Chapter 6
“Colleagues, Exhibitions, Travels”

Dwight was fortunate in having allies among the Art Department faculty.  Louise Easterday Mundy began teaching drawing and painting at the university in 1913 and was still there as an assistant professor when Kady Faulkner came in 1930.  Miss Mundy was a good friend of Dwight and Truby's, but Truby's sense of style did not rub off on her.  She looked very much like an old Mary Poppins with black, ankle-length dresses, black boots and stockings and ramrod straight back.  If she found out a student smoked, she gave him a bad grade. I'm not sure how she took Dwight's smoking. John and I were little when I first saw her.  John had often mentioned her and we made fun of her and giggled after she walked by us.  She looked funnier (to us) than old Maggie Nightingale back home.

Kady Faulkner added another note of eccentricity and, as a former student and distinguished scientist said “she was scatterbrained and kind of wild, who led Dwight into pictures that shouldn't have been on display.”  I disagree about the scatterbrained tag, and from close observation, she was a very fine teacher of anatomy, drawing and composition.  What did it matter if one was a bit eccentric?  After all, it was the art department!  She wore short-cropped hair, mannish grey suits and low-heeled shoes, glasses, and had a smile on her face much of the time.  I also cannot imagine that she led Dwight astray on the selection of paintings.  Dwight kept in touch with her until her death.

In 1931, Dwight wrote that, “a splendid attitude exists among the students in the School of Fine Arts, for they are doing work that they really like.  In spite of the large enrollment, a spirit of friendliness prevails.  In the Department of Drawing and Painting several activities through the year help to bring the students together in closer relationships outside of the classroom.  For example, it has been the custom during 1931-32 to have student teas in the faculty office nearly every Friday afternoon after classes.  A small fee is charged, all students of the department are welcome, and committees from the various classes are in charge of arrangements each week.”

The teas were continued over the years in Kady Faulkner's office/studio until she left.  She used a wonderful brass samovar.  Her cat, “Da Vinci,” a sort of mascot, was always present, and the ambience was warm and jolly.  That friendly atmosphere Dwight mentions may have been present when Dr. Grummann was there, but it blossomed into a kind of Golden Age through the 1930's and most of the 1940's.  Instructors were skilled, enthusiastic, and interested in the progress of their students, and art collection grew.  There was a spirit of learning, of excitement, discovery, creativity which was electric and which seemed to permeate the very walls of Morrill Hall.  Dwight may not have consciously helped build a support system for instructors and students, but nevertheless it was assembled.

If artistic jealousy existed, it did not appear, at least at this point, to be serious.  On the contrary, there was constructive criticism in each class.  Students regularly lined up their work against a gallery or corridor wall for critiques.  Most often, encouraging comments were laced with suggested improvements.  If a student seemed hopeless, or less talented, the instructors despaired in private, but they were never insulting, but instead tried to redirect.  

As such, Dwight was often heard telling such a person “you're coming along.”  Dwight was a natural psychologist in the area of positive reinforcements and confidence building, and he gave students, male and female, assurance that they could go out into the working world and get jobs.  He had done it himself.  He knew about graduate courses and schools (beyond what UNL could offer), and had valuable contacts in commercial art, interior decorating (as it was then called), advertising, cartooning, photography, stage and costume design, museum and library work, and teaching Saturday Morning Art Classes and coordinating Traveling Exhibits (Lyda Dell Burry and Nellie Schlee Vance).

After graduation from the University of Nebraska with an art major in 1929, Lyda Dell Burry, with the help of Dwight, got a job in the Art Department library half-time with Gertrude Moore.  “It was wonderful for me because it was the height of the depression, then he offered me an assistantship in the department.  I stayed there for nine years.  During that time the Saturday Art Classes developed, however, it started when I was still in school and was taking art from Miss Ella Witte.  She had been taking any students that wanted art by extension.  One day she asked me if I would like to do it, and of course I did.  The first class consisted of one eight-year old boy.  Then later, a ten year-old was added.  The tuition was one whole dollar.  Both boys were very good.  Incidentally, today the ten year-old has an organization in Pasadena, California called Erickson and Associates.  It is a multi-million dollar design studio that completely does ski hotels and other huge hotels all over the world.  The eight-year old works for him.”

“I had those boys in the Saturday class from the time it started and into the university when they had to go to war.  Anyway, when the class started there was very little money anywhere and even one dollar was too much.  So I talked to Dwight and he decided to see what he could do to help.  That is where Mrs. Vance and Mrs. Leland came in.  By that time I was collecting students right and left, but had no money for supplies.  So I had a friend who worked on the Lincoln Star who persuaded the editor to give us their scrap newsprint and pencils.  He also wrote a lot of articles with pictures, which got us more students.”

“I went to art conferences and made friends with art suppliers, crayon companies, etc. and they gave us their exhibition wares.  So we started!  Finally, the N.A.A. voted to give us $200 for scholarships and supplies.  So it turned out that the teachers in the public schools recommended their best students, who came for a try-out on Saturday morning at the beginning of the school year.”

“When I left, I had 350 students and five assistants from the department. We could use the museum and the galleries anytime and we had no problems.  Our children loved it.  We had to force them to leave.  I was back there not long ago and I found out they can no longer use the museum and can only walk through the new galleries.  It makes me sick.  We had a great bunch of students at that time, both in the Saturday class and in the Art Department.  Dwight had very close ties with other departments.  The architects all took drawing and so did all of the engineers.  None of those things happen anymore.  He was a very good and conscientious teacher.  I was his assistant in perspective.  He gave much of himself to all kinds of projects.  We worked with Mrs. Vance and the traveling galleries and his hard work along with hers, made it a success.  He worked endlessly and traveled thousands of miles to get money for the new building (the Sheldon) and galleries, for which seemingly he got no thanks.  We had none of the petty jealousies that control a lot of departments.  We were more like one happy family.”

Erickson wrote, “as the seed is planted and cared for so shall the tree grow. I must have been in the 5th or 6th grade at Saratoga Elementary School in Lincoln.  I was one of the fortunate children to be selected for this program and it continued to my enrollment at the university for one semester after which I received a scholarship to Pomona College, Claremont, CA, and then had the opportunity to study under Millard Sheets.  During the seven or eight years of my association with the University of Nebraska, I have several remembrances of Mr. Kirsch.  Natural in the mind of a 10 year old, he reflected authority and a father figure.  His actions as a roll model were deeply imprinted in my mind.  I would watch him hang a gallery show, ‘hang the large piece here, no, move those three over here, that color clashes with that painting, etc.’ He would orchestrate the whole thing as if he were conducting a symphony.  I learned a lot by watching and helping him move the paintings around.  As I grew older his guidance in what was good in art and why it was good has influenced my taste throughout my life; a Gottelieb, or a Motherwell, a Picasso or a Sargent watercolor, etc, etc.  He used to give lectures on the old masters paintings, analyzing their construction, composition and design.  This alone would influence a 12 year-old mind.  To this day, I think of him as ‘The Maestro’ conducting and shaping minds into what is commonly called ‘an artist.’  Most of my schooling at the university was done under the guidance of Lyda Dell Burry, a great, great artist and person.”

During the heyday of the Saturday morning art classes, an art pioneer emerged who was active on the N.A.A. board, contributed to Living Pictures and the N.A.A Annual Exhibit.  Nellie Schlee Vance was concerned that many Nebraskans out in the state were unable to afford trips to Lincoln to enjoy the art in Morrill Hall.  Furthermore, many parents, who did come into town would refuse or overlook their children's requests “to see the pictures.”  She worked out a plan to take art to Nebraska communities within a 150-mile radius of Lincoln, but she needed help to implement her idea.

Mrs. Vance had the moral support of the Nebraska Art Association, but little else.  Dwight wrote to Chancellor Burnett, “If Mrs. Vance's plan could be put into effect, I am sure it would accomplish a great deal in awakening the interest of the schools and their patrons in the possibilities of developing and the teaching of art, particularly in the high schools.  The development of art education in the public schools is far behind that in other neighboring states.”

As a result of Dwight's letter to the chancellor, and with the approval of the Board of Regents, Mrs. Vance began her association with the U.N.L. Extension Department by organizing art clubs in the state.  She was already acquainted with many art-interested people in Nebraska, and with those contacts she formed art clubs with dues-paying members.  Her goal was twenty-five members in each town at one dollar per family membership each year.  The twenty-five dollars was used to pay her travel expenses with any moneys above that amount to go for purchases of a good picture for the school, or for establishing a scholarship to the University of Nebraska Fine Arts Department, or for securing the services of a special drawing teacher for local schools.  Her plan was to become a “win-win” situation, she did not cost the university anything because she received no salary, and the project was self-supporting.  Not only that, she accomplished what she set out to do!

Mrs. Vance was an amazing woman.  She, like Dwight, had a mission, a burning passion to acquaint young people with art, particularly with the art displayed at Morrill Hall.  She would pack her car with a current “traveling exhibit” and away she would go, racking up many thousands of miles and wearing out at least one car during her treks.  One wonders how many people can trace their interest in art to her pioneering jaunts to small Nebraska towns, and it all began when she overheard a father refusing to take time to allow his child to view the paintings on the second floor of Morrill Hall!

Finally, in 1939, the Vance and Kirsch efforts generated a reward of $5000 from the Carnegie Corporation for the purpose of carrying on with Mrs. Vance's traveling exhibits.  The Omaha World-Herald wrote “A stout heart, a Ford and a five thousand dollar Carnegie Corporation grant which finances her traveling exhibit was the description in Newsweek Magazine of the equipment Mrs. Nellie Schlee Vance of Lincoln employs to take art to rural Nebraska.  From the self-appointed task of trundling pictures over the state begun three years ago (November, 1936), Mrs. Vance's work has won national recognition.  Her success has brought her an invitation to speak at the National Rural forum to be held at State College, Pa. August 30 to September 2. Mrs. Vance will appear with Grant Wood and John Steuart Curry, noted American painters.”  The idea of a traveling art gallery had been in the back of her mind for a long time when she contrived to borrow a group of pictures from the permanent collection of the University of Nebraska.  She loaded them into her car, showed them wherever she could get an audience.

Her galleries have been shown in country schoolhouses, churches, on the walls of farmhouses.  Last summer she had an exhibit in the building next to the swine pavilion at the Jefferson County Fair and packed customers in. (Pictures and pigs - what a combination!).  She averaged five hundred miles a week on tour.  She has had four gallery shows and talks in many a town in one day.

I remember hearing about Mrs. Vance and the art tours from John and was sorry Atkinson was out of the 150-mile limit.  All was not lost because each time we drove to Lincoln we got to go to Morrill Hall and see the paintings, and the wonderful Elephant Hall on the main floor.

“LIVING PICTURES”

Before the era of traveling exhibits, costume balls were held during the Annual Exhibition with prizes awarded for the best costume.  The “dress-up” mode developed into the popular “Living Pictures” programs in 1929, with leading Lincoln art patrons and their children posing in costumes depicting well-known paintings.  Backgrounds and drops were painted by the committee - the first done by Dwight for the nine paintings shown that year.  Artists Whistler, Fragonard, Gainsborough and Hals were among the first used and with those, a tradition was born!  It was exciting and wonderful to see friends and relatives pose in the tableaux, furthermore the social event of the season was achieved by spending next to nothing.

Ruth Whitmore Folsom painted a number of the backgrounds and drops for the “Pictures” and she said many were quite elaborate.  Her youngest son, Burton, posed for a Thomas Hart Benton painting, “Lonesome Road.”  He was a young man sitting on the seat of a wagon driving a mule.  “We had to cut a hole in the canvas, which was stiff with paint, and stick his head through it up to his waist.  Someone put a good strong belt on him and held him, because he was at this precarious angle - his legs were painted on - it really came off fine.”  She said they usually selected paintings from the Nebraska Art Association collection.

When we were nine, in 1936, my cousin John was invited to pose as the clown in Renoir's “Clown in White.”  His pictures appeared in the Lincoln newspapers, though in those days of black and white, the effect of his flaming red hair was lost.  I delighted in viewing the white satin costume with its luxe texture, the fancy collar and buttons and am sure Aunt Truby made it.

One year Fritz Craig, a board member and outstanding Lincolnite, and Miss Mundy posed for Grant Wood's painting “American Gothic,” an appropriate role for plain-looking Miss Mundy! 

Thomas Woods told me that in about 1940, on the 50th Annual Exhibition year celebration, he posed for another of Grant Wood's paintings, “Arnold Comes of Age,” a painting that proved to be a fine investment for the N.A.A., purchased in 1931 for $300.  Woods was not a relative of the painter, however, his mother, Mrs. Thomas C. Woods, was very active on the N.A.A. Board.  His ancestor invented the dial telephone and his family owned the Lincoln Telephone Company.  He accompanied his mother to Morrill Hall on numerous occasions and Dwight often came to their home for N.A.A. consultations.

“Arnold Comes of Age” was in great demand for loan to many art galleries and museums - Feragil Gallery in New York, and the American Legion Gallery, San Francisco, with an illustration of the painting shown in their catalogue.

Posing the same year as Woods, Gretchen Teal, daughter of Dr. and Mrs. Fritz Teal, posed as the young girl in Robert Henri's “Pink Pinafore.”  The painting was extremely popular with the general public and was my favorite when, as a youngster, I visited Morrill Hall. 

Cats were even involved with “Living Pictures” when Kady Faulkner and her “Da Vinci” posed for “Peggy Bacon and Metaphysics” by Alexander Brooks.  The pose came to an abrupt end when Da Vinci decided he wanted no part in the “silly” game.  He was used to students but a room full of people who applauded and laughed?  Nothing doing!

Because of the understandable brevity of each tableau, Dwight suggested to the N.A.A. that he not only photograph each presentation but also photograph the depicted paintings and show lantern slides of the actual paintings in conjunction with the live show.  Thus, “Living Pictures,” with a drawing card of children, well-known adults, a cat, became so popular that Morrill Hall was nearly bursting with people.

The 50th Annual Exhibit was so outstanding it was highly praised in the leading art magazines, mentioned in Life, Time, and in Art Digest (the art exhibit): “is a large group of American Art. . which qualitatively ranks with many eastern museum annuals. . There is more in the way of promotion of contemporary art in Nebraska than singly and collectively Harvard, Yale, and Princeton can point to.”  Grant Wood's comment, when he lectured in Lincoln, said he “had not seen anything at any State University in the country that would compare with the Nebraska collections.”

Finally, the next year “Living Pictures” programs were moved to the University of Nebraska Student Union.

The slides Dwight made of the “Living Pictures” and the N.A.A. collection, of paintings from various galleries and his travels numbered in the thousands.  They were used throughout his teaching and lecturing career in many hundreds of both private and public programs, and of course in our special private shows in Atkinson.

The Nebraska Art Association elected Dwight secretary for a number of years in the 1930's, with Mabel Langdon assisting him.  It was a nice arrangement for the N.A.A.  Dwight was in charge of procurement of the annual exhibition, for inviting the expert artists to give recommendations for purchase and to lecture; he gave tours and gallery talks during the exhibitions - often escorting people who expressed special interest; he was in charge of unpacking the art, seeing to the titles; exhibit catalogues, as well as carrying on the regular “business” of the Art Department administration - teaching classes and attending faculty meetings.

Mabel Langdon, various N.A.A. committee members, faculty, and Truby relieved him of much of the paper work.  Mabel wrote the publicity for the newspapers, which she said was almost always printed as she wrote it, typed letters to artists, galleries, and carried on with her curator duties, while Truby saw to having catalogues printed (the first leaflet on a solo exhibit of the Haydon Art Club was printed in 1888), helped design some of them, wrote biographies of artists, and assisted in countless ways.  John began to help at a rather young age, too, and would talk of “being dragged to Morrill Hall to work.”  Special students helped unpack and hang the art under the direction of Dwight.

During those exciting, productive years, art experts invited to come to Lincoln during the annual exhibit included Donald Bear and Otto Karl Bach from the Denver Art Museum; F. A. Whiting, Jr., editor of the American Magazine of Art; Royal Cortissoz, an art critic from New York; Miss Lelia Mechlin, secretary of the American Federation of Arts, Washington, D.C.; Paul Gardner of the Nelson Gallery, Kansas City; Muriel Sibel, head of the University of Colorado Art Department; Meyrick Rogers and Fred Sweet from the Chicago Art Institute; Perry Rathbone, St. Louis and later of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts; Phillip Adams, Columbus, and later Cincinnati.

Howard Devree, New York Times art critic, Bartlett Hayes of the Addison Gallery, Elizabeth H. Navas, the Murdock Collection in Wichita and New York, Fred Bartlett and Paul Parker, Colorado Springs Fine Art Center, also served as art experts to recommend purchases by N.A.A. and the Hall Collection.  Most of the experts, after viewing the exhibit, gave interesting gallery talks, and, sometimes evening lectures.
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