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Restoring murals on school walls a stroke of genius
BY NANCY MOFFEIT
Staff Reporter

ee the movie “Frida”?
      The legacy of
Mexican muralists like
Diego Rivera–husband

of the film’s subject, Frida
Kahlo–is once again spilling off
the walls at Chicago public
schools.
      Among hundreds of schools
murals painted between 1904 and
1943 and saved by eight years of
conservation are works by artists
who traveled to Mexico in the
1930s for inspiration from Rivera.
      Thanks to retired Lane
Technical High School teacher
Flora Doody, who in 1994
triggered the conservation project,
68 of the city’s public schools
have 437 restored murals that had
been painted over, lost in
storerooms or forgotten in
basements.
      It was the largest mural
preservation project in U.S.
history, said Heather Becker, vice
president of the Chicago
Conservation Center, who spent
six years researching and saving
the murals.
      They were painted from 1904
to 1933 during the Progressive Era
and from 1933 to 1943 by Works
Progress Administration artists.
Many were painted by students at
the Art Institute of Chicago as part
of a mural art program, Becker
said.
      Among the artist were
muralists such as Edward
Millman, who traveled to Mexico
and picked up both techniques and

 S

Marek Wlacek of the Chicago Conservation Center works on
restoration of “Epochs In the History of Mankind: Egyptian” at Albert
G. Lane Technical High School in the spring of 2002.  The WPA mural
was painted by Edgar Britton in 1936-37.  Lane Tech, 2501 W.
Addison, is home to 66 murals.

“City of the Future,” artist unknown, 1940, William Penn Elementary School,
1916 S. Avers.
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“The Life of Franz Schubert,” by George Melville
Smith, 1938, Franz P. Schubert Elementary School,
2727 N. Long.

Detail from “History of Archer Avenue Community,”
artist unknown, circa 1930s, Thomas Kelly High
School, 4136 S. California.

politics from post-revolutionary artist there.
      At Lane Tech, Doody had noticed a
mural falling off the wall and asked Becker
to see what could be done to save it.
      After that call, one of the first murals
Becker heard about was a 54-foot-long
fresco by Edward Millman of “Outstanding
American Women” at Lucy Flower Career
Academy High.
      It had taken two years to complete but
was covered over within two years after
Millman finished it in 1940.
      Although it had been deemed “misery
laden,” the bureaucrats gave another reason
for covering it up:  It was “poor lighting,”
according to Becker’s book.
      Becker found that the oil and calcimine-
based paint could be removed.  (Calcimine
is a water-based paint that was once used
for coating walls.)
      It was painstaking work: She mixed
solvent with conservation paste and left it
sit for more than an hour–1 square foot at a
time.
      It took eight months.
      But the two layers came off without
causing damage to the fresco.
      Money for restoration came with city
and foundation help, Becker said.
      Ben Reyos, then operations chief of the
Chicago Public Schools, “completely
understood, because he knew the influence
of the Mexican muralists” of the 1930s who
worked for social change through their art,
Becker said.
      Now that so much has been restored,
besides telling about how art can effect
change, the works are “incredible Chicago
history,” Becker said.
      Her book about the project, Art for the
People, which also was the subject of an
exhibition at the Art Institute, was unveiled
Wednesday at Lane Tech, 2501 W.
Addison.


