Chapter 17

“Letters from John, M.O.M.A.”

John (August, 1953) finally received a raise in salary “at the joint,” as he called his Sherwin-Williams job site, and he also found an apartment on Remsen St., Brooklyn.  “White-washed walls and charcoal gray furniture. . down to an extra rubber couch which you could use while in N.Y.  I finally conquered the contact lenses, and now wear them all the time from AM till night in complete comfort.  It took me a long time and some slight pain, but I think it was worth it.”  (He had told Mick Putney, “I have noticed that men don't make passes at boys who wear glasses.”)  Roger and Wynona and I got to see Minna Citron a few weeks ago.  I enjoyed her account of her usual ubiquitous or peripatetic behavior, or whatever, and seeing the publicity clippings.  She, like Fran Bishop, was terribly impressed by the house. . love, John.” (Citron had returned from her “artist-in-residence” stint in Des Moines.)

In John's October letter to “Pa,” he says, “You are in my mind so much of the time that I guess I expect mental telepathy to take the place of the letter.”

“It was good to hear from you, and hear about the Davenport show.  What with the Arnold Blanche - Doris Lee business you must have been going in even more than the usual circles.
Nothing very startling has happened since I got back (from Des Moines).  Mostly fixing up the new place - painting, cleaning, and buying more new furniture than I can afford.  It seems to be just about whipped into shape, and Dorothy and Edith (?), who were down the other night seemed impressed.  Esp. by the location and view.  The room has a fine old fireplace and wonderful ‘old southern’ type interior shutters.  I was able to get some good bargains in furniture, including a couple of imported Italian wicker basket type chairs at half price with the proceeds from the Haynes picture sale.  I had another interview at the decorating place, and they were interested in the altarpiece sketch, and were interested in someone to apprentice in stained glass design, but nothing definite yet.  Have had a couple of other interviews and been looking into free lance textile design, but have been trying to get some painting done so there is no time to supplement the portfolio.”

“I took some things in to show Antoinette Kraushaar, who was very nice and seemed genuinely interested.  She mentioned coming down to my place in a few months to see more things (as she occasionally does), esp. after a period of time when there is more continuity and consistency in my things.  Also took some things in to Grace Borgenicht gallery, where the young guy, Philip - ? was very friendly and helpful, and also interested sometime in seeing more work.  Right now the most important thing seems to be to get started painting again.”

“I saw Edith and Dorothy two nights last week, we ate at the oldest restaurant in Brooklyn - with original brass fixtures, palm trees, plush wallpaper, and wonderful sea food.  Tonight Edith and I are supposed to stop up at Minna Citron's during her class and critique.  They seemed to be having a super-duper time, with Whitney opening, cocktails and luncheon courtesy of Mr. Davidson at Knoedlers., etc.  Well, it won't be long now before I'll be seeing you. . only shows so far this season have been Sadlers' Wells Ballet (standing room at the Met.), Daphnis and Chloe, very good.  Love, John.”

We knew Dwight was in New York about then, because when he returned home, he was astonished to receive a note: “The enclosed Phi Beta Kappa key was found by Mr. Carl W. Painter's butler on East 61st St., New York City on Friday, December 18, 1953.  Sincerely Yours, Harold E. Beyea, Secretary to Mr. Carl W. Painter.”  It amazed Dwight that it was found by a person who knew what it was and how to find its owner.  It is the only one of the three Kirsch PBK keys to survive.”

John's January 1954 letter said he was going on a four-day week at $55 per.  “Things seem secure enough so that I am not worrying too much and have started to get some painting done.  With three days a week I hope something will come of it.  Because of this, and because the fabric designing takes from two to three nights a week, I have decided to postpone the school and degree business, at least until next summer.  Typical vacillation, huh?”

“I haven't had a chance to look Jim Schramm up yet.  If there is anything I can do here in the way of shopping or gallery contacting for you let me know.”

“I have been toying with the idea of calling you every couple of weeks. . at least to supplement letters.  What do you think?  Best to all at home.  Love, John.”

When important things happened for Dwight, he would often write me.  He told about his selection to serve as a one-man juror and lecturer for the Virginia Museum Quadrennial Exhibition of Contemporary American Painting to be held in Richmond; about his trips to New York, Washington, D.C., and Richmond, to select art for the 1954 show; and the fact that the previous juror for the 1950 display was James Johnson Sweeney, author, critic and museum director from New York.  Dwight was chosen “to give a point of view from the mid-west.”

The show catalogue listed the hundred artists represented in the show, and gave Dwight's dialogue which was written in his easy, clear and instructive style - suggesting that the viewers compare pictures “to find how our artists use the new language - how they pronounce the pictorial nouns they have invented. . we realize that the voices of art always speak clearly.”  He ended by saying “The artist in a democracy has the privilege of freedom to create in his own way: this freedom must be preserved.  But it becomes the obligation of the Art Museum, the Art Center, and the Educational Institution to do the job of selecting, presenting and interpreting what our artist have created, if a living audience is to be maintained. . This is the end of today's lesson.”

Artists represented in the show included Kuniyoshi, Moy, Okada, Tam, Graves, Lechay, Weber, Gikow, Rattner, Rain, Chavez, Gray, Soyer, Greene, Perlin, Feininger, Marin, Hopper, Graves, etc., and the works were lent from over forty galleries and private collections.  It had to have been an extraordinary feat not only in shear footwork, but vast knowledge of his subject to make the selections!

Olivia (“Livvie”) Ishikawa, Joe's wife, mentioned the show in a letter to Marguerite (after Richmond it was sent to Des Moines).  “The Virginia show is up here now - the one Dwight selected for Virginia.  I have just whizzed through but even at quick glance it's very exciting. . The only one that I remember well from my quick trip is the Kuniyoshi. (‘Amazing Juggler,’ oil on canvas).  We had one at Nebr. called ‘Forbidden Fruit’ with the same singing color.  So beautifully applied it lifts you right off your feet.”

The contrast between work Dwight and John were doing was monumental for the time: Dwight, in all phases of high-level, sophisticated art - John in designing wallpaper and fabrics!  John was deeply embarrassed about his situation because it was years before “fine artists” and famous designers gave those industries an element of recognition and legitimacy as “art” to the general public.  As a result, he sent Dwight a note attached to a “paint by number canvas: This loathsome looking object is an original J. Krud design, on sale nationally.  Now when your friends ask you what I do you can deny it vehemently and say you have disowned me.  Sorry I couldn't send the 2 lovely pre-mixed colors with which you could fill it in.  You'll have to use your lurid imagination. (It was entitled: ‘Birds Among the Flowers.’)  Add it to Knickie's collection of objects d'art.”  The wallpapers and fabrics were disgusting enough for him, but when asked to do the “paint-by-number” mass-produced designs, it was the last straw!  He compared it to the cheap imitations of Venus, with a clock in her stomach, and the roadside stand paintings on black velvet, which he loved joking about with us.

Nickie and her sister had just spent a weekend with Dwight, and at a joyous reunion of friends, they celebrated by eating the suki yaki made “with Ishikawa doing the honors - chop, chop, chopping..”  While we cooked he (Dwight) and Nickie decorated his African and Mexican figures with false eyes, outsize lips, little ducks to carry in their arms, rose buds for the posterior. . “Nickie is getting her things ready for a show at Joslyn.”

John would have loved that evening in Des Moines.  However, back in New York, he was happy to finally extricate himself from the “krud” art job to a new one with the Museum of Modern Art.  The one catch before he could start was to learn how to type, which proved to be as difficult for him to master as learning to drive a car with a clutch and stick shift.  John’s July 1954 letter was partially typed (and almost as badly done as Jack Lenor Larsen's letter).  “It is still slow and awkward, but coming along.  (Dwight's famous words of encouragement to his less talented students.)  And by the way, thanks for the money for typing class.”

“I really did enjoy Jim Hunt's visit very much.  It was fun to see NY with a fresh eye again, and see galleries and sights.  His enthusiasm made me feel old and jaded, almost.
Well, life goes on here.  I am getting eager to get started at the job. I have been doing some inquiring (met a couple of museum staff members recently; one of them Ronnie's (Rene d'Harnoncourt, Director) private secretary and find that the people, and to a great extent the public affairs department are considered very nice and easy to work with, and. . not involved with political intrigue that is common elsewhere behind those pure walls.”

“I decided to hell with this (typing) till I pick up a little speed.  This is almost as messy and illegible as the usual hand-writ variety, and much more stilted, since I have to sit and think about where things are. . Why don't you plan on staying here, since I am living alone now, - and you are not on business.”

“I am eking things out on the picture sale and a recent, low-priced portrait commission from a friend.  I may have to dig you for $10 in the next couple of weeks to pay off the phone bill.  It is discouraging to think I will not be earning too much more than is coming in now. . Well, best to all.  It'll be swell to see you.  Love, John.”

His next letter was completely typewritten and showed progress with his new skill, “I went up to the museum yesterday and got a little better acquainted with Miss Pernas in the publications dept.  She is charming and easygoing, and I like her increasingly.  I also learned that I don't have to report to work until after Labor Day.  This may change our vacation schedule a little bit for the better.”

“While at the museum I got to meet Mr. d'Haroncourt's secretary again and see his private office; complete with African and Incan sculpture, and six-foot Art-Nouveau desk.  All very chaste.  Also got a free pass to the Japanese House.  It is really a beautifully done job.  (Shoes must be checked at the door, and cardboard sandals worn.  Bronx housewife had just slipped and sprained or fractured leg, after going over edge of porch into garden.  Was cussing museum, policemen, and stretcher bearers at the top of her lungs.)”

“It has been unbearably hot and sticky here the past few days.  I am enjoying this easy schedule much too much.  Am getting some paintings of the harbor done these long evenings.  Also may have a part in one of ‘Willard Maas’ next short movies, since I have free time. . Love, John.”

John's job began just after recovering from a stomach virus (“not jaundice, thank goodness”), “was able to drag myself up the first day of work, and since then have felt fine.  The job is going well so far as I can make out, and I find it a most stimulating place to work.  Last week worked on a layout for some promotion with Mr. Barr himself, had lunch with Mr. Porter, director of the film library, and have been typing up a translation by Goldwater, of Chirico's writings, in French for the new book.  Full of errors, and much re-translating and correction of punctuation necessary.” 

“Other excitement this week was a big party at Willard's for Dorothy, the critic you met at their place that afternoon.  Charles Addams was there, looking like a mild version of one of his own characters (he was a cartoonist for the New Yorker), and I. Rice Pereira, who is the spitting image of Ruthie Rosecrans, both in manner and appearance, only 20 years older.  She invited me up to her studio.  Also there was Maya Deren, the experimental movie gal who has just been to Haiti, looking like a gypsy dancer with much frizzed hair and bosom (not frizzed) and her 18-year old oriental lover.  Was sorry Duard L. could not have been there - Right up his alley.”

“Enjoyed the shots of your gourds growing all over the place.  Sounds as if you are back in the swing again. . Was really sorry to have been such a dud the last week of vacation.  But I really did enjoy the rest of it, in spite of over-stewing about the job, etc.”  One year when we met them at Jo Waddell's place in Big Thompson Canyon, Colorado, he “stewed” about his New York income tax and wondered it he would be “fined,” or worse!

“New York seems like home now, more than before, and I hope I can get some work done in the way of painting this year. . I would appreciate some of the tin ashtrays, wooden bowls, tweedy serapes and other unbreakable Mexican things sometime.  Love, John.”

At the Museum of Modern Art, John finally found a job “home.”  The atmosphere agreed with him - meeting well-known artists, being around the museum's art and working on books, and living a life-style that did not raise eyebrows there all combined to keep him on an even keel for the time. Like many of us, though, we yearn to go back.  “Dear Pa: It was good to get your letter, and the wonderful shots of the garden and house.  It all made me very homesick, and anxious to see the place again.  Your fall flowers look scrumptious, and the blue morning glories were unbelievable. . Big excitement this week, with the opening of the 25th Anniversary show today.  The show is wonderful, with many things brought out of closets that haven't been shown in years.  Wonderful German expressionist group displayed in direct day light on 1st floor.  Considering the amounts available to spend, I must say the American selection is pretty poor, though.”

“The opening was mobbed, with interminable talks by the mayor, the president (recorded), U.N. officials, etc.”

“The job I like more and more every day.  I realize just how lucky I was to pick Frances Pernas as a boss.  As far as I can make out, she tops every one else in the place in humor, good disposition, and basic decency.  She is completely unruffled in dealing with all political matters and people and problems, and handles all with equal aplomb and wit.  It is too good to be true, and I don't know what I did to deserve it.”

“Interesting things to do this week; such as proof-reading the text for Soby's new book on de Chirico (I enjoy proof-reading very much, and find the experience on the Atkinson Graphic stands me in good stead).  Also got to mix paint for one of the gallery walls downstairs in the mad rush the last few days getting ready for the opening.  I find that things are not any better organized or on-schedule here than they were at Nebraska or Des Moines, and everyone pitches in the last min. to help get things done in a hodge-podge way.  I really don't see how the illusion of efficient planning and organization that this place manages to give off is kept up.  But at any rate it's more fun to work in this less forbidding atmosphere.  (An example is Alfred Barr changing his mind on the background wall color for a painting at 11 o'clock on the night before an opening, a favorite trick of his, it seems.)”

“Other interesting event of a couple of weeks ago was opening of Ed Hewitt's new gallery, which Marie Maas took me to.  (He is the magic-realist boy, you may remember; and the gallery is across from Charles Alan.)  It looks like a new trend in moving up that way.  Marie swears she saw Mme. Chiang there, though I missed seeing her.  Lincoln Kirstein was there, though, and Paul Cadmus, (ugh).  (Excuse all the name-dropping, please.)  The exhibition was full of the usual slick, icky kind of painting that that crowd puts out.  Thanks for the green crinkly stuff.  May invest it in a new roll of canvas, since I have been doing some larger size things at last.  And speaking of pictures, I must say the current crop of 57th St. shows, which I've seen during lunch hrs. has been pretty poor, with the exception of the wonderful Curt Valentin memorial show, in which the two things from the Nebraska collection showed up very well indeed. . Love, John.”

During his time at the Museum of Modern Art, Dwight said “John worked mainly on the big illustrated catalogs of important art shows and collections, or monographs on individual artists.  At first he did only proofreading but later on translations of texts into (or from) Spanish.  John was fluent in Spanish, due to study of language in high school and university courses, plus 

a year’s residence in Mexico and a trip to Spain.”

“John also became expert in correcting color proofs of reproductions of paintings.  He did this by using transparent oils over the proofs.  To compare the color proofs with the actual paintings, he was often sent to houses of collectors; once to Nelson Rockefeller’s apartment; and on a longer trip, to St. Louis to check paintings by Max Beckman in Morton May’s collection.”

Dwight, spending more time in the house that fall with gardening coming to a halt, must have spent a few hours on his storage collection of earlier paintings because he decided to present his “Main Street Crossing” to the Atkinson High School.  Though he may not have stated it during the November presentation, it was obvious he intended the painting to be a memorial tribute to Truby, since she once taught English at the school.  (She was my mother's teacher - she said she was a very good one.)  Of course my parents were delighted with the gift and welcomed Dwight with open arms.  He made a suggestion on where to hang the painting on the stair-landing wall facing the building's main entrance.  Little did he know that years later it would generate such excitement in the family!

His trip to Atkinson was nostalgic with memories of so many years of happy times - painting in the sandhills, picnics at the trout ponds, seeing people who knew Truby, the Graphic office and Kelly home, all gave him warm feelings.  He took pride in John's Museum of Modern Art job and it helped his ego to tell relatives about it.

Before returning to Des Moines, he stopped in Lincoln to present the Nebraska State Historical Society his “Seacoast of Nebraska,” and to visit with his sister, Bess.  As with most jobs - it was “back to the grindstone” or at the least, “reality” for him after a pleasant interlude.

Activities associated with the art center also carried over to home, and consumed most of Dwight's life.  For example, in a letter to Marguerite he wrote, “I got back from the East Fri. P.M., late - it seems much longer than 9 days since, as I'm back on a 7-day week, catching up with correspondence, ‘trouble-shooting,’ and hanging new shows.  This afternoon I had an appearance on a broadcast - a community program on radio, not long but it took up enough of a Sunday in preparation to spoil it as a day of rest.”

“I'm not sure you heard that I have had as ‘house-guests’ since Oct. 1 Syd & Bunny Fossum.  Syd teaches at the Center now.  They knew Trank and the Bob Hansens in Morelia.  They have found a house to rent & are moving into this week, having collected furnishings they'd left in Dakota, St. Louis & all over.  When they move out they'll be accompanied by 1 dog & 2 cats (from Mexico, originally) & Bunny's mother from Dakota who'd been here since Dec.10.”

He gladly opened his home to artist-in residence guests, as well as those who came only to lecture or give demonstrations, teach, show their work, etc.  He did not fuss too much - they were welcome, he enjoyed the company, they found their quarters neat, but not always clean “under the rugs” and they were encouraged to help in the kitchen while he went about his business.

When friends “touched base” with him, he was delighted.  Without Truby, he needed the contacts, especially when administrative duties crowded his mind.  His keen wit and sense of humor at those times opened the door for special people to offer cheer. In the last paragraph of a message to Marguerite he wrote, “Last Friday I had another long, entertaining letter from Nickie Bolling & a large post-Xmas package from her & associates = friends I met & liked in Kodiak.  Not only did they send artworks but such interesting items as a jar of native lingonberry jam-canned smoked salmon & king crab; samples of native snuff from Rat Island-and a winter cap trimmed with limpets & feathers inscribed to me as ‘beach-comber emeritus!’ - Such a gang!” (I can hear him laugh at that with glee!)

As in Nebraska, he took pleasure in children's art and continued to stress the importance of their art education at the center, which Peggy Patrick so ably managed.  Classes rolled along first with Saturday mornings, then progressed to Saturday afternoons and after school.

As David Archie, who founded Iowan Magazine wrote, “He was a patient guide and teacher. . explaining why he liked something, being poignantly silent when he didn't like something.”

“He had a keen interest in Iowa talent. I remember someone telling that he demonstrated that same kind of interest in Lincoln.  The Des Moines Art Center actually had shows of Iowa artists - which has seldom happened since he left.”

“The fact that he was a practicing artist left its mark.  I always felt he was entirely comfortable in an administrative role.  He could be decisive.  One day I showed him an oil and a watercolor that I had purchased from Paul Smith who was then at the University of Iowa.  Both were flower-oriented in subject matter.  Dwight pointed out that there was a recurring egg theme in both works, repeated in various ways.  He said this was common in Smith's best works.  Years later when I was visiting him he recalled the oil (unaided by me) and declared that it was the best thing Smith had ever done.  Later, of course, he was able to take this interest to art groups around the state.  They loved him.  Friends of mine in Charles City still talk about him and proudly display his work.”

Dwight and John spent the 1954 holidays together and I assume John was sent money to fly to Des Moines.  Their Christmas card was a simple photograph of the two seated on their sofa - a happy, casual, smiling shot.  However, my first glance at John was startling!  There he sat, smiling back at me with dark eyebrows and eyelashes and no glasses!  The effect seemed to me to be garish and fake - a bit like the stage, and he had obviously used mascara to darken his natural blond, which he always hated, but it was too dark.  As far as I knew, men in Nebraska and Wyoming would never try to enhance their looks with make-up!  I was sure his high-life in New York had influenced him.  Doing it to attract other men did not enter my head!  Later, when we met in person, his “new look” was not noticeable and I loved the improvement his contacts made, though it was unnerving to watch him remove them.

That next May, John wrote to Dwight about the new sculpture purchase at the art center, “It sounds as if you are really going in for Rodin in a big way.  The new Balzac sounds wonderful-although it is hard for me to visualize where it will be put.  (A new sculpture gallery was built five years later - the Rodin looked sensational!)”

“I promise on my honor to pack and send the Maas' drawing this week.  Marie was good enough just to laugh the other day when she called and I had to confess that it wasn't sent yet.  The same day she mentioned an idea that she had about giving up her studio in the Village, and renting a new one here in Brooklyn, which she is interested in sharing.  They are large and not very expensive, and I think a very good idea.  It would certainly solve the space and mess problem at home, and be a good place to have props and backgrounds, which has been a constant problem in the apartment.”

“Just saw the Goya show of prints and drawings at the Met.  Haven't seen much theater since you left. . May try to get tickets to ‘House of Flowers’ - and save my money for the Tennessee Wms. new play, which is bringing scalpers prices.”

“The evenings of Indian music and dance here at the museum, in connection with the exhibition, were quite fine - authentic droning and head wiggling that went on for hrs, but still very enjoyable.  I guess I told you that I had a chance to help more on the show, from installing jewelry to painting eyes and hand and foot designs (tattoos) on display dummies.  Great fun, and always appalling disorganization; things added or taken out an hour before opening (embassy members in saris and full regalia), and labels still being put on two weeks later.”

“Just remembered your question about the Family of Man show.  The big scale section of the traveling exhibition has been booked solid thru next year, but a smaller section is now in preparation because the demand has been so great. . I had your name put on the mailing list, so there is no need to write them. . I would also be happy to talk to A. Rattner, if you will let me know more about it.  Was glad to hear you are considering him.  (To lecture, jury, teach?)”

“Somehow Colo. doesn't appeal to me this year.  I think just loafing and painting here or in Iowa would be more fun.  Let me know what you are doing..” The table turned out fine about a foot high, and a nice light oak with good grain.  The rice bowl on it makes it look real Japanesy, but it never gets used for serving.  Love, John.”

In August John sent more information on the “Family of Man” show.  Things at the museum were “quite hectic - trying to get out three books at once, among them a foreign edition of Masters of Modern Art which I have been proof-reading in Spanish, of all things.  It seems as if all the seemingly pointless courses in college are coming in handy (except for botany, at any rate). . I had lunch with the curator of Prints at the Mus. recently, (who seems like a very nice person-albeit a little precious) who was interested in the DM set-up and vol. to get together a very select group of things from the print room for you.  I don't know whether he really meant it, but it is worth looking into.  He also wondered what you might have in the way of Picasso drawings or prints, since he is trying to fully document existence of same in this country.  I told him I didn't think there were any?”

“I am curious about your plans for a leave - but think it is a good idea.  Are you considering a trip to Europe? or what is up your sleeve?  I hope you got the book on Japanese Architecture - which I thought might give you some ideas for moss waterfalls and rock gardens and things.”

“Maybe one day this week I will sit home and really wait for the express man to pick up this Rodin drawing, which is getting to be a ‘Bete Noir’ or something of the sort.  If you think of it, you might ask Jo to check with my ex-voice teacher (whose name I can't for the life of me remember) for the name of someone she'd recommend here in NY - Not that I can afford it, but a few lessons this fall might be fun.  I hope you see JoAnn and Freddy.  I think of them often, but still haven't got around to writing.  Hope you can make it in Sept.  Let me know when.  Love, John.”
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