Chapter 7
“Summer School: Travels, Kady, Mabel, Exhibits”

When Dwight Kirsch was free of teaching summer classes at the university, he took great pleasure in gardening and traveling, as well as painting.  In the summer of 1936, the family drove to New York, and since I was visiting them in Lincoln alone for the first time, they invited me to accompany them.  John and I had been having such fun playing with Scottie Burton and other Sumner Street kids I suppose Truby and Dwight hated to separate us, but alas, my parents wouldn't allow me to go.  It was a great disappointment but money was scarce and then, perhaps my mother could not stand the thought of having me away for such a long time - she had cried when she left me in Lincoln for two weeks!  John was sad about it because he was a lonely child and craved peer companionship.

Aunt Truby's bed was completely covered with her clothes for the trip, and I was awed by the sight, because my mother had only a fraction of her collection - one or two “good” dresses for church and club meetings, and the rest, house dresses.  No slacks then.

That was the summer Kirsches spent time on Martha's Vineyard in a friend's cabin.  Dwight “did” the New York galleries and for the first time, selected the paintings for the N.A.A. Annual Exhibit.  He also found time to paint a charming little tempra of John reading, “Lamplight at Quitsea,” that has survived (Miss Moore used to say when John learned to read, he was a changed child and much easier to handle).  The painting is a small jewel (10”X16”).  The setting: a cabin.  The viewer looks through a doorway into a small, primitive kitchen.  John is sitting at a table on a straight-backed chair reading by a kerosene lamp, his shiny halo of copper hair, a hanging cooking pot, red counter water pump, wood tones on the walls, floor and chair, Truby's leg and sandalled foot complete a warm, domestic composition.  It was one of Dwight's favorites and was always hung on his walls. 

The year 1936 seems to have been a landmark period of activity in Dwight's life.  Nebraska's Governor Cochran appointed him to head a selection committee for Nebraska art to be sent to a special show at Rockefeller Center in New York.  Ten paintings were chosen, five from Omaha, and five from Lincoln.  In the group were Dwight's “Aries,” and “Cloud in the Valley,” both tempras.  That same time he also exhibited work in Philadelphia, the University of Oklahoma, the Kansas City Art Institute, as well as in Lincoln.

That year, the painting “Roadmender's Camp” was loaned to the annual International Exposition of Art in Venice, with Chancellor Burnett's permission, and at Dwight's recommendation.  This was the same exposition Dwight and Truby viewed on their honeymoon and Dwight was able to give firsthand knowledge of its importance to the chancellor.

One of the choice paintings in the N.A.A. collection was purchased in 1936, Hopper's “Room in New York.”  It has been reproduced in many publications, and was, and doubt still is, in great demand for loans to other institutions.

Grant Reynard, a Nebraska artist living and working in New York, came to Lincoln in 1936 and spoke in conjunction with an art demonstration at Morrill Hall.  Dwight made the arrangements and wrote the chancellor asking for a fifty-dollar honorarium for Reynard.  Along with Reynard, Paul Gardner, Director of the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery, Kansas City, and Dr. Paul Grummann, Joslyn Memorial, Omaha, spoke.
Gardner “warned against sordidness in art,” and Grummann discussed “art and propaganda.”  They no doubt commented on paintings in the exhibit, especially the newly purchased “Room in New York,” and “Window Cleaning” by a former Nebraskan, and the “only colored student ever elected to membership in the University Art Club,” Aaron Douglas.  His painting was the first by a former Nebraskan to be purchased by the N.A.A. since William Schwartz's “Tents of Illusions,” 1927.  Indeed, overlooking Nebraska artists became such a sore point that two of the prominent N.A.A. board members “asked not to be considered for membership inasmuch as the Nebraska Art Association had not yet seen fit to purchase paintings by Nebraska’s artists”.  They later reconsidered.

Finally, in 1937 the N.A.A. inaugurated a definite policy for the purchase of pictures by recognized Nebraska artists (local and out of state), with the purchase of Dwight's “Aries.”  At least fifty-five years later it was still being reproduced in many publications and on the Sheldon Gallery gift shop cards.  Leonard Theissen’s “Still Life in Brown and Yellow” was purchased the next year for a ‘whopping’ $100, a lot of money for those Depression days.

The 1937 purchases so impressed eastern artists and galleries that a long article, accompanied by reproductions of three of the new acquisitions, “Self Portrait” by Henry Varnum Poor, “The Sea Shell” by Henry Schnakenberg, and “Miners Resting” by Paul Sample, appeared in the April 14, 1937 New York Times.  “American Art Bought for Collection at University of Nebraska.”  All of the canvasses were selected from the exhibition of American paintings formed for the University of Nebraska by Maynard Walker of the Walker Galleries, with the cooperation of the Kraushaar, Rehn, Milch, McBeth, Downtown and Feragil Galleries.  Dwight was not given credit in the article for helping select the paintings, however, we know he was in New York for the purpose of doing just that.  Walker may have written the article, or submitted the information to the Times.  No matter, recognition in the newspaper gave Nebraska art lovers a feeling of pride in their region.  The knowledge that there was a flicker of culture nestled among the wheat, hay and corn fields and feed lots raised Nebraskan's self esteem because easterners had noticed!

With newly painted walls in Morrill Hall, the paintings “gained in color and interest,” according to a letter from Dwight to Chancellor Burnett.  He had written earlier with a plea for the painting to be done.  Not only new paint, but the following year the Art Department and the N.A.A. exhibit committee no longer had to contend with orchestra rehearsals in the galleries during the exhibit talks and children's tours.  The musical distractions were a great source of irritation for many years, and while music was often played as a part of the exhibition entertainment, and Kirsch and the faculty loved music, the rehearsals were bothersome.  It was impossible to hear gallery talks, or to concentrate on the art, in short Dwight finally appealed to the chancellor for other arrangements to be made, and he complied.

After a whirlwind second semester of classes, exhibits, talks and programs in 1937, Kirsches took a wonderful trip to the southwest, where Dwight studied and worked with the Rockefeller Laboratory of Anthropology for a month in Santa Fe.  They visited the Painted Desert, Grand Canyon, Zion, Bryce and Cedar Breaks.  Dwight learned how the American Indians made their beautiful and precious Santa Clara and black pottery, and at same time spent time with his dear friend, Loren Eiseley, and probably Dorothy Thomas. On their way home, they stopped for a few days in Atkinson, where Dwight painted “Distant Blowouts, Nebraska Sandhills,” a watercolor now owned by the Great Plains Art Collection, University of Nebraska.

During those visits, we kids always found things to do.  Sometimes we got into our Grandma Kelly’s upstairs store closet where the red silk Civil War army sash and sabers, and Aunt Truby’s leftover stage grease paints were “waiting for us.” (The army items could have belonged to Captain Silas Warren Kelly who organized Co. F, 59th Illinois Volunteer Infantry.)  In nice weather we helped John learn to roller skate, climbed our grandma’s crab apple tree, built a screen-covered garden in our wagon so that we could capture flying insects to put in it.  Later, when we were in eighth grade our Uncle Tabor and family, Jon, Brenda and Sheila visited, he brought his new record-player which also cut little red disks.  He recorded a silly play John and I wrote based on the radio soap operas, and of course, we acted out the parts in front of the microphone. 

Dwight didn't simply focus attention on the sandhills of Holt County, small-town rural scenes such as the Main Street of Atkinson also intrigued him.  One day he sat in the middle of a four-way intersection near the railroad tracks and semaphore signal, with his easel and proceeded to paint.  He was fairly well known by the locals.  However, artists were curiosities and unknowing others ignored certain art protocol.  At that time Helen Snyder, a local businesswoman who was direct and outspoken, stopped and watched Dwight on her way to her store, and told him he had moved the Catholic Church over to the side instead of where it stood at the end of the street.  He was furious to think she had the nerve to tell an “art authority” how to paint a picture.  This “busybody” lady needed to be educated in matters of artistic license and he did just that.  “If I decide the Catholic Church looks better moved over from the center of the street, I can move it.”  She took the reprimand quite well and happily circulated her version of the story throughout her life until her death, some fifty years later.  He had gained respect in her eyes, and from the locals.

Many years later, the sketch for “Main Street Crossing, Atkinson,” a rather large watercolor, was lent to me for my room in Northeast Hall at the University of Nebraska, presumably to help alleviate homesickness.  I may have had the only room in the dorm with two original paintings; the second was of the sandhills.  Aunt Truby, Uncle Dwight and John all came to my dorm room during an open house to hang the pictures and make me feel special.  My roommate Claudia Neuenswander, also from home, loved the “Main Street” sketch so much that she later purchased it.

“Main Street” still has stories!  Dwight presented the finished tempra painting to the Atkinson High School a number of years later in memory of Truby.  It hung on the main stair landing wall until a janitor threw it into a closet full of junk, no doubt during summer vacation when the school was being refurbished.  When my cousin, Brenda Livingston, began to teach there in the late sixties she happened to come across it.  Furthermore, she also heard that the O'Neill Chicago and Northwestern stationmaster had had his eye on it and had possibly even have made a deal with the janitor to get it.

There was no time to waste!  Allowing the painting to be illegally taken from Atkinson to an archrival town was unthinkable, so Brenda went to my mother with a plan.  She had the key to the school - they would wait until dark, get their flashlights, cross the street from my mother's house (directly across the road) and retrieve the picture.  The scheme worked!  Damage to the painting was slight, but it was saved!  As far as they were concerned the school authorities, who seemed to have no regard for the gift of a fine work of art, did not deserve an explanation, and it seems no one actually missed it, except perhaps the janitor and station-master.  And what could they say?  My mother (Bernice Kelly) was thrilled with their “picture-napping,” but of course Dwight was never told.

Before painting “Main Street,” Dwight immortalized in watercolor “Dexter's Blacksmith Shop” in Atkinson.  The building has long since been torn down, but older folks remember the green, barn-like building across the street from the Stockman's Hotel - and the clanking of metal, smell of leather, horses and hay.  Warren and Mary Kelly of Atkinson own the picture.

Art students at the University of Nebraska took pride in being a rather exclusive, freewheeling group.  They were very much like a small village.  As artist and graduate, Arlo Monroe said, “while I was an undergraduate and a graduate student, I saw no evidence of any friction among the faculty, no back-stabbings or professional jealousies.  When I moved on to study at the Art Institute of Chicago, I was amazed at the ferocity of the political infighting that was prevalent there and which I felt affected the work of the students detrimentally.  There was nothing like that at Nebraska, at least not in the Art Department.  The atmosphere was one of mutual interest and support among all the faculty and students.  We felt we were members of a sort of family group, somewhat isolated from the rest of the mainstream of the campus, proud of it, and supported by it.”

Some years later, when John Kirsch and I and our contemporaries Marian Hattan (Ellis); Don Ellis; Betty Aasen (Kjelson); Roger Crossgrove; Wynona McDermott (Crossgrove); Miggie Kuhlman; Bob Hansen; Trudy Zastera; Mary Ann Marshall (Soderholm); Andrew Morrow; Jody Wolcott (Carson); Bill Moomey; Anne Whitham and many others were students there, the warm ambience continued.  There was plenty of gossip, but nothing mean-spirited or cruel.

Students were hired to work at various jobs in the department, and their experience in the packing room impressed and taught several future art professionals.  John Norall and Arlo Monroe worked there, as well as Joe Ishikawa, Tom McClure, Marv Rudolph, and others.  Norall wrote, “I was lucky enough to get a WPA-type job in the packing room for my last years (in the early '40's) and Dwight taught a couple of commercial art courses in my last two years.  Between his passing through the packing room to check on paintings in shipment for shows, and the classes we became more acquainted.”

Arlo Monroe added, “I worked for three years in the packing room and galleries.  I took numerous courses with Kirsch, but I think I learned more from our associations while packing and unpacking paintings and other art works, arranging them in the galleries and corridors under his supervision, and in discussing informally with him about the works we were handling and the artists who created them.  We tried to handle the work there carefully and in an organized way.  However, in spite of this, occasionally something would happen.  We were opening crates of paintings for a professional contemporary art exhibition.  We had taken a large portrait by Stephen Etnier out of the case and had leaned it against the vertical post that supported the storage balcony.  It was a typical Nebraska day and the window was open.  A gust of wind blew the painting forward so it fell and struck the corner of the packing case causing a four-inch scratch on the side of the face of the portrait.  We went immediately to the office and reported what had happened.  Dwight was pretty upset, as could well be expected, but he never blamed us or berated us as being careless.  

After that exhibition was over, he never mentioned the incident again and later we were told that the insurance company, after some extended problems, settled with the artist for the damage done.”

Dwight was not the breed of administrator who had to have full control over every minute detail.  Wearing several hats, he realized he must delegate.  In his own gentle, yet sure manner, he, with the aid of Mabel Langdon (Eiseley) and his able faculty, gave his associates a great deal of latitude, though he had high expectations and with his own example of hard work and dedication, his “style” paid off.  His older graduate students were given positions of responsibility.  Lynn Robert Wolfe taught Saturday morning art classes to school children, and as a senior, Dwight gave him permission to do painting outside the classroom “if I would do twice as many assignments, which I agreed to do and when I showed him all of the paintings I had done over Christmas vacation he let me fill one of the galleries with a one-man show.” (Lynn Wolfe later taught me sculpture and made me feel good about my work.)

When the new Student Union building was completed, there was a request for art for the walls of the Corn Crib, an early “fast food” type cafe where students could have coke dates, and a “crib,” a brownie topped with ice cream and chocolate syrup, or a sandwich.  Arlo Monroe recalls “when Joe Stegner and I were in our second semester of our junior year, Dwight sent the two of us to arrange paintings there in the corridors and offices.  Later, he gave us the chance to design and paint decorative murals depicting campus activities on the four walls of the large soda-grill room in the new union and of course we were delighted to be able to do this.  (I remember those clever black line drawings.) Prior to this, DK had directed us the opportunity of designing and painting a huge backdrop for the Military Ball, held in the Armory.  The large drop was 26' high and 60' long as I remember.  Needless to say we learned a lot doing those projects, which of course Dwight had anticipated and set up for us.”

“At times Dwight demonstrated the tolerance, understanding and patience of the local chapter of Delta Phi Delta, the art society.  As always we were struggling constantly to come up with worthy ideas and projects for the members.  We got carried away, and voted to have an extra, in addition to the spring show, a fall show of student work in the galleries.  It never occurred to us to check the year's calendar.  He never said a word to me directly about this when we learned of our stupid and thoughtless action, though I did get a talking to from his secretary, Mabel Eiseley.  But he did not say ‘No’ to us and we had our extra show even though it must have meant tremendous inconvenience, numerous letters, and rescheduling arrangements.  We goofed, but we learned from this.  One thing I learned was that students were important to him.”
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