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Saving WPA treasures 
An era and its art are hidden in Portland schools -- sometimes in plain sight

Sunday, December 30, 2007

LISA GRACE LEDNICER 
The Oregonian

The treasure on the storage-room wall at Abernethy Elementary School didn't reveal itself easily. Concealed
under six layers of paint, it took hours of delicate scraping with a tiny scalpel to unearth the details: The
head of a Native American, in profile, finely sketched facial lines intact.

The 12-inch square is part of a wraparound mural called "Pageant of Oregon History." It includes scenes of
Native Americans, settlers dispensing medicine at Fort Vancouver, and laborers loading lumber onto boats.
The mural dates to the late 1930s, when the federal Works Progress Administration plucked artists from
bread lines and paid them to write music and plays, paint and sculpt, and build public facilities that were as
artistic as they were utilitarian.

Oregonians may be familiar with the state's prominent WPA projects -- lavish murals at the East Portland
post office, a set of iron gates at the University of Oregon and Timberline Lodge. Less well-known are the
paintings and murals in Portland's public schools.

Now, after the discovery in May of the mural at Abernethy, a group of art detectives is tramping through
halls and classrooms rescuing neglected and forgotten WPA-era art buried in storage rooms or deteriorating
in plain sight. They've formed a nonprofit, Friends of Art in the Schools, to raise at least $2 million to pay for
repairs. 

"Art is so enriching; it opens the world to kids," says Kirsten Leonard, a Portland art collector and school
business manager who leads the fundraising. "You can learn so much about the way people lived when you
look at a painting and see how life is dealt with. It's amazing to see what can be created."

District officials tried cataloguing all public school art in 1989 and 2005, but the lists provide only basic
information such as the name of the work, its dimensions and its location. Many pieces have been moved or
painted over since the WPA was abolished during World War II, even though federal rules say the art must
be kept accessible to the public.

Tastes change through the decades, art conservator Nina Olsson says.

"Before recent times, everything old-fashioned was considered yucky," she says. "The history of
conservation is a history of changing aesthetic taste." 

In need of restoration 

When Olsson finally uncovered the mural at Abernethy, after four hours of standing on a ladder and rubbing
the walls with alcohol, she was thrilled. It had been painted over many times since the mid-1950s, she says.

"There were all these institutional minty greens, and when the image came out, it was really exciting," she
says. "It was wonderful in its execution and its quality. It was everything that we hoped."

Olsson and Pam Brown, the district's former facilities manager, have identified 10 WPA works besides the
one at Abernethy that need restoration. Not surprisingly, most are in Northeast Portland, home of the city's
older schools.

They include an intricate mural of wood veneers showing scenes from "Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves" at
Irvington Elementary; an oil painting of Haystack Rock in storage at Creston Elementary school; and a
whimsical painting of Thumbelina in the auditorium at King Elementary school.
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Almost all of the pieces are structurally sound. But the piece at Irvington Elementary, in a first-grade class
that was formerly the library, is an example of what happens when artwork isn't preserved. Most of the
mural, by former district art teacher Aimee Gorham, is covered by bookcases. Cracks lie along the grains of
some sections, parts of the piece are starting to lift and small abrasions mar the surface.

Friends of Art in the Schools estimates cleaning the wood and restoring the room to its original look will cost
$5,250 to $6,550.

The work is an example of wood marquetry, a European style of inlay uncommon in Oregon during the WPA
era. Gorham taught herself the technique from a book and received commissions for murals at other
elementary schools, Timberline Lodge and Oregon State.

"We talk about Aladdin and the magic lamp, and I didn't know all this," says first-grade teacher Mary Jean
Renberg, who teaches beneath the mural at Irvington. "It would be great if it could be out where it could be
viewed more." 

The WPA artists who worked in the city's schools aren't household names. But they're well-known in art
circles: Louis Bunce, whose mural of a waterfront hangs in Jefferson High, studied at the prestigious Art
Students League in New York and opened one of Portland's first galleries devoted to modern art. Darrel
Austin, whose oil painting "Fisherman" is temporarily stored in the principal's office at Grant High, produced
work now displayed at Timberline Lodge, The Boston Museum of Fine Arts and the Metropolitan Museum of
Art in New York City. Charlotte Mish, whose "Thumbelina" is at King school, was best known for maritime
paintings, one of which President Franklin D. Roosevelt owned.

Chicago sets an example 

Similar efforts to recover WPA art are occurring in large cities across the nation. Heather Becker, an art
conservationist in Chicago, led a search more than a decade ago for works from that era. It resulted in a
book called "Art for the People" and catalogues WPA-era murals in the city's schools.

Before the mid-1990s, Becker says, "I was struggling for attention. You really get a full gamut of responses.
Some people could care less; others are mesmerized." 

No inventory of WPA art in Oregon exists, and Friends of Art in the Schools can't say how many works they
hope to find and rescue. It probably will be an uphill battle for financing, because school budget priorities
emphasize classroom needs and the federal government's budget is focused on acquiring and developing a
fine arts collection, rather than restoring what exists.

But the group hopes to eventually start an equivalent to Portland's popular "First Thursday" gallery hops.

"We'll get people together and get them galvanized about this," says Brown, the district's former facilities
manager. "It's a fabulous project."
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