him jealous.“Please keep away from Bway
parties,” he implores. “If you do go to them or rather if you feel you must go to them—Don’t write
me about them. I can’t bear the thought of you being pawed and sought after by those fellows”—
because all along, Flo, like many a flirty flapper, has been mentioning dinner dates, cabaret
dates, this one and that one. “When I came to the part about your being up all night at a
speakeasy,” he writes, “I blushed—I could have screamed. So, please honey, for that reason—if
none other—do not write me about them. I have thought of you out of that class—let me keep
thinking that way. It has the same effect as plunging a knife through a painting.”Meanwhile, the
clothes Hirschfeld lugged over in the trunk are of no use whatever. At the suggestion of his
impractical father, he’s brought a cutaway coat and striped trousers. Pop’s beau idéal is
Alphonse in the American comic strip, Alphonse and Gaston, Hirschfeld says. “I noticed people
were staring at me. They thought I must be a diplomat on his way to an embassy reception, or
maybe Adolphe Menjou on holiday from Hollywood.” So he goes to the Galeries Lafayette and
buys a corduroy suit and a pair of sabots, those wood clogs familiar to peasants and cherished
by artists. “No one pays any attention to your dress over here,” he writes, “and these are much
warmer than ordinary shoes.” The Hirschfeld beard, while still in its formative stage, suffers a
minor setback when he lights a cigarette over an oil stove.History records that Abraham Lincoln
grew his beard for a stronger image. Sophocles, Melville, and Freud had their own reasons. And
then there’s Hirschfeld, who will amuse friends and interviewers through the years with his
excuse: no heat in the studio, solid ice in the tap, impossible to shave. It’s just as likely he’s
growing a beard because he’s an artist in Paris in the 1920s, wearing corduroys and clogs, and
this is part of the uniform.In the studio, Musgrave is now a poet, of sorts. “He only wrote poetry
when he got drunk,” Hirschfeld remembers, “one of those things.” After studying for a spell at the
Institut National des Langues et Civilisations Orientales, Muzzy has emerged a linguist. “He
learned to say ‘Your fly is open’ in every language in the world. He’d stand in front of a café and
yell it out in every language he knew. You could tell what part of the world these people came
from when their heads looked down. It was a kind of lunatic time.”The boys re-wallpaper the
studio, and it looks worse than before. “It’s all on cockeyed,” he grouses to Flo, “and we didn’t
have enough paper, so ¼ of the big wall is nude. Can’t get the paste out of my hair and won’t be
able to for some time. Ruined a good pair of shoes by dropping one in the bucket of paste. The
place smells like a glue factory. The damn stuff won’t dry. You can move the paper about, on the
wall. You can slide or adjust it any shape or position you desire.” But Paris, oh Paris. “There is
nothing like it. It’s infinite in beauty.”They buy a potbelly stove, which eases the chill but not the
heart. Picturing Flo as he lies atop his solitary bed in pajamas, smoking robe, and slippers, a half-
lit pipe clenched in his teeth, he’s sipping champagne and feeling sentimental. “It is very warm
and I can think of nothing but you,” he writes.In his correspondence, he uses a graceful cursive
and signs “Al” in the same style. But on the backs of his envelopes, he now makes a change. In
October 1925, he starts writing his name in elongated thin-stroke letters—HIRSCHFELD—like



those used by Hal Phyfe, a theatrical illustrator of the day. He kinda likes the look.While New
York is playing hide-and-seek with Prohibition, Paris is just playing. In November, Hirschfeld and
friends drop into a Russian cabaret for dinner and vodka, then to Montmartre—“the Times
Square of Paris,” he explains to Flo. At 2:30, he hails a cab and makes a deal with the driver to
take him home for fifteen francs, and the driver agrees. Upon delivery, however, the driver
changes his mind and insists on twenty-five, which Hirschfeld doesn’t have. The driver reaches
into his back pocket, and Hirschfeld smacks him in the snoot. The driver falls back into the cab,
and Hirschfeld goes to his studio door.“Felt something tickling my spine,” he writes, “and turned
around to behold the angriest Frenchman I ever want to see, automatic in hand.” A cop appears,
marches Hirschfeld into the studio, and there is Roger Furse, sound asleep. The driver wakes
Furse and points the gun in his face, demanding payment. Furse leaps out of bed and makes out
a check (a bum check) to the driver, and away he goes.“Chauffeur Draws Gun to Collect Extra
Fare, So Client Writes Check,” reads the headline in a Paris paper the next day. “A new, practical
method is by way of being adopted by more enterprising taxi drivers for collecting their full fare
when the passenger complains of the exorbitant rate charged him, according to the experience
of Mr. Al Hirschfeld, American artist,” the story relates. “Mr. Hirschfeld, who confesses that his
French is rather thin and meagre, argued limpingly,” it says, “but failed to make himself
understood.“‘Vingt-cinq!’ shrieked the taxi driver, flashing two 10’s and a 5 on the fingers of his
expressive hands.“‘Fifteen!’ shouted Mr. Hirschfeld, white with rage.” As this version has it, he
calls the cop, who listens and walks away. And with the gun at his gut, Hirschfeld gestures that
the driver follow him into the studio, in which no Roger Furse appears to be resting.“The
menacing gun gave the American a queer feeling as it tickled the sensitive small of his back,” the
tale goes on. “Once in the studio, however, the painter made out a check for 25 fr., which the
Jesse James driver accepted, putting up his gun and departing without a murmur. The question
in Mr. Hirschfeld’s mind now is: Will the driver be so naïve as to try to cash the check.”It’s fun
making the papers, so he entices the Herald critic over to the studio. A few days later, his portrait
of a Left Bank artist shows up in Arthur Moss’s column, “Over the River.” Moss covers the art
scene for both The New York Times and the Paris Herald, traveling the académie and gallery
circuit, seeking new talent. His is a well-read column, and having one of your paintings appear in
it (with your name spelled right) is a coup. “Too bad that Al Hirschfeld’s canvas can’t be
reproduced in color,” Moss writes, “as he managed to catch the exact shade of Bob Shaw’s pink
beaver.” (In this context, a beaver is a beard.)The money is dribbling away. Just in time, Furse’s
sister comes to town and takes them to Tour d’Argent for duck. Thence to the Théâtre des
Champs-Élysées for a performance by Pavlova, the Dôme for coffee, Harry’s Bar for drinks.
“Paris,” he reminds Flo once again, “is paradise to me. Do you think we shall ever be in Paris
together. It would be marvellous. You would love it, honey, so much that I am afraid you should
never want to see New York again.” In closing, he writes that the jade she gave him upon his
departure still dangles from his watch chain . . . and always will.With all the goings-on during this
first visit to Paris, in none of his letters does Hirschfeld mention the doyenne of expatriates,



Gertrude Stein, at 27 Rue de Fleurus —which he would, if he were to meet her. In later years he
does, noncommitally. “It was a great place to get warm in the winter,” he says. “Great food. It was
a pleasant place to be invited to every now and then or, if you were in the neighborhood, to drop
in. There was no formality connected with it.” And “you knew you would be fed.”The rosier
Hirschfeld is, the bluer is Flo. Her literary career having hit a snag, she’s still looking for work, but
he can’t help asking about the upcoming medical event. “Haven’t you enough money to go to the
hospital? Please don’t tell my folks what you are doing”—whatever it is she finds necessary to fix
her body and further her career. “I am sure they shall be disillusioned as I told them you would
never return to theatricals.”As winter blows in, Hirschfeld looks south. “Paris in the winter is for
connoisseurs of melancholy,” Irwin Shaw has said, and that’s not Al Hirschfeld. So, as he recalls
it, “I decided that I’ve got to get someplace and get a little sunshine. And I made this
announcement at the Dôme one night. I said, ‘Anybody wants to come with me is welcome. I’m
going on a painting tour, and I’m going to get some sun. I don’t know where I’m going, but . . .
south.’ Well, the next morning, two fellows showed up.”“I had never met either one before. But
they knew me from around the Dôme.”They are Victor Thall and James (“Mac”) Macmullen, both
Americans, both also in their early twenties. Like so many in his set, Thall—who has studied at
the Art Students League and Julian’s—claims to know Hemingway and Fitzgerald. In his own
view, he’s considered something of a darling because he has money and can buy the drinks.On
December 9, Hirschfeld sends Flo a little map of their proposed route—south through Avignon
and Marseille to Spain, Africa, Italy, and back to France—which adds up to some five months, if
the money holds out. He’s exhilarated. “Imagine the thrill of arriving at Casablanca to be greeted
by Arabs, Camels, a colorful landscape and a warm climate.” He’s really fired up. The trip will
cost about $250, he figures, financed by Mom. “Hot patookie!”Then not so hot. Bekie has cabled
him it’s off. “Am on the verge of exploding with temperament, soreness, meaness and all my
other lovely qualities,” he writes to Flo days later. “I am leaving even if I have to work on a Camel
ranch,” he rages, as if stamping his feet on the cold stone floor.And on to Flo herself. “What the
devil is happening to you? You make me imagine all sorts of things. Your ideals are gradually
shattering to the ground. Please, please, don’t let me think of you as a weak show-girl seeking
nothing but good-times, parties and all the rest of the artificial things that make B’way, Broadway.
Let me think of you as you resolved to be. Your letter telling me that you joined the forces of ‘The
Caravan Club’ came as a shock to me but as I have explained in a previous letter your cancer is
your own to do with as think best.” Cancer! The ailment! “Am sorry to ask this many times asked
and unanswered question again, but I must. When are you having your coming out party or
stomach removal festival or something like that? If any?”Whenever, the malady seems not to
have cast a shadow on her date book. “There is no excuse for getting drunk however and
certainly none for doing it so often,” he chides. “Your last three letters tell me of the awful head
the next morning, etc. If you care for me a little bit I should imagine you could give all this up.
Why do you deliberately hurt me in this way. You must know that I take objection to it. The
holidays are almost upon us. I have never experienced the thoroughly disgusted, disheartened



and blue spirit which I now possess. Am sore at the world. Sorry I can’t write you any news or a
note of my activities but my mind is tonguetied.” He considers tearing up her photograph. But
then, nonetheless, “Love & kisses from your sweetheart frothing at the mouth.”
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kip, “HIRSCHFELD: THE BIOGRAPHY. I got this in the mail a few days ago and read it all within
2-3 days! Hirschfeld has long been my all-time favorite artist, and reading this really helped me
to have a much more rounded picture of him and his life. It was an excellent read, also
enlightening me about many of Hirschfeld's friends, such as Alexander King (I wish someone
would write a bio of him!), S.J. Perelman (and how he and Hirschfeld got on each others nerves
during their famed around the world trip together for the book "Westward Ha!"), his wives and
lovers, and especially his daughter Nina - a very sad situation. Indeed, in spite of Hirschfeld's
hiding her name, NINA, in his drawings for 60 years or more, their adult relationship was rarely a
happy one. Still, I thoroughly enjoyed the book, and encourage any and all Hirschfeld fans to
read it!”

ShermanGSD08, “Hirschfeld comes to life in this remarkable biography.. Wonderfully written
mostly in the present tense, scrupulously sourced and beautifully paced, this stunning biography
of America's foremost caricaturist takes us through a century of Hirschfeld, his loves, his foibles
and his adventures. While Hirschfeld drew in black and white, Ellen Stern has created a full-color
holograph of the man, his world, and the world around him.  Brava, Ellen! Well well done.”

Nancy Weber, “A Book You Can Hum. My husband & I brought “Hirschfeld” on our brief escape
to the Rockaway Hotel; he won the coin toss for first read & was so enthralled he wouldn’t put it
down to head for the sand on the best beach day of our stay. When my turn cane, I understood.
With her singular grasp of New York history & driving yet lyricsl prose, Ellen Stern brings us
inside the artist’s soul and the thrumming world he inhabited. In a season of darkened theatre,
she makes her readers feel as though we have house seats at “Hirshfeld: the Musical.”
Composers, are you listening?”

Busy Izzi, “In Depth Portrait. Hirschfeld is an icon. But this book reveals his personal life and
loves. His productivity is renown, but behind the scenes he uses his studio as a place to seek
peace. What a glamorous life, what a glamorous lifestyle. And sadness dogs him for decades.
Fascinating biography.”

T. Tom Nats, “Genius Hirschfeld. Al Hirschfeld was the greatest genius caricaturist of all time.
Many of his subjects considered their portraits so insightful they wished to be more like their
portraits than their physical selves. Beat that!”

The book by Ellen Stock Stern has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 78 people have provided feedback.
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