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THE drawings shown here represent the successes of a 
group of boys to whom failure is familiar. In their 

drab, and in many cases, tragic lives, there have been a 
great many disagreeable "don'ts," and very few attractive 
"dos." It has been difficult to achieve legitimate self-ex­
pression. Their romanticism has been frowned upon. 
Their daring has hitherto led them in ways of which so­
ciety disapproves. They have consequently been shut for a 
term of years behind high walls, where the routine in­
evitably seeks to curb still further their troublesome 
initiative. Each boy, upon his arrival, makes a calendar, 
and faithfully checks the days against that far time when 
he shall be released. In the meantime he feels a deep dis­
couragement and apathy. 

Method 
In attempting to teach drawing to such a group it has 

been impossible to teach by any formal method. The 
method has consisted merely in creating an atmosphere in 
which the boys were willing to "take a chance," with paper 
and crayons. To visualize something—anything—was an 
achievement. Failures were minimized. Everything was 
done, as far as possible, in the spirit of fun. 

For instance, the boys who were appalled at the thought 
of drawing a horse, would readily attempt a "chic-a-ma-
did," (No. 16) which, being nonexistent, could not possibly 
be criticized, and, therefore, was a delightful thing to 
draw. Fantastic animals of all sorts sprang quickly into 
being, amid excited giggles. (12B and 125 to 129.) 

"This is aces, teacher," exclaimed one boy in the midst 
of creation. "Aces" it was, and in this spirit all work 
was done. 

No objects or pictures were at any time shown in the 
class room, except those made by the boys themselves. 
In a room poorly equipped for drawing, the boys had to 



rely on their own imaginations. (The materials were 
often inadequate. Many of the pictures were done with 
tiny stubs of crayons. The generous gifts of Binney and 
Smith, and the American Crayon Co. helped greatly in 
this connection.) 

Some general themes were usually suggested by the 
teacher, but these were intimately related to the psy­
chology and experience of the boys. No one was compelled 
or even encouraged to follow them. If they did, they were 
free to handle them as they saw fit. No. 48 was done on 
the same day as No. 61. No. 12a was made later when 
"Dreams" were popular subjects. "Dreams" continued to 
fascinate many when the subject had been changed to "An 
Old Man Who Lived in the Mountains and Had Two 
Dogs." (Nos. 15, 21, 56, etc.) Most of the mountain 
pictures grew out of the latter theme, though "26B" and 
"46" were made after seeing a nature film in which moun­
tains were predominant. This brief discussion gives some 
idea of the methods employed. 

Individual Drawings 
For one familiar with the school it is impossible to see 

the drawings without remembering the individual boys, 
and the discrepancy is sometimes large between the 
actual appearance of the boy, and the characteristics of 
his drawings. The delicate drawings, Nos. 34A and B, for 
instance, were made by a young giant with immense 
hands and feet which sprawled inevitably into trouble in 
the narrow aisles. "No. 121" was done by a negro who 
looked not at all like the handsome lad seen talking to the 
officer. "No. 89" was drawn by a boy called "Fish," pre­
sumably because of the glare of his glass eye, which was 
a fervently desired and long awaited Christmas present. 
At the time of this drawing it was his most cherished 
possession. At night it was entrusted to a teacher while 
he went one-eyed to bed. (He feared that while he slept 
some enemy would "frisk" it.) 

Nor are the drawings always indications of a state of 
mind. The serene "No. 15" was done by a boy considered 

very unbalanced, if not insane. The humorous "95a" was 
done by a ten-year-old youngster whose romanticism had 
led him to hold up and shoot a grocery store owner. 

The colorful picture, "No. 47a," was literally the 
product of despair. "No. 47b" shows the labored drawing 
of this boy, whom nature had cruelly deformed—in mind, 
perhaps, as well as body. The "Armless Wonder" they 
called him, though he possessed short stubs for arms, and 
one fully developed finger. By heaving himself into a 
most uncomfortable position he managed to grasp the 
crayon, water color, or pencil, or whatever the class was 
using in the three months it took him to complete "Street 
Scene." By sheer tenacity he forced it, somehow, across 
the paper. 

No amount of tenacity, however, enabled him to learn a 
trade, and he attempted to commit suicide upon his re­
lease from the institution. He did not succeed and was 
brought back to serve another term. "Street Scene" was 
for him a great achievement. 

The two curious drawings of "No. 4" were carefully 
shielded all the time they were being drawn, but were ex­
hibited at last with great pride. "Fifty-eight" and "59" 
were drawn, independently of each other by boys who had 
not seen each other's work. Strangre conceptions of man! 

The boy who drew the picture 29A and B, savagely de­
fended his black crayon against all comers. It should 
be explained in this connection that black was at a pre­
mium because of the irresistible temptation to use it for 
shoe polish. (By the same token, butter from the dining 
room invariably became hair oil for the enterprising 
boys.) 

Value 
What the drawings actually meant to a boy is hard to 

say. It was noticed, however, that when a picture was 
drawn to his own satisfaction he seldom forgot it. Months 
later he would be seen drawing it from memory, 
or attempting a similar theme. Special examples of this 
are incoherent "43," the strange picture. No. 86, in which 
each apparently meaningless mark has been long delib-



erated. The more sophisticated jungle scenes, Nos. 109, A 
and B, and the numbers 9, 11, 12, 18, 22, 23, 30, 34, 91, 
and others, have all been attempted several times by the 
individual boys. 

Perhaps the most valuable drawings are the ones not 
shown—the hundreds of partial successes in which the 
effort was just as grreat, in which the thrill of creation 
was experienced in some degree. 

When you are attempting to take something out of a 
boy's character, you must put something in to replace it. 
This is the reason that creative work of all kinds is so 
intensely valuable in delinquent cases. In creative draw­
ing, for instance, the boy can find an outlet for his individ­
ual nature. Drawing is work, but it is also fun. It pro­
vides him with the things his nature most needs—a chance 
to express himself and so release his emotions; a chance 
to carry it to completion, thus satisfying his need to suc­
ceed; a chance to receive praise which he so sorely desires; 
and in many cases a chance to create real beauty for him­
self. It is not our purpose to point a moral, but surely 
this is a better method of self-expression than that ob­
tained with a pistol or gun. 

It is safe to say that if these boys had adequate ex­
hausts for their energ;y in legitimate fields, most of them 
would not be shut up in an institution of this sort, 
charged with serious crimes. It is significant that the 
drawings are so colorful. They are a protest against the 
dullness of the surroundingrs that they have known. 

DRAWINGS BY BOYS IN A NEW YORK CITY REFORM SCHOOL 

KATHEBINK LABKIN. Teacher 

1. Kiwt A Dresm 
Explosion 
Country 

2. Grass House 
Mountain 

3. Hunter Nisrhtmare 
4. Fritxerlain Portraits 
6. Sachs Deserted Country 
6. Bradley The Escaped Lion 
7. Perechinaki Landscape 
8. Fortazwiskl King Solon's House 
9. Chapman House in the Country 

10. Fuchs Landscape 
11. D1 Leo Jungle 

Lake 
Town 

12. Smith Town on a Hill 
Town 
Town 

IS. Hirch The Dragon 
14. Hitchkok ^The Wind 
15. Degbrina Landscape 
16. Lamitola ^The Chickamadld 
17. Siaykowski Peace 
18. Stubbs Mountains 
19. Edwards The Hunter 
20. Cash The Alligator 
21. Masur Gangster 

Old Man Who Lived in the 
Mountain 

22. Hodge - The Voicano 
23. Trapp Ne* York in a Hundred Years 

A Nightmare 
Block Prints 

24. Ford Camp 
26. Del Sonna House , 



26. Loretitich Shed 
Mountain 
Dream 

27. Mason Summer 
28. Williams The West 
29. Brown Mountains 

The Chief 
House 

80. Nichols __Mouae and Cat 
Picture of a Friend 
The Mountain Grasshopper 

31. Hardy Animals 
82. Whittenberff The City 
33. Burnell Trees 

Block Prints 
Block Prints 

34. Thomas _______—Venice 
Castles 

86. Dcasonic Nightmare 
86. Fuqua Nightmare 

Station 
87. Tony Electric Fan 
88. Waterson Twins 
89. Roach Indian Tent 
40. Mors : The Forest 

Flowers 
Under the Sea 

41. Schmidt Dreffsrinsr the T. N. T. 
Dream) 

42. Kid Smith —L»andscai>e 
48. Brown — Dream 
44. Mason Country 

The Auctioneer 
46. La VuUa NiKhtmare 
46. Wray Mountains 
47. Ward _— Street Scene 

Fire 
^8. Flowers 
49, • Man and Girl 
60. Ansar — Landscape 
51. - I.I. - . Design 
62. U lb rick —— -Flowers 

63. Design 
64 . ... House 
55. Blacksmith 
66. Old Man of the Mountains 
67. ^Tramp 
68. Garvey — - -Animal Men 
69. Kostum Animal Men 
60. Design 
61. Bowl of Fish 
62. Beware of Me 
68. ' Animal 
54. ... — City on a Hill 
55, The Rich Man 
66. City 
67. - Design 
58. Friends 
59. • - Circus Clown 
70. Design 
71. Castles 
72. Design 
78. Design 
74. - Design 
76. Design 
76. Design 
77. Design 
78. Design 
79. - - Design 
55. House 
81, ... King Solomon 
82. Soloykowski Sidewalks of New York 
85. ..... Chorus Girl 
84. Alfonso, the College Boy 
86. The Admirer 
86. Diamond - Jungle 
87. — Design 
88. - Clown 
89. Fish Flowers 
90. The Dog Catcher 



91. Johnson 

92. — 
95. Mini 
94. — 
96. PonkrmBhow 
96. HiUiffan 
97 — 
98. Koesick 
99. Chamberlain 

100. Rasberry 
101. Lonar 
102. Brenon .... 
103. Goett 

104. —. 
105. — 
106. — 
107. Nirch 
108. — 
109. De^neri .. 
121. McConney 
122. — 
128. Balcerek 

(NOTB: 110 to 121, and 124 to 188, name of boy and picture unknown) 

..The Lake 
Tree on a Cliff 

.-Toys 

..House in the Woofln 

..Block Print 
-Clown 
..Chariot 
.J3k>ck Print 
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