
The Speakeasies of 1932: Exploring Al
Hirschfeld's Iconic Illustrations
Step back in time and immerse yourself in the underground world of speakeasies
during the prohibition era of the 1930s. In the midst of this clandestine culture,
one artist captured the essence and excitement like no other. Al Hirschfeld, a
renowned American caricaturist and illustrator, documented the vibrant and
hidden world of speakeasies through his iconic illustrations. Join us on a journey
through 1932 as we uncover the allure of these secretive establishments and
explore Hirschfeld's captivating artwork.

The Prohibition Era: Rise of the Speakeasies

In the early 20th century, the United States faced the consequences of the 18th
Amendment, which banned the production, sale, and transportation of alcoholic
beverages. This led to the rise of hidden bars and clubs known as speakeasies,
where individuals would gather to enjoy illegal alcoholic concoctions and engage
in lively social activities.

Fuelled by the allure of rebellion and secrecy, these underground establishments
quickly became hotspots for not only drinking but also dancing, gambling, and live
entertainment. To fully comprehend the atmosphere and ambiance of these
speakeasies, Al Hirschfeld's illustrations serve as an invaluable source of
historical documentation.
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Al Hirschfeld: The Master of Caricature

Al Hirschfeld, born on June 21, 1903, in St. Louis, Missouri, was a masterful
caricaturist whose distinctive black-and-white line drawings captured the essence
of notable celebrities and performers of the time. His unique ability to emphasize
distinct features through clean, flowing lines made his artwork instantly
recognizable and highly sought after.

Hirschfeld's work was not restricted to the realm of Hollywood; he also ventured
into the world of Broadway, immortalizing actors and actresses in his preeminent
style. His illustrations graced the pages of renowned publications, such as The
New York Times, The New Yorker, and Vanity Fair, further establishing his artistic
prowess and influence.

The Magic of Hirschfeld's Speakeasy Illustrations

In 1932, Hirschfeld channeled his talent into capturing the spirit of the
speakeasies that blossomed during the prohibition era. His illustrations
showcased the hidden locales, lively jazz bands, dazzling flappers, and the
smooth-talking bartenders that brought these establishments to life. Each
illustration was carefully crafted to convey both the energy and escapism
associated with these venues.
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Descriptive Keyword for Alt Attribute

To provide an accurate representation of Hirschfeld's illustrations, we utilize the
descriptive keyword "Al Hirschfeld speakeasy illustration" for the alt attribute. This
keyword helps users with visual impairments understand the content of the
image, ensuring accessibility for all readers.

Exploring Hirschfeld's Pieces

Let's delve into a few of Hirschfeld's most captivating speakeasy illustrations:

1. "The Wild Party"



In this vibrant piece, Hirschfeld captures the vibrancy and chaos of a lively
speakeasy. The exaggerated features of the characters and their animated
expressions reflect the charisma and raucousness of the Jazz Age. Through his
meticulous linework, Hirschfeld creates a sense of movement and rhythm,
emphasizing the spirit of the roaring '20s.

2. "Midnight Revels"
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This illustration transports the viewer to a dimly lit, smoke-filled speakeasy, where
a sultry singer captivates the audience with her mesmerizing voice. Hirschfeld's
use of shadows and contrasts adds depth and mystery to the scene, evoking a
feeling of secrecy and allure. The portrayal of the bar patrons emphasizes the
class divide of the era, depicting both high-class individuals and ordinary citizens
mingling in this illicit oasis.
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3. "The Star Attraction"

This illustration showcases a famous performer taking the stage at a speakeasy,
capturing the glamour and magnetic charm of the entertainment scene during the
prohibition era. Hirschfeld's attention to detail in rendering the stage lighting, the
audience's anticipation, and the performer's poise creates a palpable atmosphere
that transports the viewer directly into the speakeasy.
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Al Hirschfeld's illustrations offer a captivating glimpse into the world of
speakeasies during the prohibition era. His ability to capture the spirit and energy
of these secret venues through the use of clean lines and exaggerated features is
unparalleled. Through his artwork, we can relive the excitement and allure of a
time when indulgence was concealed, and the clandestine became glamorous.
Let's cherish the legacy of Al Hirschfeld's speakeasy illustrations and the fleeting
world they represent.
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by Pete Hamill.

When Manhattan joints were hung out to dry, the Booze-oizie sniveled, then
pirouetted on their stools to find reasonably palatable Speakeasy facsimiles.
These Prohibition hangouts each had their own flavor, decorum, décor and
formula for ducking the law. Each found its own alcoholic substratum: its own
inimitable characters behind, at and under the bar.

Fear not – all has not been lost to the repeal of the 18th Amendment, Starbucks
corporate latte, and the wrecking ball. One intoxicating artifact remains, a book of
lustrous vintage – Al Hirschfeld's The Speakeasies of 1932, wherein Hirschfeld
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nails these dipsomaniacal outposts with his pen and brush in the manner of a
dour Irish bartender sizing up a troublesome souse. Provided as well is the recipe
for each of the speakeasy's cocktail claim to fame. The resulting concoction is the
perfect antidote to the Cappuccino Grande Malaise, a book that will make
everyone yearn for a Manhattan, old fashioned, and straight up.

“His comments are as swooping and witty as his lines.”

– The New Yorker
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