Chapter 10

“Beginning of the End: Post War”

With the end of the war, imports were again possible.  We do not have an account of how Dwight managed, we only know he was chairman of the Exhibition Committee for the 1946, 56th Annual Exhibition of the Nebraska Art Association.  But, for the first time, an exciting European Art Show was hung.  I vaguely recall the paintings, but in my young naive state, and even after studying the artists in Art History, I took them for granted not realizing how wonderful it was to have art by Dali, Chagall, Picasso, Cassett, Matise, Renoir et al., right in front of my eyes in Lincoln, Nebraska.  The Lincoln newspapers sponsored the European section, and it was noted in their publications that “Professor Kirsch stressed the fact that this was also an exhibit of contemporary American art.., and the exhibition would be an educational show in every sense of the word.” It was the largest exhibition ever presented by the association with about 200 paintings, drawings and sculptures.  Young ladies from the best families in Lincoln served tea and sold catalogues, with a chosen few posing for Living Pictures.  Mrs. Thomas C. Woods, Jr., and son, stole that show event when they posed for Mary Cassatt's “Mother and Child.”

There were lectures, panel discussions, and reams of publicity.  In closing the exhibition, Dwight also demonstrated tempra painting. This was covered by the Lincoln newspapers, which reported “while waiting for the surface to dry on the original painting, Prof. Kirsch assembled two sandwiches by a similar process (to illustrate the steps).  Dark bread (casein background), butter (under color), meat, cheese (surface color), and jam (glaze).”  Leave it to Dwight to illustrate with food!

He commented on the two paintings bought by the N.A.A. for their permanent collection, Henry Keller's watercolor “Lake Louise,” $125; Joseph de Martini's “Lighthouse Point,” $495; and Lee Jackson's “The Gray Horse,” $365.  Dwight also told how some of the purchases had been made to fill in the gaps in the comprehensive Hall Collection: “Pensionnaire,” a postwar painting by Jack Levine, B.J.O. Nordfeldt's “Rooster,” and Jose De Creeft's “Juanito,” a serpentine marble sculpture.  He related personal incidents about the painters whom he had known, and described their techniques.

Private citizens also purchased works from the exhibit by Frances Sheldon, Mrs. E.J. Faulkner, Mrs. Fred Seacrest, Paul Speier, Kady Faulkner, and Dwight Kirsch.  (Jean Faulkner wrote me in 1983, “Dwight had a wonderful sense of humor and was a dedicated worker.  John did an outside mural on our porch and it is as terrifically good now as when he did it many years ago (1950).  I thought John’s artistic talents were as great or better than Dwight’s.”)

As if that were not enough art activity, Miller & Paine hung a one-man show in their auditorium for Keith Martin at the same time.  Martin spent 14 months in Iceland doing camouflage work by day, and meticulous portraits by night. He was the first American to hold a solo show in Paris since the fall of France, but since he was in the Army at the time, he was not allowed to sell his work.  Leonard Theissen said “Miss Gertrude Stein wrote of Keith Martin: ‘Young man I am too old to be kind.  I am impressed with your paintings, I like them very much.’” 

That summer four paintings were loaned to the Colorado Springs Art Center.  I am sure that was the summer John was given an art scholarship for study at Colorado College in conjunction with the art center.  Dwight's friend and artist, Boardman Robinson, was there at the time, and John came home full of enthusiasm from the experience.

That summer was also the beginning of a critical era for the Kirsch family, the beginning of several years of pain, turmoil and bitterness.  A letter was written from Dr. Arthur Westbrook, Director of the School of Fine Arts (a musician), to Dean Oldfather and Chancellor Boucher concerning hiring help for Dwight.  “He should retain his title as ‘Director of the University Art Galleries and Professor of Art.’  The new man should be Chairman of the Art Department (since Dwight does not prefer administrative work), have a PH-D trained in education and administration.  The selection of a chairman should be made with the approval of the Chancellor, can teach history and appreciation of arts (Miss Moore was to retire in 1948) and has a lively interest in the field of art.  The appointment would be made with approval of Chancellor, Dean Oldfather, Professor Kirsch, and certain men in Teachers College who are interested in art education, as well as myself.”

“In contemplating such a reorganization, I believe it should be understood that Mr. Kirsch, as Director of the University Art Galleries, should continue his work with the Nebraska Art Association, the Lincoln Artists' Guild, and other groups, all of which during the winter season almost makes a full-time job.”

“This recommendation is an unusual one, I will admit, but if we may have a whole year in which to find a chairman of the art department, I am sure we can make a very much better selection than we could make if we were called upon to do so within two or three months.  Cordially yours, Arthur E. Westbrook.”

The search began, and we know that at least two prospects were interviewed without consulting Dwight.  In the meantime, the university changed chancellors, from Boucher to Gustavson.

Dwight did speak to the chancellor asking for more help.  However, I must assume he did not mean hiring a new department head.  I am quite sure he knew nothing of the above letter.  However, it is known that he and Dr. Westbrook disagreed on matters between the music, art, and teaching departments (I was advised by him and Truby to avoid taking “ed.” classes in Teachers College).  The years of orchestra practice in one of the galleries, and both music and art classes housed in the same building must have been trying, and then too, their personalities may have clashed.

That Dwight would be asked (allowed?) to “continue his work with the N.A.A. and the Lincoln Artists' Guild” is amazing to me, since many activities with the groups were in a voluntary capacity.  Granted, he was being paid by the university during time spent in N.Y., on the annual exhibit.  However, it was activity calculated to build up the art collections in the university galleries, as well as to improve the quality and standards of the art department.

Over the years, Dwight enjoyed basking in a vast amount of favorable publicity.  In reviewing the N.A.A. minutes listing board members, honorary members, and volunteers, we also know that the cream of Lincoln society was actively associated with art.  Dwight was the Art Authority of the State of Nebraska, and it is likely there were colleagues outside the art department who felt pangs of envy and jealousy concerning his popularity.

Wives may also have played a part in causing a certain amount of animosity.  Truby, with her beauty, style and confident manner, intimidated women who had less self esteem and certain Lincolnites would have enjoyed seeing her humiliated.

Dwight was firm in his convictions, capable of using his temper, and diplomatic, however he lacked the political skills necessary in fighting back in a constructive way.  He was not a “wheeler dealer” type, and, though he did not possess a doctorate, he certainly more than qualified for one.  His body of work, summer study, writing, excellence in building up the department along with the vast knowledge of art he acquired over the years makes it evident.  But technically, his resume was deficient!

The letters to Marguerite do not mention the interviews and we are sure he knew nothing of them.  If he had problems at the university, it was simply due to overwork and low pay.  His letter dated November 14, 1946, discusses a silk screen outfit he is about to send her with detailed instructions on where to obtain her list of necessary materials, a good new book on silk screen and another on framing.  “Things are buzzing here as usual.  We've just taken down the Nebr. Artists Show (Guild Annual) and are hanging new shows, including the Guild perm. collection (now 17 items - including ones by John Kirsch, Gene Kingman of Omaha (Joslyn), and F.K. Ricter, formerly of Doane College and Crete).  We also have Jacob Lawrence's John Brown series as a loan exhibit and some new acquisitions from American Fed. of Arts, and 4 of our perm. coll. that have ‘come home to roost’ from loans, including “The Rooster” by Nordfeldt.  Am not sure I wrote you about our faculty show at Miller & Paine - around 20 pieces were bought from the show, and we are invited to make this an annual event at Miller's each fall.  Their decorating dept. bought pictures from Kady, Marian Hatten Ellis and Freda.  Mrs. Don Miller also bought several herself, more by Trank than anyone else.  Since our show the M. & P. firm decided to start forming its own permanent collection of Nebr. artists work from those who have exhibited with them.  So far, to my knowledge they have bought one picture each from Kady, Trank, Mrs. Edmiston, Mrs. Leland and me.  They also want to buy one of my sandhills paintings - as yet it has not been selected.”  (They did buy the “Humphrey’s Woodpile”, behind Mrs. Shultz’s house, that Dwight painted one cold, snowy day in Atkinson.  He sat outside my grandmother's house while painting, and when he brought it inside he was half-frozen, with his picture covered with little piles of snow.  I thought to myself “it's ruined and beyond fixing,” but, as if by magic, it transmuted itself into something wonderful when it dried.  The sandhills painting Miller & Paine finally selected was Dwight's “Inland Wave, Holt County Sandhills” a large tempra.)

Dwight continues, “Phyllis Campbell of Lexington is coming for 2 programs & demonstrations of sculpture next Tuesday, for our students in the afternoon and for the Guild in the evening.  She sold 1 plaster head (black) to Lotto out of the recent Guild show.  He is now decorator for Hardy's, since summer.” (Mr. Lotto was the interior decorator in Lincoln at that time.  Phyllis Campbell Aspen was at that time considered an amateur.  During later painting outings with Dwight, and other artist friends, he encouraged her in her pursuit of sculpting.  Many years later, in 1983, she was commissioned to do a large bronze bust of Edward Creighton, which was placed in the Nebraska Hall of Fame).

“I had a whee of a time on my Indiana trip, there is too much to tell about in my present haste.  I gave 2 illustrated talks with color slides on our Nebr. Collections, which evidently made quite an impression (Mr. Henry Hope, chairman of the Fine Arts Department of the University of Indiana was one of the art experts brought in to recommend art for purchase for the Hall Collection that year, no doubt invited Dwight to Indiana).  As ever, Dwight.”

The Annual Exhibition was again an enormous success with Howard Devree, art critic for the New York Times, and Henry Hope, the two art experts engaged for it.  Marring its success however were “red flags and alarms” when the art faculty learned of the interviews with two prospects and a third under consideration for the position of chairman of the department.  Proper legal procedure was definitely violated by not including Dwight in the meetings, and a strong letter of protest was sent to Chancellor Gustavson from the art faculty, which included Kady Faulkner, Gertrude Moore, Freda Spaulding, Clara Marie Allen, Murray Turnbull, Dora von Bargen, Marian Ellis, Barbara Carmel and Joseph Ishikawa.  Since Gustavson was new, he had only second-hand knowledge of the history, politics and rivalry between Teachers College and the Art Department.

Alas, the die was cast.  Either the protest letter was sent too late, or was simply ignored, because the third man was not only interviewed but was hired under terms not discussed with Dwight.  The art faculty was shocked and outraged with the administration's underhanded actions!  We students were in a state of disbelief!  The Kirsches were not only humiliated, but furious!  Indeed, earlier predictions of post-war change seemed eminent.  However, after the storm subsided, Dwight quickly and decently wrote a welcoming letter to the new man, Duard Laging.

Laging's reply, on June 30, 1947, is as follows, “Dear Dwight, Thank you for your kind letter.  I had hoped to see you again, but was kept on the ball right up to train time.  I had some misgivings about the job, but when I found that you were one of the greeters I assumed that the whole situation was on the level.  Unfortunately, I had already resigned from the job at Michigan State College, written the Belgian Foundation and sent in my acceptance to Nebraska before I received your telegram.  The budget comes as somewhat of a shock.  I had been told that there was an opportunity to promote an educational program in art, but not at the expense of the art department.  The inequitable salary scale certainly will make for many headaches.  I can assure you and your staff that I will not only maintain but actively endeavor to further departmental democracy.  I am completely in accord with your determination to maintain the standards of the department, which through your leadership have achieved national recognition in college art circles.  I do not know what is being offered in art education, but after I am familiar with the problems, I am sure that I can make recommendations that will in no way interfere with the quality of the department.  I realize that I am in a tough spot now that I find that you did not recommend the change.  However, since the change is a fact accompli, I am willing to gamble on the chances of affecting a smoothly working organization, if you are willing to accept me, if negotiations are consummated, I shall be in Lincoln sometime between the third and eighth of September.  May I thank you again for your evidence of friendship and give you my assurance of absolute confidence.  Sincerely, Duard Laging.”

Chancellor Gustavson and Dwight began to hear from concerned friends and art people.  Lester Longman, Head of the Art Department, University of Iowa, and Muriel Sibell Wolle, University of Colorado, both wrote to Gustavson stating their concerns.

Longman writes, “The cause of art and education in general will suffer wherever they are not wisely handled in an important institution. . all work in the field of art should be under the direction of one man (he meant Dwight). 

This includes the history of art, studio work, and art education.  The second fundamental consideration is that high quality of scholarship and art production must take precedence over pedagogical method in the preparation of teachers as well as artists.  When the typical ‘art educator’ (meaning D. Laging) is in control, this never happens.”

Sibell wrote “Dwight Kirsch and Kady Faulkner in particular, have built a forward-looking, sound, thorough and creative department which it would be a tragedy to curtail or kill by aligning it with the conservative, outmoded, and stultifying influences all too present in a college of education.”

Gustavson answered, “My Dear Muriel, I hasten to tell you that you have no fear that the Fine Arts Department will be submerged or combined with the Department of Education.”  He gave Longman the same reassurance, but in a later letter, had not given up the idea of art education to be combined with the art Department.

Florence Maryott said that, “there was a great deal of professional jealousy.  Teachers College couldn't quite find a place for themselves and for a long time they were just a department in the university.”  Gertrude Moore's 1920's warning of watching out for getting embroiled in university politics was quickly coming true.

Linus Burr Smith, the “Great White Father,” as students called the head of the Department of Architecture, in an interview just two weeks before he died, said that “Dwight was not a ‘hail fellow well met’ in any respect and in that respect I always thought he lived a smaller life than he should have. . he wanted credit and praise and was jealous.”

Smith apparently disliked Dwight, and kept switching the subject to his own accomplishments and his education in France, his life history.  He served on the N.A.A. board with Dwight, and the two departments freely exchanged students.  We sat in his architecture history classes in the auditorium of Morrill Hall listening to him lecture and show slides of buildings, but soon he was off on a tangent talking about his fascination with archeology, himself, etc.  He was interesting.  However, I felt we could have learned more about the subject instead of his exploits and self-interest.  He was a man with a larger than life personality!

The letters and the meeting between art faculty members and the chancellor were too late.  The Lincoln Journal ran a story in September, stating that  “Prof. Laging (age 36) Heads UN Art Department.  Dwight Kirsch continues as Director of Galleries.  Mr. Laging's appointment will provide much needed relief of departmental administrative duties for Mr. Kirsch, who has not only been department chairman but director of the art galleries and an art teacher.”

Dr. Arthur Westbrook, director of the School of Fine Arts, was quoted as saying that “The university's art collection has grown so large that this project alone requires the full time of one man.  Since much of this outstanding collection has been assembled under Mr. Kirsch's direction, it will now be possible for him to devote more time to its future development.  

It is hoped that under Mr. Laging's direction, the University of Nebraska will lead the way in developing a comprehensive art education program in the public schools of the state.”

There was no mention of how the university would pay for the proposed program, Westbrook, Dean Henzlick (Teachers College) and Chancellor Gustavson must have known, and Dwight certainly knew, that art scholarship, studio work and art history would suffer.  Dwight had worked with his “shoe-string” budget too long and realized the scale would soon be out of balance.  By enclosing his problems into an imaginary locked box, Dwight sailed along with the job at hand.  His November 1947 letter to Marguerite states “The Taos stuff sounds interesting.  I would like to see the photos by all means.  The N.A.A. show next March will feature a Latin American art section, so a group from a next-door neighbor to Mexico should be appropriate.  I know of Ribek's and Desburg's work but not the others.”

“As for trips, we have had one this fall, to Sioux City to judge the Iowa watercolor show sponsored by the Women's Club.  I also gave a demonstration of watercolor and monotypes there.  This week Truby and I are driving to Pawnee County where I was born and raised.  A former rural schoolteacher of mine invited me to bring a solo show.  I'm also bringing some of John's things.  They are inviting schools from neighboring towns, and rural schools too to visit the show in the school building at Steinhauer, Nebraska.  Next week on the 14th and 15th, Laging (the new dept. Chairman) and I plan to go to Chicago for the Midwestern College Art Conference meetings at the Art Institute.  The following weekend I help judge the six-states show at the Joslyn, along with Britton (Edgar) from Colorado Springs and Paul Parker of Des Moines.  Thanks again, Dwight.”

Dwight, in another letter to Marguerite, in December, states that “The long tale of events and misadventures here might give you some idea of what we've been up against, such as having 3 shipments of exhibits come in at once.  I worked all day Fri. and Sat. and a half-day Sunday during Thanksgiving vacation trying to get things unpacked and hung, and still have a sculpture show to finish arranging tomorrow.”

“In addition the past week has brought more emergencies to meet, first Miss Moore went to the hospital last Wed. for what was supposed to be a minor operation.  It was discovered to be very serious.  They are re-operating Wed. for cancer of the breast, and hoping they have caught it in time.  (Our art history class was taken over by Prof. Laging and we soon realized what a unique and truly great instructor we had in Miss Moore.  This tiny, white-haired bird of a lady with her sharp wit and thorough knowledge of art history and the Bible could barely be seen when she drove her car. I can now visualize her in the classroom, arms tightly folded, telling us interesting personal morsels about artists, never a hint of vulgarity, the most risque tidbits might have been about an illegitimate child of a pope.)  Then Joe Ishikawa was in a jeep accident on his way to spend Thanksgiving with a former roommate out in the state.  They turned over three times and he hit the gravel with his face.  He is back today but what a sight and mess of cuts and bruises, apparently no bones broken.”

“To bring us to the point of hysteria Marian Hatten Ellis announced this morning that she is pregnant.  So there is plenty of emergency planning for the new Chairman of the Art Dept. and under the circumstances anybody's solutions are welcome!”  (I can hear him chuckle with glee over Laging's problems. Jean Faulkner said, “when Laging came we had great fun laying Laging traps.  He was certainly not in Dwight’s league.”)

“We expect to be in N.Y., Truby and I from Dec. 4th to 17th at the Barbizon Hotel, and John will meet us in Chicago.  We may get home the day before Xmas.  You may wonder why we bother to come back at all.  In haste, DK.”

PAGE  
170

