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Portraying the American Taboo: The Down
and Out in Reginald Marsh’s Oeuvre

Atsushi YOSHIDA

“What we have found in this country, and we’re more aware of it now,
is one problem that we’ve had, even in the best of times, and this is the
people who are sleeping on the grates, the homeless who are homeless,
you might say, by choice.”

Ronald Reagan, 1986.

INTRODUCTION

If only President Reagan’s assessment of the down and out were true—
that people purposely choose to become homeless—we could relieve
ourselves of the burden, once and for all, of agonizing over this social
problem, seen all over the world. But instead, the issue of homelessness
continues to demand a more careful examination from sociologists, psy-
chologists and historians of welfare, and although the complexities of its
causes are gradually becoming evident, a panacea is yet to be found.
American artists have also approached the problem of homelessness. In
the mid-nineteenth century, painters such as John George Brown and
William Winner depicted images of urban poverty. However, these
artists tended to sentimentalize the theme of homelessness by concen-
trating on the depiction of children, who although dressed in rags, were
shown having a good time, enjoying their freedom from the constrain-
ing rules of society. Even when an occasional artist, such as David
Gilmore Blythe, aspired to depict more disturbing images of poverty, the
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