Martina Gangle Curl i
Peoplebdbs Art and the Moth

David A. Horowitz, PhD © 2004

Martina Gangle Curl, fAThe CdéThebHam®svwvert
detail WPA mural, Rose City Park Elementary School, Portland (tempera, 1940)



Martina Gangle Curl (19061994).
Peoplebs Art and the Moth

David A. Horowitz, PhD © 2004

I Kknow since | 6m an ar t.i 8atinadangerour,sream® wh at o

muralist, painter, sketch artist, engraver, and block printer, Martina Gangle Curl fused her

prolific art with a lifelong devotion to the cause of labor and social justice. She was born on

December 21, 1906 neardddland, Washington into a poor Roman Catholic family of Austrian

and Swedish background. One of seven children, Martina attended a country grade school and
wor ked with her mother as a migrant fruigangpfarmmker .

work, o she once recalled. Martina | oved |iving cl
without a shirt. I n the spring,
first blooms of trilliums, Johnmyump-ups, lady slippers, spring
beauti es, and roses. o0

Al was what would be consi de

raised in poverty, o0 Martina re
mot her was fdreal smart and f ec
when our cow was fresh, eggs, and a chicken tworeettimes
a year, what vegetables we gr ey
At the age of eight, however, Martina stopped including meat in
her meals. Al coul dndt Jecathe my |

cows when they had t o withsomait c he
humor.

In 1917 Martlpaos)‘g’th,er
disappeared for fifteen months, _ ' “"{ra /
most likely in search of a job. §

g e
LN

,\\

During this period Mrs.
Gangle survived as a domestic
T washing clothes, sewing, or
doing farm chores. Her mother |
told her aboutulftthe ntsroi alfs larfde,t M
was fAhonest , 7kilofldve especialy fer the wndegdog, for Ny
those who work hard and give ands
Tillie once revealed that their mother often confessed shatwould have F‘ o -
Afended it allo if it had not been,vlctjcculr~,v|(pt herr S*d gi o
politics as | never had an education, @uahd ! Ii e
ti me and time again, O0but | do know that all the
be solvel if only people would be kind to one anotherlke sus told us to be. 0

During World War | Martina learned from schoolteachers that the Germans were bad and that the
campaign against them would end war forever. She accepted the viefw tthhti s  w &rful ceuntrw o n d
where people could make it i f they worked and st
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steal .0 Seeing herself as a patriot, she had r oma
tokeepitfromget i ng in the mud when the big kids put it
got over feelings of abandonment precipitated by
These anxieties intensified when Martina came to
the Lents district of southeast Portland at fourteen to live
with her grandmother, do housework for a nearby = R
family, and attend Franklin High School in 1920. A & .
diligent student, particularly at math and physics, shé y
was encouraged by her employer to broadesr
horizons through reading. As Martina devoured eve
Charles Dickens novel and sampled classical Greg
drama, she kept a dictionary to look up unfamiliar$
words. During summers she supplemented her income
by picking fruit.

program at the Oregon Normal School (now Westerr
Oregon University), followed by a brief stint as an S
elementary school itisictor in Portland. Complaining MGCifiPrune Pickerso (w

of fainting spells, however, she soon quit the classroom and in 1926 gave birth to a son she named David
Surviving correspondence suggests that the father of the child was out of state in search of employment, neve
to reurn.

Without any means of support, Gangle spent the next four years working in a Southeast Portland boarding
house, for which she received $35 a month and a bed on the back porch. By 1931, however, meager savings,
modest loan from a friend, and contatlidomestic service afforded her the resources to enroll at the Museum
Art School . AWhen | graduated from high school , 0
with hope. o0 Fortunately, Mar t i n a ordalerit for dsawingeantptd o y e
experiment with painting. Yet her aspirations were limited by the
stark circumstances of her life. When asked to state why she wanted
to study at the museum school, the budding artist simply responded
that she wahtednigtat mabeeahing I

Martina was uncomfortable from the very first day she entered
the museum. Most local artists in the early 1930s were amateurs
who made their living elsewhere or received ample support from
af fl uent f ami | iia@ and sodidh elite sat onytlies  f
board of directors of the Portland Art Association, whose
subscriptions under wr ot e t he m
European paintings and the retention of art school instructors.
Martina soon discovered that nearly ake tivorkingclass students
at the institution were on scholarship or limited to night classes. In contrast to those like herself who worked
during the summer, her more privileged peers spent vacations painting landscapes or traveling abroad. The
institutonwas a Afini shing school o6 for the daughters of

Finding herself among chattering young women in the art school locker room, Martina kept her own
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counsel . Al coul dnét manage dlowled gy ,ba ad me troe d a
notebook entry. ATheir clothes, their conversatic
mine. | did not feel at ease around them. | found it hard to think of what to say so | said veiryustievhat
was necessary. o With some bitt er ne-drassed, pratected, able tor e m
say the right word$ to smile when one is supposed to smile; to shake hands when one is supposed to shake
hands; always abletosdye r i ght words at the right time. 0

Despite the intimidating atmosphere e

of the Museum Art School, Martina '
benefited immensely from the influence of .“= '-
legendary painter and teacher, Harry |
Wentz. Having joined the faculty one year &
after the Aorstopeiged mo g
1909, Wentz helped to promote %
democratic ideal of art. He encouraged
students to look inside themselves andg®
paint what was real to them in their
environment. To accomplish this Wentz
advocated an intuitive approach once
principles of color and design were
mastered. The effect was to promote
development of a Pacific Northwest
regional style with an emphasis on local
subject matter.

MGCiAniOrchard Resto (goua

Went z6s | essons had an enormous i mpact on the vy
laterreco ded i n her notebook in her idiosyncratic sty
l ook |I'i ke the people | saw around me. Il didndot tl
instilled in me a <eer aim &dwnar toifs eameanttshaand 6ao v e
When her work was called fAsweeto she recalled fe

assessment to heart and started to understand that she learned more from dnitecism tpr ai s e .
beginning to realize the space between what was taught in Hi School, what [mother] told me, and the art
school teaching, 06 she remembered. Bet ween 1932 an
and her son, as well asaatercolor of cherry pickers at the Portland Art Museum. Despite the disapproval of
one of her instructors, her greatest love was drawing small flowers, a product of nostalgic memories of
childhood.

During summer vacations Martina supported her sonhemself by picking fruit, a task that consumed
tento-twelve hour days from daylight to dusk. In the summer of 1932 her son contracted diarrhea and a high
fever. AnLIi fe was not wor ki ng as s he -peraod noteleobki e v e
observation. A fictional entry entitled fADreams of

I woke up one morning with a happy feeling. | had dreamed of being

on a flying carpet with a beautiful gentleman. We held hands and

reached out tthe birds we past. The birds smiled at us; our carpet

flew with them. They were all around usappy birds happy us.

| dreamed a beautiful horse approached me and stopped. He said get

on. |l 6ve been sent to takateryou to a pl ace. |l go



long, resting ride, stopped at the door of a palace. | went in. There
stood a young prince who directed me to a beautiful bathroom. The tub
was filled with warm water and ...was swsatelling....

As Martina became increasingly aware ofhe enormous social class differencdxetween more affluent
classmates and herself, Harry Wentz came to the rescue. First, he helped the struggling student win ¢
two-year scholarship to complete her training. Wentz also intervened to get Martina on ¢nal fed
government 6s Public Works of Art progr am. Briefl"
Frankl in D. Rooseveltdéds plan to initiate recover)
project supported artists by paying thegnthe painting. During 1934 the PWA
compensated Gangle $25 for each of three decorative oil panels. The first,

entitled AFarm Scene, Woman Feeding (
that found its way into a spring exhibit at the museum. The sepaimting

depicted road | aborers near her si st
t he Columbia River. The third, APru

everyday labor, prompting tH@regoniannewspaper to compare it to the work
of French realistJeanFranco Millet.

Despite these successes, Martina was physically exhausted by her fourth
year of art school. After a full day of classes she was up most nights injecting
her employerdés asthmatic husband wit|
forher meager budget Gangle drew AWobbI

(watercolor) i the radical trade union) Christmas cards to sell to classmates.

But as the countrydés economic cata
realized the impossibility of her dreamof pin art t o earn enough to suppor
had a depression all my |ife, 0 Martina once remi |
mi ddl e of the thirties. 0 -nhg feltilhpeeparedf og y dien gwoa rkt it
expected of me.d6 With no prospects for a decent |

art school . Martina often recalled that during tfF
shack withugs t o keep the cold out instead of windows.
Gangl ebs etchings, l i noeg e i 'e@my ap hs

mid-thirties often portrayed women and children fruit}
harvesters and other working people. She once speculatéil
how different things would have been if shad gone - 20 §
directly to art school o“";vffr‘;-’:;“ — e Bl B woul i
seven or eight years of ignorance of what was happening s, A ‘ :
the country, o0 she reflectae
flowers and landscapes instead of poor families and peoj Ie
running fiom violence, homeless people sleeping of

benches, etc. o These i ma dae st e oy ' of
experiences since chil dho g ; V=== aods
the point of obsession. Her art mentors, she once mus ;f'f

Afidi dnot real i ze whatt hliinfke M 5”‘"":v A d oy mece my

Until she read a series ddaturday Evening Post MGCifiMot her at Resto
articles in 1931 criticizing the Soviet Union, Martina had



no idea that a socialist country existed. Four years later she experienced another epiphany. At the end of thi
threemile walk from hee mp|l oyer 6s house in Southeast Portl and
a demonstration demanding a retrial for Tom Mooney, a San Francisco labor activist serving a long prison
sentence after a controversial conviction for setting off a bombpre-&/orld War | preparedness parade.
Martina remembered how she thought about t he mar

hersel f. ADid they think about hel ping their fam
college? Didhey want a better | ife for their kids?0
Retreating to the school rest room, Martina devoured the protest leaflet featuring a shackled man on the
cover . It turned out that the marchers represent
scialist world that believed in working people e
was direct and to the point. It gave me hope. o TI
Abrave new wor |l d.téeedSamyi adlriesasmsficionntvoe a Ssci ence, a

Nevertheless, Martina found herself depressed, discouraged, and
exhausted at the end of four years of art school (she nejEleEs==="5
graduated) and retreated to the sparsedore Tualatin sgad '
wher e her mot her and son | & o
hi bernation, o she explained 'i§n RS Ne ahu € g ebo
slept all night and most of [ # i
that she felt well enough to return for work in the cherry orchards

wo events occurred in the momentous yeaafter Martina s §

left art school. First, she joined the Communist Party, ["fl"“.“. _
natural outgrowth of the social activities she had participated in @it '?‘,l‘\f,{_’,'¢.¢\,, '
the Young Communist League. Beginning in 1935, Party leadgtSA@
and pomi nent fAfellow travel er 0. g
encouraged the development of the Popular Front, a broad af ,: ,"-.'-:‘.‘.‘f
fascist coalition emphasizing humanist and democratic values ik -'
world peace, labor solidarity, racial tolerance, and liberal refornssss==ea
In maters of culture, the Front celebrated the dignity and beau
of proletarian art forms while offering support to workiclgss &= -
ethnics and blacks hoping to become visual or literary artists. = :

Frustrated at the slim prospects for making a living in the ~MGCifiHand Washingo (

vocaion she loved, Martina aligned herself with the communists because she hoped that socialism could turn

- Y

AW = ‘ —t

her dreams of a better society into practical re
problemsi f oo d, s hel t er ,merget. Since she lsatl goneltoaatt school,cGanyle was placed in a
Aiclubo of i ntell ectuals and artists. Once again,
setting. The | eader of the Dbranch, shhe MReecal |Cod
graduat e. A didnét wunderstand a word he said, 0o |
speeches of mal e comrades also bored her. ABut h
understood how much being alleo have Ot heir saydé did f ototwentyem s
mi nute introductions with patience. 0

During 1936 Martina also applied for a ambteust i on
effort to support visual artists, ers, and dramatists under the auspices of the massive Works Progress
Administration (WPA). With no prospects for gainful employment and her mother unable to pay her property
taxes, Gangle went to Portland to apply for relief to qualify for a WPA joberRieg the fact that the Reed



College student caseworkers treated artists as if they were fortunate to get a handout, Martina nevertheles
welcomed the $90 a month stipend. She and David lived with an art school friend named Betty in an apartment
halfway up the West Hills above the Goose .
Hollow neighborhood. The three supple
mented their meals with fresh vegetables
from the Gangle family garden in Tualatin.
Yet the young artist remembered feeling
uncomfortable with-h
cl asso frikads nwhe
tribulationso she ha
pregnant and then married, Martina found &
$10amonth studio apartment on S.W.
Montgomery Street with an eigbi-nine-
foot bedroom and a long, cramped kitche J[ :
with a gas stove and a narrow edDavid.
Martinaods first as
watercolors of wildflowers and ferns to
decorate the rooms at Timberline Lodge, theé'
ambitious new WPA ski lodge and tourist®™=
facility being buil tm
With little experience in watercals, she ymm
struggled with the medium but received heldim——<=

from a woman colleague. In the end, she
o g \ e ]/, e
completed several paintings of trilliums, :

nuckl eberries, and- (§ v«ym'f
|l i ked. o Over t he neXtMGCIrtl] ood é(arve:;,soMa&r% ensaS

added to Timberblid:arteésboptet m)a,neﬁnstunrpiuSe Over Tim

reproduced in
The Builders of Timberline LodgeWPA (woodauts, 1937)

collection with several woodcut engravings, a linoleum block
entitled AWPA Workshop, 0O and
pickers. Three of the engravings were included@he Builders of
Timberline Lodgea book published by the WPA in 1937.

In the lae-1930s Gangle merged art with progressive
political consciousness. After spending a brief period as a teacher
in the Portland Public School s¢
focused on her own work. In 1937 a Gangle bipokt entitled
AFruit Tg iaclaged i@ thevRortland exhibition of the
radi cal Ameri can Arti stisastastkKongr
linoleum cut of poor womenplacks, and children patiently
waiting for emergency caré was accepted for the 1939 New
Yor k Wor | doés offfanerican arb An od pdinting n

entitled fAiWorkers Alliance Conferenceo was shown
entries in the 1939 and 1940 Northwest Printmakers Exhibition in Seattle. Her memorable linocuts,
lithographs,and etchigs often portrayedmigrant worker campsJimberline artisansAfrican Americans,



