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(An  I n t e r v i ew  w i t h  G i l be r t  W i l son )  Ph i l i p  L .  Ge rbe r  1  



MURALS  

by  

G i l be r t  B .  W i l son  

1 .  Wood r ow  W i l son  Jun i o r  H i gh  Schoo l ,  Te r r e  H au t e .  
( Be i ng  r e s t o r ed ) .  

2 .  I nd i ana  S t a t e  Lab  Schoo l ,  Te r r e  H au t e ,  
( Des t royed  by  m e ) .  

3 .  I nd i ana  S t a t e  Lab  Schoo l ,  Te r r e  H au t e ,  ( R e - done ) .  

4 .  Sc i ence  H a l l ,  ISU  (Mura l  l os t  in  r enov a t i on ) .  

5 .  Mura l  in  p r i va t e  home  o f  B l umbe rg  f am i l y ,  Te r r e  Hau t e  ( ? ) ,  

6 .  Conve r t i on  Ha l l  mur a l  a t  Lake  Wawa s e e ,  I nd i ana  ( ? ) .  

7 .  Mura l  in  p r i va t e  home  o f  C .  J .  Roo t ,  Te r r e  Hau t e  ( ? ) .  

8 .  F r esco  in  Scu l p t u r e  Schoo l ,  New  Yor k  C i t y  (pa i n t ed  ove r )  ( ? ) .  
" D rum  Taps "  o f  Wa l t  Wh i t man .  

9 .  Wh i t man  mur a l  r edone  in  Commun i t y  The a t r e ,  Te r r e  H au t e .  

10 .  Mur a l  " Comedy "  in  Commun i t y  The a t r e ,  Te r r e  H au t e .  

11 .  Mur a l  po r t r a i t  or  t e ache r ,  Sa r ah  Sco t t  J r .  H i gh ,  T .  H .  

12 .  Mur a l  in  p r i va t e  home  o f  p r o f esso r  a t  An t i och  Co l l ege .  

13 .  Mura l  a t  An t i oc  Co l l ege ,  Ye l l ow  Sp r i ngs ,  Oh i o .  

14 .  Mur a l  in  Dance  S t ud i o  o f  Georg i a  G a y ,  Co l umbus ,  Oh i o  
( Des t r oyed ) .  

15 .  Two  ou t doo r  mur a l s  f o r  p r i va t e  home  o f  R i ck  H a r dy ,  
F r ank f o r t ,  Ken t ucky  ( ? ) .  

16 .  Mur a l  pane l s  f or  Mody - D i ck  in  F r ank f o r t  Pub l i c  L i b r a r y ,  
( Neve r  a c c ep t ed ) .  



E d i t o r ' s Note 

We ' re ve r y p l eased t o beg i n ,  i n t h i s i s s u e o f t he News l e t t e r ,  a s e r i e s o f 

i n t e r v i e w s o f G i l b e r t  W i l son ,  d i s t i n g u i s h e d M idwes tern m u r a l i s t  and a r t i s t ,  now 

l i v i n g i n L o u i s v i l l e ,  Ken tucky .  Conducted by P h i l i p Gerber o f S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y 

Co l l ege a t  B r ockpo r t ,  New York ,  t he i n t e r v i e w s cover G i l ' s c a r e e r as an a r t i s t ,  

h i s w ide acqua i n t ancesh i p among a r t i s t s and w r i t e r s ,  i n c l u d i n g Sherwood Anderson ,  

and t he l o t  o f t he a r t i s t  i n Amer i ca .  

G i l  i s perhaps bes t  known t o members of the S o c i e t y as the p a i n t e r o f t he 

cen t enn i a l  p o r t r a i t s o f both Sherwood Anderson and Theodore D r e i s e r .  

Dav id D.  Anderson 



(An In t erv i ew w i th G i l ber t Wi lson) 

P h i l i p L .  Gerber 

Born i n 1907 i n Terre Haute,  Ind i ana ,  b i r thp l ace of S o c i a l i s t Eugene Debs 

and nove l i s t Theodore Dre i ser ,  G i l ber t Wilson has spent a l i fe t i me pain t ing and 

at tempt ing to define in wr i t i ng the place of the a r t i s t in America.  He took h i s 

professional t ra i n i ng a t the Chicago Ar t I n s t i t u t e and the Yale School of A r t ,  

emerging i n the teeth of the Great Depression to f i nd himself a d r i f t in the 

economic chaos of the t imes .  Influenced in s t y l e by the convent ional mura l i s t 

Eugene Savage and in tone by the rad i ca l Mexicans Diego R i vera ,  David S i que i ros ,  

and Jose Clemente Orozco,  he launched a ser i es of murals of h i s own in Terre Haute 

and a t Ant ioch Co l lege ,  some of which have managed to surv i ve the v i c i s s i t u d e s of 

f i v e decades.  Along the way,  Wi lson cu l t i va t ed valuab le fr i endsh i ps wi th a var i e t y 

of persona l i t i es in the a r t s ,  among them car t oon i s t Ar t Young,  Pa in t er Rockwell Kent ,  

j o u r n a l i s t W i l l iam A l l en Whi te,  and nove l i s t s Sherwood Anderson,  Pearl Buck,  and 

Theodore Dre i ser .  His work on a music-drama "The White Whale" brought him together 

wi th ac tor Wal ter Huston,  whose son John was then instrumental in engaging Wilson 

for a nat ional tour of the a r t i s t ' s Moby-Dick pain t ings in connect ion wi th Huston ' s 

fi lmed vers ion of Me l v i l l e ' s nove l .  Wi lson now l i v e s in L o u i s v i l l e ,  Kentucky ,  where 

he cont inues to pain t and to se t down a l i f e t i me ' s observat ions in h i s book: What 

Makes the A r t i s t T i ck? A Study of Sex ,  Sub l imat ion ,  and C r e a t i v i t y .  The present i n -

t erv i ew ,  the f i r s t of s i x ,  was conducted in 1979 in the a r t i s t ' s studio in Frankfor t ,  

Kentucky.  As i t opens,  Wilson speaks of h i s acquaintance wi th Ar t Young,  p o l i t i c a l 
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car t oon i s t and author of On My Way and My L i f e and Times.  

Wi lson: Ar t Young,  the car t oon i s t ,  was an ear i y inf luence on me.  I was in the 

l i b r a r y in my home town of Terre Haute one t ime ,  and I ran onto a book 

by Ar t Young.  I thought tha t he must be as o ld as Charles Dickens .  I 

ran in to ny old a r t teacher ,  and I spoke to him about t h i s charac t er ,  

and he s a i d ,  "We l l ,  I'm sure tha t he 's s t i l l a l i v e . " He knew of h i s 

cartoons and other work,  I had read in Young 's book c a l l ed On My Way 

that he had known Eugene Debs.  He had come to Terre Haute wi th Jack Reed 

j u s t a f t e r Debs got out of prison--

Gerber: When would t h i s be? 

Wi lson: Th is was r i gh t a f t e r the F i r s t World War,  so i t must have been around 

1920 or so .  Harding pardoned him,  you know.  Debs wouldn ' t accept any-

th ing but a f u l l pardon.  I guess you know about h i s going in to prison 

over confront ing the draf t in the F i r s t World War,  and the s t r i kes-- t he 

Pullman S t r i k e .  Anyway,  Ar t Young had met him and made drawingsof him.  

We l l ,  I was going to do t h i s mural ,  what I ca l l ed "A Mural Song of the 

Midwest," of Theodore Dreiser and Paul Dresser and Ar t Young.  These are 

three people who were associa ted w i th my home town of Terre Haute and 

were f i gures know worldwide.  

Th is i s how 1 got to know Ar t Young.  I went to New York and from there 

up in to Danbury,  Connect icut ,  and he l i ved in a l i t t l e old rooming house 

there .  He had a farm out on the edge of Be t he l ,  Connect icut .  He was in 

the midst of wr i t i ng h i s f i n a l autobiography ,  f i n i s h i ng what he s t ar t ed 

i n On My Way.  I t was ca l l ed My L i f e and Times.  He had a ghost wr i t er 



3 .  

who  w a s  do i ng  t he  h i s t o r i c a l  b a c k g r ound ,  and  he  w a s  do i ng  h i s  pe r sona l -

l i f e  pa r t - - t he y  w e r e  bo t h  v e r y  c l os e l y  i n t e r l o c k e d .  A s  I  r e ad  h i s  T i m e s  

- - w e l l .  Young ' s  l i f e  w a s  i n t e r e s t i ng ,  bu t  h i s  m a nu s c r i p t  f o r  T i m e s  w a s  

j us t  pede s t r i an  a s  t he  d i c k e n s .  Th i s  w r i t e r  w a s  j u s t  one  o f  t he  hack  

w r i t e r s .  So  I  began  t o  d i s cou r age  A r t ,  a l l  unw i t t i ng l y - - !  d i dn ' t  

r e a l i z e  I  w a s .  I  j u s t  s a i d ,  " A r t ,  t h i s  doe sn ' t  sound  l i k e  y o u ,  and  I  

don ' t  l i k e  i t .  I t  do e s n ' t  f i x  w i t h  y ou r  o t he r  wo r k . "  W e l l ,  he  had  a  

de ad l i ne  com i ng  up  i n  abou t  a  mon t h  o r  t wo  and  so  I  go t  bus y  w i t h  t he  pub -

l i she r  and  some  o t he r  peop l e  and  go t  h i m  o f f  o f  t ha t  de ad l i ne  f o r  ano t he r  

y e a r  a t  l e a s t .  I  w a s  so  f a s c i na t ed  w i t h  t he  o l d  f e l l o w ,  be i ng  t he r e  w i t h  

h i s  wo r k  and  a l l ,  and  he a r i ng  h i s  ph i l osophy - - he  wa s  a  So c i a l i s t ,  you  k now .  

G e r b e r :  Wh a t  y e a r  w a s  t h i s?  

W i l s on :  I t  w a s  a r ound  1938 .  And  one  da y  a  b r i gh t  young  wom an  c a me  t o  v i s i t  h i m .  

she  w a s  M a r gue r i t e  T j ade r  H a r r i s ;  she  had  t h i s  m a g a z i n e  c a l l ed  D i r e c t i on .  

W e l l ,  I  w a s  r unn i ng  ou t  o f  m o n e y ,  and  I  d i dn ' t  w a n t  t o  l i v e  on  A r t  Y oung .  

I  had  abou t  f i f t y  do l l a r s  a  m o n t h ,  wh i ch  I  w a s  ge t t i ng  f r om  m y  f a t h e r ,  

and  f o r  abou t  a  y e a r  I  w a s  ge t t i ng  t w en t y - f i v e  do l l a r s  a  w e e k  f r om  G eo r ge  

B r a z i l l e r ' s  Book  F i nd  C l ub .  B r a z i l l e r  w a s  he l p i ng  y oung  a r t i s t s  and  

w r i t e r s  a t  t ha t  t i me - - a  t ax  d o d g e ,  I  p r e s u m e ,  bu t  i t  w a s  v e r y  h e l p f u l ,  o f  

c ou r s e .  So  I  s t a r t ed  us i ng  A r t  Young ' s  d r a w i ngs  t o  i l l us t r a t e  a r t i c l e s  

wh i ch  I  w r o t e  a bou t  h i m .  H e  m a d e  a  d r a w i ng  o f  m e ,  and  I  m ade  a  d r a w i ng  

o f  h i m .  Th i s  I  pa s t ed  i n  h e r e ,  i n  m y  copy  o f  D i r e c t i on ,  be c aus e  t he y  

us ed  ano t he r  a r t i s t ' s  pa i n t i ng  t h e r e .  Th i s  he l ped  m e  s t a y  on  t he r e  i n  

D a nbu r y .  The  he l l  o f  i t  w a s ,  I  had  been  do i ng  m y  mu r a l s  a t  A n t i o c h ,  and  

now  I ' d  r un  i n t o  t h i s  s i t ua t i on  w i t h  A r t  Young  and  I  d i dn ' t  w a n t  t o  l e a v e  
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t he r e ,  and s t i l l  I f e l t  I had t o go back t o An t i och and f i n i s h my work 

t h e r e ,  so i t  became r e a l l y a prob lem o f s t a y i n g f o r a wh i l e w i t h him and 

then go ing ou t  and work i ng a t  An t i och and then coming ba ck - - c a r r y i ng 

wa t er on both shou l de r s ,  so t o speak .  I found ou t  t h a t  A r t  Young knew 

D r e i s e r ,  and when I go t  t o know D r e i s e r myse l f a coup l e o f y e a r s l a t e r ,  

around 1938 or 1939 ,  I took A r t  over t o D r e i s e r ' s home i n New York C i t y .  

We d i dn ' t  f i n d him i n ;  he was away.  

Gerber :  Where was D r e i s e r l i v i n g t hen? 

W i l son :  I b e l i e v e i t  was on Ten t h S t r e e t ,  Eas t  Ten t h S t r e e t .  

Gerber :  Down i n t he V i l l a g e ,  t hen? 

W i l son :  Yes ,  abou t  a b l ock o f f o f F i f t h Avenue .  I got  A r t  young draw ing aga i n .  

He had done a s e r i e s c a l l e d "Trees a t  N i gh t , " wh i ch I wro t e an a r t i c l e 

abou t ,  and he had a whole l o t  o f draw i ngs f o r ano t her book .  Types o f t he 

Home Town,  wh i ch was not  pub l i shed .  W e l l ,  I conso l ed w i t h him over t he 

f a c t  t h a t  he had ano t her y ea r t o go on h i s au t ob i ography ,  so he l e t  me ge t  

h i s work t oge t her on Types o f t he Old Home Town and we brough t  t h a t  ou t .  

I found t hese f r i e n d s o f mine a t  Te r r e Hau te ,  t he B lumbergs ,  a wea l t hy 

f a m i l y who were pa t rons of m ine .  I had them come t o New York one t ime and 

t hey wen t  up t o Danbury and met  A r t  Young.  Of cou r se ,  t hey l oved h i s 

ph i l osophy i n s p i t e o f t he f a c t  t h a t  he was a S o c i a l i s t .  He was t h a t  k i nd o f 

S o c i a l i s t  t h a t  i s a ve r y dear k i nd of person .  They bought  one of h i s p a i n t -

i ngs f o r f i v e hundred d o l l a r s and ano t her f o r two hundred d o l l a r s .  Th i s 

money was h e l p f u l  t o A r t  because he was being suppor t ed by the League f o r 

Mu tual  A i d ,  wh i ch was a ve r y f i n d and pu rposefu l  t h i ng t o he l p s t r u g g l i n g 



r a d i c a l s t o ge t  a l ong f i n a n c i a l l y .  They wou ld use A r t  Young ' s p l i g h t  t o 

r a i s e money and ,  of cou r se ,  suppor t  him .  I f e l l  ou t  w i t h them because 

here I was ,  s e l l i n g some of h i s draw ings t o f r i e n d s o f mine and t u r n i n g 

t he money over t o A r t .  Bu t  t hey d i dn ' t  unders t and .  There aga i n ,  I 'm 

accused o f be ing "commerc i a l " w i t h h i s work ,  and I cou l dn ' t  defend my-

s e l f ,  aga i n .  A l l  I cou l d show them was t he checks .  

Gerber :  Bu t  A r t  Young d i dn ' t  mind t h i s ,  d i d he? 

W i l son :  Nol  He was a l l  f o r t h i s I n f a c t ,  t he r e were t i mes when he had a den t a l  

b i l l - - h a d a l l  o f h i s t ee t h removed ,  both upper and l ower ,  and had p l a t e s 

made.  W e l l ,  he pa i d h i s d e n t i s t  w i t h draw i ngs .  Can you imag ine t h a t ? 

B a r t e r .  

Gerber :  Sure .  They ' re do ing i t  aga i n ! I read abou t  i t  i n the magaz ines .  

W i l son :  I ' v e been do ing i t  w i t h my p lumber .  I gave him one o f my Moby D i ck draw-

i ngs .  He was an o l d s a i l o r ,  and he l oved t h i s p i c t u r e o f the sea .  I t  

saved me f o r t y d o l l a r s ,  f o r f i x i n g my ho t -wa t er hea t e r .  

Gerber :  And saved him from buy ing the p a i n t i n g and pay i ng t a x e s .  

W i l son :  Yes .  W e l l ,  t h a t ' s how I go t  t o know A r t  Young,  and I was going t o use 

him i n t h i s "Midwest  Mural  Song," because he was born i n Monroe,  W i scons i n ,  

wh i ch i s m i dd l ewes t ,  t oo .  

Gerber :  What  happened t o A r t  Young s i n c e h i s e a r l y days? Wasn ' t  he a b i g news-

paper c a r t o o n i s t ? 

W i l son :  He worked f o r t he Hears t  P r ess f o r a number of y e a r s ,  a he adm i t t ed i n 
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h i s autobiography tha t i n the ear l y years he was a l l for hanging the 

anarch i s t s .  That was when the anarch i s t s '  t r i a l went on,  you know,  

in Chicago ,  about 1886-87.  I mean,  he made a pamphlet-cover for that 

t h i ng .  Now he was ge t t ing the sca l es removed from h i s eyes by l earn ing 

even tua l ly tha t he had been on the wrong s ide of the oppressed ,  you might 

say .  So he s t ar t ed v^orking for The New Masses and The L i bera t or ,  magazines 

which had a very " l e f t " i nf l uence .  But he didn ' t get any money for h i s 

work.  He was working for nothing .  And when h i s property was sold--he 

sold h i s farm out in Connect icu t ,  in Bethel--most of tha t money had to 

to go h i s w i fe and h i s two sons ,  who were l i v i n g i n Ca l i forn i a a t t h i s 

t ime .  I met one of the boys.  I always f e l t sorry for any son of a famous 

man,  because he 's always compared to him,  h i s fa t her ,  usua l l y unfavorab ly .  

I th ink Wal ter Huston and John Huston are the only father-and-son team 

tha t have r e a l l y made a name for themselves separa t e l y .  But Ar t Young 's 

son--he t r i e d wr i t i ng poetry and t r i e d drawing and various other t h i ngs ,  

but he was always compared wi th h i s fa t her .  He was dr ink ing and r e a l l y 

in a predicament .  

Gerber: The son must have been a grown man h imself by that t ime .  

Wi lson: He was,  I 'd say ,  c lose to my age a t tha t t ime .  I was in my l a t e t h i r t i e s ,  

I be l i eve ,  and he was around t ha t .  His bro ther ,  who l i ved wi th h i s mother 

out in C a l i f o r n i a ,  was o lder ye t .  He pa l led around wi th some no tab les .  He 

went to Swarthmore--or Dartmouth,  I be l i eve ,  not Swarthmore.  He played foot-

ba l l there and was r e a l l y a nice guy and a l l ,  but he was always Ar t Young 's 

son.  Ar t Young had qu i te a repu tat ion i n h i s ear l y days as a well-known 



i l l u s t r a t o r f o r The Sa t u rday Even i ng Pos t  and even f o r Time magazine i n 

i t s e a r l y days .  And he was do ing a Sunday-Supp lemen t  p i c t u r e every week .  

He i n f l uenc ed me a g r ea t  d e a l ,  I 'm su r e ,  i n my e a r l y y e a r s .  

Gerber :  How l ong were you around A r t  Young? 

W i l son :  I got  t o know him when he was around s i x t y - f i v e ,  and I t h i n k he d i ed when 

he was abou t  seven t y or so .  I was w i t h him a t  l e a s t  f i v e y e a r s ,  he l p i ng 

him eve ry chance I had t o ge t  h i s draw ings i n t o some k i nd of shape .  He 

had t o move ou t  of t h i s p l ace when he so l d the p r ope r t y ,  so I made a l o t  

o f p o r t f o l i o s ou t  of b i g heavy cardboard .  We bought  some good t h i c k t ape 

and f i x e d up h i s t h i n g s .  A l l  o f i t  f e l l  i n t o the hands o f The League f o r 

Mutual  A i d ;  t hey had t he f i r s t  r i g h t  t o a l l  o f h i s work .  Bu t  he had f a l l e n 

ou t  w i t h them p o l i t i c a l l y i n t he meant ime .  I t  was one of t hose t h i ngs back 

i n t he t i mes du r i ng t he Second Wor ld War when the p o l i t i c a l  p i c t u r e was mak-

i ng i t  ve ry d i f f i c u l t  t o dec i de where you belonged .  The i n t e r e s t i n g t h i ng 

was t h a t  A r t  Young cou l d be f r i e n d s w i t h a l l  phases o f t he L e f t ;  I mean,  t hey 

a l l  c la imed him ,  bu t  he had no r e a l  i d e n t i t y w i t h any of them--he was a 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  S o c i a l i s t ,  you m i gh t  say .  I t h i n k he had a v i ewpo i n t  ve r y much 

l i k e D r e i s e r ' s .  He r e a l l y was f o r l abo r and f o r t he work i ng man and t he 

s t r u g g l i n g poor and a l l ,  bu t  he had no what  you m i gh t  c a l l  sharp p o l i t i c a l  

i n d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  He l ooked l i k e a C a p i t a l i s t .  

Gerber :  I no t i c e t ha t  t h i s i s s u e o f D i r e c t i o n i s a l l  o f A r t  Young.  

W i l son :  Th i s came ou t  a f t e r h i s dea t h ,  1944 ,  t h i s s p e c i a l  A r t  Young i s s u e .  I f o r g e t  

j u s t  the da t e t h a t  he d i ed .  I t  was around Chr i s t mas t ime and he was ou t  

wa l k i ng from one ma i l box t o the nex t .  He had hundreds and hundreds o f cards 

t h a t  he wou ld p r i n t  up and send ou t  f o r Ch r i s t mas .  He d i dn ' t  wan t  t o pu t  



we i gh t  on t he mai lman ,  c a r r y i n g a l l  o f t hose ca rds ou t  of one ma i l box ,  so 

he 'd go two or t h r ee or f ou r b l ocks and pu t  a t h i r d o f them here i n one 

ma i l box and a t h i r d o f them t he r e i n ano t her .  Someone had g i ven him a 

b o t t l e o f vodka .  Now du r i ng h i s l a s t  y e a r s he swore o f f smoking and 

d r i n k i n g .  H i s doc t or made him do i t  because he had h i gh b lood p r essu r e .  

Whoever i t  was t h a t  gave him t h i s vodka s a i d ,  "Come on .  A r t ,  we got  to 

c e l e b r a t e ,  i t ' s Ch r i s t mas and New Yea r ' s . " And so he took a d r i nk o f 

vodka and-- .  I was ou t  here v i s i t i n g my f o l k s i n Ken tucky and a w i r e came 

say i ng t h a t  he had d i ed .  

Gerber :  From t he vodka? 

W i l son :  W e l l ,  from h i s wa l k i ng and from h i s d r i n k i n g ,  t h a t  l i t t l e b i t  o f vodka .  

You know t h a t  a f t e r you ' ve s topped d r i n k i n g f o r a y ea r or more and then t ake 

a d r i n k ,  i t ' s l i k e t a k i n g - - ! saw a man t ake a smoke once a f t e r he 'd been a-

way from i t  f o r abou t  t h r ee y e a r s and he f a i n t e d ;  the i n h a l a t i o n o f the smoke 

j u s t  overcame him .  He had t o s i t  down before he f e l l ;  he cou l dn ' t  ge t  up 

f o r qu i t e a wh i l e f o r f e a r he ' d r e a l l y f a l l  down and pass ou t ,  I s t a r t e d 

t o speak abou t  t hese p a i n t i n g s of A r t  Young ' s ,  and h i s w a t e r c o l o r s ,  and h i s 

draw i ngs .  I ' d go t t en him draw i ng a g a i n ,  and he made one f i n a l  draw ing of 

H i t l e r and Musso l i n i  and the Span i a rd d i c t a t o r .  Franco ,  I would spend my 

t ime a t  t he l i b r a r y g e t t i n g him cu r r en t - e v en t  p i c t u r e s of t hese f ace i n the 

news and he wou ld make c a r i c a t u r e s o f them .  So I was r e a l l y i ns t r umen t a l  

i n g e t t i n g him back i n t o draw i ng .  He was be ing t o r n down by work i ng on 

t h i s book and by h i s worry abou t  the dead l i ne .  I f e l t  t h a t  h i s p u b l i s h e r s 

were r e a l l y c r u e l  t o him .  They d i dn ' t  l i k e me around .  I was a l ways a g a i n s t  

them ,  you m igh t  say ,  a g a i n s t  t h e i r i n t e r e s t s and i n defense of him ,  

Gerber :  Did he f i n i s h t he book? 
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W i l s on :  Y e s .  I  have  t wo  c op i e s .  One  he  ga v e  m e ,  and  ano t he r  he  ga v e  t o  t he  

B l u m b e r g s .  He  m ade  some  l i t t l e  d r a w i ngs  on  t he  f l y  o f  t he i r  c op y .  

Even  s i nc e  t he y  bough t  t wo  o f  h i s  pa i n t i ngs  and  t wo  o f  h i s  d r a w i ng s ,  

he  w a s  v e r y  l i be r a l  w i t h  g i v i ng  t hem  s k e t che s  o f  h i m s e l f .  In  a l l  t he  

y e a r s  t ha t  I  knew  h i m ,  t ha t  one  l i t t l e  s k e t ch  o f  m y s e l f  i s  a l l  t ha t  I  

e v e r  go t  f r om  h i m .  

G e r b e r :  You  sa i d  he  l ook ed  l i k e  a  C a p i t a l i s t .  

W i l s on :  He  t hough t  t ha t  he  d i d .  He  w a s  f a t  and  j o l l y ,  w i t h  a  nos e  som e t h i ng  

l i k e  a  d r un k a r d ' s .  H e ' d  l i v e d ,  no t  a  f a s t  l i f e ,  you  m i gh t  s a y ,  bu t  

he  s mok ed  a l mos t  i n c e s s a n t l y .  C i g a r s .  And  w e  a l w a y s  had  a  d r i nk  o f  

g i n  when  w e  w e n t  down  t o  d i nne r  a t  t he  hous e  whe r e  he  l i v ed  i n  D a nbu r y .  

H i s  doc t o r  w a s  t e l l i ng  h i m  a l l  t he  t i m e ,  " A r t ,  you  j us t  c an ' t  t a ke  c o f f e e ,  

you  c an ' t  t a ke  c i ga r e t t e s  o r  t ob a c c o ,  o r  any  k i nd  o f  l i quo r ,  be c aus e  y ou r  

he a r t  won ' t  t a ke  i t . "  I  w e n t  a r ound  w i t h  h i m  i n  t he  V i l l a g e .  I  w a s  a  so r t  

o f  a  " bodygua r d , "  be c aus e  a l l  o f  h i s  f r i e nd s ,  o l d  Rad i ca l  f r i e nd s ,  wou l d  

i nv i t e  h i m  i n  and  t he y ' d  w a n t  h i m  t o  have  a  d r i nk  and  t he y ' d  w a n t  h i m  t o  

do  h i s  i m i t a t i on  o f  a  Sou t he r n  S ena t o r  and  r e c i t e  t he  poe t r y  o f  J a m e s  

Wh i t c omb  R i l e y .  He  w a s  cons t an t l y  i n  d e m a nd ,  and  pe r f o r m i ng  a l l  t he  t i m e .  

The y  d i dn ' t  r e a l i z e  t he  e f f e c t  on  h i m ,  bu t  I  cou l d  t e l l ;  when  he  began  t o  

ge t  r ed  i n  t he  f a c e  and  s h a k e ,  you  cou l d  t e l l .  W e ' d  r ehe a r s e  som e t i m e s  

a  f u l l  a f t e r noon  on  h i s  po e t r y .  I 'd  hand l e  t he  book  and  he ' d  r e c i t e  l ong  

po e m s ,  l i k e  " L i t t l e  O r ph a n t  Ann i e , "  and  t he r e ms  one  c a l l ed  " The  B a c k -

hous e " - -

B a c k  o f  t he  hous e  i t  s t ood  

A  ha l f  a  m i l e  o r  mo r e - -
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Good o l d coun t r y humor? I know s e v e r a l  o f t hose poems o f James 

Whi tcomb R i l e y ,  

He wou ld ge t  so e x c i t e d .  I went  w i t h him on many c e l e b r a t i o n s .  They 

were hav i ng a n t i - F a s c i s t  mee t ings i n New York t hen ,  you know,  and he was 

a l ways a c e l e b r a n t  on the s t age .  I s a t  t he r e w i t h him many t i mes .  Tha t ' s 

how I r e a l l y got  i n t o t he movement .  

Tha t  wou ld have been du r i ng t he Span i sh War? 

Yes ,  a l l  du r i ng t h a t  t ime .  The t i me when t he F a s c i s t  prob lem was coming 

here to Amer i ca ,  and S i n c l a i r Lew i s pub l i shed h i s book I t  Can ' t  Happen 

Here .  A r t  Young was a g r ea t  s o u l .  I f e e l  t h a t  my f r i e n d s h i p w i t h him 

was j u s t  l i k e i t  was w i t h D r e i s e r .  I had more c l o se c on t ac t  w i t h A r t  than 

I had w i t h D r e i s e r ,  and he had a t remendous i n f l u e n c e on my t h i n k i n g ,  my 

ou t l ook ,  because I v;as p r e t t y na i ve before t h a t  t ime .  

When d i d he change h i s v i ewpo i n t ? 

I t  was g r adua l .  He t e l l s o f t h i s i n h i s book,  My L i f e and T imes .  As he 

s a i d ,  i n t hose e a r l y days he was a l l  f o r mak ing p i c t u r e s .  He had no 

s p e c i a l  consc i ence or consc i ousness ,  and i t  was on l y through mee t ing peop l e ,  

I suppose .  I know t h a t  he adm i red Thomas Nas t ,  and Nast  had a ve ry s o c i a l  

v i ewpo i n t .  Nast  d i d t h a t  famous draw ing o f Tammany H a l l ,  you know,  mak ing 

a l l  i t s i n h a b i t a n t s l ook l i k e v u l t u r e s .  And the t i t l e was "Le t  Us Pray . " 

P-R-E-Y! A r t  Young became a S o c i a l i s t  g r a d u a l l y ,  more and more a man 

ded i ca t ed t o g e t t i n g t h a t  v i ew i n t o h i s work .  T y p i c a l  o f i t  was h i s p i c t u r e 

of a group of c h i l d r e n coming down an a l l e y w i t h a can o f beer i n t h e i r 



hands ,  and t hey ' r e go ing home from t he bar ,  and the l i t t l e g i r l  says 

t o t he boy,  "Gee Ann i e ,  look a t  the s t a r s ,  t h i c k as bedbugs." Tha t  

k i nd o f humor.  And then ano t her car t oon where t h i s guy comes home from 

h i s work ,  you know,  and he ' s j u s t  t i r e d ou t ,  he ' s s i t t i n g t he r e and h i s 

hands a r e j u s t  hanging down,  and he ' s down,  and h i s w i f e i s a t  t he 

s t ove and she says t o h im ,"Yeah ,  you ' re t i r e d .  Here I am s t and i ng over 

a hot  s t ove wh i l e you ' re work ing down i n a n i c e coo l  sewer . " Tha t  draw-

i ng was owned by A l exander Wool  1co t t - -no ,  he ' s got  t he one o f "Gee Ann i e ,  

l ook a t  t he s t a r s . " I t r i e d t o s e t  up a r e t r o s p e c t  e x h i b i t i o n o f A r t  

Young 's- work ,  a f t e r he d i ed ,  a t  the Museum o f Modern A r t .  He r e a l l y 

shou l d have been d i sp l a y ed t he r e .  He had e x h i b i t i o n s now and t hen ,  bu t  

no t h i ng t h a t  r e a l l y wen t  over h i s whole l i f e ' s work .  

Gerber :  What  was A r t  Young ' s impac t  on you? 

W i l son :  He i n f l uenc ed me i n s o f a r as I was t ak i n g such a gr im v i ew o f t h i ngs i n 

my mu ra l s .  You remember t ha t  f i r s t  one I d i d ,  o f the mach i nery and the 

powerfu l  f o r c e s o f s t e e l ? There ' s t he s c i e n t i s t  w i t h s i x arms and he ' s 

ho l d i ng back . the f o r c e s o f mach i nery ;  he ' s po i n t i ng t o the oppos i t e w a l l ,  

he ' s go t  h i s arm around t he you t h ,  the younger g ene r a t i on ,  he ' s got  an-

o t her hand a t  t he m i croscope ,  and he ' s go t  one hand c l enched as a f i s t  

i n t he f ace o f t he monster mach ine .  W e l l ,  I was go ing a f t e r my s o c i a l -

consc i ous mu r a l - pa i n t i ng w i t h gr im de t e r m i na t i on ,  and A r t  s a i d , " Look ,  

t h i s w i l l  k i l l  you! You ' ve got  to l augh a t  the whole t h i n g .  There ' s 

no t h i ng l i k e humor t o r e a l l y bea t  down a s e r i o u s prob lem ,  i f you can j u s t  

ge t  peop l e t o l augh a t  i t . " So,  i n my nex t  mu ra l ,  wh i ch I d i d a t  

An t i och ,  I t r i e d t o t ake some of t h a t  i dea o f h i s and app l y i t  t o what  I 
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was do i ng .  I ' d had a r un - i n w i t h t he Daugh t ers of t he Amer ican Revo l u t i on 

when I was do ing a mural  up a t  Lake Wawasee,  the ho t e l  summer r e s o r t .  I ' d 

been g i ven f i v e y e a r s t o do i t  i n ,  t ake as long*^as I wan ted ,  g e t t i n g f o r 

i t  j u s t  my room and board ,  no t h i ng e l s e .  I got  t he m a t e r i a l s ,  o f course .  

There I had shown a f l a g w i t h a go l d swas t i ka i n f r o n t  o f i t .  No th ing i s 

supposed t o be pu t  on t he Amer ican f l a g ,  you see .  So t he r e was a conven t i on 

t he r e a t  t he h o t e l ,  t he DAR,  and t hey saw t h i s p a i n t i n g go ing on and com-

p l a i ned t o t he management .  I was not  t he r e a t  the t ime ,  I used t o go home 

f o r weekends .  I knew t h i s r i c h Te r r e Hau te f a m i l y ac r oss t he l a k e ,  and 

whenever t hey wen t  back and f o r t h t o t h e i r c i t y home,  I ' d go home t oo ,  and 

then come back aga i n w i t h them.  So I pu t  the swas t i ka beh ind the f l a g and 

had the w ind b l ow ing t he f l a g a g a i n s t  i t  so t h a t  you had the i mp ress i on o f 

a s w a s t i k a ;  t h a t ' s how I got  around i t .  Bu t  I go t  i n t o a d i ckens of a 

prob lem w i t h the ho t e l  peop l e because t h e i r gues t s were be ing nas t y abou t  

the deco r a t i ons i n the h o t e l .  Th i s was a t  Spink-Wawasee i n upper I nd i ana ,  

up near Cu l ve r M i l i t a r y Academy,  near where Sou th Bend and Not re Dame i s ,  

up i n t he l ake coun t ry t he r e .  

There had been a summer show ing o f p a i n t i n g s - - t h e Hoos i er Sa l on .  I ' d been 

e x h i b i t i n g i n i t  ever s i n c e my l a s t  y ea r i n a r t  scho o l ,  t ak i n g a p r i z e now 

and t hen ,  and so t h i s summer e x h i b i t i o n had pho tographs of my mu ra l s .  I 

d i dn ' t  have any t h i ng t o send t o the e x h i b i t i o n bu t  pho tographs .  Bu t  t he 

j u r y t urned them down because t hey were no t  o r i g i n a l s bu t  cop i es o f o r i g i n a l  

so t hey r u l e d them ou t .  T h i s woman,  one of the t h r ee s i s t e r s who owned t he 

ho t e l —Sp i nk - Wawasee—she saw t h i s work o f m ine .  She was an opera s i n g e r 
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who had never "made i t " ;  she had a s p i r a t i o n s t o be a g r ea t  s i n g e r ,  and 

so she ap p r e c i a t ed my work ,  and she asked me t o come to do t he mura l .  

She s a i d ,  "Here ' s t hese w a l l s i n t h i s new b u i l d i n g o f ou r s ,  and I wan t  

you t o p a i n t  j u s t  what  you w i sh on them ." The o t her two s i s t e r s were 

a g a i n s t  my be i ng l e f t  so f r e e ,  and t hey were wo r r i ed abou t  t he s t u f f 

I was p a i n t i n g ,  because I had t h r ee s t a r v i n g peop l e--a man,  a woman,  

and a c h i l d — w a l k i n g through a l ong avenue of food ,  j u s t  down a pa i n t ed 

c o r r i d o r ,  you know,  t hese hugh masses o f food ,  and here t hey a r e wa l k i ng 

down t h i s c o r r i d o r .  

Ano ther of t he mu ra l s was c a l l e d "Modern C r u c i f i c a t i o n , " and t he r e was 

t h i s worker j u s t  s t a r k as cou l d be and bare to the w a i s t ,  j u s t  pan t s ,  and 

s t and i ng t he r e l i k e t h i s ,  p u l l i n g a l e v e r on one s i d e and t hrow i ng a 

sw i t ch on t he o t he r .  I t ' s a l l  i n the form o f a b i g m e t a l l i c mechan i ca l  

c r o s s .  The l o c a l  p r i e s t  i n t he neighborhood t h e r e ,  he d i dn ' t  know whe ther 

t h i s was s a c r i l e g i o u s or no t .  Bu t  I was be ing i n f l uenc ed then by Diego 

R i v e r a ,  a l l  t he t i me p u t t i n g s t u f f i n my mura l s wh i ch wou ld cause 

c on t r o v e r sy .  I f e l t  i t  was l i k e t ak i ng t he shock o f t he need le to i nno-

c u l a t e you a g a i n s t  a d i s e a s e ;  i f you don ' t  ge t  s i c k from i t ,  i t  doesn ' t  

" t ake . " 

Th i s was befo re you knew A r t  Young? 

Yes .  I was speak i ng abou t  the f a c t  t h a t  I had go t t en i n t o t r oub l e w i t h 

the DAR,  and so t he nex t  t ime I pa i n t ed a mu ra l ,  wh i ch was a t  An t i och ,  I 

had two dowagers ass-over -head ,  f a l l i n g down i n t o a morass o f c o l l apsed 

mach i nery and a s o r t  o f ash p i l e .  One of them was d r i n k i n g t e a ,  d i dn ' t  

even know she was f a l l i n g .  The o t he r was c r o che t i ng l i t t l e swas t i kas i n -

Gerber :  

W i l son :  
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t o t he f l a g ,  i n t o t he s t a r s .  So I was l augh i ng ,  t r y i n g t o make use o f 

what  A r t  Young had t o l d me abou t  humor.  He 'd say ,  "You ' re more l i k e 

Daumier i n your work ;  you ' r e no t  r e a l l y l augh i ng ,  you ' re r e a l l y i n s u l t -

i ng t hese peop l e and mak ing o t he r peop l e l augh a t  them ." "Bu t , " he 

s a i d ,  " I t ' s no t  v e r y funny what  you ' re do ing , " 

Gerber :  Where was t h i s mural  w i t h t he s i x-armed s c i e n t i s t ? 

W i l son :  Oh,  t h a t ' s t he f i r s t  one I d i d ,  i n t he l o c a l  j u n i o r h i gh schoo l  a t  Te r r e 

Hau te .  Tha t  was my f i r s t  mu ra l .  I ' d j u s t  come back from Mex ico ,  where 

I saw the mura l s o f D i ego R i v e r a and Orozco .  

Gerber :  When d i d you go to Mex i co? 

W i l son :  A f t e r my gradua t i on f rom t he A r t  I n s t i t u t e a t  Ch i cago ,  a f r i e n d o f mine 

and I j u s t  took a t r i p down t he r e on t he t r a i n .  I wan ted t o meet  R i v e r a .  

I  had a l e t t e r from him s a y i ng t h a t ,  l" 'm do ing t hese mura l s i n Mexico 

C i t y and i f you wan t  t o come down and see them ,  I ' l l  t a l k t o you . " 

Gerber :  Had you ever met  h im? 

W i l son :  No,  I j u s t  cdr responded .  Bu t  he cou l dn ' t  speak E n g l i s h and I cou l dn ' t  

speak Span i sh ,  so he prom i sed du r i ng t h a t  week o f my be ing down t he r e 

t h a t  i f I wou ld come t o New York where he was go ing t o pa i n t  a mural  i n 

R o c k e f e l l e r Cen t er ,  he wou ld l e t  me see what  he was do i ng .  So I go 

t h e r e ,  and he had l e f t ,  j u s t  go t t en i n t r ou b l e t he r e w i t h h i s mu r a l s ,  

p a i n t i n g t he p o r t r a i t  o f Len i n .  So I l ea r ned t h a t  he was ou t  i n D e t r o i t ,  

t he Ford Museum,  or some th ing .  Aga in I m i ssed him .  I was j u s t  f o l l o w i n g 

around t he coun t r y ,  I ' d say ,  w i t h never g e t t i n g a chance t o see him a t  
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work.  I was s t udy i ng Span i sh a l l  t he t i me ,  t r y i n g t o--he s a i d through 

^ h i s i n t e r p r e t e r t h a t  i f I cou l d l e a r n enough Span i sh so t h a t  he cou l d he l p 

me and I cou l d he l p him w i t h some of h i s l e a r n i n g ,  and so f o r t h ,  t h a t  

then I cou l d work w i t h him .  He was v e r y f r i e n d l y and k i nd and c ons i de r a t e .  

I spen t  a whole day ,  I remember ,  i n Mexico t he r e j u s t  s i t t i n g on t he f l o o r 

of a p u b l i c b u i l d i n g w a i t i n g f o r him t o come down from where he was p a i n t -

i ng .  Tha t  guy j u s t  s t ayed up on t he s c a f f o l d ,  a t e h i s d i nner up t he r e and 

e v e r y t h i n g .  He came down once du r i ng t he whole day .  

Gerber :  Which b u i l d i n g was he work i ng a t ? 

W i l son :  He was work i ng i n t he Na t i ona l  Pa l ace .  He d i d a sma l l  chape l  i n Mex ico ,  

someth ing l i k e I wan ted t o do w i t h l o c a l  peop l e here i n F r a n k f o r t ,  Ken t ucky ,  

r e c e n t l y .  H i s was i n t he a g r i c u l t u r a l  scho o l ,  a marve l ous t h i n g ,  t he c e i l -

i ngs and the s i de w a l l s and e v e r y t h i ng pa i n t ed .  You ' re surrounded w i t h 

t h i s l u s c i o u s c o l o r .  I t ' s a m i n i a t u r e S i s t i n e Chape l .  

Gerber :  He had h i s l unch on t he s c a f f o l d ? 

W i l son :  He was d i c t a t i n g t o some woman who was t a k i n g down someth ing or o t her i n 

Span i sh .  He wou ld come down and ,  I suppose ,  go t o t he t o i l e t .  I used 

t o wonder ,  what  i n t he d e v i l  does t h a t  guy do when he s t a y s up t he r e so 

l ong? I go t  i n t o t he p l ace through a no te t h a t  he had g i ven h i s a s s i s t a n t  

and I had t o go e a r l y - - i t  was abou t  seven o ' c l ock i n t he morn ing ,  i t  was 

s t i l l  dark ,  w i n t e r t i me down t he r e .  They had t he r a i n y and t he dry seasons ,  

bu t  I was i n t he r e abou t  s e v e n - t h i r t y and I d i dn ' t  ge t  any b r e a k f a s t .  I 

d i dn ' t  have any l unch ,  e i t h e r .  I j u s t  s a t  w a i t i n g ,  w a i t i n g ,  and w a i t i n g 



u n t i l  abou t  t h r ee o r f ou r o ' c l ock i n t he a f t e r no on .  R i v e r a ' s a s s i s t a n t  

had done t he p l a s t e r i n g f o r him and then he comes i n and p a i n t s i n f r e s c o s .  

So he came i n abou t  t en o ' c l ock and pa i n t ed t i l l  abou t  t h r ee o ' c l ock ,  and 

then he came down.  I was s t i l l  too t i m i d t o go up t o him because he was 

t a l k i n g t o someone when he came down,  so when he went  back up aga i n I saw 

t he woman he was w i t h po i n t i ng down a t  me.  I t  was a l mos t  c l o s i n g t i me ,  a-

bout  f i v e o ' c l ock ,  before I got  t o see him .  He mot ioned f o r me to come 

up.  I c l i med up t h i s b i g long l adder and showed him t he l e t t e r ,  wh i ch I 

had w i t h me,  the one i n wh i ch he s a i d t h a t  i f I wou ld come down--

Gerber :  He was a b i g f e l l o w ,  r i g h t ? 

W i l son :  R i v e r a was f a t - - w i t h " l ong l egs l i k e a f r o g , " one o f h i s w i ves s a i d .  He was • 

••part  I n d i a n ,  w i t h dark s k i n ,  bu l g i ng eyes ,  b l ack c u r l y h a i r ,  and o f t en pu t  

h i s l i k e n e s s i n t o h i s mu r a l s ,  somet imes as a Negro.  He weighed abou t  

t h r ee hundred pounds.  How i n the wor l d he cou l d c l i mb up and down t hose s c a f -

f o l d s and do h i s work I hones t l y don ' t  know.  He pa i n t ed more square f e e t ,  I 

unders t and ,  than any p a i n t e r t h a t ' s ever l i v e d .  

Gerber :  He d i d i t  by h i mse l f ,  d i dn ' t  have a s s i s t a n t s do i t ? 

W i l son :  W e l l ,  he had h i s p l a s t e r e r s .  Orozco d i d h i s own p l a s t e r i n g ,  bu t  R i v e r a 

had peop l e b u i l d i n g h i s s c a f f o l d s ,  and he had two or t h r ee a s s i s t a n t s .  

One f e l l o w I go t  t o know,  who worked w i t h him ,  spoke E n g l i s h ,  and he was 

v e r y h e l p f u l  i n t e l l i n g me,  "Now,  r e a l l y ,  i f you w i l l  l e a r n Span i sh ,  you 

can t r a v e l  around w i t h him ." He was i n t he same p o s i t i o n t h a t  I was ,  he 

was a young p a i n t e r who was g e t t i n g t he e xpe r i ence ;  he cou l d speak f l u e n t  

Span i sh . ,  

Gerber :  He was Amer i can? 
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W i l son :  Yes .  So r t  o f an I nd i an descen t ,  I t h i n k ,  maybe some European background .  

Gerber :  So you t h i n k R i v e r a had an impact  on your own work? 

W i l son :  We l l ,  I s t a r t e d ou t  i n a r t  schoo l  wan t i ng to be an i l l u s t r a t o r ,  l i k e N.  C.  

Wyeth .  I had no s o c i a l  consc i ousness .  I wan ted t o w r i t e s t o r i e s and 

i l l u s t r a t e them .  I had sen t  one s t o r y t o Boy ' s L i f e and go t  t h r ee hundred 

d o l l a r s f o r i t .  I t  was an i l l u s t r a t e d I nd i an s t o r y .  I c a l l e d i t  "Revenge:  

The S t o r y o f Two Daggers (A Shadow P l a y ) . " I t  i s t he s t o r y o f two I nd i an 

boys ,  b r o t he r s ,  who a r e g i ven i d e n t i c a l  daggers by t h e i r g r and f a t he r .  The 

o l d e s t  t akes h i s o rdea l  to become a b r ave - - t h r ee days on a c l i f f w i t hou t  

wa t er or food ,  t o commune w i t h t he Grea t  S p i r i t .  On t he t h i r d n i gh t  h i s 

t r i b e i s a t t acked i n t he canyon below .  To l eave t he c l i f f i s to f a i l  t he 

o r d e a l ,  bu t  he goes down s w i f t l y - - t o f i n d t he enemy has w iped ou t  the t r i b e 

and s t o l e n h i s b ro t her .  The l one I nd i an becomes a wanderer i n sea rch o f 

revenge .  One day much l a t e r the l one I nd i an comes upon a hun t i ng pa r t y o f 

t he enemy.  He k i l l s them one by one w i t h h i s b l a ck - f e a t he r ed ar rows .  

F i n a l l y t he l a s t  one t akes r e fuge on a c l i f f t op .  The two f i g h t  t o the dea t h ,  

and t he l one I nd i an w inds up w i t h two daggers both i d e n t i c a l l y a l i k e .  W i th 

no t h i ng now t o l i v e f o r ,  he p lunges both i n h i s hea r t  and f a l l s dead .  When 

he wakes up he f i n d s t he Grea t  S p i r i t  has sen t  him a message i n h i s dream:  

revenge i s wrong.  I t h i n k i t ' s a good s t o r y ,  ac t ed ou t  many t i mes as a 

shadowp lay .  

Gerber :  T e l l  me abou t  your work w i t h Eugene Savage .  

W i l son :  T h i s was a f t e r my t h i r d y e a r a t  the A r t  I n s t i t u t e .  I go t  t h i s j ob w i t h 

Eugene Savage ,  t he mural  p a i n t e r .  Savage was a handsome man,  abou t  your 
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s i ze ( 5 '  10") ,  w i th a mustache.  He had a whi te c l u t ch of ha i rs in 

one eyebrow,  which gave him a d i s t ingu i shed look .  He could draw more 

s k i l l f u l l y than anyone I ever knew.  He v/as born in a place ca l l ed 

Corvington ,  Ind i ana .  He had won the Pr i x de Rome.  A l l of h i s ass i s t an t s 

had taken the same p r i z e ,  but me.  I f I ever won i t ,  I 'd turn i t down.  

So I met t h i s man who was also from Ind i ana ,  and he was exh i b i t i ng i n 

the Hoosier Sa lon ,  where I had a p i c ture tha t year .  I was r e a l l y impressed 

wi th h i s design for h i s murals .  He would make design-murals about one-

fourth the s i z e of h i s f i n a l pa i n t i ng .  Say i f i t was to be twenty fee t 

t a l l ,  he would make t h i s design f i v e fee t t a l l .  And the de t a i l and a l l 

was so b e a u t i f u l ,  and the marvelous drawing and draftsmanship and co l or .  

I was tremendously impressed .  So I got to meet the man and he was doing 

a mural ,  or p lacing the canvases of h i s mural ,  in the American Legion 

Memorial in Chicago .  So he i nv i t ed me to help him.  He had two Yale students 

wi th him who were helping him,  and I v;as now in my l a s t year a t the Ar t 

I n s t i t u t e .  He r e a l l y ,  in a sense ,  sparked my i n t e res t in murals .  So I 

helped him for about a week.  He would pain t these murals in Westchester 

County,  New York ,  and bring them out here to Chicago ,  and paste them on 

the w a l l s .  So what we were doing was mounting these canvases .  Some of 

the panels would curve a t the top ,  so tha t meant scor i ng— cu t t i ng i n t o--

the panels and then pu t t ing those two parts together and repa in t ing the 

th ing so tha t you didn ' t see the cu t .  

I asked Savage i f I could come and be an appren t i ce ,  and he s a i d ,  " I f you 

w i l l come to Ya l e .  I have to requ ire the students who work for me to pain t 

l i k e I do,  my s t y l e ,  i n order to use t h e i r work.  I hate to do t h i s , " he 

s a i d ,  "because I don ' t l i k e ,  myse lf ,  to change my s t y l e to f i t someone 



19 .  

e l s e ,  and I don ' t  t h i n k you ough t  t o ,  e i t h e r .  Bu t  i f you ' re go ing to be 

an a s s i s t a n t  o f m ine ,  you have t o l e a r n t o p a i n t  enough l i k e me so t h a t  I 

can use you . " I agreed t o t he terms and wen t  t o work f o r him .  I got  t o 

h i s s t ud i o up near Oss i n i ng ,  New York ,  where t he p r i son was .  Bu t  as soon 

as I go t  t h i s j ob ,  I had t o f o r c e myse l f t o q u i t  schoo l  and go ge t  t h i s 

j ob .  I ' d on l y been a t  schoo l  abou t  t h r ee mon ths ,  when t hey wro t e my f a t h e r 

and s a i d ,  "Your son has l e f t  scho o l ,  we don ' t  have any reco rd o f where 

he i s . " I hadn ' t  t o l d my f o l k s abou t  t h i s .  

Gerber :  You were a t  the I n s t u t u t e ? 

W i l son :  I t  was a t  the Ya l e I n s t i t u t e ,  t he a r t  scho o l .  Ge t t i ng t he j ob w i t h Savage ,  

I j u s t  c o l l ap sed over t he t h i n g ;  t he r e I was ,  a t  t he top o f what  I wan ted ,  

and I j u s t  got  so homesick t o ge t  home t h a t  I ran away.  A f t e r g e t t i n g t he 

j ob ,  I j u s t  took o f f f o r the r a i l r o a d s t a t i o n ,  h i k i n g .  

Gerber :  How o l d were you? 

W i l son :  I guess I was abou t  t wen t y - s i x or seven .  I wen t  up t o my s i s t e r ,  who l i v e d 

i n New J e r s e y ,  and borrowed her c a r and drove back home.  T h i s was my 

o l d e s t  s i s t e r ,  who now l i v e s i n C i n c i n n a t i .  And Savage ,  w h i l e I was work i ng 

on t hese mura l s o f h i s ,  made me do beaux a r t s p r o j e c t s .  They a r e mon th ly 

s t u d i e s f o r s t uden t s .  They g i ve you a p r o j e c t - - t o do a mural  i n a home 

where the mural  must  i n t e r e s t  t he a d u l t s as w e l l  as t he c h i l d r e n .  I t ' s a 

prob lem t h i n g .  Ano ther was a Shakespeare l i b r a r y .  You ' re supposed t o t ake 

t h r ee o f Shakespeare ' s p l a y s ;  your pane l s a r e twen t y f e e l  h i gh and f ou r 

or e i gh t  f e e t  w ide ,  and i t ' s a l l  Go t h i c a r c h i t e c t u r e .  I got  one bronze 

medal ,  t h a t ' s a l l  I ever got  ou t ' o f the j ob .  
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Bu t  Savage i n t roduced me t o t he work o f t he Mex ican m u r a l i s t s .  I used t o 

go i n t o New York w i t h him eve ry two weeks or so ,  d r i v e w i t h him ,  and when 

I d i dn ' t  have any t h i ng e l s e t o do,  he wou ld say ,  "Go to the museum and see 

t h i s and do t h a t ;  t he r e ' s some Mexican mural  p a i n t e r s got  some work over 

t he r e .  T h i s was S i q u e i r o s and Orozco and R i v e r a .  I saw t hese and .  Gad! 

I was overwhelmed by t he power fu l ness o f Orozco ' s t h i n g s .  He wou ld do a huge 

p o r t r a i t  o f a man wrapped around w i t h c h a i n s ,  c h a i n s ,  ch a i n s ,  a l l  ove r ,  

comp l e t e l y suppressed w i t h heavy s t e e l  cha i ns .  S i q u e i r o s d i d one c a l l e d 

"The Echo of a Scream ." I t ' s a c h i l d ' s c r y i n g ,  and then t h i s huge blow-up 

o f t he c h i l d ' s f a c e ,  t he mouth w ide open ,  scream i ng .  I saw a r t  used as a 

s o c i a l  f o r c e i n a way t h a t  I ' d never seen before .  The change from the 

b e a u t i f u l  c l a s s i c s t y l e o f Eugene Savage t o t h i s raw ,  w i l d q u a l i t y t h a t  was 

i n Orozco and S i q u e i r o s ,  t h a t  dec i ded me on go ing to Mexico a f t e r spend ing 

a y e a r w i t h Savage .  

Gerber :  Where were Savage ' s mura l  i n s t a l l e d ? 

W i l son :  The one t h a t  I worked w i t h him on was i n Ch i cago ,  ou t  on M i ch i gan Bou l evard .  

Of a l l  t h i n g s ,  i t s an Amer i can Leg i on War Memor ia l .  I t ' s got  t he c e i l i n g s 

and a l l ,  t h r ee b i g pane l s .  I t  i s l i k e t he t h i ng I was go ing t o do here i n 

F r a n k f o r t ,  i f on l y t hey wou ld agree to l e t  me.  I was impressed w i t h h i s 

s t y l e and h i s t echn i que and h i s draw i ng .  I n f a c t ,  my draw ing s t i l l  t oday i s 

l i k e h i s .  Tha t  draw ing o f t he wha le over t h e r e ,  Ahab and t he wha l i ng boat  

knocked up i n t he a i r - - t h a t  i s t he way Savage wou ld draw .  He never has 

l i g h t  and dark ,  l i g h t  coming from one s i d e and dark on t he o t he r ;  h i s l i g h t  

i s "h i d i n a bushe l , " i t ' s a l l  over t he f i g u r e s and t he des i gn .  There a r e 

no shadows .  I have t o adm i t  t h a t  I was i n f l uenc ed by Savage ' s s t y l e .  I  made 
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t he remark one t i me t h a t  h i s p a i n t i n g s cou l d be a l l  cu t  up i n t o l i t t l e 

s i x - i n c h squares and each o f t hose s i x - i n c h squares wou ld be b e a u t i f u l .  

You cou l d pu t  them on the w a l l  and t hey wou ld be marve l ous p i eces of de-

s i g n .  Bu t  I never f e l t  t h a t  h i s work i n the Memor ial  a t  Ch i cage was 

s u f f i c i e n t l y ar> t i -war .  I t  i s j u s t  a b s o l u t e l y what  you m i gh t  c a l l  p u s i l -

l an i mous .  

Gerber :  Too tame? 

W i l son :  He has t hese two doughboys;  t hey ' ve go t  spades over t h e i r shou l de r s .  They 

have j u s t  bu r i ed t he dead ,  and t hey ' r e ho l d i ng them l i k e t h i s ,  as i f t hey ' r e 

s a y i ng ,  you know,  "No more war f o r us . " B e a u t i f u l  un i forms- - .  

Gerber :  A l i t t l e too c l e a r ? 

W i l son :  Yes .  No th ing a t  a l l  d i r t y abou t  h i s p a i n t i n g s .  Savage ' s mura l s des i gns 

were a l ways v e r y busy ,  w i t h l o t s of f i g u r e s do ing v a r i ous t h i n g s .  He had 

a way of d e f i n i n g t he human f i g u r e and d e p i c t i n g i t  w i t h such d e t a i l  when 

i t  was nude,  i t  caused h i s s t uden t s t o say (beh i nd h i s back ) :  "Wherever 

you see one musc l e- -pu t  two." Bu t  he had a way of r o man t i c i z i ng eve r y -

t h i ng and mak ing i t  " b e au t i f u r ' - - t o o b e a u t i f u l  f o r words ,  and y e t  i mp r ess i ve .  

I suppose one m i gh t  desc r i be Dan te ' s h e l l i s h I n f e r no as " b e a u t i f u l  poe t ry , " 

so perhaps the same m i gh t  be s a i d o f Savage ' s s t y l e o f p a i n t i n g .  Or aga i n ,  

Georg i a O ' Keefe ' s p a i n t i n g s o f d r i ed bones.  Going from Savage t o R i v e r a 

and Orozco and S i q u e i r o s was a shock .  S i q u e i r o s pa i n t ed most  of h i s s t u f f 

i n p r i s o n ,  you know.  He was i n p r i son f o r a l mos t  f i f t e e n y e a r s .  He was 

v e r y a c t i v e i n t he Communist  P a r t y ,  and h i s pa i n t i n g s a r e ex t reme l y p o l i t i c a l  

and v e r y power fu l .  He pa i n t ed w i t h ename ls ,  so h i s t h i ngs a r e as permanen t  

as t hey can be.  He pa i n t ed i n the j a i l .  
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Gerber :  So t h a t  1s where you p i cked up your s o c i a l  consc i ousness? 

W i l son :  I suppose so .  

Gerber :  And a f t e r t h a t  you met  A r t  Young? 

W i l son :  Yes .  I t ' s hard t o say how a t h i ng e v o l v es .  The f e e l i n g a r e t h e r e ,  and 

t he i mp r ess i ons ,  bu t  t hey haven ' t  c o a l esced ,  t hey haven ' t  come i n t o your 

consc i ousness .  I t h i nk i t  ve r y l i k e l y the f a c t  t h a t  my f a t h e r was a bank 

c l e r k a l l  h i s l i f e ,  had one j ob when he was young and kep t  a t  i t - - t h a t  

i n f l uenc ed me to l i v e a d i f f e r e n t  l i f e .  


