Chapter 13

“Mexico; Back to the University of Nebraska-Lincoln”

The Kirsch/Lewis group met: Marguerite and son, Bob, Dwight, Truby and John.  Marguerite wrote a wonderfully interesting account of the journey, bear in mind that extensive travel so soon after the war was still not common.  “South of the border, John became our official guide and interpreter.  He was, of course, fluent in Spanish, both varieties.  We arrived in Monterrey after 11 pm, tired and glad to find a hotel in this ‘foreign’ country.  We were not at all prepared for the magnificent view the morning light presented us down over the picturesque town and up to the surrounding mountain.  Dwight risked his neck to take a picture of it from the ledge of his second story window.” (He also did such things in his 70's and 80's in the mountains with his Polaroid.)

“At Temuzanchate (which Americans simplify to ‘Thomas and Charlie’), Dwight, intrigued by so many handsome faces, got a fine photo of the men waiting patiently about the marketplace.  Truby insisted on doing much of the mountain driving, not trusting Dwight or me to watch the road and ignore the scenery.  John had us stop to take a look at what he called ‘the vertical,’ where it seemed the farmers working them must have to be tied with ropes to be able to maintain their balance.  This was evidently coffee country for, piled on the ground beside the road were great heaps of coffee beans.”

“John was anxious to get us to San Miguel de Allende, where the Posada Fiesta was in full swing.  He had been living there in the home of two aristocratic Spanish widows, to whom he referred simply as ‘The Ladies.’  His Castillian pronunciation of the Spanish language had endeared him to them, no doubt.  It was fortunate that he knew the town well and managed to get us rooms in a hotel on the plaza, where festivities swirled around us, except at siesta time.”

“We were astonished by the excitement that burst upon the town with nightfall.  It was generated by fireworks going off in all directions.  Firecrackers singed your hair and exploded under your feet.  Sparklers, rockets, whirligig flamethrowers and flares marked the route of the procession.  Despite the fact that it seemed terribly dangerous, we got into the spirit of it, and the hole burned into my new coat didn't seem of any importance.  Fortunately the town was built mostly of stone, otherwise it would have burned to the ground years ago.”

The group visited a fine weaver called Chago; they visited many churches.  “Dwight took special pleasure in the ones where the natives had used their own ideas to paint or carve the decorations illustrating the Biblical teachings of the missionaries, and John took us to the studio of Carmen Beckmann who designed jewelry with a distinctive Mexican flair.  We ordered a number of silver brooches, pendants, bracelets, rings and earrings, since sterling silver and jadite were such bargains here.”  (I have Truby's silver and onyx brooch, copper earrings and her special silver “fish” and “lantern” earrings.)

“In Mexico City I took over driving and rather enjoyed the challenge of coping with the speed and constant honking in this city that had no speed limit.  Our hotel was near the best markets so we didn't need to drive there to make our many purchases.  Walking back to the hotel carrying a two-foot high tin Christmas tree one morning, I suddenly realized that the Mexicans I met found me very amusing.  There was nothing to do but laugh with them.”

“We had been invited to spend Christmas with Roger and Winona Crossgrove in Morelia, and Truby and I were delighted with this chance to investigate the arrangements for living in a typical, spacious Mexican home.  Refrigeration was one of the Crossgrove's main problems.  They had managed to buy an old icebox but they had to drive a long way across town to buy meat at the one butcher shop that had a refrigerator from which they bought the cuts ordered, instead of laying it all out on a counter for the flies to enjoy.  Dwight and John were eager to hear about Roger's art studies at the University of Michoacan, and to see some of his work.  Time to paint was of the most value, he felt, but he liked the school and the faculty.”

“Before we left Morelia, the Crossgroves took us to visit a small fishing village where they had found that one family was making such unique designs of fish and birds on their primitive pottery that we bought all they had for sale.  En route we stopped at an old church noted for human skeletons kept in an underground room.  We had mixed feelings about going down to see them but decided we needed the experience.  It was weird entering this collective tomb but we were not prepared for the shock of seeing a dozen skeletons seated on the floor, knees up, leaning against the wall of this circular cavern.  Dwight took one look, exclaimed ‘My God, it's just like a faculty meeting!’ and fled.  A bit of humor was what we needed at that moment.”

They visited Lake Patzuaro, less than fifty miles from Morelia, spent time in museums in Mexico City, and in nearby temples and pyramids at Teotihuacan.

“To see what Mexican artists were doing, John took us to the best of the art galleries.  At one of them we found a handsome exhibition of the work of Tamaya, ablaze with his glorious color.  This was like meeting an old friend, for Dwight had brought one of his paintings to the March show at the university while I was working there.  Of course we went to the Opera House to see the much publicized Diego Rivera murals, as a prelude to an excellent dinner at the Cafe Belles Artes.”

“The extreme poverty of so many of the people and the super-abundance of very ornate churches made us wonder whether the need for the astonishing number of orphanages here might be the result of too great a financial burden having been placed on the parents.  Watching a stream of pilgrims on bloody knees crawling up the steps of the church dedicated to the Virgin of Guadalupe to deliver offerings, made us wonder even more about their teaching of the gentle Jesus.  That the missionaries had done their best to destroy the pyramids and places sacred to the Indians, often building churches on top of these ruins, when this land was conquered, deepened the dilemma.”

“We took a night trip up the mountain next to Mt. Paracutin, it was still putting on quite a show, and when the road ended, John, Bob and I rode horses to the top.  Dwight and Truby chose to walk rather than risk saddle-sore muscles.  The ringside view from the summit gave us a splendid view of the frequent eruptions, which tossed great rocks high in the air amid the flames, accompanied by steam and roaring, hissing sounds.  Red-hot lava cascaded with abandon from unexpected fissures, sending heat waves in our direction, it was an experience to last a lifetime.”

Dwight, having to get back to the States to work, wrote to Marguerite's husband, John, who stayed behind in Phillips.  “We stayed over a day longer in Guadalajara to see the bull fight New Year's, a memorable if ‘buggy affair,’ and huge crowds at the arena.”

“The first part of my train ride was not easy, no seats available.  I sat on my suitcase and pillow in the vestibule to San Luis Potosi, which was pleasant enough, airy too, as the train door was left open most of the way!  At San Luis I noted a good many people getting off, so started with my bags for a seat only to be engulfed by cross current of people getting on the train before others could get off, my suitcase lodged crosswise in the aisle!  It was worse than any N.Y. subway crush I've ever been in.  Finally getting my baggage stowed away between seats in the middle of the coach, by that time all seats were taken, my ‘standing shoes’ were comfortable and we had plenty of entertainment.  Most of the crowd consisted of students, largely youths returning to school, who sang songs, trouped back and forth over the Mexican families sprawled in the aisles.  I also had a ringside stance at 2 card games, 1 of them stud poker with bets on a suitcase held on boy's laps right in middle of aisle and coach.  Everyone who tried to get past had to wait for suitcase, with cards, money and all to be held high over their heads.  Finally after warning by a trainman and a visit by an armed soldier, the game broke up about 2 A.M.  Past Monterrey I got a double seat and stretched out and slept most of the way to N. Laredo, some 4 hrs.  Going through customs was not difficult but slow, glance at baggage only, but they did confiscate my ham sandwiches and gave me a smallpox vaccination, as I had no certificate.  Coach fare all the way from Dolores to Lincoln totalled less than $40 U.S., coaches were marvelously clean and comfortable after the Mexican train.  I'm surrounded by winter here, and the papers and radio say there has been snow and colder weather around Kansas City and north and west from there..Special to Truby and John--better check weather reports and road conditions before starting north.  However, if another storm doesn't come up it should be ok.  Best to y'll, DK.”

After the trip Dwight again wrote to Marguerite, saying: “Along about midnight, Sunday, Jan.15-'50, I suppose you've had as hard a time as we have catching up 'specially on sleep.  Just now a gang is downstairs poring & drooling over Pete's ‘Joolry’ order before John sends it on tomorrow.  Among events of last week, Friday night a huge crowd of students and art faculty dropped in for a farewell party to Ben & Fran Bishop (she was art librarian at the art department; he, an artist), reaching a count of 46 people here before the evening was over.  Our Mexican market-place-at-home is attracting many.  (Alas, I had no money to buy.).  Truby & John got in safely just before noon Wed.

After getting the car parked near Morrill Hall, the car refused to start again, the starter spring was busted so we had to get a tow.”

“Amid all the other things, I've stolen time to print some of my Mexican photos and am now itching to do some enlargements of the best of them.  I'm mailing you a flock of them, not labeled except by groups in envelopes.  You & Bob may have fun trying to make out what they are and where they were taken.  This is not a complete set nor are they all A#1 prints but I thot you'd enjoy seeing them soon especially as evidence that I was really doing something those many times I kept y'll waiting.”  (This he did until the last: kept people waiting while he shot.  Sometimes I joined him with my camera, a great experience!)

“I've got back from the finishers only 10 of my color shots (there are 35 or so yet to come) and they are turning out real well.  Hope you get to see them someday.  I got some especially good ones at Paracutin.”

“The Uni. kids got their ‘document’ finished last Sunday (after working here in shifts 2 whole days), and presented it to the Chancellor Tuesday pm.  He seemed very impressed and promised some action soon, said the investigation was already underway.  But we've heard no more since.  Meanwhile, the art faculty show opens at Miller's auditorium tomorrow.  John & Ben Bishop who saw it Saturday said it stank, by and large.”  (Dwight, in his habit of marking works of art he liked, checked two oils of LeRoy Burkett, one oil by Gail Butt, a watercolor by Kady Faulkner, two oil & lacquer pieces by Walter Meigs, three by Elizabeth Quinton, an ink drawing by David Seyler, two oils by Freda Spalding and one watercolor by Peter Worth.  The “Forward” of the show catalog was written by Duard Laging.)

“After the stress and strain of it all, it was a pretty grand trip wasn't it?  And we'll all have a lot to think about and tell for a long time to come.  We do thank you most heartily for making it possible and hope you and Bob had as good a time as we did.  And so to bed, Best of everything, Dwight.”

He continues: “I'm glad to report my sister is greatly improved and may get to come home later this week.”  (Bess was plagued with mental illness.  She had a job at a laundry then, but she seemed to have no friends outside the family.  Truby was kind to her but Bess seemed to be, perhaps by her own choice, excluded from much of the Kirsch social life, though she lived in the upstairs “sewing” room and was available.  John was especially fond of Aunt Bess.)

As Dwight mentioned in the Mexican trip-planning letter, he would need to go to New York earlier than usual to select the art for the big 60th Annual Exhibition of Contemporary Art, March 5 to April 2, 1950.  This would be his final selection trip on behalf of the university's Hall Collection and the Nebraska Art Association.  He may have sensed it! 

 He gave me a little job for a few weeks typing lists of artists and galleries to be represented, and it seemed to be “business as usual,” with no hint that it was otherwise.  I helped with only a small segment of the huge amount of work needed to mount such a show, and gained greater respect than ever of the responsibilities in which Dwight and Truby undertook. 

 The Exhibition Committee comprised eleven members including Fred Wells; Mrs. Everett Angle; Mr. Ted Butterfield; Samuel Waugh; Mrs. Thomas Woods; and the Living Pictures' Co-Chairmen, Mrs. M G Voltz and Mrs. J.R. Seacrest.  In addition, there were memberships, budgets, teas, programs, lectures, gallery hostesses, catalogues, sales to individuals, purchases, and the 60th celebration committee.  Mrs. E.J. Faulkner was president of the Nebraska Art Association that year.

Art works recommended for purchase in 1950 included paintings by John Heliker (“Mediterranean Landscape”), Everett Spruce (“The Desert”), Theodoros Stamos (“Scar Thread”), and Mark Tobey (“Icon”); drawings by Paul Klee (“Seeking Balance”), and Henry Moore (“Draped Reclining Figures”); prints by John Sloan (“Memories), and Jose Clemente Crozeo (“La Bandera”); and sculptures by Gaston Lachaise (“Head of Marin”), Marino Marini (“Horseman”), and William Zorach (“Adam”).  He told Marguerite “it was a darned good show.”

The faculty and students still felt hopeful and optimistic when they presented their “document” to the chancellor.  It began with an outline: “General policy of the School.  We believe that the purpose of a university art department should be to provide a sound basic background for those who wish to make art their profession and also for those who are interested only in the cultural aspects of art.  In order to achieve the above aims, we believe that we must retain good fundamentals (as they now stand), good commercial art courses and good fine arts courses.”

The students presented an assertive case for not dropping or weakening the courses in anatomy, perspective, pictorial composition, lettering and graphic art.  They included the fact that the present department had the staff and equipment necessary to teach the courses.

The students' Article III: “Distribution of Equipment and Relative Costs,” is a complaint concerning Mr. Laging's allocation of equipment which they said “appears to be based more upon his personal likes and dislikes of instructors and subjects than upon the needs of the students or size of the classes.”

Article VI: “Inefficiency of Administration,” concerns the department chairman's so-called “inadequate leadership and hiring practices.”  They stated that “it is our common impression that instructors should not be expected to plan a semester's work on a three-day notice.  The staff, as a whole, was not informed of the courses they were to teach last fall until a faculty meeting held during registration week.”  (As I remember, Art History classes were a shambles.)

Article V: “Attitudes of the present Art Department Chairman,” states that “the chairman did not show sufficient interest in the students' work or try to find out where their own interests lie, nor does he show any interest in the manner in which most of the art classes are being conducted.  The students' own desires or needs are not considered.  A fashion design student was asked to do her senior project on the architecture of old houses in Lincoln, because all she would do is ‘get married and drink tea anyway.’  As an instructor, Mr. Laging's lack of preparation and scholarship has been evident.  He is a poor lecturer, etc., etc.”  Numerous other examples of his “inadequacies” were given, which should have caused great concern to the administration.  They included complaints about his “attitudes” towards staff members, the University of Nebraska, toward the state and community, toward art professions, all of which they considered “unhealthy,” for a person in his position.

Shortly after the students' document was presented, Chancellor Gustavson wrote to Dwight asking for names of competent outside authorities in the field of Fine Art at State Universities in order to seek advice.  The investigation was to be aimed primarily at the curriculum of the department and was to be kept confidential.  Dwight gave him a hand-written list of heads of art departments from eleven states and from that list James Boyle, University of Wyoming, and Lester Longman, Iowa State University were asked to do the investigation.

We do not know how long the investigation took, how many interviews they made, or to whom, but it is interesting that they overwhelmingly sided with the administration, though Lester Longman, in his earlier letter to the chancellor supporting Dwight appeared to do an “about-face.”

They said: “The cause of the factionalism in the Art Department is that the new department head, after being selected, was not strongly supported.  After full inquiry, we would recommend that if his services as head are to be retained, Mr. Laging should be given full authority to act, under close supervision of the more important decisions.  It is recommended that all members of the staff be asked to give Mr. Laging their full cooperation.”

The two men recognized Laging's weaknesses, but if his services were to be retained as head, his decisions must be supported.  They felt that appointing a new department head would not solve the “factional situation.”  They continued with the surprising statement that, “Mr. Kirsch would not have the support among members of the Administration (Dr. Westbrook and Deans Henzlick and Borgmann), and perhaps in the city as well, which would be necessary if he were to return successfully as chairman of the department.”  Politics!

In other words, Dwight lost the round and was mired in a hopeless situation.  He and his supporters among the faculty and students were in a “no-win” position because the administration could not, without “losing face,” undo their initial mistake when they hired Laging behind Dwight's back.  Deeper holes were dug for themselves by fighting and resisting any changes that were proposed.  It was a bitter pill to swallow for the Kirsch family, however, they “kept up appearances” and carried on with great effort and courage.

On May 17, 1950, the Lincoln Journal ran a story announcing the resignation of Kady Faulkner, effective August 31, the first of the art department resignations.  Dwight had “no comment” for the reporter, however he stated that he “had not been asked to resign.”  Joe Ishikawa stated that he “planned to stay,” but that there was a possibility that he might be offered a higher salary somewhere else.  

The story was followed by a news release from the university news service announcing an expected revision in the art department by Dean Borgmann “in the interest of economy and efficiency.”  The story reviewed the suggested recommended revisions made by Longman and Boyle.

The news stories resulted in a group of art alumni asking for “Clarification on N.U. Policy” (Lincoln Journal, June 14, 1950).  They asked Chancellor Gustavson in a letter for “the basic reason behind the resignation of Kady Faulkner?”

Trudy Zastra, secretary of the group, was also quoted as saying that “the reputation of the art department in the past and our satisfaction with the education we received makes us ask why such a change in needed.  In the long run, will these changes prove to be a move toward great economy?  Does the high cost of the art department cover a period of 20 years or has it gone up only within the past three years under the present administration?  How will the policy changes affect the value of the Bachelor of Arts degree held by alumni?  How are courses as they are to be, going to serve and attract students who might enroll in the art department?  Will other universities in this field offer better programs?”  And finally “With only courses such as art history, drawing, sculpture, ceramics and design, and with the exclusion of commercial art courses, how could a graduate be prepared to enter the professional field?  In the past, a greater percentage of the art department graduates have obtained positions in the profession of commercial art.”

The article ended with concern about Kady Faulkner's resignation “Miss Faulkner, national president of Delta Phi Delta honorary art fraternity, whose leadership and inspiration to the students as well as to Lincoln and the state of Nebraska, has served our university for more than 20 years.  When a person of such integrity leaves the department to which she has devoted her life, this indicates to us that something is wrong.  The rumored resignations of other art faculty members strengthen this suspicion.”

No longer would students carry around their little model skeletons they built for Kady's anatomy classes.  I modeled for some of her advanced drawing classes and wondered if there would be live models again, and if there were, how well could they draw a human figure without knowing anatomy?  It appeared she was involuntarily forced out, which seemed a real tragedy to all of the art community.

The Galleries salary budget sent to Dwight that June totalled $7,790: Dwight, $4,700; Joe Ishikawa, $3000; J.E. McGee, museum guard, $2,400; and Rosa Lee Harding, secretary, $1,680.  With maintenance, the grand total was only $9,090.  It appeared they still had to cope with their “shoe-string” wages!

With Dwight planning to take a leave of absence and perhaps work out plans for a lecture tour, it seemed the bottom of the well had been reached.  However, with all of his artist and academic friends in the mid west and elsewhere, there was always hope for a better future.  He was fifty-one and in his prime, not too late!

That June he received a letter from Lester Longman telling him that he had recommended him for a job as Director of the Des Moines Art Center.  “I am sure you could do an excellent job if you are willing to undertake it, and it seems to me that their problems at Des Moines have all been solved so that it would be possible for a new man to accomplish something.  I think your splendid record at Nebraska makes you an ideal candidate for the job and at this juncture in the affairs of Nebraska it would seem to me preferable for you to find a new opportunity at an early date.  The job in Des Moines seems to me worthy of your abilities and in line with your major interests.  Sincerely, Lester Longman.”
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