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]J. C. Leyendecker died in the summer of 1951, in Norma Desmond—
like obscurity, on the grounds of his once-magnificent mansion in New
Rochelle, New York. His Ivy League Adonises and Madison Avenue
boulevardiers—definitive images of aspirational American manhood
in the first three decades of the twentieth century—were long ago
processed and extruded by the sausage factory of modern visual
culture, their maker eclipsed by his onetime protége (and soon-to-be
pallbearer), Norman Rockwell. Leyendecker’s lover, Charles Beach—
whose square-jawed good looks and Winckelmannian physique had
inspired his most iconic and ubiquitous creation, the Arrow Collar
Man—sold the artist’s work at a yard sale and burned his memoirs at
Leyendecker’s request, opening his legacy to innuendo and

fictionalization.

Fortunately, the illustrator received a thoughtful treatment this
summer at the New-York Historical Society’s “Under Cover: ]. C.
Leyendecker and American Masculinity,” a small but scholarly
exhibition that punched above its weight, attending to the homoerotic
overtones of the artist’s output alongside the stereotypes and

exclusions that defined his Yankee beau ideal.



Opening the show was Leyendecker’s Easter 1936 cover for the
Saturday Evening Post, one of the 322 illustrations he produced for the
magazine. A foppish youth is seen adjusting his tie in a gilded mirror.
Assembled in the foreground alongside a potted narcissus are the
accoutrements of dandyism (a cane, a top hat, and kid gloves), which
here become a latter-day vanitas, gently warning against the perils of
male self-admiration and the feminizing excesses of fashion (as the
wall text explains, daffodil, the common name for the narcissus flower,
was an epithet for a gay man). If the moralizing message here becomes
an alibi for a coded representation of queerness, other Leyendecker
covers cathect on the athletic male body, exuberantly commingling
beefcake homoeroticism and a triumphant American nationalism,
which can, as the curators acknowledge, resonate uncomfortably with
fascist kitsch. See the bellicose racecraft of Leyendecker’s 1928
Thanksgiving cover for the Post, featuring a swole, blunderbuss-
packing pilgrim beside a strapping football player, glistening pectorals
and biceps bulging from his ripped uniform. As media historian Dan
Guadagnolo has written, Leyendecker’s Chads and swells can’t be
credited with “normaliz[ing] same-sex desire,” but they did innovate
“a visual discourse for the creation of a new mode of gay identity in
the late 1920s and 1930s,” one no longer premised on “gender
inversion but instead rooted in a virile sexuality and the built muscular

form.”






