Introduction

When Dwight Kirsch died unexpectedly in 1982 at the age of 81 and we gathered his belongings from his room in the Colorado State Nursing Home, my hopes that he would write his autobiography vanished.  One of the few pieces of furniture saved from his Des Moines home, which he was able to have in his room, was his treasured maple deck and in it was found a handwritten outline on yellow senate pad paper.  His title was “My Life in Art = Memories.”  And what a remarkable memory he exhibited on those pages!  The thought then flashed through my mind that maybe we could finish his work.  I also realized that the project “might take some time.”  (Yes it did-over twenty years!) 

From those sketchy jottings, his story gradually evolved, thanks to old letters Marguerite Lewis and other friends had saved, interviews and bits and pieces from former students, friends, associates and relatives, university archives, his own files of letters, clippings, photographs, and my own personal memories. 

Using pen, old manual typewriter, electric typewriter, word processor, and now computer, and while helping college-age children, holding down a job, to grandmother-hood, and finally retirement, this amateur author finally arrived at the twilight of life with the thought, “was it all worth the effort?”  Weary relief and the knowledge that I have done my best constitute the answer.

Dwight Kirsch, as well as Truby and John Kirsch, had always been a major factor in my life.  He appears to have been a “wunderkind” who developed into an amazingly versatile and brilliant artist but to us, he was simply “Uncle Dwight.”  There are happy, early memories of watching Uncle Dwight snap pictures (at first with a large camera using glass plates and a tripod) of two little red-haired cousins kissing after a family wedding; of his lovely folding screens in the upstairs apartment (the arched windows formed the background for his “Aries” painting.) on Sumner Street, Lincoln; our early poses for his sketches (sitting still for fifteen minutes seemed unending); and my fondness for Robert Henri’s “Pink Pinafore” hanging in the Morrill Hall gallery during our “Uncle Dwight  excursions” around town while parents attended Nebraska football games.  There were children’s living room games along with adults carrying on their “shop” conversations, dropping names such as Dr. Grummann, Miss Mundy, Mabel and Loren, etc.  John loved pieces of gossip and one of his favorite items about two of his favorite people was that Mabel Langdon and Loren Eiseley were engaged for ten years before they married.  (Dwight’s late cousin Jo Waddell told me that Dwight and Truby helped arrange their honeymoon to the Waddell cabin in Colorado.)

Those happy memories include the “Country Gardens” duet that John and I played on the piano, the fun we had as teens going to Capital Beach with Russ Tudor, then later being in university together - though he far exceeded me in scholastic achievement, not that I cared.  I felt special because of my uncle’s status in the art department but did not expect favors from instructors. 

We were naïve in thinking our uncle simply painted pictures, taught art classes at the university, mounted the Nebraska Art Association’s annual exhibit and produced UN-L’s “Living Pictures.”  His vast scope of work in Lincoln, in Nebraska, and later Des Moines and Iowa, in the art world in general was scarcely mentioned by him and in fact, it wasn’t until I was deep into the research that I was fully aware of all he did, of the giant strides he made in behalf of art.  Without the support of Truby, and later John, his effectiveness would have been lessened, but it goes without saying he was a huge driving force.  

From those Great Depression years to the moment the utility man in Des Moines found Dwight in a sorry state, one would imagine that since he had lived a long productive life, that this was the end!  Not so! After a “jump start” in the Broadlawns Hospital, where Peggy Patrick managed to place him for his recovery, he came to Florence, Colorado and delighted us with his art.  Without the concerns of paying bills, cooking meals, feeding cats, there was plenty of time to read, paint, travel, and contact old friends, and to reminiscence about artists he once knew, some who were with him at the Art Students League.  Drawing inspiration from nature, he produced fantastic art. He graced the Veterans Nursing Home walls with his works, sent paintings to friends and occasionally exhibited his work.  Truby and John seemed always to be with him in spirit.

My Kirsch memories herein compiled into this biography-happy and painful, with Brooks’ help, have been forever woven into a very long, seventy plus year’s braid!
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