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Peter Blume: Nature and Metamorphosis
In a career that spanned six decades, Peter Blume (1906–1992) forged an independent path as an
American artist who engaged difficult subjects such as war and oppression. He used an
allegorical painting style that fused disparate images of real people, places, and current events
with natural forms suggestive of metamorphosis, regeneration, and survival. While best known
as a painter, Blume was also a virtuoso draftsman. His preparatory drawings—ranging from
sharp-focused renderings to explosive experiments in spontaneous forms— are shown in
proximity to the finished paintings, revealing the artist’s creative process.
Blume was born to Russian Jewish parents in what is now the Republic of Belarus. By 1911, his
family had settled in Brooklyn. He attended art classes alongside other European immigrants at
the Educational Alliance, located in Manhattan’s Lower East Side. In 1930 he settled
permanently in Sherman, Connecticut, drawn to the rural setting and the proximity to New York.
The area soon attracted a vibrant artistic that included and many members of the Surrealist
movement. Throughout his career Blume was an avid traveler; his later works reveal his deep
admiration for Italian art and culture.
This exhibition contains a selection of works from Peter Blume: Nature and Metamorphosis,
organized by the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts. To learn more about Peter Blume and the
artistic community in which he lived, please visit Visions from Home: Surrealism in Connecticut,
located in an adjacent gallery.

	
  

Self-Portrait, 1924
Pencil on paper
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, Museum Purchase and the
Benjamin V. and Jane M. Siegel Fund, 2013.40.1
Blume was just eighteen years old when he drew this confident self-portrait. Around this time he
ended his formal studies at the Educational Alliance School on New York’s Lower East Side and
acquired his own studio space near Thirteenth Street and Fifth Avenue. He soon discovered a
bohemian milieu in Greenwich Village.
Maine Coast, 1926
Oil on canvas
Curtis Galleries, Minneapolis, MN
This provocative composition was inspired by Blume’s summer vacation with friends in Maine,
a trip overshadowed by sexual tension. Blume witnessed the poet Sidney Peak Crawford’s
infatuation with Ernst Robson’s wife Peggy. When Sidney’s behavior toward her grew erratic,
Peggy and Ernst chose to depart from their summer house rental, leaving Blume alone with the
agitated poet.
Blume translated the drama into this view of the house. Sidney’s head, swollen with jealousy and
desire, is shown peering out of an upstairs window. Meanwhile, a nude woman, presumably
Peggy, sits outside suggestively clutching a dog—a traditional symbol of fidelity—between her
legs.
New England Barn, 1926
Oil on canvas
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, Gift of Leonard Spigelgass, 61.14
Seeking a reprieve from the rapid industrialization of American cities, a number of artists spent
time in rural parts of New England and Pennsylvania in the 1920s. There they encountered,
collected, and found inspiration in the stylized, vernacular motifs of American folk art. Blume,
like many of the other artists represented by his New York dealer Charles Daniel, saw affinities
between folk art and modern art, including flattened forms and simplified patterns.
When this painting was for sale, the nudity in the composition was deemed controversial and
Daniel kept it in a back room where it could be shown to patrons privately.
Pig's Feet and Vinegar, 1927
Oil on canvas
The Jewish Museum, New York, Purchase: Gift of David Kluger, by exchange; Miriam and
Milton Handler Fund; Charlotte Levite Fund in memory of Julius Nassau; Hanni and
Peter Kaufmann, Gladys and Selig Burrows, Hyman L. and Joan C. Sall, and John
Steinhardt and Susan Margules Steinhardt Gifts, 1994.632
Blume, who was born to Russian Jewish parents, studied art at the Educational Alliance, a
vibrant community center for European immigrants, many of them Jewish, in New York’s Lower
East Side. This early still life is one of the few instances in which he appears to allude to his
religious identity through his art. In this painting, he juxtaposes a still-life interior with a rustic
New England landscape in winter. His decision to depict pig’s feet seems intentionally

	
  

provocative. The kosher diet forbids the consumption of animals with cloven hooves and the feet
are deemed the most impure. They may represent Blume’s mixed feelings about his religious and
cultural identity as he honed his career as an artist.
Vegetable Dinner, 1927
Oil on canvas
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C.
In this double portrait of Blume’s companion Elaine, the artist reveals dual aspects of her
personality. At left, she is fashionably dressed and coiffed, and holds a cigarette. At right, she
wears a plain garment and prepares the evening meal. Blume later characterized the relationship
as one of “high tension.” This might partly explain the overt sensuality of the squash and carrots
juxtaposed with the unnerving image of Elaine peeling a potato skin painfully close to her
thumb. Blume’s use of incongruous forms and unusual perspective reveals his stance as a
modern artist who rejected academic conventions.
Torso with Tiger Lily, 1927
Oil on canvas
Collection of Barney A. Ebsworth
Throughout the 1920s, Blume explored his artistic identity by experimenting with portraiture,
still life, and landscape. He often combined these distinct genres within a single composition, as
seen here. Blume’s girlfriend Elaine served as the model for this painting. The placement of the
flowers on her bare breasts emphasizes her sensuality and fertility. Her nude torso at once frames
and obscures the view of the distant landscape.
Study for Parade (Waterfront, Manhattan), 1929
Gouache on board
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, 1935
This work is one of the many studies that Blume made for the painting Parade, on view nearby.
While in New York City, the artist frequented the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where he saw
continuities between the medieval armor on display and the sculptural geometry of the modern
industrial city. Inspired by New York’s urban landscape, Blume included views of the upper
decks of ships in the harbor and advertisements on an old factory building. His insertion of
“Blume’s Good Old Nature Cure” may be seen as a joke about the ironic opposition of nature
and machine.
Parade, 1929–30
Oil on canvas
The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, 1935
Parade was the first painting Blume made that combined disparate scenes based on actual
observation into a single contiguous whole. This work addressed the relationship Blume saw
between historic artifacts he studied at the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the contemporary
industrial landscape. He explained how it reflected the “preoccupation at the time with the

	
  

menace of the machine.” At the lower right, Blume depicts his friend, literary critic Malcolm
Cowley, holding up one of the suits of armor that inspired this painting. The incongruous portrait
contributes a note of dissonance to the painting.
Sherman Church, 1934
Graphite on paper
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Lent permanently by the United States
Government, 1934
Blume often included references to Sherman, Connecticut, in his work after he moved there in
1930. He featured a Sherman Church, founded in 1744, in this drawing made for the Public
Works of Art Project of the New Deal during the Great Depression. The “Hungerford” name
carved in the prominent tombstone belongs to an old Sherman family. However, the tombstone
may also be a wry revenge against the political cartoonist Cy Hungerford, who lampooned
Blume’s controversial painting South of Scranton (on view nearby), after it won First Prize in the
prestigious Carnegie International Exhibition.
Coal Breaker, Scranton, 1930
Graphite on paper
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1953 (53.26)
As Blume traveled through Pennsylvania and further south on a car trip, the scenery yielded
material for many drawings. He described the scenery that led to South of Scranton:
[It was] a mixture of the things I had seen and other things I had dreamed I had seen—the
mountains of waste coal around Scranton, the deep quarries like bottomless chasms that
seemed to tear the earth apart, the coal breakers that sprawled over the landscape like
huge prehistoric monsters, the miniature locomotives that puffed with busy agility around
them—all these began to formulate a picture.
Study for South of Scranton, 1930
Oil on canvas
Private collection
This oil sketch reveals the degree to which Blume would rehearse for a full composition by
making preliminary studies. He began this practice to accommodate the increasing complexity of
his paintings. His commitment to testing out ideas and carefully editing before arriving at the
final painting persisted throughout his career. Here Blume isolates a central element of the
composition: the exercising German sailors who seem to defy gravity. In the finished painting,
he alters their position so the leaping figures face the same direction and form a continuous arc
across the deck of the ship.

	
  

South of Scranton, 1930–31
Oil on canvas
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, George A. Hearn Fund, 1942 (42.155)
When this painting won first prize at the 1934 Carnegie International Exhibition, it catapulted
Blume to international attention and essentially launched his career. The composition unites
several discrete vignettes that the artist observed during a car trip through the southeast. On the
left is a coal mine, in the center is a vacant street scene, and to the right are leaping sailors
training on the deck of a battle cruiser. The painting’s lack of linear narrative, shifting
perspectival views, and inconsistent scale associated it with Surrealism, which by this time had
been introduced to an emerging generation of American artists.

Cyrus Cotton “Cy” Hungerford, “We Try to Interpret the Carnegie First Prize Painting,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette,
October 22, 1934. Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
Numerous cartoonists lampooned Blume’s painting and used it to skewer political issues of the day.

Jack in the Box (Study for The Eternal City), 1933
Pencil on paper
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Mrs. Simon Guggenheim Fund, 1942
Beggar Woman (Study for The Eternal City), 1933
Pencil on paper
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of Edgar Kaufmann, Jr., 1954
Elemosina (Study for The Eternal City), 1933
Pencil on paper
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller
Insurrection (Study for The Eternal City), 1934
Pencil on paper
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Mrs. Simon Guggenheim Fund, 1942

	
  

Studies for The Eternal City
In 1932 Blume received a prestigious Guggenheim Fellowship, which enabled him to study in
Italy. While there he was struck by the coexistence of the modern and the ancient, evident in the
city’s historic architecture and in the changing fabric of Italian society. He also witnessed the
activities of Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini’s regime. All of these visual impressions and
experiences coalesced into a vision he experienced while walking among the ruins of the Roman
Forum one afternoon. Upon his return to his Connecticut studio, Blume quickly executed this
series of highly detailed pencil drawings to establish the key elements of the painting.
Monk (Study for The Eternal City), 1937
Oil on paper
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Given anonymously, 1945
In contrast to the initial pencil drawings he made in 1933 and 1934, Blume completed this study
for The Eternal City in oil after the painting was well underway. The bold lines convey the
emotion of a terror-stricken monk, visible in the right hand portion of the finished painting,
running away from danger. Blume based the monk on accounts of the 1936 Spanish Civil War,
stating, “this comes out in history: in Spain they ran in the same way. The monks saw something
happening…were disturbed and cleared out.”
The Eternal City, 1934–37
Oil on composition board
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Mrs. Simon Guggenheim Fund, 1942
Blume was compelled to paint this anti-Fascist statement after witnessing political conflict
emerging in Italy. Presiding over this scene is the dictator Benito Mussolini, as an oversized
jack-in-the box. The hallucinogenic panorama is composed of vignettes, both real and imagined:
an enshrined tormented statue of Christ, a disfigured beggar woman, architectural fragments, a
mob of Fascist soldiers, innocent tourists, and fleeing monks.
When The Eternal City was first shown at the Julien Levy Gallery in New York City, it proved
controversial. By the 1940s, when the horrific actions of the Fascists became a reality, it was
embraced and stands today as one of the most memorable political images of the twentieth
century.
Self-Portrait, 1937
Pencil on paper
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, Benjamin V. and Jane M. Siegel
Fund, 2013.40.2
After spending nearly three years on the overtly political composition The Eternal City, Blume
was emotionally and physically exhausted. The painting’s controversial reception and the
pressures that came from Blume’s role as a spokesperson for socially engaged art took a toll. In
contrast to an earlier self-portrait by a confident emerging artist, this drawing gives the sense of
an artist spent.

	
  

Beatty's Barn, 1937
Watercolor and pencil on paper
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C. Transfer from the U.S.
Department of the Interior, National Park Service
Between 1937 and 1943, Blume designed and painted three murals for the governmentsponsored Public Works of Art Project as part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal
program. This watercolor was the basis for a mural painted for a Pennsylvania post office. The
barn was (and still is) a fixture in Sherman, Connecticut, where Blume lived.
Landscape with Poppies, 1939
Oil on canvas
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, 1941
In 1939, Blume’s devoted patron, Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, asked him to paint a portrait of her
daughter. He replied that he would prefer to paint something closer to his current interests, which
included depictions of nature and its primal forces as an analogy for the state of the world. This
meticulously rendered view is based on the landscape of Connecticut, where Blume lived, in late
fall. The large lichen-covered rock in the background may have been a source for the central
motif of his later painting The Rock, an allegory of hope and regeneration completed in response
to World War II.

Peter Blume, The Rock, 1944–48. Oil on canvas. Art Institute of Chicago, Gift of Edgar Kaufmann, Jr., 1956.338

Kilns, 1944
Tempera emulsion on paper, pasted on cardboard
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, George A. Hearn Fund, 1948 (48.34)
This scene is an adaptation of structures Blume saw in a quarry near his home in Connecticut. A
similar decaying brick structure was later inserted into the right hand side of his painting The
Rock (1944–48), a symbolic meditation on the devastating effects of World War II. During the
war, Blume volunteered his artistic services at a military hospital on Staten Island, where he
sketched patients undergoing treatment. This experience further solidified the pivotal themes of
his life’s work, namely an interest in regeneration, symbolized by the tree in Kilns.

	
  

Study for Key West Beach, 1940
Conté crayon and pencil on paper
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, James Thrall Soby Bequest, 1980
In 1940, Blume traveled to the island city of Key West, Florida. The tropical scenery and ocean
life inspired several works of art hanging on this wall. In this series, he experimented with
“automatism,” drawing spontaneously, which led to a sense of renewal in his artistic practice: “It
was a form of therapy for me. It loosened certain springs in my vision and in my hand.” The
Surrealist artists also practiced automatic drawing. Blume made the highest concentration of
works using this technique in the 1940s, which coincided with the arrival of a number of
Surrealists to Western Connecticut, where he lived.
Key West Beach, 1940
Oil on canvas
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, James Thrall Soby Bequest, 1979
Blume’s 1940 trip to Key West, Florida, was crucial to his career. He was deeply affected by a
disappointing painting commission and left Connecticut in search of a much-needed change of
scenery. The improvisatory nature of his Key West paintings enabled him to rediscover his
creative voice. Key West Beach combines beach debris, the profile of a pelican, and a sponge he
had collected along the beach. Blume jokingly referred to the image as “the little monster.”
Sponge, 1942
Pencil on paper
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Kay Sage Tanguy Bequest, 1963
The rounded, amorphous forms of this sea sponge may reflect Blume’s emerging interest in
automatic drawing at this time. The technique was used by many Surrealist artists including
Yves Tanguy and Kay Sage, who were among Blume’s closest friends and neighbors in
Connecticut and owned this work. The drawing bears the personal inscription “Kay and Yves,”
visible at lower left.

James Thrall Soby, Yves Tanguy and Peter Blume at the Tanguy home, Woodbury, CT, July 10, 1944. Wadsworth
Atheneum Museum of Art Archives.

	
  

James Thrall Soby, Ebie Blume and Kay Sage at the Tanguy Home, Woodbury, CT, July 10, 1944. Wadsworth
Atheneum Museum of Art Archives.

Man of Sorrows, 1951
Tempera on canvas
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, Purchase, (51.5)
In the years following World War II, many artists adopted religious subjects as potent metaphors
for human sacrifice and emotional suffering. Blume was struck by the rawness of Mexican
devotional statues featuring representations of Jesus Christ. While he was familiar with Christian
imagery in European Medieval and Renaissance art, the intensity of Mexican figures inspired a
series of paintings with a similar visceral quality. In this image, Blume emphasizes Jesus’s
physical agony as his frail, eviscerated body struggles to bear the weight of the cross.
Tasso's Oak, 1957–60
Oil on canvas
Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Armand G. Erpf
Throughout his career Blume was an avid traveler; his later works reveal his deep admiration for
Italian art and culture. This painting features the legendary tree in Rome under which Torquato
Tasso, the sixteenth-century Italian poet, waited fruitlessly for the Pope to bestow upon him a
laurel crown in recognition of his work. The oak, which was thought to have died, later sprouted
new shoots. This celebrated landmark became a symbol of renewal, a theme that resonated with
Blume. This painting can be understood as an allegory of rebirth, with the cyclical nature of life
symbolized by the inclusion of individuals of different ages. Tasso's Oak, Blume’s largest
painting, has not been publicly exhibited since its debut in 1961.

	
  

Cartoon for Tasso's Oak, 1958
Casein with black wash and charcoal on paper
Estate of Peter Blume, courtesy of ACA Galleries, New York
Blume made dozens of drawings in preparation for Tasso’s Oak, the largest painting he ever
made. He also drew this full-scale rehearsal for the painting on sheets of paper
mounted to a wood support. This process allowed him to fit all of the individual elements
together and to adjust spatial relationships as he planned the final painting. When Tasso’s Oak
was first shown, Blume felt it was important for audiences to see how he arrived at the final
painting and so he included this and other preparatory drawings in the exhibition.
Study for Tasso’s Oak, 1957
Ink on paper
Estate of Peter Blume, courtesy of ACA Galleries, New York
Group of People, study for Tasso's Oak, 1958
Pencil on paper
Estate of Peter Blume, courtesy of ACA Galleries, New York
Nun Walking, study for Tasso’s Oak, 1958
Gouache, pen and ink on paper
Private Collection
Woman with Shawl, study for Tasso’s Oak, 1958
Ink and gouache on paper
Courtesy of Philip and Catherine Korsant
Study for Recollection of the Flood, 1967
Gouache on paper
Philip and Catherine Korsant
For Blume, Italy was a “fertile, exciting place,” full of great contrasts and uncommon beauty but
also afflicted by contemporary events, including the flooding of the Arno River, in Florence, in
1966. This natural disaster caused devastating damage to the city’s archives, artifacts, frescoes,
paintings, and homes. In this small study, Blume freely explores the idea for a composition with
loose, meandering lines and masses of color. Over time, he refined the level of detail and
enlarged the scale of the composition as he worked toward the finished painting, on view nearby.
Study Number 5 for Recollection of the Flood, 1968
Enamel on masonite panel
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, George A. Hearn Fund, 1996 (1996.340)
Blume made artists central to the story of Recollection of the Flood. In the painting they are the
figures who restore cultural memory, create icons of hope and salvation, and make survivors’

	
  

tales visible. Even in these early preparatory drawings where figures are loosely articulated, the
mural of angels in flight on the back wall is paramount to the composition.
Cartoon for Recollection of the Flood, 1968
Charcoal on paper
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, George A. Hearn Fund, 1996 (1996.376)
Blume was devastated by the damage caused by the flooding of the Arno River in Florence in
1966. Survivors took refuge in churches and public buildings and artists began restoring the
city’s damaged artifacts. In the foreground of this study for Recollection of the Flood, displaced
survivors sit with their belongings. Behind them, artists work on a mural whose angelic imagery
suggests hope and renewal. This composition combines Blume’s love of Italian art and culture
with actual depictions of his studio workspace in Sherman, Connecticut. By portraying his own
creative space, Blume revealed how personal and meaningful the composition was to him.
Recollection of the Flood, 1967–69
Oil on canvas
Collection of Dorothy Kobak
In his finished composition, the imagery extends beyond the flood of 1966. Here a group of
exhausted survivors gathers together in an artist’s workshop. For Blume, the deluge and
displaced people called to mind other traumatic events such as the biblical deluge, the Holocaust,
and World War II. In the painting, two drafting triangles mounted underneath the window form a
Star of David, possibly associating the fatigued survivors of the flood with those of the
Holocaust.
The Italian Straw Hat, 1952
Oil on paper on board
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, The Schnakenberg Fund, 1955.32
This interior is based on Blume’s second-story bedroom, which served as his first studio. The
objects swell and writhe with life as though Blume has charmed them. A mobile by fellow artist
Alexander Calder, Blume’s friend and neighbor, hangs on the left side of the room. The views
out the left and right windows are based on the landscape near Blume’s home, yet would not
have been visible as they are portrayed here. The impossibility of these views lends the work a
surreal, otherworldly quality. The room, its space, and the individual objects form a symbolic
self-portrait, presenting the artist’s domestic space as a meaningful extension of his personality.
Sketch for The Italian Straw Hat [Study of Basket], c. 1952
Pencil on paper
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Gift of Peter Blume, 1956.481
Sketch for The Italian Straw Hat, c. 1952
Oil paint and black ink over graphite on wove paper
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Gift of Peter Blume, 1956.482

	
  

Sketch for The Italian Straw Hat, c. 1952
Crayon on paper
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Gift of Peter Blume, 1956.483
In a letter to the Wadsworth Atheneum written in 1956, Blume explained how the preliminary
studies for the Italian Straw Hat helped clarify his approach to picture composition by “nailing
down the relationships of extremely familiar objects and their peculiarities.” He also described
the significance of using his bedroom as the subject. “It’s at once the world within and the world
without, and I tried to convey a sense of being inside of a house with the world around it.”
Hadrian’s Villa, 1958
Oil on canvas
The Cleveland Museum of Art, OH, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Edward L. Holsten, 1958.318
Blume’s title refers to the countryside retreat constructed for the second-century Roman Emperor
Hadrian. Hadrian grew to prefer the villa to his Roman palace and eventually ruled from this
location. Although Blume made many sketches of the elaborate architectural ruins—visible in
the distance—he became captivated with olive harvesters working in the area. He was amazed by
the grace and fluidity with which they moved together as they removed and gathered olives from
the trees’ gnarled branches.
Easter Island and Rana Raraku, 1954
Pen and ink on mulberry paper
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of Blanchette Hooker Rockefeller, 1955
Wherever he traveled, Blume carried art supplies with which to document the changing terrain
and capture animals, birds, plants, and rocks. In the 1950s, Peter and his wife Grace (nicknamed
Ebie) went abroad several times, and Peter drew constantly on these trips. In 1954 they voyaged
by boat to the South Pacific, visiting Fiji, Australia, Japan, and Easter Island, seen here with its
distinctive volcanic crater called Rano Raraku.
Banyan Tree, 1961
Oil on canvas
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C.
Blume made this self-portrait on a trip to Sarasota, Florida. He shows himself in a dense grove of
banyan trees, right of center, seated in the shade and engrossed in drawing. Blume made few
self-portraits and when he did he often depicted himself within a larger composition, busy at
work. His presence suggests an analogy between abundant organic growth and creativity.
Summer, 1966
Oil on canvas
Collection of Lawrence B. Benenson
In 1962, Blume went on a tour of Europe. Upon his return, he began planning a cycle of
paintings of the seasons, starting with Winter (on view nearby), and then Summer. The scene
conflates his memories of cow grazing on England’s moody Salisbury Plain with the eye-

	
  

popping color of Dutch tulip fields, pictured in the background. Because Summer was completed
by 1966, some critics assumed that Blume’s palette was influenced by psychedelic culture at the
time. He insisted that, “if people have ever seen the tulip fields, they accept the color
immediately.”
Winter, 1964
Oil on canvas
Courtesy of Eric S. Brecher
Blume continually explored the grand themes of growth, metamorphosis, life, and death in his
work. These passions culminated in a series of paintings on the seasons, which the artist spent
several decades preparing. He began with Winter and later completed Summer (on view nearby).
A dedicated birdwatcher, Blume observed the birds for hours in his backyard in Connecticut. The
flock of vividly colorful birds in pursuit of food suggests a message of endurance and survival,
yet the snow-covered ground and the jagged rocks lend the terrain an otherworldly feeling.

