
    
David Pryor Adickes, b. 1927

    
    
      Early Lessons

        I graduated from college in Huntsville (Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, Texas) in Math and Physics in ’48 and then went straight to Paris for two years, then came back to Huntsville around Christmas of ’50 and to Houston in spring of ’51.

        I opened a little art school and invited Herb Mears, my old colleague from Paris, to come down from New York—we opened this school, The Studio School of Contemporary Art, together. He was working as a window dresser for Abraham and Strauss in Brooklyn, so he was glad to get out of there and have some other sort of thing. So we opened this little art school, and it didn’t work. We made the basic mistake of charging people after they came rather than getting a commitment from them. So we didn’t make any money, but we had a lot of fun and met a lot of people.

        The art school was on Truxillo Street between Main and Fannin. All the action was right there…because 2K’s was three blocks away, and that was the night action for all the theater people and writers and these types of people. The town was small in those days.

Cubist Philosopher
by David Adickes. Acrylic on canvas. Courtesy of the artist
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      The James Bute Paint Co.

        The only real gallery selling contemporary art was the Bute Gallery downtown, run by the young impresario Ben DuBose. They had hired Ben out of the University of Houston to come and basically liquidate their prints. They had a big inventory of prints…everything was prints [back then]. Basically it was a big downtown store whose business was wallpaper and paint, but it had a little room in the back…where they sold framed prints. They weren’t doing well, so they hired Ben DuBose to liquidate the prints…have a sale and sort of wipe out the business. Well, Ben came in and saw that they could make this business go because they had a little frame shop [as] part of it. He said, “Let’s try to make a gallery out of this.” Then Ben started bringing in artists. I was one of the very first. I think not the first, but of the professional artists in town, there weren’t more than five or six.

        David Adickes at studio at 2600 South Main, Houston, 1953. Courtesy of the Artist.
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      The Art League of Houston

        Early Spring of ’51, The Art League sponsored a show in the garage of the Shamrock Hotel…one of those exhibition spaces. I was brand new in town; Herb hadn’t even arrived yet—but he sent his stuff down and I had them on the wall…and he sold some, too, and he was not even in town yet. Robert Joy, the artist, says that this is the freshest, newest stuff—so he called Nina Cullinan, who came over and brought one or two or three other people who weren’t that well known. That’s where I met Ben. He had just developed his downtown gallery and says, “Come down and show with us,” so I did just a few weeks later and John de Menil bought the biggest one for $100. It was 48 inches square—a red still life.

      
      Misjudged

        Every year they had this marvelous show called the Houston Artists Annual and there was a $100 purchase prize and other prizes. I submitted to it in the spring of ’51 and was awarded the purchase prize by Judge William Lester of The University of Texas. When the show opened, he came over to the opening and I didn’t have the first prize, but had an honorable mention. So he went up to Ruth Uhler and said, “Now just a minute—I gave first prize to this man.”

        She said, “Well after you left we discovered he had not lived in Houston for a full year and that disqualified him for the prize.”

        Lester said, “That’s not fair,” and she said, “We’ll make it up to him somehow.”

        So one day the phone rang and Ruth Uhler said, “Would you like to have a one-man show in the museum?”

        And I said, “Is the Pope Catholic?”

        So I had the first show. It was called a corridor show, and it was upstairs. I didn’t have much stuff…mostly washes from Paris because I’d just gotten back from Paris. Nina Cullinan bought one, so it was a great success. That was the beginning of my little career being launched and realizing I could make sort of a living. I had another job—I was a draftsman for an oil company by day, but was painting by night. But that gave me the confidence to quit that job and paint full time. And that was all due to luck. If I had just won the prize I would [not] have had a one-man show, and that was such a prestigious thing.

      
      Selling Shares

        I needed to go to Europe (in ’53 and ’54) and didn’t have any money, so I developed this idea of selling shares in myself. I wrote up this document and printed it on blueprint paper and sort of padded the edges so that it would look like a document. It outlined what I wanted to do: go to Europe, paint, bring back paintings and guarantee everyone who bought a $50 unit one painting and one copy of any lithos I did while I was there.

        I went…stayed in Europe 14 months on $1800…and while I was there bought a car for $400, then sold it for $400! I lived in Barcelona for $25 a month in a penthouse—couldn’t spend a dollar for a meal, that sort of thing.

        When I got back, we had a party at which I was to deliver all the stuff. So we put 36 numbers in a hat and had the people that had bought shares [draw]. A plastic surgeon that I knew bought five, and my cousin Lucille bought two. Henri Gadbois was another artist…his wife Leila McConnell bought two. Bill Condon bought two, I believe, and Nina Cullinan bought two. Anyhow, they were all there—oh, and Jane Owen was one of those. Somebody put the word out to Time Life magazine that it was going to be one of those deals where very wealthy ladies in hopsack clothing were going to be there. Of course they all showed up dressed normally, but the photographers were there and interviewed extensively…but it was never printed. Some other story bumped it. But I have all the photographs: pictures of all these people choosing their paintings.

      
      Galleries on the Go

        In about ’53 Bute Gallery moved from downtown to River Oaks, and they were doing very well. River Oaks Shopping Center was showing good signs of being a deal, so James Bute took a space out there. It was a tight little neighborhood, and the restaurant of choice was One’s a Meal. We were there every day for breakfast—it was a little artistic nucleus. But Bute never paid Ben DuBose any money. He was on a salary far below his level of service to the company. I went to Japan and around the world for two years while they were there at West Gray, and when I came back from Japan in about 1960 I talked Ben into opening the gallery on Kirby. I had put up the money, and Ben was the expertise. He announced to Bute one day that he was leaving the gallery and opening his own and they closed the doors, locked up all records so nobody could steal the addresses and all that. They fired Ben summarily on the spot…so it took us about two months to get the other building ready and open the gallery.

        Ben had gotten a pretty good group of 12 to 15 artists. Other than myself there was Herb Mears, Charles Schorre, Charles Tedwood, Lamar Briggs, who was working just down the street at Evans-Monical…and then there were several women. Patty Waldrip Taylor was one of the best, one of the biggest.

        Other galleries opened. Meredith Long Gallery opened out on Westheimer next to the railroad track near what is now Highland Village. Artists like Dan Windgren and others were his mainstay people. There was the Louisiana Gallery over on Louisiana near Brennan’s, and Kiko Gallery opened down on Lubbock—it was a very good gallery, very good—next to Alliance Française near the middle of the block. Parker Cushman had a very nice gallery down on Montrose off of Westheimer, about where Numbers night club is now. Parker was importing Paris School stuff.

        Those were the big days; that’s when the gallery business really started to flourish. They had great openings. They were showing international stuff. The openings themselves were on Fridays primarily, and were the social event of the week. That was where you saw and met everybody. They were good and they a lot of fun and very active. The shows were covered by the press—Maxine Mesinger in the Post—and it was very exciting.

        David Adickes, Christmas 1954. Courtesy of the Artist.
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      Love Street Light Circus

        I opened Love Street Light Circus and Feel Good Machine in ’67—it was the hottest psychedelic club in town. It was down on Allen’s Landing in an old white building; a night spot for kids. It was a big room with giant mattresses and hundreds of colored pillows, and everyone would lie horizontal looking at the light show. This was the same year that the whole thing started in San Francisco with the Philmore Auditorium…I was out there that New Year’s Eve of ’66 and just fell in love with that projected light of psychedelic light shows. It was the hottest thing going—it went wildly one summer and we tried to stay open through the next year, but the following summer I opened one just like it in San Antonio for the Hemisfair ’68 expo, and it failed. The first band we had in Houston was called The Red Crayola and they were just a bunch of kids from Rice, but we had some of the big bands. Anyone who got close to it will never forget it. There are people I have run into today who remember.

      
      How It Felt

        We were young. If I were young today, that age, I’d probably feel that it was the greatest time…the biggest thing going. Going to Europe was hot stuff for everybody in the summer in those years. So they got interested in European art. A lot of people brought back French stuff and art galleries just popped up because that’s what was happening. Everybody was building new houses then…the post-war boom was in full swing and people were building houses in Tanglewood…Meyerland…and they all needed paintings. It became a hot business then.

        
          David Adickes was interviewed on August 1, 1997. Listen to the interview here.
        

      
    
  
  
  
Stella Sullivan, b. 1924

    
    Teachers and Colleagues

      I knew from the time I was four that I was going to be an artist, and I considered myself an artist then. I never had very much formal training when I was young, but I did get introduced to people with my mother and she would take me to visit the artists. I ended up taking classes from MacNeill Davidson, which she taught a lot of the important artists in town. [This was] around year ten, somewhere in there. Mother took me over to Grace Spaulding John’s studio and I met Miss [Ruth] Uhler and Grace, and we had tea. I saw a fair amount of Grace over the years and another time mother took me by Mrs. [Emma Richardson] Cherry’s house where she was having a portrait class out of doors.

      My parents used to take me to all the openings at the Museum when I was little and that’s where I first remember seeing Gertrude Levy; we didn’t know each other then or anything—I was just aware of her. She also was a friend of one of my mother’s really good friends.

      Then later I went to the Museum school and studied. When I was taking these classes in high school, Jack Flanagan[footnote] was in the class. And this was about the time he won the purchase prize for the still life painting; he’s on the list, you know, at the Museum’s Houston Artist Show. One year (probably when I went to Rice) I took architecture to get the art classes. I was interested in architecture—my brother and my father and my uncle are all architects. And I studied with Mr. [James] Chillman: watercolor and drawing, freehand drawing, art history. Loved the art history! I had five years of that. I thought that was great background for what I did later.
Conservator at MFAH from 1948 to 1979. Won the purchase prize at 20th Annual Houston Artists Exhibition in 1945 for oil entitled Flowers.
      In ’50 and ’51 I went to the Art Students’ League [School of Detroit Society of Arts and Crafts] up there, and then to Cranbrook—and I was there until I graduated in 1954. So I was in and out of town on holiday during those years. There were plenty of times between the end of the summer semesters and the starting of the winter sessions, so I was still pretty much in touch with things that were going on [in Houston].

      Maryland Club
1967. Courtesy of the artist.
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    Naming Names

      I remember in the 50s—even earlier than that maybe—the Contemporary Arts Museum was downtown. And the first time I ever saw a real live Van Gogh was at the one-man show of Van Gogh that they had. The other was a Calder show.

      Ava Jean Mears was the secretary of [CAM]—Ava Jean and Herb Mears of course were just wonderful people. And Alvin Romansky was really active in all the things, CAA and the Museum, and he gave his collection of prints to the Museum. He was just a lot of fun; always enjoyable to be with—but he was from an older group.

      One of the nice things about the CAA at that time is that it was a volunteer organization, and all the people who wanted to went and volunteered, [doing] something relative to art whether they were artists or not. The artists got so many opportunities through that, and experiences. It was really wonderful: Everybody knew everybody and got to be friends, you know, for life.

      Frank Dolejska put together all the shows, physically, at the CAA for some years. I know he worked for them when they were downtown, and he was still working for them out there at Prudential. He was a real fine person. I was godmother to his youngest child; I think Henri Gadbois and I were godparents. It was tragic—he died very young of meningitis, or something like that. Anyway, Frank did these small watercolors as I remember. Very colorful. And he got very discouraged at one point and he went and destroyed all his work. From then on he did mostly drawings and things, you know.

      Oh, yes—Preston Frazier and Addison McElroy and Sara Meredith. These were the ones who got together and started this craft store, Handmakers. [It was] a lot of hard work…my goodness, I used to spend hours and hours in the silkscreen studio. It was unique. I don’t think there’s ever been one like it before with professional artists and stuff. It was supposed to be different, and it was. It was set up to sell our work, but we could bring other people in from time to time. Mostly it was Japanese things—important-type stuff—but we were trying to sell our own work.

      [Handmakers] was in the basement of 3813 Main. People loved going down to the basement. This was Houston—there weren’t any shops then in basements in Houston. And there were several gift shops across Alabama, north of us. Rudi’s, the restaurant, was upstairs. Rudi’s had a good business going and we were right downstairs so we figured we’d get business from Rudi’s, which we did. It helped get us going. We were a success in a hurry. [We were told that] people never make a profit during their first year in business [but] we were in the black by the end of the year. But you know we—at least I—never made any money out of it hardly. But oh dear, it was the beginning, you know.

      Stella Sullivan in her studio, 1955. Photo by Peter Whitney. Courtesy of Stella Sullivan.
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    On Teaching

      It wasn’t until 1961 that I started teaching. The lady at the Brazosport Art League begged me to come and give classes down there. I said, “Oh, I don’t teach. I don’t want to teach.” And Lowell [Collins] was begging me to come start teaching at the Museum school. I think Ruth Laird was probably in on that! She and I were good friends at Cranbrook—we were there at the same time—but she had started teaching I think in ’58. And at the Museum they just sort of wore me down. I thought, “Oh, well, I’ll give it a try.” And my first session at Brazosport was cancelled because hurricane Carla came through. I had to go every other week for six weeks—it was quite a large class. Then I started in the fall with a Friday night class in painting. I couldn’t believe that I’d have a class on Friday night, but I did. I just loved [teaching], you know. I thought somebody should have told me this a long time ago.

      Symbols, the Eucharist.
Courtesy of the artist.
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      It started with beginning painting, then I started teaching portrait painting. And then design, and a special class in printmaking. I’d set up the printmaking classes at the University of Houston the next year. They had an opening so I started that in a broken down old Quonset hut with a floor—a concrete floor. Anyway, I was teaching sort of double/triple time. I was teaching Spring Branch Adult Education. Henri [Gadbois] had taught there for years and had an overflowing class, so he recommended me and I taught there for about three or four years. We finally just wore out with these night classes and had to quit. And, I was teaching double time at the Museum and the University. Finally I had to give up one or the other; I stopped teaching at the University and taught at the Museum school. So I had six classes then, which is more than anybody else had.

      It was a lot of fun. I loved being in that building [at the Museum]. Cullinan Hall is where this was, and of course, down in the basement. There was a coffee room where everybody in the Museum came, and we could just visit. There were visiting artists, too, and sometimes we could wander down there. I was able to take my students up to these shows when I was teaching design, particularly. I’d take them up, and try to make them aware of the design qualities in these things. [It was a] wonderful teaching tool, and I was always wandering back and forth like that, you know. It was funny—it got to be where anytime I’d walk in the Museum I’d be greeted by one or another of the guards and stuff. And I had a lot of good students there. People used to think it was just a place for untalented rich people that didn’t have anything better to do. After I got there we started getting more serious and trying to get certification so they could give a degree in association—I think with the University of St. Thomas. I campaigned for grades. They didn’t grade the students. I said, “If you grade you’ll cut out the dilettantes and just get serious students.” More, anyway. Which we finally did after a few years, and that’s the way it was. It’s gotten better and better.

      The Museum school went on to become the Glassell School, right before I left, I think. I went to teach a year at Sam Houston in Huntsville, and we had a real good thing going then. I can’t remember when we were certified,[footnote] but we had really gotten a lot of good, serious students and a lot of them were given scholarships.
The Museum school offered a certificate for the first time in 1960.
      I opened my own school after I came back from Huntsville out in the Village. I had that for four years [until] I succumbed to the latest oil embargo or whatever that was at the time. I almost always had private classes because there were people who wanted [them]. Frankly, they demanded it. So I was always having some place set up to have a class. I just kept teaching and of course that was the point of the school and gallery I had in the Village. I worked so hard when I was in there. I did everything, you know. I don’t know how I would have gotten along without some friends. One of my students from the Museum helped me when I had shows to hang and all that kind of stuff. I’d be up to all hours of the night before [a show] finishing things up. I would have done all the advertising and the layout and mailings…a lot of work. Pete Coleman was one of the ones with a scholarship at the Museum, and he was very talented—a good student and a real nice person. I don’t know what prompted him to just come by, but [if] he knew that I was having a show he’d come along on his bicycle and say, “Well, here I am,” and start doing all the hard work. Bob Spangler[footnote] was another one—a wonderful person. I never knew why either one of them did it, but they were so nice to me. I just thought, “I don’t deserve all this.”
Bob Spangler and his wife, Clare, worked at MFAH in early 1970s.
      
        Stella Sullivan was interviewed on June 16, 2006. You can listen to the interview here.
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  Charles Criner, b. 1945

    
    Popular Opinion

      I never had any formal art class. My folks always told me I was good in art, and I got a few jobs in my little hometown in art. The only art I had is doing stuff for the church, and everybody told me that I was really, really good and that I should be an artist. So it was natural for me—after a while it just got to the point where that was what I wanted to do. It was just my mother, my grandmother, my sisters and brothers, the pastors, and people telling me that I should be an artist.

      I’m originally from Athens, Texas, and we like to say Tyler, Texas, but Athens is thirty-something miles from Tyler. Tyler is just the biggest town close to Athens. At the time they had a good recruitment department at Texas Southern so one of the ladies came to my little town. We didn’t have any art classes there at all. There was no art program. But she came there one summer and she introduced me to Texas Southern. Before I came to TSU, I had never been no further than 50 miles from Tyler.

      I came to Texas Southern University in 1964, and really what brought me here was I wanted to be an artist. That was what I wanted to do. So I came to TSU. I had never drawn a black person in my life. The first day I came and went to the student union, I saw the drawings of Dr. John Biggers—a collection of drawings that he produced as a result of a trip to Ghana, Africa, that he had taken in 1957. And when I saw those drawings, it just completely changed me. And it’s been that way ever since. That was enough information for me to draw until now…and I’m 60. These drawings, they were just so overpowering because I was wondering why the kids would be sitting up watching TV and just having fun and those drawings were there. I met him (Dr. Biggers) three or four days later, so we developed a very, very good relationship. I mean, he was kind of like a father really to me and (Earlie) Hudnall, Harvey Johnson, Kermit Oliver and Alvia Wardlaw.

      Emptying Minnows
By Charles Criner. 1969. Acrylic on canvas. Photo by Earlie Hudnall. Courtesy of Earlie Hudnall.
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    Art Student Days

      Day-to-day classes—our classes—they wasn’t like [regular] classes, the art classes. They were kind of like overtures, kind of like an opera that we would all participate in in the evenings. We did our academic classes during the day, then at 9:00 p.m. we’d go straight to the art department. For some reason, most of the artists were janitors, so we’d take our classes during the day, then we’d have our dinner, then we’d go and work—clean the buildings out. Then at 9:00 p.m., like I said, Harvey Johnson, Kermit Oliver, all of us—along with Mr. (Carroll) Simms, we would work there until five-six o’clock in the morning. It was that way all the time.

      Dr. Biggers, as I remember, had his freshman class on one side of the room, and he had his sophomore, junior and senior class on the other side of the room in painting. His office was up in the front, and he had his paintings mounted on the wall in his office. I remember he was working on Jubilee at the time, you know—that the Museum of Fine Arts has—and so what he would do, he would work up a while, and then he would come in, look at our work, talk to us, maybe model for us. Sometimes he would pull a student to sit on the pedestal, and we’d be drawing; he’d come in, get his charcoal and paper, and he would draw.

      Then after the class was over, he would put all our pictures along the wall and give us critiques and let us critique. Then he’d bring the painters in, the upperclassmen, and they would work with us and so forth. I think that’s how the family unity came about, because even now I’ll be working on something and I’ll call Hudnall and say, “Hey, come on and take a look—what do you think I need here?” And he’ll do the same thing for me. I think this is what [Biggers] did: working with us, he chose us as a kind of family. And he worked with us until really the day that he died.

      I did a lot of prints with him, his lithograph prints and woodcuts and so forth. Harvey Johnson worked with him on his murals. Earlie Hudnall did his photographs and photographed for him and with him. Alvia did his writing. And that’s the way it was. We would meet over at his house every Sunday morning, and we’d discuss what was going on and so forth—and Mrs. Biggers, she would be there, and she’s still there, kind of like our mother.

      Where I Came From
Detail of mural. 1968>. Photo by Earlie Hudnall. Courtesy of Earlie Hudnall.
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    Unrest in the Sixties

      The city—our world—was Third Ward. That’s the first thing. And it was a vibrant place on Dowling Street; you could get whatever you wanted on Dowling Street. There was a lot of black businesses. Everything was just really flourishing. None of us had cars so we would walk to Dowling and we would go to the movies, pawn shops, restaurants. It was really, really nice—and I think it was nice until about the time that Hampton was killed. Carl Hampton was a very radical person during that era. I think it was like ’67, he took over one of the buildings on Dowling Street. And I’ll never forget I went up there one time and I saw he had guards on the outside of the door that had machine guns. I mean right out in the daylight. And I said, “The police are not going to allow that.” And sure enough, a couple of days later they raided the place, killed him—killed a lot of other people. It seemed like since that happened, things changed on that street.

      We were just getting to the heart of the civil rights struggle. And Texas Southern was right in the middle of it. We had Stokely Carmichael, Lee Otis Johnson, Angela Davis, all those people. You could almost choose the group that you wanted to be a part of and get into it. We had the congressman—Mickey Leeland—when I came he was president of the student body…I mean he gave our administration hell. So that’s the way it was.

      I don’t know if you’re familiar with it, but the Texas Southern Riots came about then. For a long time [students] wanted to close down Wheeler Avenue. All the dormitories was on one side of Wheeler and all administrative buildings was on the other side, and the classes. So the students every morning had to go across Wheeler to go to your classes. Well, Wheeler was a very, very busy street and so the students wanted it closed, and I think that was the beginning. That was the beginning of it, and it kind of snowballed into other things.

      I will never forget we were doing murals at that time, and Dr. Biggers chose the civil rights movement as a subject for the people to do their murals. You see, at TSU before you graduate you had to do a mural. So he would tell us to do something pertaining to our home life or pertaining to the civil rights struggle. And then he would approve it, and that was part of what we did. So it was kind of entrenched in our minds to be aware of what was going on around us. The sketch was done during the junior year, and that was ’67 for me. And then the actual painting was done in your senior year. [My mural] is up at Hannah Hall. In fact, if you go up to the second and third floor, that’s a book all its own. It’s like the Sistine Chapel up there. We used every wall; every corridor inside.

      Well this is what happened: The students started protesting, and they started blocking Wheeler off and so forth. This was ’66 or ’67. I was in my dormitory—we were on the third floor and I was looking out the window. It was about maybe seven o’clock and I saw this little white lady driving her car because everybody else—Wheeler was vacant—I mean there was nobody on Wheeler because it was blockaded from both sides. But this little lady had come from somewhere and she was driving through. All of a sudden a brick hit her car; it just hit down on the door, and just dented it. Then another brick hit it but she kept driving and she made it through. If it had hit the window, someone would have killed her. So we knew it was something strange happening, but we didn’t know what.

      So about an hour later, we looked out the window, and we saw about a hundred police officers coming toward the dormitory, and they started shooting at the dormitory. I mean just shooting—just like an assault. So anyway, me and my roommate, we decided we would just get in our pajamas and lay down. I mean we had nothing to do with it. And they would come, and they would see that we were in bed and so forth. Well they finally got into the dormitory. We could hear the doors busting as they were coming in. So they finally busted the doors, pulled us out, took us and put us down on the grass, head down, face down—and took [us] to jail. Fingerprinted us all. And we stayed in jail that whole night.

      Strange thing about this is that next morning I thought the black community would be outraged. I thought that when we walked through that little corridor and saw the sunlight it would be…but there wasn’t. There was only just a few people. And I think that Dr. Biggers was one of them.

      Charles Criner, 1978. Photo by Earlie Hudnall. Courtesy of Earlie Hudnall.
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    Working Artist

      After I graduated I got a job at Posters Inc., and I did their little billboard sketches, and they would take them and sell them and reproduce them. And then I went to work for NASA. I helped do the flight plan for Apollo 11, you know. Then after we finally landed on the moon there was nothing for us to do. They didn’t fire us, but I mean up until that time we weren’t even allowed to go home. We would sleep in the hallways because as the engineers change the flight plan, they had these great big books that looked like phone books, and they had a visual line drawing of every three seconds of how that lunar lander would be turned. Well if they changed the plans, all the drawings had to be done again.

      I always liked to do cartoons, so I took some cartoons to the Houston Post, and they told me, “All we have are syndicated cartoons. We get them syndicated. But we do have an opening for an artist.” So that’s when I switched from NASA to the Houston Post. I was there for two months, then Uncle Sam told me to show up. I quit the Post, and I went to the Army for two years, then I came back to the Post. I was promoted to art director and I worked there during the 80s. And then I quit for a while, came back, quit and went into business for myself. Then I came back and worked there until they closed in 1995.

      When the Post closed in ’95 I went to the Houston Chronicle, and I worked there until ’98. And then there again, Dr. Biggers called me and says there’s a museum opening at the Printing Museum. They had these two presses, and nobody knew anything about them at the time. So a fellow by the name of Don Piercy was the director at this museum at the time, and he loved Dr. Biggers’ work. So Dr. Biggers called me and says, “There’s two presses, and they’re going to give them to this museum. And I want you to come over and we’re going to get them working. And they promised me that we could come here, and we could print in the evening after you get off work.”

      We got those presses going, and Don called me one day and said, “Criner, how would you like to come here and work permanently?” And I said, “Well, what am I going to do at a museum?” So he said, “We’ll pay you what you’re making at the Houston Chronicle, and we just want you to come here and do your work. It’s called an artist-in-residence.” So I came here and started off as an artist-in-residence.

    
    
    An Artist’s Subject Matter

      When we were at TSU we were always pushed into creating things that we were familiar with. So I used printmaking as a means to just do the domestic stuff: you know, picking cotton and just where we came from as a black race. And I love fishing. Not just catching the big marlins and taking the picture with those big beautiful fish, but actually taking your kids down and fishing from the banks and creeks and things like that. And then with the domestic things, I think that picking cotton and peas and working that of our history is colorful, so I’d like to do that.

      I love people that create prints by using different media…just art for art itself, but I use it just as a medium to express a story that I want to tell. There’s a story. And I usually put a little paragraph with it because this is what I choose. Most people say that art should be interwoven in the viewer, but I try to go a little past that. I just want you to see and know what it is, and then you read that and you know why it is. I’m just a storyteller.

      With black art I think that—this is just me saying it—I think that the black race is a race that wants to get art wise—wants to get away from where we came from. That’s just me. More white people buy my art than black people, you know. You know everybody else that sells work, they paint jazz. They paint happy people all the time. Nobody wants to have a person picking cotton in their living room. So I think that you do kind of risk your life. I’m kind of blessed in that I can afford to paint and draw what I feel. A lot of people can’t do that. If painting and drawing was my only income I would have to paint some of the things that people want me to paint rather than painting the things and drawing the things I want to paint. I would just say looking back that the art is just me. And you know Houston, as far as art is concerned, is just vibrant.

      
        Charles Criner was interviewed on September 14, 2006. You can listen to the interview here.
      

    
  
  
  
Edward Mayo, 1918-2005

    
    A Registrar Remembers

      James Chillman, Jr., as he was known, was the first director of the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston—founding director. He was also a professor of art at Rice (then the Rice Institute), and he was one of the teachers who knew me when I studied architecture at Rice. I graduated just in time to be drafted into World War II, which relieved me of the necessity of trying to be an architect for at least three years. I came out of the Army air force and went to work for an architect learning what I knew to begin with, but I really did not have architectural talent and had too much respect for architecture to become another bad one. They had plenty of bad ones already; they didn’t need any more!

      I floundered around and did a number of other things and finally Mr. Chillman (who had noticed this floundering—this is now in the latter part of 1960) asked me if I would like to come and work at the Museum as the registrar. I think I said, “What’s that?” And he said, “Well, I have a book here. If you will come to work you can read the book and learn how to be a registrar.” And he offered me a little more money than I was making where I was. I went to work there on January 15, 1961.

      About the time he hired me, he was the interim director. He had been Director Emeritus when Lee Malone became director of the Museum; the first full-time museum director was Lee Malone. Mr. Chillman never considered himself full-time director because he had what he felt was a full-time job at Rice. But he devoted as much time as almost any other director—surely the next couple—at the Museum. He and Miss (Ruth) Uhler and one janitor—three people—kept the Museum going by themselves in World War II. When he left he took the title of Director Emeritus and he was gone about four or five years when Lee Malone was there. [Then] Lee Malone was retired, was resigned, and Chillman came back and was there for a couple of years while the board searched for and found a new director, James Johnson Sweeney. So we were both hired about the same time.

      Edward Mayo (left) with Thomas P. Lee prior to the installation of the Anthony Caro exhibition, December 3, 1975. Photo by Rick Gardner. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Archives.
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    Sweeney’s Tenure

      Mr. Sweeney did not hire me, but I’ll tell you—it was an experience that I shall absolutely never forget. I think I remember more about it than I do any of the subsequent directors, though every one of them had memorable characteristics and were very, very different in many ways from each other. Peter Marzio said once, “We shouldn’t think about how they were different; we should think about how they might be the same.” I found out that they did have one very, very salient characteristic in common: they were all dedicated to art. Each in his own very individual way…but it made working there a lot more interesting than just working for one person.

      I probably never knew an individual like Sweeney. I don’t think there was an individual like Sweeney. It was a very stimulating experience. We were told that when he was hired he was given the opportunity to do whatever he wanted with the staff; he had the notorious reputation of having fired if not all 99, then 44% of the staff at the Guggenheim when he went there. There weren’t too many people to keep when he came, except for Miss Ruth Uhler. Sweeney didn’t fire anybody when he came. He augmented the staff a little bit, not a great deal—because what money he was given I think he had been told that it was for acquisitions. That was the money that he had to add to the collection, and he added to it by some very fortuitous gifts, mostly from Mr. and Mrs. de Menil, and then he bought some. He may have bought some tribal or primitive art, but he didn’t have much money for exhibitions or for staff—he wanted to really do it himself. He felt quite able to. He didn’t hire any curators. He didn’t want any curators. He didn’t hire a business manager. He got rid of one by constant battering on him so the man finally resigned; he was an extremely strong personality and a very, very interesting one.

      Cullinan Hall with Olmec Head, installed on lawn by James Johnson Sweeney, June 1963. Photo by Hickey and Robertson. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Archives.
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    Brief Stays

      Sweeney was followed by Mary Buxton.[footnote] She was there as the docent director when Sweeney came—her salary was paid by the Junior League. Mary was there a long time, and when Sweeney left I presume S.I. Morris who was president of the board at the time put her in charge. Because of her educational background—or lack of it, I would not call her ‘acting director’—she was called administrator. Mary had a lot of very good things going for her—if you can’t be anything else be born beautiful—and she was a very good-looking woman with an unbelievably charming personality. She was from Georgia and had gone to the University of Wisconsin. Her name was Mary Hancock in her Georgia days, and then she married Mr. Weaver and had two children. By the time I knew her she had shed Mr. Weaver and married Fred Buxton, a rather prominent landscape architect in Houston.
Mary Buxton Cain served as Interim Director of the MFAH between 1967 and 1969 with the alternate official titles of Administrator and Administrative Director. She concluded her tenure at the MFAH as Curator of Exhibitions in 1970.
      Mary took care of the Museum’s business for about two years while another director was chosen who turned out to be Philippe de Montebello. Actually his full name was Guy Philippe Lannes de Montebello. When he came south he dropped “Guy.” So he was Philippe and everybody of course called him Philippe except Mrs. de Menil, who has the same sort of Gallic antecedents. Montebello was a great pleasure for me to work with. He had really no experience as a director, and he wasn’t the curator of paintings at the Met[footnote]—how he got here I’m not positive, but I think it was through the good offices of John A. Beck.
In Museum: Behind the Scenes at the Met, which has a chapter written by de Montebello, he notes that he was associate curator of European paintings at the Metropolitan Museum of Art before accepting the directorship at the MFAH.
      I think the directors felt it was time to get rid of the Sweeney image—it was too modern—and to get back to the basics, old masters. That was where he focused his attention and what acquisition funds he had bought a lot of things. They were not great old masters, but they were very solid additions to the collections of the Museum. He had no experience, but he had a lot of savvy; French savvy. And he was bright—he was a smart man. He was Harvard-educated and learned Russian while at Harvard. He conducted one of the Museum tours to St. Petersburg or then Leningrad and Moscow—and I think he acted as their interpreter along the way.

      Montebello hired E. A. Carmean, [Jr.],[footnote] who is now director of the Brooks Museum of Art in Memphis, Tennessee. E.A. stayed at the Museum of Fine Arts until Bill Agee came, and his area of expertise and Bill’s particular interests overlapped a bit. I think he felt there was no reason to stay here, particularly when he had a chance to go to the National Gallery as their first curator of 20th century art. If I remember correctly, the next curator that Philippe hired was Jack Schraeder.[footnote] He was from Kansas and did his undergraduate work at the University of Kansas; his specialty was Medieval Art…not too long out of a graduate program—I think it was Princeton. He left the Museum before Montebello left and went to the Metropolitan also.
E.A. Carmean, Jr., served in the curatorial department of the MFAH from 1971 to 1974. Jack Schraeder was on the MFAH curatorial staff from 1970 to 1973.
    
    
    Under Agee

      (William) Agee[footnote] came right after Montebello. I think there were doubts on the board that Agee could administer. Agee was a wonderful art person. I don’t think anybody there has been any better or in many ways come up to him as an art person. He really knew his field, and he knew a lot of other things, too. Bill was hampered by the onerous task of administering, and administration was not something he enjoyed. He met lots of roadblocks in the art community. Why I am not sure because he of all people was dedicated to the more recent art than any of the others. You know he’s a teacher—a full-time teacher. Teaches at Hunter, I think. He got his undergraduate degree from Princeton and then he got his masters at Yale. He did not have a PhD; we never had a PhD director until Dr. (Peter) Marzio[footnote] came.
William C. Agee served as Director of the MFAH between 1974 and 1982.Peter C. Marzio has been Director of the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, since 1982, the longest tenure of the museum’s full-​time directors.
      Edward Mayo (far right) and unidentified woman with William and Virginia Camfield at the opening of the Hans Hartung exhibition at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, April 23, 1969. Photo by Hickey and Robertson. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Archives.
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    Good Progress

      Progress in the visual arts today in comparison to the last 30, 40, 50 years is phenomenal. It’s phenomenal progress. In ’45, let’s see, you have to consider Ben DuBose because Ben was really the first person to do anything about providing a venue for the exhibition of contemporary artists, local artists, except the Museum of Fine Arts. For like 32 or 33 years the Museum had an exhibition called Houston Artists Exhibition.[footnote] It was not only a place for them to show their work; it was the only place of significance. Every year there was a purchase prize and that collection remains intact. So far it’s not been touched. I can’t remember when the Texas Artists Exhibition[footnote] started, but it was going on in my time, and it lasted a little bit longer than Houston because Houston wasn’t in control of it. It was held each year in conjunction with the Texas State Fair in Dallas and the exhibition was exhibited there first, then in Houston and San Antonio. The Museum continued to acquire works from that exhibition. There was a purchase prize there also until Sweeney stopped acquiring works. He put an end to the Houston Artists Exhibit, much to the distress of Houston artists, some of whom have never forgiven him for doing that. Mr. Sweeney was a one-man band in many ways.
The annual Houston Artists exhibit ran from 1925 to 1960. Its name varied somewhat over the years, but its most common official title was Exhibitions of Works by Houston Artists.Exhibition of Texas Painting and Sculpture 1940-1965. After 1961, MFAH did not participate. 
      
        Edward Mayo was interviewed on November 4, 1997. You can listen to the interview here.
      

    
  
  
  
Edsel Cramer, b. 1923

    
    Native Born

      I was born in Houston, in the old, old Jeff Davis Hospital. They’re renovating it now—you can see it from the freeway. Anyway, Houston…the art that did exist was like, as I remember it, people like [David] Adickes…and who else? The very famous [Ben] DuBose, he was featuring Adickes’ painting, and some other artist that I can’t quite remember. But Adickes was a big deal, and whoever did the flat metal things—[Charles] Pebworth. There were three biggies—operating in the so-called art limbo. The third person [was] Herb Mears, because they were doing the same kind of thing when it came to paint. John Biggers was drawing over at TSU—doing murals and all the people hated those murals. All the black people denied being African-connected at all. And that was Houston. Then all of the sudden something happened: the black power movement came along and every black person with money and a house couldn’t buy enough John Biggers. They all wanted black art. They would ask me, “Do you own any black art?” And I would try to [tell] the difference between an artist who is black and having the subject be black. What exactly were they looking for? I actually felt it was a terrible period of hypocrisy.

      Edsel Cramer with "Portrait of the Honorable Judge Peter Solito," Harris County Courthouse, Houston. Courtesy of the artist.
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    Long Way Around

      Way back in the 40s they had the Museum school. They looked at my work and he [James Chillman] says, “Oh, yeah—you have talent. But we don’t think it’s a good idea to have a class for one person [due to segregation]. We recommend Chicago.” So I took off for Chicago. At that point the Museum had one day open for black folks. And that was on Monday when the Museum was closed. I’d go to the Museum, walk all through thinking, “Where’s everybody else?” I didn’t realize that it was just open for black people [on Mondays] and not for white folks.

      So I went to Chicago…the Art Institute of Chicago. I was still thinking I was going to be an illustrator, so I went to those commercial art schools and there was no way I could get into those schools. But the Art Institute…that changed my whole attitude about art. I got to see [artists] like da Vinci, Cézanne, Degas, El Greco, Monet, Sargent, Chagall. And they had a Georgia O’Keefe, a huge painting of flowers—the insides of flowers. All these people were a new experience for me. I had known them maybe in a book—but never in real life. And best of all, they had this wonderful art school right in the middle of the museum itself—same building—and you could always leave your painting, leave your drawing, and look at the real McCoy.

      What else do I do after that? So I leave Chicago; I’m in the Navy. They realized, “Here’s a man who’s got talent for drawing.” So they give me a project like painting numbers on chicken coops. That’s the funniest thing in the world. Yeah, and once they gave me all the would-be officers, like lieutenants, captains, admirals. I started painting people and the sailors had families and they would bring little photographs—wanting me to paint them with the family. Just awful stuff. I enjoyed it because I didn’t have to do anything but paint. I was getting kind of excited about learning to be in the military, but the irony was that they put me to work as a painter! I went on to paint people…you know, women, men, everybody. And finally I was transferred to the Pacific. Hawaii was the final stop. I got to create a little drawing class and it was a very wonderful experience.

      After I got out of the service I went to New York City. I met people who said, “If you’re going to go to an art school, you should go to New York City,” and they were right. That’s where I got involved in the Art Students’ League. What [the instructors] wanted me to do was some primitive African stuff because I’m black. And my painting was more classical than everybody else. In my drawings you can see the influences of Rembrandt, Michelangelo to some degree—but my strongest influence was Degas. Why Degas? He made drawings of passion and he was “tight.” And the funny thing about the Art Students’ League—I heard this fellow talking about what a wonderful town he lived in, and they didn’t have any problems with race relationships and so forth. So I said, “What town is this?” He said Houston. I said, “Well, I come from Houston.” I thought he had to be kidding—but he didn’t know about these restrictions and that was Lowell Collins. We got to be best of friends.

      Edsel Camer at Drawing Board, Houston, c. 1972. Courtesy of the artist.
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    Back Home

      It was 1952 that I came back to Houston, but I was not at all connected—but I started painting. The first portrait I painted in Houston was the daughter of de Menil…Adelaide [de Menil Carpenter].

      Anyway, I came back to Houston and who do I see but Lowell Collins at the Museum, and John Biggers at Texas Southern—all these people who I had met in the Navy now come to Houston and they are doing great things. John Biggers said, “I’d like to work you into our system, but you’d have to cut your beard off.” I said no way. Well, John Biggers was at Texas Southern and he was friendly with the McAshans—Susan McAshan—and Dominique de Menil. [Mrs. de Menil] saw one of the two paintings I had and said, “I would like for you to paint my daughter.”

      I did the painting of McAshan during that same period. She lived just behind a golf course. We talked about people like Stravinsky…we were listening to music by [him] and different people. And she said to me, “Would you be comfortable if you went to a nice restaurant?” I’m impressed with the silverware; she had this great silver with this fork with three prongs. All my life I never had a fork with three prongs. So that’s how she got to asking me, would I be comfortable in a nice fancy restaurant. So I thought about it, and I thought, well—if I didn’t have the money to pay I wouldn’t be very comfortable. That’s probably the only thing I thought about, anyways.

      She was very used to things going her way. I ended up painting her and I moved to the background about halfway down—beautiful background to paint—so I get over half done and she says, “No, stop. Don’t do anymore.” So I stopped…and unfortunately, I got the reputation for not finishing my work. But she meant well.

    
    
    Faces in the Crowd

      I was painting a whole bunch of people. I met Hugh Potter during that period. I met Emily Wells (Mrs. Marshall F. Wells) and I met the Joneses. I didn’t know—I thought Jones was just a common name like the common name that you have if you were a black person. I was making drawings of all these people. I made drawings of George Bush’s kids—yes, George Bush the current president—when he was about nine, or less than nine years old. And I didn’t know they were anybody. They were all going to St. John’s—they were just names. I painted one woman’s daughter and she took the painting back in two days—wet—and she got on an airplane and messed it up. I painted the nicest folks at that time. Emily Wells, originally she was a Maverick, well, her mother was a Maverick. She was a very courageous individual. I understand she was an artist, but her daughter was also an artist but more than that she was a supporter. It was through Emily Wells that I met people like the Bushes and all the other people I can’t remember. Anne Kent—who could have been a movie star. She was just strikingly beautiful and I did a painting of her in two days.

      Edsel Cramer with children, c. 1973. Courtesy of the artist.
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    Houston in the Sixties

      I’d go to the Museum…they had a wonderful library there, and I spent a lot of time in the library, not so much in the Museum itself. The library was in the basement at the time. The overall feeling of the Museum was a nice place to be, but I never got the feeling like I was part of that. Never did. But I liked the people. Like Ed Mayo, [he] was the nicest man. And Lowell Collins. I mentioned that. But I met a lot of people working at the Museum too. Like all the Museum guards just loved to sit with me and talk about paintings—talk about the paintings on the wall. A lot of these people came from Cuba. The guards were really professional people. And I had great times talking to them.

      [In the 60s] they started a rash of galleries. They didn’t have these galleries in the 50s. Kiko Gallery and the David Gallery. Moody, yeah, all those. They didn’t have any of those [before]. The Museum was the thing. The first different look came to Houston in the Contemporary Arts Museum with the de Menils. Downtown they had a Quonset hut very close to the Heritage Society—somewhere in that location. And they later moved out by Holcombe behind the Prudential building. And then finally back to Montrose Street. But it was like small. Houston was small. The art scene was small. They didn’t have a whole lot of the business that you have today.

      
        Edsel Cramer was interviewed on May 16, 2006. You can listen to the interview here.
      

    
  
  
  
Gertrude Levy Barnstone, b. 1925

    
    “Draw a Circle.”

        I was about seven when my mother took me over to the Museum of Fine Arts and talked to Mr. Chillman,[footnote] and he said, “Draw a circle.” And I drew a circle…so he put me in the class. It wasn’t a children’s class. It was an adult class that did oil paintings and nudes and all kinds of good stuff. It was very exciting and alive. A new teacher, Bob Joy, moved down from Pennsylvania to Houston with his family. That was during the depression, and it was all pretty vital and it was very exciting for me. It became my life.
James C. Chillman, Jr., was the founding director of the MFAH, serving from shortly before the William Ward Watkin building opened in 1924 until 1953 and again as interim director between 1959 and 1961.
        Sun Catchers
by Gertrude Barnstone. Installed at U.S. Green Stamp building on Holcomb, 1951. Courtesy of the artist.
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      In the Fifties

        When I think of the 50s, I think of a fabulous sense of wonderful things happening, wonderful in terms of energy and hopefulness. The war was over…and so many people were moving here. Howard,[footnote] who became my husband, moved to Houston in ’48. The Shamrock was built then, and everything just boomed and exploded…everything was possible and there was so much energy and a positive sense in the air. It was terrific! I was volunteering—a lot of us were doing things. In fact, that’s how Howard and I first got together, because he was a newcomer in Houston, and got involved at CAA. That was, of course, the scene of so much happening—CAA became a good enterprise for the de Menils.[footnote] Houston was their—what’s the term?—tabula rasa. There was just this incredible attitude of, wow—let’s go. And to have that with first class art, not pretenders, not second class, but really top notch stuff…their activities and involvement were fabulous.
Howard Barnstone graduated from Yale University with a Bachelor’s degree in Architecture in 1948 and moved to Houston that same year. He married Gertrude Levy in 1955; they divorced in 1969. Barnstone practiced and taught architecture in Houston until his death in 1987.Parisian John de Menil married Dominique Schlumberger in 1931. The de Menils arrived in Houston in 1942 and became US citizens in 1962. Together they amassed one of the largest and most wide-ranging art collections in the United States.
        I had gotten married and was having babies, so I had a studio at home. We turned one room in an apartment, and then a house, into a studio. I was doing a lot of painting and then some sculpture. I had several shows, two or three one person shows…and I remember being thrilled at one of them that Jim Sweeney showed up with Alexander Calder,[footnote] and that was great fun. He was pretty “in his cups,” but it was a delight.
Alexander Calder, 1898-1976. American abstract kinetic artist best known for creating mobiles and stabile sculpture.
        Gertrude Barnstone, Mexico 1959. Courtesy of the artist.
          [image: ]

            
        
      
      
      The Burlap Group

        The burlap group was a lot of Houston artists—not me—who wanted to make the Contemporary Arts Museum, and any art group with a lot of art activity in Houston, exhibit Houston artists. Well, the de Menils wanted—they brought the Van Gogh show—they wanted to do other things that were right up there. But these people objected strongly; they said there should be opportunity for them. They needed venues to show their work and develop. As far as I was concerned, I wasn’t going to learn anything looking at my work, and I knew most of their work from art school. I wanted to see things I wouldn’t otherwise see in Houston, because that’s the only way I was going to be an artist. I don’t know if it was a metaphor for other things, but the idea was that they would, if they could, hang burlap on the walls and hang their art on the burlap.

      
      
      Early Leadership

        The de Menils brought Jerry MacAgy,[footnote] and she was one fantastic person. Her personality was so dynamic. You were just attracted to it by the force of her—it was such a good kind of thing. It wasn’t dominating or manipulative, or it never struck me that way, certainly. I’ve never heard anything like that about her. But she was a real, vital force for things happening—things of the mind, which was so exciting. Then Jim[footnote] and Laura Sweeney came. That was tremendous. He did fabulous things while he was here. They became really good friends of ours, as with Jerry MacAgy. It was real personal for us, because Howard was doing a lot of work for Schlumberger for the de Menils. It was about not having narrow boundaries. The boundaries were endless so the sky was the limit for what you could do: extending, trying, and building on one’s development.
Jermayne MacAgy was an exhibit designer, museum director and art professor who became director of the Contemporary Arts Museum in 1955. During her four-year tenure she organized 29 exhibitions, many of them considered unusual at that time. James Johnson Sweeney, noted art critic and former Guggenheim director, was named Museum of Fine Arts director in 1961, where he served for six years. 
        Gertrude and Howard Barnstone at Totems Not Taboo opening, 1959. Photo by Eve Arnold. Magnum. Courtesy of Gertrude Barnstone.
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      Other Pursuits

        In the 60s I got on the school board—the Houston school board—and it was extremely political, extremely dramatic. It was quite an experience. In ’64 I ran, and then I didn’t get off until 1970. I found that during that time I couldn’t keep up with the art thing in any form…the focus changed. Then in 1970 I did other things—TV and whatnot. Channel 2 (KPRC-TV) kindly gave me a job doing community relations…because I was divorced by then, and had three little children. After a few months they asked if I would do a non-commercial children’s program. Those were the days of Sesame Street and the realization that—wow!—you could do something worthwhile. The FCC was breathing down the necks of commercial stations to do this, so they wanted me to work it up. Since I’d been on the school board they figured I had some feel for this thing about kids. I did that for a few years, and they gave me total carte blanche, which was wonderful.

        The show was called Sundown’s Treehouse, and it was participatory…about eight kids with total ethnic diversity. They were all under ten, but the children ran the show. I would come up with an outline of what the show was going to be, and we’d meet and we’d talk about it and we’d start doing some dialogue back and forth, and then two days later—it was the taping, and kids just went! I tried to include a lot of participatory things like putting a piece of plastic in front of the camera and a kid with a brush would draw on it, so on the screen all you’d see is a brush and these lines and things. I loved doing that program.

        The whole television thing lasted a few years, then the Women’s Caucus for Art became important. I’d been so active politically, and discrimination was just everywhere. This was certainly something that needed to be worked on, so I was very active in that…helped get that going. And I was active here and there nationally for a few years, as well as doing my own work. Then you realize, okay, I’ve done that, I’ve got to get back to what is really me, and put all my energy and focus on that. So I did.

      
      
      Part-Time Welder

        After I lost my job with Channel 2, I was a media consultant for a while—whatever the hell that means, which was practically nothing. Then I decided I was going more and more into getting back into art. Art had always been there in my life since I was a little kid. So I sort of pulled back into art after that. I realized that I had in the past done some big things, but then they weren’t very good. Back before I got married in the 50s, I got a commission to do two very large things for the US Green Stamp building on Holcombe. And there were two separate pieces of aluminum—it was big, you know, five inch by one inch thick, curled. Well, I couldn’t make them—obviously I had them fabricated. You have something fabricated if you work in metal and it’s big. Remember that. And my other thing was working in multimedia, which was everything from paper to this to that. Wood, sometimes metal would come into it.

        I didn’t know what the hell to do with metal. I figured well, I’ve got to learn to weld so I can get a chance to do something else large. I can do it. People all over the world learn to weld, so I went to the community college and learned to—and I loved it. So I got a job in welding. I welded the aluminum frames that plexiglass skylights went into. It was repetitive, it was a skill. And the more you weld, the better you get. It’s all habit—I mean practice, practice, practice. So I did this for half the week, and then the rest of the week I did my own work. By the time I learned to weld, I had moved into this house and the garage was already a shop. So it had everything. All I had to do was put in electricity for a welding machine. It was wonderful. It had shelves and a sink and a flat cement floor. It wasn’t the biggest in the world, but it’s worked for 30 years, and I’ve done big things in it.

      
      
      On Making Choices

        I’ve had several times in my life I’ve felt I really had to make a decision—do I want to go into theater, because I did a lot of theater, too. Should I go into theater, or should I go into art? And two or three times I’ve had that fork in the road, and I’ve had to sit down and figure out what I want to do. Finally I made the decision that once and for all it was going to be art, because with art you could pull more out of yourself; it’s somehow more creative than being an interpretive actor, and the repetition of night after night of performances. I did some things at the Alley. I started that pretty young, when I was about 13. And there was a remarkable woman who was sort of an icon in American theater…Margo Jones. She was brought here by the woman who was head of the Parks Department to head the community playhouse. I was 13, 14, 15, and I kept on until I started college and by that time she’d left. Margo went on to New York and directed Ingmar Bergman, then she ended up with her own theater in Dallas.

        She said, “Decentralization of the arts, baby, don’t ever forget, decentralization of the arts.” She said that theater was too important to be centered in New York and Los Angeles…that theater belongs…is a part of…everybody’s life. It’s got to be out there. So it was in this interrelatedness of the arts that I grew up.

        My mother wanted to be a writer, but she didn’t. But she hated being a housewife. That’s why she felt that the worst thing that could happen to a woman was to get married, and the second worst thing that could happen to a woman was to have children, because they limited a woman’s opportunity to develop her talent, her intelligence, and to grow as a person. So I mean, I heard this stuff and went, “Okay—well, I’m going to do it. I’ll show you.”

        I had a husband that felt the same. The last thing he wanted was a wife who would be a housewife, take care of the babies. Howard didn’t want that. We agreed on that early on, so we were on the same wavelength there. So that was nice.

        
          Gertrude Barnstone was interviewed on June 9, 2006. You can listen to the interview here.
        


    
  
  
  
