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ART

RUE TO A
SIGNIFICANT
SCHOOL

Faculty and alumni have joined a
show on freewheeling Chouinard’s
place in Los Angeles art history.

Beryl & René Phetography
Choulnard Ln 1948, The schoal tralned everyone from palnters to anlmators.

BY SUZANNE MUCHNIC

houinard  Art  Institute
closed its doors 29 years

ago, bur jt refuses 1o die.”

Even if the building on
Grand View Street, just
west of downtown Los Angeles, [s now
the hoine of the Korean American New

‘Times Church and the school has long .

since evolved into. CalArts;way dut in
‘V&léhéih fond tnemnaries of the long
defunct schoal pop up In nearly every
panel discusslan, symposlum, lecture
and article on LA.'s art history. .
Still, there has never been a Chaul-
nard love fest like the exhibition of
warks by 137 former members of the
school’s faculty and student body
scheduled to open Sarurday and rn
through Aug. 26. Presented by the
Choulniard Foundation—a nonprofit
group dedicated to preserving and ex-

: ‘panding the legacy of the school's

On dlnplay 1 “sllént [I" (1871 by Matsuml Kanemlmu, a Choulnard tear.her.

founder, Nelbem Chouinard—and
sponsared by the Oceanslde Museum
of Art, “Choulnard: A Living Legacy” is
a. three-part show. “The Early Years:
~1921.1945" will be at Palomar Col-
lege’s Boehm Gallery In San Marcos;
“The Middle Years: 1946-1955," at Mi-
ra Costa College’s Kruglak Gallery in
Qceanside; “The Last Years: 1956-
1972," at the ©cedniside Museum of
Art)

Chouinard’s s1aying power is largely
due to the steltar roster of artists affili-
ated with the schoal during its 51 years
af operatlon, from 1921 to 1972, and its
rale in shaping Southern California
Modernism-—in all its eclectic mani-
festations.

Rather than being [dentified with a
particular style, the school is remem-
bered as a [reewheetlng environment
that fostered creativity while tralning
everyone from painters and sculptors
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tc animators and lashiou design-
ers. It also inspired fierce Joyaly,
evideuced by the large number of
Chouinard students whe relumed
tw teach there.

Fainters John Aloon, Lorser Fei-
telsun, Frederick Hammersley,
Maisumi  Kanemitsu, Milard
Sheets and Emerson Waelller were,
atmong the facnlty's leading lights;
as were architecls Richard Neutra
and Rudolf Schindler, Disney anl-
mator Marc Davis, costume de-
signer Edith Head and critic Jules
Langsnet. ln addition o those who
had lengthy gigs &l Chouinard,
Rugsian-born sculptor Alexander
Archipertko, French painter Jean
Charlot, Mexican mugraiist David
Alfare Siqueiros and other interna-
tlonal art stars passed through as
visiling professors.

For many alumnl, Choulnard
(pronounced Shuh-NARD) was ex-
actly the right place at the right
time. Take Edward Ruscha, LA."s
quintessenlial artist, He headed
west in 1956, fresh out of high
school in Qklahowa City and full of
plans to hecowe a sign painter. As
he told the audience ducing an art-
isls” panel discussion at the Getry
Research Instilute's recent “Media
Pop” conference, he intended to
enroll at Art Center Schoal {now
Ant Center College of Design in
Pasadena). He was crusheu 1o ilis-
cover thar the school ef his dreams
had no room fer him, but it tumed
oot to be a good hing. “An Center
had a dress code-—no faclal fiair,
no sandals, no affeciations of beat-
nik culture,” Ruscha sald, rolllng
his eyes. After asking around, he
landed at the relatively casual
Cheujnard, which suited him
much better.

Robcrt Perine, a painter and
graphic designer who lives In Enci-
nitas, Calil,, was slogging through
required courses at USC on the 5l
Bill in the late 19405 when he de-
cided to transler 10 Chouinard. *J
wag in heaven,” he sajd. “Fvery day
1 could draw and paint.” In 1978,
28 years 2fter his graduation,
Perine was still 5o Infatbiated wilh
the school-—and so distressed by
its transfonmmation into CalAns,
with the help of Disney money—
thal he began conducting Inter-
views and compiling Information
for a book. "Chouinard: An Art Vi-
sion Betrayed,” his chatty, opin-
jonated but ambliiously re.
searched account of the school's
histery, was puhlished in 1985,

The cxhibltion is intended to
“put Choulnard i its proper con-
lext as the vilal Los Angeles art in-
stitution it was™ and 1o give “full
credit to Nelber Chouinard, a
woman who was ahead of her
tme,” sald Perine, who curaled
“Chouinard: A Living Legacy” with

In 1936, studenia congregate ahove the patlo,

arllstg James Aitchison and Ed
Flynn. [t's the first public praject of
the 2-year-old Chouinard Founda-
tion, and the organizers hope it
will inspire other curators to delve
into the school's history,

s for the founder, Nelbert
AMnrphy Chouinard ~ was
bom in 1878 In Monteyideo,
Minn., and studied art at Pratt In-
stitute In Mew York She moved to
California in 1909 to leach design
and crafts at the Thraop Polytech-
nlc Insiitute (now Caltech). In
1916, she married Horace "Ben”
Clrouinard, an old friend from
Minnesota who was serving as a
U5, Army chaplaln, and they
moved 10 Washington, D.C. He
died of cancer aboul a year later
and Nelhert retuimed o Calilognia,
She taught art history at Qtis Ant
Institute for a couple of years and
opened het own school in 1921,
Wilh $250 in cash, & World War 1
widow's pension of $75 a month
and rwo other teachers, F. Tolles
Chamiberlin and Parii Patterson,
she established Chioninard Scheol
of Art in a two-story house al 2606
W. Bth 51, Ir was a modest opera-
tion thal embodled the vision of a
woman remembered [or uphald-
ing high standards while treating
her students like tnembers of her
family and insisting that “talent Is
mote valuable than \ultion.”

Firm bul nurturing, she was a
forinidahle character with two
fawlis, Perine sald. *Feeusing ou
art, she pald too litte attention to
fimances and, where studenls were
conceinied, was genercus to a
fault. While awarding oo many
schelarships, she was [afling 1o

keep an eye on bookkeepers,” he
sald, noting that twa of them em-
hezzled funds and put the school
In debt on two oceasions.

Muoney was always a prohlem at
Chouinard, hut Walt Disney dis-
cavered the school in 1929 and be.
gan sending his ernpleyeesthere to
perfect their drawing skills. The
following vear, the school was
Oush enough to move Lnio a new
building on Grand View Street de-
signed by the architectural firm
Morgan, Walls and Clements. In
1935, the schoel was reincorpo-
rated as Chouinard Art Institute.

The building was financed by an
investment comparry and leased 1o
the school, It was an affordabie ar-
rangement at the time, hut World
War Il decimated enrolbment and
the schoo] was forced to move Lnto
a less expensive facility nearby, Af-

Chouinard Foundation
The att school's founder, Nelbert
Murphy Chouinard, In ihe 1840s.

ter the war, the Gl Bill reversed
Chouinard’s fortunes, Overflowing
with veterans who were [inanced
hy goveminent funds for educa-
tion, the school moved back lo
Grand View and bought the hulld-
ing n 1949,

Artlst Med Jacoby remembered
Chouinard in the 13405 as *a place
that had an almost magical sense
of commuon splril, There was virtu-
ally no discipline but everything
yot1 needed to lezmn was there to
have If you wanted . And we
wanted ft. Often we learned as
much from the others in the class
as from our teaclets, whe often
seemed lo be just trying to channel

the energy, then standing hack ro

letlthappen,”

Painter Walter Gabrielson, who
studied al Chouinard in the 1950s,
likened the school to “a boliing cal.
dron .. . where every day reachers
and fellow students were redicaily
reassembllng your head.” Along
with one teacher’s “criliques ftom
hell” and anothet's “convoluted
preblems,” Gabrielson recounted
the day when instmctor Robert
Chuey steamed Into the painting
classroom, "threw down a ioall of
branches, twigs, beer cans and
other junk and yelled, 'OK, suck-
ers, see ll you can paint that,”™

Chouinard was plagued by fi-
nanctal problems in the 19503,
Disney, who hecame more in-
volved whth the school afier recejv-
Lng an honorary degree from il in
1956, dispatched his accountanis
to sort oui the mess and wrote a
check to cover the deficit. His in-
terest in the school grew as Nelbert
Chouinard aged and refinquished
contol. He would ultimately
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“Balbog Scene” [etrea 1847) by Phil Dlke, who taught at the lnstitute from 1931 o 1851,

choose a board of direclors and ar-
chltects for a new, multldiscipiin-
ary university of the ants that incot-
porated Chouinard and the Los
Angeles Conservatory of Music.

Tnevitably, tensions developed
as Disney's vision made it clea
that the old {aculry would be lef
behind In a school that would
cease to exist. Chouinard devolees
hoped that the new instjtutior
wuld at least bear the name of 1ts
predecessor, but {1 became Call
fornla Instliute of the Arts, or Cal-
Ans, while Chouinard drifted Lnc
histoty,

Nelbert Cheuinard, who relirec
tni the early 19605 but maintained
presence st the school for severa
vears, died in 1969, CalArts openec
atlts Valencia slie late in 1971 The
last graduation at the Chouinarc
building took place on April 16
1972,

houinard and its founde;
might have received thejr i
nal tribute iny Perine’s book
were it not for a real estate deal in
South Pasadena, Dave Toutjé, an
artist and contracior, was looking
for 2 home for bis [amlly when he
came acros? a ndown, two.story
house on Garfield Avenue. He kept
going back (o look at it and finally
bought it in the sumnuer of 1338,
While looking over the deed of
his Tixer-upper, Tourjé discovered
that he had purchased the home of
Nelberl Choujnard. He knew littfe
about the school she had founded
and nothing at all about the
woman who had lived in the house
for many years, but he declded 10
restose {1 as close 1o s original
slale g3 possible, While doing re-



