
Sunday, September 11th, 1898

Two years have passed since I came from 
Switzerland to America and I have been 
living in Philadelphia ever since. My Eng-
lish has improved and after a rough time 
in the beginning, I found a job at the Phila-
delphia Press. I am their Photographer. 
Nothing special but at least I can be sure 
that I can pay the rent.
I became good friends with the illustrators 
at the Philadelphia Press. They like my 
photographs and sometimes use them 
as inspiration for their sketches. One John 
Sloan is really fond of my work and I also 
get along with him well personally. From 
time to time we have extended talks about 
politics and social matters. I think him and 
me, we think a little bit alike.
One very interesting thing was when he 
told me about his friends, who he some-
times had meetings with at Robert Henri‘s 
office. This Henri is his artistic mentor. 
He would go there with another illustra-
tor from the Philadelphia Press, Everett 
Shinn, who is also an artist and a rather 
shy and quiet fellow. Apart from these 
meetings with his mentor Sloan also 
holds meetings in his studio. He himself 
calls that the “charcoal club”. There he and 
his friends would be critiquing each others 
works and sketch nudes, of course. John 
invited me to come along to one of those 
meetings. And indeed I went.
I met him and Everett there. There were 
lots of his friends. All of them pretty nice 
fellows. Very avant-garde and eager to 
criticize the status quo of society.
What I noticed was that the mentor, Rob-
ert Henri, was not there but however was 
omnipresent in nearly every conversation. 
Apparently he is envisioning a new kind 
of art. As I understood from the conversa-
tions, Henri believes that the contempo-
rary Impressionism is an art of surfaces 
and remains there. But art to him is more 
than that and one of the guys quoted him 
saying: “Paint what you feel. Paint what 
you see. Paint what is real to you.” I guess 
the main point in the conversations about 
Henri’s new ideas was that art cannot be 
separated from life. And what constitutes 
the value of art is not a highly refined tech-
nique but the revelation of the bounty of a 
life’s experience. 
After that, Sloan began to talk about a 
book he was currently working with: 
George Moores “Modern Painting”. To 
be honest it was unbearably boring. But 
the whole discussion became interesting 
when he told us how he applied what he 
learned from the book to his artistic work 
and how the mixture became genuinely 
his own new style. Sloan is very fond of 
observing the city life in Philadelphia. He 
tries to watch city dwellers interacting on 
the streets or in an intimate setting and 
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wants to capture their essence. At first I thought he was a 
socialist. But as he himself stated his paintings were done 
with sympathy for the living conditions of the marginalized, 
but not with some sort of social consciousness. He does 
no socialistic propaganda. While talking about his training 
at the academy of fine arts he made a remark I had to jot 

Some of the members of the charcoal club said Henri was planning an exhibition in order to 
display his new ideas he has for contemporary art. It would be marvelous to visit such an 
exhibition. I shall keep that in mind.
At the end of the evening a picture was taken. On it you can see a guy sitting on the far left with a 
hat and looking to the floor, that’s Everett. He shouldn’t be so sad. As he told us he was going to 
be married in a month. The guy above the guy crouching and holding a piece of luggage, that’s 
John. I am the fellow above the two guys sitting one on top of the other.

down. It went something like this: “It takes 
a strong personality to survive art school. 
Only the ones art school can’t crack sur-
vive to become artists.” – just brilliant. 
Everett was also there. Being the quiet guy 
that he is he didn’t say much. He made 
some remarks, when John was talking 
about his genuinely own style. He too tries 
to explore the lower class subject matter 
depicting real life and the world around 
him, inspired by window views and walks 
through the park.
At that point it burst out of me: “Just draw 
Ash cans” and we all shared a laugh.
In fact that was something all the artists in 
the charcoal-club agreed. Beauty is found 
in truth. And truth to us urban people is 
city life and especially life in the streets. 
This subject matter is just being left out 
by contemporary art, the so called Ameri-
can Impressionism with its genteel spirit. 
I shall remember the talks of that evening 
as some of the most stimulating ones of 
my life. Maybe I can apply some of those 
thoughts to my style of photography. Just 
like Jacob Riis, my idol.

Wednesday, February 26th, 1908

I travelled to New York today. I can’t be-
lieve it. My artistic friends from Philadel-
phia really made it. Under the supervision 
of Robert Henri they managed to stage an 
exhibition at the Macbeth Gallery. And in 
the spirit of wanting to revolutionize con-
temporary art and sweep away the old 
notions they just called it “The Eight” after 
the number of artists who were exhibiting: 
“William Glackens, Robert Henri, George 
Luks, Everett Shinn, John Sloan, Arthur 
Davies, Ernest Lawson and Maurice Pren-
dergast in a revolutionary new exhibition” 
as it stated on the pamphlet. I fondly re-
member the night at the charcoal club 
ten years ago when I met some of those 
peculiar characters. In the meantime John 
has moved. Together with Robert Henri he 
came to New York some years before and 
just four weeks ago I got the invitation to 
come and see their exhibition and remi-
nisce about the good old times. 
The paintings were amazing. They ex-
pressed the ideas of that new style, my 
friends had when they were discussing 
in the charcoal club. They want to deny 
the contemporary academic arrogance 
in style and in technique. So they have 
unusual, popular, urban subjects and a 
dark-toned, loose and spontaneous style. 
The paint was applied quickly with obvi-
ous brush strokes and thick layers of dark 
muted colors were to be found.
Seeing those pictures I got goose bumps. I 
truly am the witness of the birth of a new 
artistic movement. Tonight the fellows 
and I will have a night out in New York.

The Eight
ASH CAN SCHOOL DIARY
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