Chapter 8
“Fairdale Road House; Aries”

The Great Depression year, 1938, was marred for Dwight when his father died.  Fred Kirsch had remarried after Lovie died to a widow named Lena.  They moved to her home in Minnesota and left Dwight's sister, Bess, to care for Uncle Jake.  My mother said Dwight made a terrible scene at the funeral; a display of temperament she thought was undignified.  I do not recall hearing very much about Lena - there was only a hushed silence when her name was mentioned.  However, Dwight seemed very fond of her children.  Family meant a great deal to him.  He sent his paintings to relatives, and made an effort to keep in touch.

Somehow, Dwight and Truby scrimped and saved enough money for a house, the sale of his “Aries” could have made a difference, and Dwight's father may have left him a small inheritance.  They chose a lot in Piedmont, an exclusive section of Lincoln on Fairdale Road.  Bruce Hazen, a Lincoln architect, designed it.  After they had investigated building an adobe house, he helped them compromise on a stucco finish instead, the climate in Lincoln was not suitable for adobe.  Hazen built a scale model of the house, which was very contemporary for the time.  Because of building restrictions in that area, a second story was required, and therefore, the Kirsch studio, a second bath and Truby's small sewing/guest room met the building code.

The house was obviously designed with entertaining in mind because the open plan of the “L”-shaped living/dining/kitchen created an ideal space for gatherings.  Many former students recalled senior parties at the house.  Lynn R. Wolfe told me “I was so impressed with the sensitive, sound, contemporary design in their environment, I have sought to establish a similar living and working space for myself.  Because of the happy memory of that visit I try to have all of my students each semester visit my house and studio in Boulder.”

John Norall said, “in his home habitat he was a gracious host and his home was a more advanced design and reflected a more sophisticated facade than a lot I had been in out west.”

Arlo Monroe remarked that, “..shortly after Dwight Kirsch and family built their new home in Lincoln, we seniors were invited to their house for a sort of senior party.  I can’t say I always felt at ease in Dwight’s presence.  I had great respect for him, which often threw me off stride, and I was felling especially uptight that evening.  Dwight was showing a group of us around the new house, and finally he said ‘would any of you like to see our basement?’  Of course I fell right into the trap, and said I would like very much to see the basement!  At which he beamed ‘so would I’ and then he vanished into another room.  His house was built on a slab.  He loved that.”

Rosalie Stuart Franklin, whose mother was a fellow classmate of Dwight’s, wrote: “Luckily for me, Mr. Kirsch was my advisor, very calm, and equal to all collegiate problems.  Later on, that first year, the 1930’s. in his Perspective class, I turned in an assignment about which he said, studying it in front of the class ‘now, THIS is exactly what I meant.’  From then on he had me in his pocket.”

During the annual senior party at the Kirsch home, she told, “Their son John was a little boy then, about nine years old, very earnest with Kelly hair, gloriously red.  I recall the Kirsch cat strolled about among the guests, quite at home.  One of the coeds picked it up and remarked that it appeared to be so limp compared to Kady’s cat.  ‘Well!’ Declared young John passionately, ‘you’d be limp too if you’d just had FOUR KITTENS!’  Thus, endearing himself to us forever.”

“After I left Nebraska we kept in touch.  Once he was in New York City and a business trip and looked me up.  And I visited him after he moved to Des Moines — Nebraska’s loss was Iowa’s gain.”

“Dwight Kirsch went on a trip to Alaska after we had moved out here (Washington state) and on his trip home stopped by to visit us.  As it happened my parents were here too, so we all had a good time.  Our two oldest children were little then; he was talking about his latest new technique, painting on tissue paper — so to their delight he demonstrated it for them, doing a clown face for Jane, an instant ‘D.K.’”

Dwight only wrote a sketchy account of the house.  However, his former neighbor, Eloise Burton, recalled its adobe motif and the amusing and typical practice of Truby spending hours on the building site at a table checking every step in the process, and catching numerous mistakes.  When the house was ready for wall finishes, they experimented with paint colors, and while it wasn't evident, the living room was done in several tones of soft greens and golds, with window walls lighter in value and opposite walls a more pronounced color.  Corner windows in the living room were an innovation.  I was amazed when my Aunt Truby actually hired someone to wash them, she wouldn't “do” windows (nor would she launder and iron Dwight's and John's shirts).  The drapes were a very heavy hand-woven Schumacher fabric in warm neutral colors.  There was no wall-to-wall carpet, rather large rugs woven with a geometric design, again in neutral tones of browns, tans, golds, siennas.  The freedom one felt in the house was incredible, and gatherings of people around the baby grand piano while Truby or Dwight played, the abbreviated “stage” formed by the stair landing was used for informal presentations, often silly dances and songs John and I performed.  The ease and sense of belonging were a delightful interplay of house and the owners.

Wallpaper was not used.  Instead, Dwight painted life-sized stalks of corn on the stair wall (I think the corn is still there), and applied silver stars to the upstairs bathroom ceiling.  Other than those treatments, pictures, pottery, sculpture and plants were used including a wonderful world map Dwight did from a National Geographic map.  He varnished and decorated it with paintings of cherubic heads in each corner blowing the four winds, outlined each state in various colors, with borders of cartouches and designs a child would enjoy.

A new feature in the house was the use of plastic laminate counter-tops in the kitchen and bathrooms.  The design was contemporary, interlacing obtuse triangular lines with rounded edges in salmon and gold colors.  That design was in the Formica line for years and occasionally we still see it.

Most families had no need of two-car garages, however after the house was sold, more garage space was added.  The only problem I recall is that mice found they liked the laundry room, at least until John's cats took care of them.

Dwight did a wonderful job of landscaping the two-level yard.  He brought irises from my Grandma Kelly's garden, and he bought, for 50 to 75 cents each, pfitzers and young trees.  He also planted a double hedge of Chinese elms and Russian olives in back along a steep bank, made a sunken garden in the excavated pool site, and topped the low front courtyard wall with petunias and he often used geraniums for the upstairs balcony/deck.  The lawn became so lush on the former farm that Dwight finally bought an electric mower.  John wrote me a hilarious letter complete with illustrations of “Papa not only cutting the grass, but the electric cord.”  One who knew him can clearly imagine hearing a few choice swear words uttered in an outburst over that.  When I visited, I was expected to help with the hand trimming and was rewarded with blisters.

Dwight personally supervised the millwork on the house.  Later, the Fahnestock brothers crafted the studio shelves and storage units. In the 1940's, a large, vertical mirror was also installed in the studio and was used for self-portraits, for checking compositions, and for Truby's sewing.

The studio overlooked a cornfield (which is now completely filled in with houses), and in the distance, the Veteran's Hospital.  Many paintings were done of the views from the studio and balcony, and the latter was a favorite spot for working on suntans and for “camping out.”  My brother Warren and John were especially keen on sleeping out there in the muggy, hot summer but it invariably rained.  There was no air conditioning then (just in movie theaters).  John thought his sunbathing would give him a golden tan with his freckles magically melting together.  I quit trying and resigned myself to having white skin, and golden spots.

Saturday morning sketching sessions during the summers Kirsches were home were very popular activities relished by friends and a few faculty members, including Clara Marie Allen; Mrs. Leland; Mrs. Edmiston; Freda Stuff Spaulding; Barbara Ross; etc., and sometimes Truby would try her hand.  When Jo Waddell or I visited, we were always asked to pose.  Though Dwight often said that my features were too proportional to be interesting to a painter, John painted me so many times that I lost count.

Ever the teacher, Dwight often gave advice to the artists.  Freda once had a problem with her work and he suggested she get back to basic pencil drawing.  After they finished, the group would set up their work against the long bookcase/counter in the living room for critiques.  There was lots of encouragement and open, honest criticism, laced with jokes, laughter and general merriment.  Music was often played on the radio, no fancy hi-fi sets then.  Truby insisted that painting while listening to classical music would improve and inspire artistic creativity.  She believed in the importance of pleasant surroundings, a characteristic she inherited from her mother, my Grandma Kelly, and she protected Dwight from every day trivialities such as grocery shopping, car repairs, paying bills, etc.

While Dwight enjoyed the art group and gatherings of friends, he often retreated to a quiet place by himself to work on a project alone.  After a long, hard day at the university, he would sit in bed reading mysteries or pour over his collection of House Beautifuls.  The new house was a haven for him, but with his numerous public engagements, there were precious few quiet evenings at home.

Meanwhile, in an American Art Magazine article titled “Contemporary Art for Nebraska,” Dwight is given credit for the University of Nebraska Fine Arts Department: “steadily raising its standards, Mr. Kirsch and his staff seem to understand that a college art department, although it may give technical courses in painting, sculpture and the graphic arts, must guard against placing chief emphasis on a vocational approach..” (May 1938).  Dwight also advised his serious students to strive for advanced degrees, and do graduate study at a specialized school such as the Chicago Art Institute and the Art Students League in Parsons.  Though he did not take advanced work in photography himself, he did advise a few students to attend special schools for a vocation in that field.

Dwight was ahead of his time in working out the curriculum for interior design, indeed, the F.A.S.I.D.'s education section, FIDER, lists suggested requirements in the field with few changes from those Kirsch initiated in the early thirties.  Jeanette O. Lammel, F.A.S.I.D., said of Dwight that, “without his guidance I would never have entered the field of interior design.  I owe him much.”

Lincoln interior designer, Andrew Morrow stated that Dwight was his advisor and supervised his senior project for his BFA, which was a media techniques show at Joslyn Art Museum, Omaha.  Cedric Hartman and Robert Owens, both outstanding designers, also studied in the art department.

Katherine Schwake (Stone) was mentioned in Dwight's outline, and she wrote that, “following graduation in 1932 and during the Depression, I worked in his office and assisted in several of his classes.  He recommended me for a scholarship to the Paris branch of the New York School of Fine and Applied Art for one year, but due to the war, I returned to the New York school and finished the year there.  Returning to Lincoln and the university, I was an instructor in the Art Department teaching lettering, fashion design, fashion economics, commercial art and layout, and one summer class in interior decoration.  This turned out to be a wonderful opportunity and financial relief for me at this time with my father in ill health and unable to work.  Mr. Kirsch was very friendly and had a special talent in giving constructive criticism both to students and to me in starting my teaching.  Truby was easy going, happy, and I, being always sewing in my spare time, had several conversations on this subject, as she frequently came down to school to use our long tables for cutting out materials.”

Another “Great Depression” student, Irmel Sheffrey, graduated for the Art Department in 1938, and said she majored in portrait painting.  After obtaining a teaching fellowship at Montana State College, she came back to the University of Nebraska as an instructor.  She assisted Lyda Del Burry in teaching the Saturday morning art classes for children, and in addition, taught night classes, wrote art courses for the U.N.L. Extension Division and lectured at the new television station given to the university.  She remarked how “Dwight Kirsch worked very hard on the yearly N.A.A. exhibits.  One year, I labeled a large white fire extinguisher, which was hanging in a corner in the hall.  I put a stand under it and an impressive label.  Dwight laughed and left it during the exhibition.  One year everyone tried the silkscreen technique.  The instructors exchanged prints, I don't have one of Dwight’s but I do have a nice watercolor ‘Storm Clouds over a Nebraska Wheat Field.’  I don't remember when he gave it to me - when I was a senior, the Art Department had an art auction.  I may have obtained it then.

Lyda and I had no trouble being accepted at Art Center School, Los Angeles, the most outstanding school in the world.  They were happy to have N.U. graduates.  The department gave an exceptionally good art background, quite a compliment to Dwight.”

Classes at the university were enriched by the exhibits at Morrill Hall.  Years after graduating I visited the art department gallery of a neighboring university and was surprised to see their small exhibit space and poor collection of paintings.  I then realized how lucky we all were to have such an opportunity to view and learn from our contemporary American artists.

Dwight hung a Philadelphia Water Color Show at Morrill Hall in 1938, which included a piece by “young Andrew Wyeth, son of N.C. Wyeth.”  The newspaper review quoted Dwight, who claimed the show was “one of the most extensive and varied water color shows in twelve years.”  He often mentioned N.C. Wyeth, the famous illustrator who taught at the Art Students' League when he was there, and Andrew, whom he had met in New York.  Since he had established art connections in Philadelphia during visits with his brother, Hollis, and had exhibited his “Blowout in Early Morning” and “Over the Housetops” at the 1935 Philadelphia Water Color Society Show, it was easier for him to obtain such shows for Nebraska. 

Following the Philadelphia show, a Santa Fe exhibit was arranged by Dwight's author friend, Dorothy Thomas.  Loren Eiseley, Mabel Langdon, Miss Mundy and Dwight contributed Indian items: Dwight, photographs of Santa Fe and Taos, plus Indian designs he did while working in Santa Fe; Dr. Eiseley, a handsome Iroquois ceremonial mask made of corn husks, and a sculptured goose from D.H. Lawrence's wife; and Miss Mundy, a birch-bark box and buckskin bag.

In 1939, Dwight was able to obtain works by artists who had never exhibited in Nebraska, including: a sculpture self-portrait from Malvina Hoffman; works from Georgia O'Keefe; Walt Kuhn; George Groz; Justin Sturm; a Reginold Marsh painting which was printed in Life Magazine; and Glacken's “Mahone Bay,” which was purchased for the N.A.A. collection.

Margaret Varga, then art editor of Life, came to Omaha and Lincoln and received a flurry of attention.  Any mention in a national magazine concerning Nebraska's art was a triumph for those involved.  Even though famous actors and actresses such as Robert Taylor, Henry Fonda, Fred Astaire and Dorothy McGuire were from the Cornhusker state, Nebraskans still felt misunderstood, with easterners visualizing cowboys and Indians romping over the plains.

In 1939, in a speech before the Nebraskan Federation of Women's Clubs, Dwight recommended “the use of better pictures in homes, schools and other public buildings, improving art exhibitions at state and county fairs, and particularly strengthening the public school art program through better training of elementary teachers.”  He lectured in many schools in the state, and that year in Grand Island he assembled a traveling exhibit, helped display the works, and made three appearances to the high school and citizens.  Over 150 students and patrons enjoyed his talks and pictures.  The year before, he was able to get John Steuart Curry to visit Lincoln and lecture.  Mr. Curry was described as “jolly, round-faced, Kansas born top-flight artist.”

Each November, American Art Week was celebrated, and to promote the occasion, Dwight, with the aid of Mabel Langdon, wrote for the Daily Nebraskan (the campus “rag”): “Surveying past and present in field of American Art, looks to middle west.  It should be significant to those interested in art that many art critics in New York are beginning to look more to the Midwest for the production of the best in characteristic American art.  Opportunity to observe the growth of the American spirit in painting is available to any one who wishes to visit the university art galleries in Morrill Hall.  The permanent art collection of the university is considered one of the best and most progressive in any state university to represent the outstanding contemporary American painters.  Pictures by such artists as Henri, Prendergast, Burchfield, and Hopper show the earlier stages while Curry, Benton, Wood and Marsh show experiments in localized subject matter presented in very personal and dramatic ways.  Of special interest this fall is Alexander Brook's painting of his wife, Peggy Bacon, with her Cat, ‘Metaphysics.’  Brook has just been awarded the most coveted prize in this country, that of the Carnegie International Exhibition in Pittsburgh.  Brook is a subtle colorist, whose brushwork eludes analysis.  A definite feeling of illumination, and the use of unexpected accents help to bring Brook's paintings to life.  The present show of works by Nebraska artists brings our review of American Art up to date, and close to home.  More than ever, a number of Nebraska artists are finding ways of expressing that which says ‘Nebraska’ in honest, straight forward terms to the gallery visitor.”

All bases seem to have been covered by Dwight, with his constant flow of art publicity on exhibits, lectures, classes and administrative duties.  One wonders how he had the energy to carry on his mission!  He made sure the Student Union was supplied with pictures, including a “Picture of the month.”  Chancellor Boucher, in December 1939, wrote Dwight to compliment him and the art department in lending pictures to the union and Ellen Smith Hall, as well as the painting of the mural in the Corn Crib.  “I think one of the most worth-while activities of your department can be the stimulation and cultivation of a cultural interest of a large part of our student body in art.”

Dwight could easily be described as chameleon-like in the way he could switch from serious, distinguished, professional, discussing art with a peer, to professor delivering a lecture dotted with humor, to fellow teacher telling a funny story about a recent trip to New York, to father and husband at home.  Carol Channing, in her one-woman shows, couldn't change costumes on stage behind her folding screen faster than Dwight could change roles.  And like Channing, the process was seamless!

The father/uncle role he played when we visited Lincoln was a great treat, he took us on our first street-car ride, to the state capitol building, the Sunken Gardens, Antelope Park and Pioneers Park, etc.  There was nothing “distinguished” about him those times, except that perhaps he was teaching us without our knowing it.  He was jolly, patient, told funny stories, pointed out interesting sights and seemed like a kid himself.  John and I giggled so much he called us the “tee hee twins.”

Later when we were in the university former student and faculty member, Murray Turnbull, returned from the war and taught perspective. We were lucky to have such a talented person, because some that followed were less than inspiring.  He told about his experiences with Dwight, saying, “he was a closet pixie, and now and then his quiet wit would emerge in delightful ways.  When I first taught at the university (1946-48), we often got together for lunch in Kady's large studio-office, indeed for a year or two I had a desk of my own in there as my office.  She was a dynamic, if opinionated woman, and clucked over those of us who were the faculty with constant concern and admonitions.  She had, as you may remember, a marvelous old samovar which she fired up every day with charcoal for afternoon teas, and which she often used at noon to make soup which she insisted was to keep us all from getting scurvy.  I recall one noon when Dwight sat quietly at one side after we had done our duty by the soup, saying very little.  At last his very silence began to attract our attention a bit.  It then became apparent that he was smoking a cigarette with an unusually long ash and in an odd way to protect the ash so it wouldn't fall off, by holding the tip of the cigarette to his mouth by means of a toothpick serving from the bottom as a handle.  Soon enough there was not more than a quarter of an inch of cigarette and all the rest ash, and we focused our conversation on such an extraordinary sight.  He even managed at last to place the unbroken ash gently on a tray when it lay in astonishment rather like a powdered but whole worm.  He said nothing about it but let us all take our amusement in wonder at the accomplishment.  It was only later, perhaps sometime in the afternoon, when the tray was emptied, that we discovered that he had smoked the cigarette with a wire inserted like an armature through its length.  It was the sort of jest he enjoyed most.”

“His creation of the collections was a taxing if exhilarating effort, but he knew he was also in the wilderness, and he was surrounded by philistines, who, even when lending support and enthusiasm were also chopping away at what he was trying to do.  That he managed in days when it was a pioneering effort of the most significant kind to build what is still one of the genuinely solid collections of its sort in the country is not much short of a miracle, and of course the splendid Sheldon Gallery would never have come into existence without his achievement.”

“It was an exciting time in the years I was there - he would plan and talk about and make his annual foray to New York to select the show, and for weeks would energetically direct our efforts in arranging and hanging everything to best advantage.  He had a keen eye and good sense of what was substantial rather than fashionable, and at a time when it was excruciatingly hard he managed to introduce much of the midwest to arts which were not widely understood. . He was a determined and feisty man, remarkably happy with what he was doing in spite of much travail.  He never set himself apart, and indeed we felt honored to be real friends even if subordinate in many ways.  Dwight was always possessed by an unshakable integrity.  He had a way of being at home with painting and painters and scholars in a comfortable and relaxed way, but never let himself slip into that folksiness which would protect him from thinking or caring about serious matters.”

“He often demonstrated for his classes or painted with us when we went on sketching trips, almost always with his hands busy with brushes and paints, the white stick dangling loosely and seemingly unnoticed from his mouth - he was forever knocking ashes into the paint accidentally, either brushing them swiftly off the paper or muttering a brisk ‘Damn!’ and blowing away the dust.  This was long before Pollack and others habitually dropped ashes and other detritus into the paint on their canvasses.  Dwight always forgot the ash.  I can see him now suddenly emerging from concentration elsewhere and flicking his hand across his chest to dispose of cigarette droppings.”

“Years later, he switched to pipe smoking and exchanged dropped ashes to dipping his paint brush into his coffee or beer instead of paint water.”

Turnbull was a student when one of the most important shows the N.A.A. ever mounted celebrated the 50th in 1940.  As was mentioned earlier, Mabel Langdon Eiseley wrote the publicity: “Three artists about whom books have lately appeared will be represented in this year's show.  They are Biddle, John Sloan, and Eilshemius.  This will be the first time for the work of Eilshemius to be shown in Lincoln.  Several portraits of artists will assist in making the exhibition interesting.  Doris Lee, who has painted with spontaneity and dash, and has sometimes added a few ‘wise-cracks’ on canvas, appears in this year's show as seen by Arnold Blanch.  Waldo Pierce offers a self-portrait, and John Sloan presents a sketch of Robert Henri.  In George Groz’s ‘Memories’ appears a self-portrait against a war torn background.  Groz's painting, by the way, and Bellows' lithograph of Edith Cavell are the only two pictures in the show having anything to do with war.”  (Hitler was then on his insane “march” through Europe.)

“Children, and doubtless a good many adults, will be intrigued with Wayland Gregory's conception of Ichabod Crane, and by Warren Wheelock's sculpture of Paul Revere fairly flying thru the air in the mad haste to warn against the British.  Some may take Calder's sculpted “Abstraction” humorously, but anyone who has the faintest interest in mechanics will find himself beguiled by the clever devices which the artist has maneuvered to produce a study in perfect balance.”

In addition to several hundred lines of copy for newspapers, Mabel Eiseley had to deal with reams of information, such as the history of the Nebraska Art Association for the Time and Life people who came to Lincoln.  She was at least thanked by the N.A.A. board for her “untiring work,” though not well paid.  Her job was a labor of love - her devotion to Dwight, the art department, and the annual N.A.A. show, demonstrated a real sacrifice since she was willing to help out in a crisis in Lincoln, while her new husband, Loren, worked in Lawrence, Kansas.

In another article on the 1940 exhibit, she writes: “Sensational, no less, was the opening of the Nebraska Art Association's exhibit Sunday at Morrill Hall.  Some of the sensations were the life size portrait of Katherine Cornell, the panic of the studio cat (Kady's ‘Da Vinci’), the presence of a photographer from Life, the size and distinction of the exhibit, and the opening gun in a campaign for an arts building.”

“The campaigners had plenty of ammunition in, first the size of the show, and second, the unprecedented crowd and consequent difficulty of making the living pictures visible to all.  Then, too, the growth of the association as epitomized in the reproduction of its first exhibit, a single picture - (Piloty's ‘Wise and Foolish Virgins’ owned by the New York Metropolitan Museum) and the collection that opened Sunday, carried an implication of further growth and the need for space.”

She continued. . “This is, board members of the Art Association believe, the most exciting year in all their history.  There has probably never been a time in which everyone worked harder and with more imagination to make the exhibition a success. . The exhibition committee, consisting of Mr. Kirsch, Mrs. Dean R. Lealand, and Fritz Craig have gone to an almost unprecedented amount of work to bring to Lincoln the greatest and most inclusive art show ever exhibited here, and in order to assure the Art Association of favorable exhibition space, the University of Nebraska has had the second floor corridor painted.”

The prestige of this exhibition was further enhanced by art experts who came to Lincoln to make recommendations for purchase.  The two, Myrick Rogers and Muriel Sibel, were well acquainted with Kirsch and the growing collection.

In addition, Grant Wood lectured (March 5, 1940) on “Regional Art” in the Student Union.  “The prestige and background of Paris schooling is not necessary for a present day American artist, in order to be a success,” declared Wood, as he told of his two trips to France.  Wood was asked to leave a Paris art academy after making an “Impressionist” painting, which was considered the acme in radicalism at the conservative academy.  Wood seemed to be prophetic when he felt “that from the 2nd World War, there may arise a cultural leadership from the first World War.”  Then, on March 17th, Karl Mattern also gave a lecture, this time on “Sense and Nonsense in Art.”

Excerpts of the history of N.A.A. written by Mrs. C.F. Ladd, which was printed that year in lieu of purchasing a painting, included the fact the General John Pershing and William Jennings Bryan were early members.  Among other bits and pieces of publicity was a story on the Saturday morning children’s art classes accompanied by a picture of John Kirsch with a group of other youngsters and assistant teacher, Arlo Monroe.  The writer mentioned that murals were painted, fashion illustration taught by Miss Schwake, assisted by Jean Holtz, and other teachers included Tom McClure, Robert Wolfe and Irmel Bush.  Lynn Robert Wolfe, another Saturday morning art teacher and after the war, my excellent sculptor instructor (who went on to the University of Colorado at Boulder), sent me a picture of his 1939 class, which also included John.  I heard so much about the classes from him when we were kids that I almost wished we lived in Lincoln.
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