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J O H N E . RYC H TA R I K

Jes Wilhelm Schlaikjer, Illustrator and Portrait Artist

When asked to name a well-known South Dakota artist, many immediately identify Harvey Dunn or Oscar Howe. Those who lived
through World War II, however, will be familiar with the inspirational
war-poster art of another South Dakotan, Jes Schlaikjer, although they
likely do not know his name or realize that he grew up in the state.
Schlaikjer’s talents as an artist sprang from roots on a homestead west
of the Missouri River, were nurtured by his studies with the noted
South Dakota native Harvey Dunn, and developed into a successful
career in illustrating and portrait painting.
Jes Wilhelm Schlaikjer was born aboard the steamship Kaiser Wilhelm
der Grosse during its maiden voyage to the United States. According to a
New York Times article about the arrival of the ship, then the largest vessel in the world, “A baby was born, Sept. 23, to Eric Schlaikjer and wife,
of Knoxville, Tenn. It was named William Parker Schlaikjer, William
being for the ship and Parker for the pilot, William Parker of pilot boat
No. 3, who brought the Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse into port.”1
Later, the young Schlaikjer’s name was changed to Jes Wilhelm, his
middle name reflecting the name of the ship. His father, Erich Hansen
Schlaikjer, had emigrated to the United States in 1886 from Germancontrolled southern Denmark. After achieving some success as a traveling salesman in the southern United States, he married Clara Ryser, a
woman of Swiss descent. Jes, their first child, arrived partway through
their six-day journey back to America following a trip to Europe.2
1. “The Kaiser’s Fast Trip,” New York Times, 28 Sept. 1897. Erich Schlaikjer’s passport
application, No. 20029, dated 16 February 1897, gives his permanent address as Bernstadt, Kentucky (copy in author’s possession).
2. Arthur Schlaikjer, comp., “The Schlaikjer Family History,” p. 12, copy in author’s
possession.
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The family eventually moved to Newton, Ohio, where Erich Schlaikjer established a hardware business. In 1908, he took a claim in Tripp
County in south-central South Dakota, and the entire family, which
now included four sons in addition to Jes, relocated to the homestead
the following year after a disastrous flood destroyed their business and
personal possessions.3 Why the elder Schlaikjer chose to homestead in
3. The History of Tripp County, South Dakota ([Winner, S.Dak.]: Winner Chamber of
Commerce Diamond Jubilee Committee, 1984), p. F-189. The other Schlaikjer sons
were Arthur Lorenz, born in 1900; Oscar Asmus, born in 1901; Hugo Christian, born
in 1904; and Erich Maren, born in 1905. Erich Y. Schlaikjer, born in 1898, had died two
days after birth. Schlaikjer, comp., “Schlaikjer Family History,” pp. 4–8. Arthur Lorenz
Schlaikjer’s son Arthur now owns the original homestead.

Quite unlike the stereotype
of the painter dressed in
a smock and beret, Jes
Schlaikjer always wore a
business suit, making it a
point to be ready to meet
important visitors.
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South Dakota is not known, but the availability of land was advertised
in newspapers around the country when portions of the Rosebud Indian Reservation were opened to non-Indian homesteaders who were
selected in a series of land lotteries. Erich Schlaikjer proved up and
received the patent to his land, located three miles north of Carter,
approximately seventeen miles west of the county seat of Winner, on 8
May 1911.4
Jes Schlaikjer graduated from the eighth grade at Red Hill School in
1912 and from high school in Winner in 1916. As a teenager, he worked
as a telegrapher for a local railroad. His interest in art probably started
during his childhood on the homestead, where he drew what he saw
on the surrounding prairie. According to family accounts, his first published artwork consisted of cartoons for the Carter newspaper. Upon
leaving home, Schlaikjer worked as a railroad telegraph operator, realestate salesman, and cartoonist for a Chicago newspaper.5
With the entry of the United States into World War I in 1917, Schlai
kjer enlisted in the United States Army Signal Corps and eventually
became chief receiving operator at the Lafayette radio station near
Paris, France. After the war, he was one of several American soldiers
who attended the École Nationale des Beaux-Arts in Lyons, France,
for several months in 1919. The École des Beaux-Arts (School of Fine
Arts) comprises a number of influential art schools in France, the most
famous of which is located on the Left Bank in Paris, across the Seine
River from the Louvre. The prestigious schools have a history of training many of the great artists of Europe for more than 350 years.6
4. History of Tripp County, pp. 29, F-189; Standard Atlas of Tripp County, South Dakota
(Chicago: Geo. A. Ogle & Co., 1915), pp. 7, 60. A reproduction of Schlaikjer’s original
land patent (no. 196244) may be viewed online by accessing U.S., Bureau of Land Management, General Land Office Records, “Land Patent Search,” http://www.glorecords.
blm.gov/PatentSearch/, and entering “Schlaikjer, Erich” into the database for South Dakota.
5. Schlaikjer, comp., “Schlaikjer Family History,” p. 12; Harold J. Flecknoe, “Portrait
Painter without a Smock,” Washington Star Pictorial Magazine, 22 Mar. 1953.
6. Schlaikjer, comp., “Schlaikjer Family History,” p. 12; “To the Academicians and Associates of the National Academy of Design” (biographical questionnaire), National
Academy, New York, N.Y. (hereafter cited as NA); Register of Enrollments, École Nationale des Beaux-Arts Lyon, Lyon, France; Veronique Fouilloux, research assistant, École
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Upon returning to the United States, Schlaikjer studied at the Art
Institute of Chicago from 1920 to 1923. While there, he worked under
the noted Finnish-born artist Elmer Forsberg. Schlaikjer excelled in
life drawing and received a special Faculty Honorable Mention in June
1921 for a charcoal life drawing. “Mr. Schlaikjer is a young man of excellent character,” his record stated upon his graduation in January 1923,
“and an earnest and industrious student of more than average ability.”7
Schlaikjer married Gladys de Groot, a classmate at the Art Institute of
Chicago, on 14 September 1922. They made their home in the Bronx,
New York, and had two children: Jes Erich, born 22 April 1924, and
Helen Jean, born 1 November 1925.8
After leaving Chicago, Schlaikjer continued his studies with Robert Henri, a well-known portrait artist and a founder of the “Ash Can”
group, who pioneered in a gritty, realistic painting style. He also studied with Harvey Dunn at Tenafly, New Jersey. Schlaikjer had a great
admiration for Dunn, who was born in Kingsbury County in 1884
and attended the South Dakota College of Agriculture and Mechanic
Nationale des Beaux-Arts Lyon, e-mail to author, 17 Sept. 2008; “École des Beaux-Arts,”
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecole_des_Beaux_Arts, accessed 15 Apr. 2009.
7. Transcript, Jess W. Schlaikjer, 30 Jan. 1923, Art School, Art Institute of Chicago,
Chicago, Ill.
8. Schlaikjer, comp., “Schlaikjer Family History,” p. 4.

Schlaikjer poses with his children, Helen Jean and Jes Erich. This snapshot may have
been taken during one of the family’s visits to western South Dakota.
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Arts (now South Dakota State University) in Brookings, where Ada
B. Caldwell encouraged him to develop his talent. Dunn then studied
at the Chicago Art Institute and with the noted illustrator Howard
Pyle. By the time he reached his mid-twenties, Dunn was among the
foremost illustrators in the United States. He went on to mentor other
artists, including Dean Cornwell, with whom Schlaikjer also studied.9
In a letter to Dunn’s widow following the artist’s death in 1952,
Schlaikjer wrote, “It is impossible for me to express the sense of loss
I have at the passing of your husband, since your own is far greater
there is little that I can say. It must be a great source of gratification to
you, however, to have had so close an association with one who was so
widely loved and respected and one whose hands and mind touched so
many of the men working in our profession today, in fact, few they are,
who haven’t at some stage of their career felt his influence.”10
Like Dunn, Schlaikjer started his career in art as a magazine illustrator. His works were soon featured in several well-known periodicals,
including McCall’s, American Magazine, American Legion Magazine,
Woman’s Home Companion, and Collier’s, alongside the works of notable illustrators such as Dean Cornwell, Albin Henning, Norman Rockwell, and William H. D. Koerner. In the 1920s and 1930s, he also created
covers for the pulp magazine Black Mask. In addition, Schlaikjer taught
painting at the Newark School of Fine and Industrial Arts in New Jersey, one of the most important and influential art institutions in the
Northeast.11
During this period, Schlaikjer started to gain national recognition
9. Peter Hastings Falk, ed., Who Was Who in American Art, 1564–1975: 400 Years of
Artists in America (Madison, Conn: Sound View Press, 1999), pp. 983, 2922; Walt Reed,
The Illustrator in America, 1860–2000 (New York: Society of Illustrators, 2001), p. 171;
Herbert T. Hoover and Larry J. Zimmerman, eds., South Dakota Leaders from Pierre Chouteau, Jr., to Oscar Howe (Vermillion, S.Dak.: University of South Dakota Press, 1989),
pp. 419–31.
10. Schlaikjer to Mrs. Dunn, [1952], South Dakota Art Museum, Brookings, S.Dak.
Today, Dunn is best remembered, especially in South Dakota, for his paintings like The
Prairie Is My Garden, depicting the state’s pioneer heritage. Upon his death, he willed
many of his works to the “people of South Dakota,” forming the basis for the collections
of the South Dakota Art Museum located on the campus of South Dakota State University. Hoover and Zimmerman, eds., South Dakota Leaders, p. 431.
11. Reed, Illustrator in America, p. 162; “The Fiction Mags Index,” www.philsp.com/
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Between the wars, Schlaikjer
created cover art for well-known
fiction magazines like Black Mask.
The talent for painting the human
figure that would later make his
war posters famous served equally
well to illustrate a hard-boiled
story by Dashiell Hammett.

for his painting, as well. In 1926, he received the first Hallgarten Prize
for The Pink Cameo, a portrait of his wife, at the National Academy of
Design annual exhibition in New York City. He won the second Hallgarten Prize in 1932 for his painting The Little Ones. In 1928, his South
Dakota Evening earned him the first Altman Prize for the best figure
painting by an American-born citizen in the National Academy of Design winter exhibition.12 Time Magazine noted, “Jes Schlaikjer’s South
Dakota Evening, which won the first Altman prize of $1,000, is a smouldering, vivid-color scheme, a boldly massed composition.”13 Schlaikjer
homeville/fmi/m12.html, accessed 4 Feb. 2009; David B. Dearinger, “Leo Dee (1931–
2004),” Resource Library, http://www.tfaoi.com/aa/5aa/5a282d.htm, accessed 23 Apr.
2009.
12. Secretary, National Academy of Design, to Jes Schlaikjer, 11 Mar. 1926, and Francis
C. Jones to J. W. Schlaikjer, 28 Nov. 1928, NA; “National Academy Makes Another Gesture toward Liberalization,” Art Digest 6 (1 Apr. 1932): 3–4.
13. “‘Trite,’ ‘Stale,’ ‘Vapid’” Time, 17 Dec. 1928, http://www.time.com/time/magazine/
article/0,9171,928616,00.html, accessed 9 Feb. 2009.
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went on to participate in shows at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine
Arts in 1930, 1932, 1933, and 1936, and at the Corcoran Biennials in
Washington, D.C.14
By 1929, Schlaikjer had become well enough established to gain
membership in the Salmagundi Club. Originally founded as the New
York Sketch Club in 1871 and still active today, the organization has
14. Catalogue of the 125th Annual Exhibition, January 26 to March 16, 1930 (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, 1930). See also catalogues for 1932, 1933,
and 1936.

Schlaikjer won a
Hallgarten Prize for
this painting of his
wife Gladys. The Pink
Cameo, 1926, Jes W.
Schlaikjer, courtesy
South Dakota Art Museum
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Critical reaction to Schlaikjer’s South Dakota Evening was warm, and the painting captured the Altman Prize at the 1928 National Academy of Design winter exhibition.

been a singular gathering place for such renowned artists as Howard
Pyle, N. C. Wyeth, and Harvey Dunn. Schlaikjer was also a member of
the Scandinavian American Artists, Allied Artists, Society of Illustrators, and the Artists’ Fund Society.15
Among the other honors Schlaikjer garnered throughout his career
was his nomination by artist George Elmer Browne and eight members
of the National Academy of Design to become an associate member
of that organization.16 Located in New York City, the academy is an
honorary association of American artists with a museum and a school
of fine arts. It was founded in 1825 by several leading artists, including
Samuel F. B. Morse, Asher B. Durand, and Thomas Cole, to “promote
15. Ilene Skeen, e-mail to author, 14 Jan. 2007; Salmagundi Art Club, “History,” http://
www.salmagundi.org/history.htm; “To the Academicians and Associates of the National
Academy of Design.”
16. George Elmer Browne to Charles C. Curran, 30 Jan. 1932, with attached nomina-
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the fine arts in America through instruction and exhibition.” Today,
the institution continues to play a critical role in preserving and nurturing the visual arts.17 Schlaikjer was declared a full academician of
the National Academy in March 1949.18
As part of the art establishment, Schlaikjer took a stand in the controversy that erupted in 1933 over a fresco entitled Man at the Crossroads by the Mexican artist Diego Rivera. Work on the fresco, which
had been commissioned for the great hall of the RCA Building in Rockefeller Center, was halted when Rivera included a depiction of the Russian Communist leader Vladimir Lenin. At the same time, José Maria
Sert, a Spanish artist, was placing several murals in the same building.
In response, Schlaikjer and other American artists formed an organization dedicated to “curbing the activities of foreign artists in this country and advancing the cause of American art.” Schlaikjer served on the
governing board of this association, the Advance American Art Commission, with many other artists, including George Elmer Browne,
Dean Cornwell, and Robert Aitken. According to the New York Times,
“This group represents the conservative wing of American art as opposed to the so-called modern groups.”19
With the advent of World War II, private companies and branches of
the United States government hired or commissioned many artists to
create patriotic posters. James Montgomery Flagg, Norman Rockwell,
Harold Von Schmidt, John Steuart Curry, Dean Cornwell, McClelland
Barclay, Thomas Hart Benton, and Jes W. Schlaikjer are just a few of the
artists whose signatures appear on these works, which were intended
to create pro-American feelings and mobilize citizens to support the
war effort. Schlaikjer was chosen in May 1942 to be an official artist and
art consultant for the Bureau of Public Relations of the War Department at the Pentagon. How he obtained the position is not known, but
he was apparently achieving limited success in New York and eagerly
tion form; Charles C. Curran to Jes Schlaikjer, 2 May 1932; and undated questionnaire
signed by Schlaikjer; all NA.
17. National Academy Museum and School of Fine Arts, “History of the National
Academy,” www.nationalacademy.org/academy/history.html, accessed 17 Feb. 2009.
18. Eliot Clark to Jes Schlaikjer, 14 Mar. 1949, NA.
19. “Row on Rivera Art Still in Deadlock,” New York Times, 11 May 1933.
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During World War II, the
danger of information leaks
became a national theme.
Posters like this one by Schlaikjer helped the war department broadcast its message
of caution.

embraced the opportunity to move his family to the nation’s capital.20
During this time, Schlaikjer painted a series of inspirational war
posters featuring subjects from the Infantry, Signal Corps, Military Police, Air Force, Marines, Navy, Women’s Army Corps, and others. In a
1950 article about the artist, Stanley Baitz wrote that Schlaikjer “created posters to educate civilians about using V-mail and to caution every one about security.” Most of these works, “which became almost as
familiar to Americans as their own wallpaper,” depicted men posed in
“heroic attitudes.”21 Schlaikjer also did several paintings for posters illustrating the courageous and caring men and women of the Red Cross
to encourage public support for that organization.
20. Joseph Biegel and Paul Biegel, “Memories of Jess Wilhelm Schlaikjer,” copy in
author’s possession.
21. Stanley Baitz, “Artist . . . and Armorer,” Washington Star Pictorial Magazine, 16 Apr.
1950.

Copyright © 2009 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

176

|

SOUTH DAKOTA HISTORY

|

VOL. 39, NO. 2

Schlaikjer’s posters were not all directly war-related. Instead of a battlehardened veteran, here a small child makes the perennially important
appeal for blood donations. Photo courtesy of the American Red Cross

Captain Thomas H. Wakeman was one of those chosen to pose for
Schlaikjer and became the “face” of the well-known Army Air Force
poster entitled O’er the Ramparts We Watch. Wakeman, who died in
2002, flew at least fifty-one and perhaps as many as sixty-nine combat
missions during World War II, earning a Distinguished Flying Cross
and an Air Medal with eight oak leaf clusters. Carol Ready, the airman’s
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daughter, recalled that her father never discussed his war experiences
but did talk about posing for one week, holding a heavy bomb, while
Schlaikjer painted his image. Wakeman told her about Schlaikjer’s interest in the teachings of Edgar Cayce, a popular American psychic
of the time. Among other topics, the airman and the artist discussed
Cayce’s claim that, while in a trance, he could find answers on the subjects of health, astrology, and reincarnation.22
Master Sergeant Vincent Leckey, who passed away in 2006, modeled for the 1942 Army Corps of Engineers poster. According to his
22. Telephone interview with Carol Ready, 4 June 2007.

A decorated B-26 pilot
with numerous combat
missions to his credit,
Captain Thomas H.
Wakeman also served
as the model for this
famous 1944 Schlaikjer
poster. Like many pilots,
he kept a good-luck
charm; in his case, a
bracelet.
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son, Cory Leckey, the nineteen-year-old officer visited Schlaikjer at the
Pentagon four times. The artist had him try several poses before settling on the one used. The younger Leckey recalled his father telling
him that “the sledge hammer he had to hold over his shoulder got really heavy after a while.”23
Thanks in part to the broad exposure his war posters received, Schlai
kjer went on to win commissions for painting portraits of numerous
military leaders, including Douglas MacArthur, George Patton, and
others. Following the end of his work for the War Department in October 1946, he established a portrait studio at 808 Seventeenth Street
NW in Washington, D.C., where he painted portraits of numerous men
and women prominent in social, political, and business circles. According to an article by Harold J. Flecknoe in the Washington Star Pictorial
Magazine in 1953, Schlaikjer gained widespread recognition as a result
23. Quoted in Belvoir Eagle (Fort Belvoir, Va.), 11 Jan. 2007.

This poster for the Corps of
Engineers was one of a set of
images Schlaikjer made for
various branches of the Army,
including the Medical Department, the Military Police, and
the Signal Corps.
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Here Schlaikjer paints General Anthony C. McAuliffe, under whose leadership the 101st
Airborne Division fought off a superior German force at Bastogne.

of two portraits of Dwight D. Eisenhower completed after the future
president left his European command and returned to private life and
politics. One painting was a contribution to the Eisenhower campaign
for the presidency. It became the “official” portrait of the Eisenhower
Club and its successor, Citizens for Eisenhower-Nixon.24
In his article, entitled “Portrait Painter without A Smock,” Flecknoe offered some insight into Schlaikjer’s personality and work habits.
“When an artist dons a business suit,” he wrote, “it usually means that
he has finished painting and is preparing for other pursuits, but when
Jes Schlaikjer gets dressed up, he is just getting ready to work at his
easel.” The writer went on to relate the story behind this “unorthodox
artist’s attire” in Schlaikjer’s own words: “I was painting in my studio
one hot summer day when a man telephoned to make arrangements
24. Flecknoe, “Portrait Painter without a Smock.”

Copyright © 2009 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

180

|

SOUTH DAKOTA HISTORY

|

VOL. 39, NO. 2

This picture of Dwight D. Eisenhower became an official image for the general’s
presidential campaign and paved the way for Schlaikjer’s success as a portrait
artist. NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY, SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION: DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER by Jes Wilhelm Schlaikjer, Oil on canvas, 1951, 132 x 104 cm, Frame 153 x 121 cm;
gift of Paul E. Biegel

for a portrait. Since I was wearing a minimum of clothing for comfort,
I told him I’d have to change before meeting him. He said he had to
catch a train and couldn’t wait until I got dressed. I lost the commission.” The lesson of being “prepared and presentable while painting”
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was one the artist never forgot. “You never know whom you’re going to
meet,” he concluded. “Besides, being dressed up is good for my morale.”
Flecknoe went on to comment on the “painstaking, detailed work for
which his portraits have become famous. Then, to this writer at least,
there is the vision of large dry-cleaning bills for paint-spattered clothing and the thought that it must be uncomfortable for him to paint in
the summer.” Schlaikjer responded, “I very seldom get a spot on my
clothing. And, in the summer, when it’s to hot to wear a business suit,
it’s too hot to paint.”25
Like fellow artist Harvey Dunn, Jes Schlaikjer never returned to live
in the South Dakota he had left as a young man. He did, however, come
back to visit his parents, who had moved to Rapid City in their later
years, and to see other relatives who still lived on the original home25. Ibid.

Carefully dressed
as usual, relaxed
with his pipe and a
fistful of brushes,
Schlaikjer finishes
a portrait of his
grown daughter
Helen.
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stead near Carter.26 As evidenced in his landscape paintings, many of
which he entered in major exhibitions, Schlaikjer never forgot the places and people of the state where he grew up. In looking at these early,
impressionistic landscapes, one can see the direction Schlaikjer’s career
was destined to take, for the human figures, set in rough homestead
settings, seem to glow. These somewhat realistic figures set against impressionistic landscapes, along with the less-detailed portraits the artist created early in his career, portend his later detailed realism.
By the mid 1960s, Schlaikjer had become unable to paint due to
Parkinson’s disease. His final painting, according to his grandsons, was
a wilderness scene of a hunter in a raccoon-skin cap. It remained on an
easel in his home studio for many years. Jes Schlaikjer died on 21 August 1982.27
Although he achieved moderate success in the highly competitive
field of illustrating for major publications based in New York City, the
War Department in Washington, D.C., gave Schlaikjer the opportunity
to succeed not only as an illustrator but as a portrait artist, as well.
His grandsons note, and others agree, that his inspirational wartime
posters show “incredible creativity and [a] knack for capturing the soul
of the models.” Schlaikjer’s attention to detail—“individual strands of
hair, the wrinkles in the face, and veins in the hands”—was amazing.
His use of light was dramatic, and his backgrounds are filled with details that underscore the themes of the posters.28 Well recognized in artistic circles and the creator of works familiar to millions of people, Jes
Schlaikjer deserves to become better known among South Dakotans.
26. Rapid City Daily Journal, 28 Apr. 1943; Jes Schlaikjer, home movies depicting Erich
and Clara Schlaikjer and family beginning in 1926, collection of Arthur and Patsy Schlaikjer, Winner, S.Dak.
27. Biegel and Biegel, “Memories of Jess Wilhelm Schlaikjer;” Schlaikjer, comp., “Schlaikjer Family History,” p. 4.
28. Biegel and Biegel, “Memories of Jess Wilhelm Schlaikjer.”
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