
A Picture of Knock-Down 
Insolence
By the mid-1890s, John Singer Sargent had found his stride  
as a society portraitist.

JOHN SINGER SARGENT’S Mrs Carl 
Meyer and her Children was a paint-
ing central to the artist’s triumph as 
a society portraitist. Adèle Meyer is 
seen seated with, or rather near, her 
children, Elsie and Frank. Adèle’s 
husband was Carl Meyer, a banker, 
emissary of the Rothschilds and 
Chairman of De Beers. Both were 
enthusiastic supporters of the musical 
arts, and Mrs. Meyer was a suffragette 
and social activist. 

For the painting, neither the 
subjects nor the artist was concerned 
with philanthropic matters; high-
lighting Mrs. Meyer’s elegant finery, 
Louis XV sofa and backdrop of fine 
wall paneling, the painting is the 
very image of Edwardian opulence. 
Standing above his subjects, Sargent 
devised a dramatically foreshort-
ened design, at the base of which is 
Mrs. Meyer’s immense pyramid of a 
skirt. At her waist rests her left hand, 
a fan held therein, while her right 
arm extends to clasp her son’s hand. 
It is the most tenuous of connec-
tions, with the children relegated to 
the background. Mrs. Meyer seems 
to pitch toward us and reach back 
simultaneously, as if pulled between 
her public persona and family. Two-
dimensionally, the composition is 
a zigzag that begins at Elsie’s head, 
changes direction at Frank’s elbow, 
and shifts again to follow the long 
line of their mother’s satin dress. The 

artist was making 
them approachable. 

Mrs Carl 
Meyer and her 
Children was a 
spectacular success. 
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The press appreciated Sargent’s 
inventive spin on a traditional theme; 
Henry James wrote, “Mr. Sargent 
has made a picture of knock-down 
insolence of talent and truth of char-
acterization, a wonderful rendering of 
life, of manners, of aspects, of types, 
of textures, of everything.”

There were, however, cultural 
currents that accounted for the dis-
quieting reaction to the painting. 
Some critical commentary revealed 
an underlying anti-Semitism, as in 
the suggestion that Sargent had “not 
succeeded in making attractive these 
over-civilized European Orientals.” 
Nor was a writer of James’s depth and 
caliber immune to such stereotyp-
ing when he found Elsie and Frank’s 
likenesses—which to my eye appear 
inarguably elite—“Jewish to a quaint 
Orientalism, faces quite to peep out 
of the lattice or the curtains of closed 
seraglio or palanquin.” He even 
expressed admiration, or relief, that 

Mrs. Meyer was free of “shadow” on 
“the space between her upper lip and 
her nose,” which is to say, she was 
clean-shaven. 

Through a series of lucrative com-
missions and the friendships that fol-
lowed, Sargent was identified as the 
painter of London’s wealthy Jewish 
community. The Meyer portraits were 
soon followed by a series of paintings 
of the Wertheimer family, in which 
both artist and patrons took delight in 
displays of exotic finery, playing up the 
very flamboyance of dress and man-
ner with which London’s Jews were 
disparagingly associated. Sargent, an 
expatriate American who shared with 
his Jewish clients the status of an out-
sider, was attracted to ‘exotic’ charac-
teristics. Paintings like Mrs Carl Meyer 
and her Children were, to some degree, 
opportunities for the painter and his 
subjects to celebrate their ‘otherness.’ 

It’s instructive to compare Mrs 
Carl Meyer and her Children with 

Sargent’s Madame X, painted in the 
previous decade. The earlier portrait 
was a co-conspiracy perpetrated by a 
couple of young outsiders, arrivistes 
ill-matched to one another in every 
respect save ambition. The resulting 
painting was famously controversial. 
By 1896, Sargent had learned to 
merge his love for exotica with the 
more conventional expectations of 
society portraiture. He had arrived, 
and so had his subjects. n
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John Singer Sargent’s Mrs 
Carl Meyer and Her Children is 

on display at the The Jewish 
Museum until February 5. 

Visit thejewishmuseum.org for 
more information.


