COUNTER-SIGNALS 3

Agitate
then
Negotiate:

Artifacts
from the life
of Helen

Sargent
Hitchcock

Andrew
Shurtz

116

PLATFORMS

1 Helen Sargent Hitchcock. Photographer unknown, ca. mid-
1920s. From the Bulletin of the Art Center, 1926.

2
I discovered this scrapbook at a Brooklyn
flea market in 2012 and was instantly in-
trigued by its collection of handwritten
condolence letters, obituaries and personal
histories. Scrapbooks often commemo-
rate happy events; this one focused solely
on tragedy. I later learned it belonged to
the Sargent family of New England and
felt compelled to piece together their story.
The father, Charles Chapin Sargent, was a
prominent importer of druggists’ sundries
and the sole North American representa-
tive for the famed Parisian brand Roger &
Gallet. The family was living comfortably
in Elizabeth, New Jersey, in 1876 when
they lost two of their three young daugh-
ters to illness. Grace, age 4, succumbed
to diphtheria in May. Emily, age 7, died
from ‘““congestion of the brain” in October.
Helen was only six years old at the time. It
is possible this early introduction to unex-
pected loss and suffering inspired the great
sense of urgency and compassion that
would drive her later work. Helen lived to
become an important advocate for women
in the arts and helped to catalyze the
modern design industry in New York, but
her efforts remain largely unknown today.
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2 Scrapbook belonging to the family of Charles Chapin Sargent. Collection of the author.
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3 Archival box, Ripley Hitchcock Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library.

3
Helen donated this collection of per-
sonal papers to the Columbia University
Library in 1947. Its main focus is on ma-
terials from her late husband, James
Ripley Wellman Hitchcock. (Hitchcock
was an influential literary editor famous
for his extensive and successful re-work-
ings of popular novels, namely Stephen
Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage and
Edward Noyes Westcott’s David Harum.)
Helen married Hitchcock in 1914; she was
43 years old at the time and had never
been married.

The collection consists of 26 boxes. Of
these, only the first seven (selected corre-
spondence) have been catalogued and filed.
The remaining 19 boxes consist mostly of
materials belonging to Helen’s husband
and brother. Helen’s personal archive was
squeezed in to just three boxes and left un-
sorted. These boxes include documents and

ephemera relating to the various groups
118

she founded: the Art Workers’ Club for
Women, the Art Alliance of America, the
Art Center of New York, and the National
Alliance of Art and Industry. The library
identifies them simply as “‘a group of mate-
rials relating to the American Art Alliance
in which Mrs. Hitchcock was interested,”
belying the breadth and importance of
their contents.

Note: The New York Historical
Society has a small collection of Art Center
ephemera and a few handwritten drafts of
Helen’s speeches, but the Hitchock archive
is far more broad and comprehensive of
all of Helen’s activities.

4

This article was prepared in 1925 during
the Art Center’s fundraising drive for

a planned expansion. In it, Helen out-
lines her history of founding art societ-
ies, beginning with the Art Workers Club
for Women in 1898. The club served to

essay title

OWn student daye at the Art Students! League for the germ of the
idea. But she pointed out that as no organization can be built
Without the friendly cooperation of a group of men and women who

make personal sacrifices for it, so the devotion of the members

of the Board and Committees and other active workers as well as
the cooperation of a large number of public citizens who had
given generously of their support, had brought the Art Center to
pass.

"The models who were posing for our drawing and paint-
ing classes seemed wretchedly unhappy" said Mrs. Hitchcock, in
telling of her League days. "liy interest in them was 30 great
that I couldn keep my mind upon my painting. I wanted to m
them. One girl looked particularly dejected. I talked to he
and found her as sick in soul as she was in body. I found I
could help her and after her, many others. One of two alte:
seemed to me imperative. Either the profession of pos
dignified, or we must nBt use models. Their position
of shadowland beyond respectability seemed to me intol

"Out of these contacts grew tiw Art Workers
VWiomen, now at 152 West 57th Street, where Artist .
in a friendly way and many found the sncourag

ship they needed. A successful and useful
has done much to dignify the work of
has established a depart ‘

and vocational guidanc
~ "Through this

4 “The Art Center”, ca. 1925-26. Author unknown. Ripley Hitchcock Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia
University Library.
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MR, SARQGENT: I think I know less now than I did at the
meoting.

MISS SARGENT: Mr. Adams, could you be a member of this com-
mittee?

MR. ADANS: I 30 not feel that I know enough about it and I
really have not the time.

MR. SARGEIT: You see, ladam Chairman, we reaslly know only
of the work in our own respective fields and do not know anything
of the other ones.

MISS SARGENT: MNrs. Henderson, will you serve on this commit-

tee?

g T

MRS. HENDERSON: I do not feel that I can do it.

MISS SARGENT: Then, Mrs. Hopkins, would you be willing to be
a member?

MRS. HOPEINS: I think you could find someone who has more
time.

MR. SARGENT: Hiss Van Kleeck kmows very definitely what she

ts to accomplish. 4nd then this lady who read the paper :

with the most fundamental facts.

MISS SARGENT: Then, if satisfactory, I will appo

cormittee, Miss Van Kleeck, Miss Grimble, Miss ey
son and myself.

We will draw up some definite
what do you think woumld be the
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THE COMMITTEE
oN
THE VOCATIONAL LEAGUE FOR ART WORKERS
224 WEST 58TH STREET )
NEW YORK CITY

Eolvg

CHAIRMAN

J MiSS HELEN SANBORN SARGENT
MRS. STEPHEN BAKER MRS. EDWARD C. HENDERSON 2
Miss CONSTANCE CURTIS Miss A. EVELYN NEWMAN

Miss ELIZABETH GRIMSALL MISS MARY VAN KLEECK ; :

MisS ELIZABETH W. DODGE
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My dear___l___: Ol(’( 7/W//WJ M‘ﬂ: @/

A plan is now under consideration to organize a Vo-
cational League for Art Workers in New York City, through which ;
women in the arts and crafts may find opportunities for work. Such
league would be in the nature of a vocational bureau to make it possi-
ble for the right worker to find the right place without so much
waste of time, energy and money as is now inevitable. The vari
art clubs have all rendered valuable service along this line.
According to the new plan they would now unite in a larger o
tion with a governing board, representing men and women who h
gained distinction in the arts in New York. FeTh

9te % £ B ¥

Before working out the plan further,
the opinions of many who are engaged in various
in New York City. Will you not write us your co
and give us any facts of experience which will s
not such an organization is needed? It will
you will answer the questions on the followi:

(Signed)  The Art Worker's
B

5 Minutes from a meeting concerning the creation of the Vocational League for Art Workers, 1913. Ripley Hitchcock Papers,
Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library.

6 Questionnaire and sample response, The Committee on The Vocational League for Art Workers, 1913. Ripley Hitchcock
Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library.
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6 Questionnaire and sample response, The Committee on The Vocational League for Art Workers, 1913. Ripley Hitchcock
Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library.
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1 Author unknown, “The Art Center”, ca.
1925-26. Ripley Hitchcock Papers, Rare Book
and Manuscript Library, Columbia University

Library.

legitimize and elevate the work of female
artists’ models, to help further the careers
of female artists, and to help bridge con-
nections between both groups. It provided
temporary residences, hot meals and tea,
meeting rooms where female artists and
models could socialize, and a placement bu-
reau to help members find work.

As Helen outlines in this document,
she was greatly disturbed by the condition
of the artists’ models while attending the
Art Students’ League in New York. “One
girl looked particularly dejected. I talked
to her and found her as sick in soul as she
was in body. I found I could help her and
after her, many others.” Helen’s desire to
ease the suffering of the artists’ models set
her forth on a path to aid arts workers of
all types and unify workers in the creative
industries in pursuit of their common
goals.

5
Two typewritten pages are all that
remain of the minutes from a meeting
Helen led in 1913. After the success of
the Art Workers’ Club, Helen set out to
create an organization that would pro-
vide employment for female art workers
of all kinds. The man referred to in this
transcript as “Mr. Sargent” is Helen’s
father, Charles. The woman referred to as
“Ms. Sargent‘ is Helen herself. Helen is
commonly identified by her father’s sur-
name (Sargent) or her husband’s (Ripley
Hitchcock). It is rare to see the name of
Helen in print. Charles’ influence as both
a benefactor and guide is made very clear
here; Helen’s persistence and ability to
unite a team is even more clear.

6
The Vocational League’s first act was to
survey female art workers and determine
if and how the league could benefit them.

They sent questionnaires to hundreds
123

of women employed in the applied arts
and received hundreds of interesting re-
sponses, a handful of which survive in
Helen’s archive. The women outlined how
they received their education in the arts
and how they found work in their chosen
fields. Their comments about the strug-
gle to find steady, well-paying work af-
ter an arts education would be familiar to
any contemporary worker in the creative
industries. The league used this informa-
tion to enlist a number of prominent New
York art schools and artists in the creation
of the Art Alliance of America. While the
Vocational League was created specifically
to help women artists, its mandate was ex-
panded to aid artists of both genders. The
Art Alliance sought to connect working art-
ists and art students with manufacturers,
publishers, and other possible employers,
all with the goal of ultimately raising the
quality of American applied art.

The Art Alliance’s New York of-
fice expanded to a number of different
states across the country. Notably, their
Chicago office became (after a series of
name changes) the Association of Arts
and Industries, the group responsible for
bringing Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy to the United
States to direct the New Bauhaus.

7a-b
As the influence of the Art Alliance grew,
it quickly developed a need for a perma-
nent headquarters. Helen was also driven
by what she saw as wasted energy from the
duplicated efforts of New York’s innumer-
able art societies. ‘“Why not bring together
all these various associations, where they
could share expenses, experience and re-
sources and combine energies to create in
America a background of decorative art re-
flective of its own mode of life, and to form
an art spirit and an art appreciation which
should extend to all the people?”1

A committee was formed in 1920
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Columbia University Library.

to find interested societies. The postcard
shown (6a) is an invitation to the first
major meeting. It was held at the house of
Mrs. John Henry Hammond, an influential
art patron, member of the Vanderbilt fam-
ily, president of the Three Arts Club, and
mother of the legendary record producer
John Hammond. The postcard shows the
spirit of cooperation and group effort that
Helen hoped to encourage: “Get together
and DO IT!”

The list of interested societies formed
rapidly: the Art Alliance, the Pictorial
Photographers of America, the Society
of Illustrators, the New York Society of
Craftsmen, and the newly-formed Art
Directors Club. (During early planning
stages, both the Tiffany Foundation and
the Society of Jewelry Designers consid-
ered membership.) With the addition of the
American Institute of Graphic Arts and the
Stowaways, the final roster was set. Two
adjoining buildings were purchased on 56th
street and renovated to provide permanent
meeting spaces for each society, along with
shared exhibition space that would be open
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7a Get Together and DO IT, Reverse of postcard, 1920. Ripley Hitchcock Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library,
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to the public. The Art Center Inc. was in-
corporated to run the whole enterprise, and
Helen was named president.

The slogans used in the company’s
Provisional Programme (6b) illustrate the
spirit and enthusiasm that drove their early
efforts: “Don’t forget to agitate. Don’t
forget to negotiate.”

8
Each organization was greatly advanced by
the shared energies of the Art Center, and
each came to national prominence more
swiftly as a result. The AIGA, in particular,
was able to fund touring exhibitions like
the Fifty Books of the Year and an annual
medal of achievement thanks to support
from the Art Center. These groups not only
supported one other but also influenced
each other in both direct and indirect ways.
The Center’s galleries and meeting rooms
were spaces where a designer like Frederic
Goudy (one-time president of the AIGA)
could be exposed to the work of Man Ray
(member of the Pictorial Photographers)
and encounter the personal work of
Grace Drayton (creator of the Cambpell’s

essay title
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b ART CENTER'S
g Provisional Programme--
ot AGITATE then NEGOTIATE

Many schemes have been evolved for elevating the
masses, but they have utterly failed in th_eir purpose unless
there has been a previous development of character und mind
which were capable of wisely using the opportunities thus

made available. As 2 result, when we are confrontedim @

as essential to its solution. i P
Although education is the perfection of the i
ual, yet there are certain fundamental principlu.”ﬁ [
conceded, should be taught to all, and certain el
should be developed and made a potent force in the
of the individual, which will, advance not pnly
welfare and betterment, but also to that ef"m
Now to the point; ART CENTER!
ART CENTER Itic.
ART CENTER is an Institution.
ART CENTER is an American
ART CENTER is the Clearin
ART Center is ‘

in the broader sense, f
MNa

7b Art Center provisional programme, ca. early 1920s. Ripley Hitchcock Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library,
Columbia University Library.
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8 Art Center main gallery. Photographer unknown, ca. mid-late-1920s. From an Art Center Brochure. (Title TK)

Soup Kids and member of the Society of
Illustrators).

9
In 1922, the Art Center and its seven so-
cieties were all invited to participate
in the Thirteenth Annual Convention
of the American Federation of Arts in
Washington, DC. There, an audience of
over 1200 assembled to hear speeches from
the most prominent museums, art orga-
nizations, and educational institutions in
the country. One of the esteemed speeches
given was written by Helen Sargent
Hitchcock. This document is an early draft
of that speech (later titled ‘“Industrial Art
as a Personal Responsibility’’). The speech
was delivered in Helen’s absence by Mrs.
John Henry Hammond. In the speech,
Helen outlines her view of art and de-
sign as a moral force, able to beautify not
just the home but also the spirit of every
American. “The effect of such environment
of the industrial arts, upon our character,
will indicate definitely, as it has in previous
chapters of the history of the race, that the
fate of the nation lies not in the hands of

126

PLATFORMS

R

the warriors and statesmen, but in those of
our designers and workmen, and in those
who guide our industries, and in those who
purchase them.

10
Each of the seven societies were united
in their day-to-day activities by the Art
Center building itself. They all, however,
had their own individual agendas. The Art
Alliance of America sought to help art-
ists of all kinds find employment and nav-
igate the commercial art industry, to help
employers find talented art workers, and
help art students find the proper course of
study. The Society of Illustrators sought to
advance what was then called ‘““commer-
cial art”, namely illustration for books, ad-
vertisements or posters. The Art Directors
Club intended, according to early mem-
ber Earnest Calkins, “to dignify the field
of business art in the eyes of artists, to en-
courage the best men to undertake it, and
to regard it while undertaking it as the
greatest job in the world.”2 The American
Institute of Graphic Arts, at this point,
chiefly concerned itself with the promotion

essay title

e

2 E.E. Calkins, “Advertising Art”, Camera
Craft Vol. XXVIII, Feb. 1921, p. 61

To-day there is a renaissance of the Art of the Home, We see this revival
everywhere, in the uilding on a large scale of s0-called"model homes" which are desi gned
to be attractive as well as liveable; in exhibitions all over the country where are
Bhown ways a:d means to meke the home beautiful, whether it be a house on a great
avenue, or a tiny flat, or in a suburban development which mekes much of light and air
&nd of natural beauty. Interior decorators, ani also those in department stores, and
those guiding the magazines of the home, and instructors in the Art Schools, both private
and public, all are working in their way for more attractive decoration. They are not
only designing for the rich, but for those of moderate means, and for those in the
simplest homes, realizing that am artistic environment 1s our rightful heritage

This awekened interest in the objects which meke up the daily scenme are an out-
ward expression of an inward and spiritual graces More and more in the products of

industry is the impulse toward beauty, and by such consideration it will ultimately

pervade everything we see and touch.

All industrial art is Art, tut allied to business, and industrial art is a
part of our very life. People speak of commercial art. There is no such dividing line
in Art, and artists are working in every comstructive field of design.

We ave no longer the lack of popular appreciation of Industrial Art by the mn-
responsiveness of the public. This general appreciatim is being constantly developed.
M we realize personal responsibility to make our homes lovely and use every influence
to mke(:?éhools more attractive; to encourage Art in Trade Schools, and encourage the 1
best art exhibitions and interest in Art orgenizations, ani also further a crusade for “art ’.‘
for all people”, then full appreciation will coms to pass. Training children early through
art is necessary to training for good citizenship, fortmbwu ﬁnh

4

where the seeds are planted.

9 Art as a personal responsibility, draft of speech by Helen Sargent Hitchcock, ca. 1921-1922. Ripley Hitchcock Papers,
Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library.
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AMERICAN INsTITUTE oF GRAPHIC ARTS
v

Tue NovemBer MEETING
will be held at the Art Center on Wednesday evening,
November 8, the opening night of the Exhibition of the
History of Wood Engraving. Mr.WiLLiam M. Ivins, Jr., |
Curator of Prints of the Metropolitan Museum of p
be the chief speaker. Members are urged to be pre
to bring their friends. Ladies are invited.

The opening of the meeting will be d
o’clock to give to those who come earl
the prints and books in the Exhibition.

‘.,JJO 4

11 American Institute of Graphic Arts, November Meeting invitation, 1922. Ripley Hitchcock Papers, Rare Book and
Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library.
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3 Albert Schiller, “American Institute of

5 Michele H. Bogart, Advertising, Artists,

Graphic Arts”, Bulletin of the Art Center, Vol.  and the Borders of Art. Chicago: University

Il No. 5, March 1925, p. 183

4 Author unknown, “The Art Center”, ca.

of Chicago Press, 1995.
6 Albert Schiller, “American Institute of

1925-26. Ripley Hitchcock Papers, Rare Book Graphic Arts”, Bulletin of the Art Center, Vol.
and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Ill No. 6, February 1925, p. 154

Library.

of fine book printing and typography.

A characteristic lecture given by Carl
Purington Rollins of the Yale University
Press in 1925 was entitled ““Is commer-

cial printing worth doing well? No.”’3 The
New York Society of Craftsmen focused on
hand-made domestic and industrial works
but emphasized beauty over commercial
aspirations. The Pictorial Photographers of
America advocated for a modern approach
to photography that could exist both in

the gallery and in the commercial world of
advertising. The Stowaways had no pub-
lic agenda and seemed to do little more
than serve as a semi-mysterious VIP club
for prestigious male members of the other
societies.

Despite these differences, Helen’s
ultimate goal for the Art Center was one of
cooperation. “Of course we met with op-
position, for artists are individualists. But
there were a great number who felt that
the big thing for which we were all working
could be best accomplished by combining
our interests. And this has proved true,
even beyond our expectations. The fact that
the Art Center brings together so many
diversified lines gives it a sort of cumula-
tive force. And as it has worked out, each
society has kept its individuality, while
our corporate interests have been greatly
strengthened by combining.””4

11
As this invitation illustrates, the inclusion
of women was not a given at AIGA events
in 1922. The Art Center was founded and
led by women with a history of working
to further the cause of women in the arts.
The Art Alliance, Society of Illustrators,
and Pictorial Photographers all allowed
female members. The founder of the
Pictorial Photographers, Clarence White,
famously mentored a number of successful

129

female photographers including Margaret
Bourke-White, Margaret Atkins, and
Dorothea Lange. Not all of the Art Center’s
seven societies were that progressive, how-
ever. As Michele Bogart writes, ‘“on a day-
to-day basis the center appeared less like a
placement bureau than like an elite men’s
club that melded business with social life.
Women were behind the inception and op-
eration of the center, but their actual power
and presence, and to some extent their pri-
orities, were eclipsed.”s After five years of
working with progressive societies that did
include female members, the AIGA reluc-
tantly allowed women to join in 1925. In
the Bulletin of the Art Center, they made
their announcement with the caveat: “But
what will come of this chivalrous action it
is hard to say.”’s

12
During the depression, the Art Center
faced great financial difficulties. It sup-
ported itself only partially by dues and
rent from the seven societies and otherwise
relied on donations, some from its origi-
nal founding and some from a large fund-
raising drive in 1925. By 1931, the Center
was imperiled enough to commission an
independent audit from the firm of Mark
Jones. The preliminary report, shown here,
exhaustively details the many problems of
the Center’s structure. Each society oper-
ated independently of the main organiza-
tion and treated it largely as a source of
office space. The Center’s finances were
complex and poorly documented, with a
large amount of funds raised in the form of
bonds. The report recognized the impor-
tance of the Art Center’s mission but saw
only one possible way to salvage it: the Art
Center would have to dissolve to allow the
seven societies to continue. The Art Center
became an entity that controlled only the
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MARK M. JONES

ONSULTING ECONOMIST

ART CENTER, INCORFORATED

Prel iminary Hepart

April 3, L) -

¥r, Richard de Tolfe Drixey, Fresident,
Art Cemter, Incorporated
65 Zast “;.s é ’ Viewing the situation in & broad wey, it appeers thet the efforte put
New York K.Y,

’ farth by Art Center, Incorporated and ite affilisted societiss have ascomplish-
Dear Mr, Brizey:

ed much of value sinee the Art Cemter wae organized in 1920, However, it
After & study of Art Cemter, Incorporated, extended over a pericd

of several wesks, it has seemed a.hmu that .‘ copart from the weesl seens clear fram en outside point of view thet the potertial possibilitiss &s
custom snd present what we shall here term & prelimisery report,. That ;

the situation have not sufficiently beem realized upom to give asmuremce that

is offered is tentstive im the full sense of the term and subjeet 5 Tee

considerstion as soon as infarmation mot yet availadble cem be taken into

account, ’ . the outlays made ere duly in proportion to results secured, Although no ade- "
A report of this nsture must be limited to matters of prestical sig- quate formal definition of purpose for the Art Cemter appears t© heve been

nificance ani therefore must bde quite out of proportion. It may sppear e

to sssess debits without listing offsetting eredits sand I affer this mte e made, the infarmally professed aims of promoting art in infustry end the ewery-

of warning in that regard with the hops that something of belaseing mature &

may thus de sdded, La ¥, dny affairs of the people point to = need of outstending fsportence and pro-
Despite all dirficulties and shorteomings, ve defiaisely fesl that mise today, end one that probzdly will contimue to be of importance for years

Art Cemter, Incorperated has made progress, has secomplished & great desl vik

of genuine value, amnd has far more t0 its credit om the schisvement side i to coms. The progr of Art Center, Incorporated and the soeieties ere mot

than eould appear from a report, the purpose of

:
4
s

clearly defined and the work is essmtielly opportunistic. The whele strue- N

the sgzregmiios of
thea @ begiming and ture situation presents & maze of complexities involving as it does & busimss
work amd & great — )
‘::: corporation operating mot for profit, bonds, stocks, & voting trust sgreement, »
&~
a board which imterlocks with seven other crgamisetions, and sz employsd staff,
ssadls those p
i Temire wtum-rmuammnu--nxmmu X
m -
- that of e membership corperation emd slso, ascarding to legsl imterpretatiosm, ;
-_‘.‘. has an endowment. The finencial condition of Art Cemter, Imcorporsted is pre- .
ad I em

carious to say the least, noth-oudn-—:xm’*‘
and lergely mesningless. Thers is 5o sdequete finencing polisy ad irt Cemter,
Incarporated is therefore leading & hend to mouth finemeisl existemse.

This report should be regarded as prelimimary inm the full semes of the
term inasmch 83 endesvors over en extended period have mot yet produced satis-

12 Art Center 1931 Economic Audit Preliminary Report. Prepared by Mark M. Jones, Consulting Economist. 12 Art Center 1931 Economic Audit Preliminary Report. Prepared by Mark M. Jones, Consulting Economist.
Ripley Hitchcock Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library. Ripley Hitchcock Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library.
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ONAL ALLIANCE OF ART AND INDUSTRY ¢ R. C. A. Building, 30 Rockefeller Plaza, New York
Office of the
I June 21, 1935
14 ¥

i ® "Mrs. Ripley Hitchcock
§ 29 Bast 73rd Street

8] New York City

¥

£’* ! My dear Mrs. Hitchoock:

A

Please believe I very greatly appreciate your kind letters.

I regret the necessity of handing in my resignation, but I regret

more not turning the organization affairs back, in full flower of success.

It's been a ten year struggle against disheartening circumstances. 4s I look

back over the failure of the endowment campaign, the long battle with the soc- |

ieties to obtain freedom for the cemtral society, the temporary success in '29

flooded out by the depression, the struggle and bitter discussions that arose

upon the appearance of the liark li. Jones report, the subsequent disaffection of |
4 the Board, the removal to Rockefeller Center and the terrible mismemagement of
x the recent Exposition, I wonder that we all lived through it.

However, there has been some real accomplishment to offset these '
continued worries. By the consistent support of every design project that came
g to our attention, we have had a part in the changed attitude of society genmerally
A

A and industry in particular toward visual appearances. This is evidenced not only

LY by the changes in appearances of the every day products and the mounting prices |
TR i ..paid to designers, but by the attention the educational world is now giving to A
R our program. Within the last two weeks we have received eight letters that

either asked for advice as how best to set up courses in industrial design or for
brochures of industrial design. 4s compared with the attention given us in 1925,

this is extraordinary.

Iast week I had the extreme gratification of hearing the museum
directors accept &s expedient and advisable, &:program recommended to them by
the Art Cemter in 1928. In fact, one of the speékers for the Carnegie Corpora-
{ion used the exdct words and phraseology of a Teport ssnt to them from our
organization in 1925. So, in spite of the lack of coordinarion and unity at
home, we are certainly enjoying an increased reputation for sound thinking
abroad. '

. #nd now at this time of separation I want to commend the patience
of the Board with me. That today the whole educational tendencies of the

3 country seem to be gearing:in with our early premises is @ partial justification
of this patience, but often believing me wrong, their patience continued apparent

and genuine.

‘prnhto the confidence that was accorded me by individuals but
8 ?a

that we could not develop & coordinated &nd driving force
would have made our program mol}ze inmediately effechve,nfnd

1 acclaim to the Alliance.

of my greatest regrets he breaking of the cordial relatioms
n Miss Byerley and ForAesignation. I shall always feel it
me bear the onus of expressed dissatisfaction with her worke

13 Alon Bement, letter to Helen Sargent Hitchcock, 1935. Ripley Hitchcock Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library,
Columbia University Library.
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14 The Art Center Seal, designed by Edward B. Edwards, 1923. From the Bulletin of the Art Center, Vol. 1, No. 11,

June 1923.

building itself, while the Art Alliance was
combined with the promotional efforts of
the Center to become a new organization,
the National Alliance of Art and Industry
or NAAI. This move was drastic, but it al-
lowed each of the organizations to survive.
The societies continued to use the build-
ing until 1933, when the NAAI moved to its
new headquarters in the R.C.A. building at
Rockefeller Center. Though the Art Center
itself was dissolved, its contributions were
solvent enough to be noted by the auditor:
“There is an outstanding need, nationwide
in its proportions, for more art in industry
in everyday affairs. No agency appears to
be giving much attention to the satisfaction
of this need and Art Center, Incorporated
appears to have done more in this field
than other agencies.”

13
In 1935, Alon Bement resigned as presi-
dent of the NAAI. He had been appointed
director of the Art Center in 1926, after a
grant from John D. Rockefeller, Jr. made

funding such a position possible. Bement
133

had a varied and impressive career be-
fore helming the Art Center. He taught at
Columbia University, designed ship cam-
ouflage for the US in WW1, served as di-
rector of the Maryland Institute, and even
influenced a young Georgia O’Keefe while
leading a summer course at the University
of Virginia.

In this letter addressed to Helen, Alon
outlines the many challenges that plagued
them in their ‘“‘ten year struggle against
disheartening circumstances.” He also re-
counts a number of the ways in which they
had succeeded against the odds. The atti-
tude of society and industry toward visual
appearance had improved. The perceived
value of designers had increased. The num-
ber of design educational institutions had
grown. And, “Art workers” operating in
disparate fields came to be known collec-
tively as ‘““designers.”

14
“The seal of the Art Center is expressive
of its unity and is in the form of a modified
seven-pointed star, consisting of an endless
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line, so interlaced as to make seven units
which form a center”

The Art Center was undermined by
several contradictions at its core. It was
an organization founded by women but
controlled by men, motivated by progres-
sive ideas about social reform but intent
upon serving capitalist goals of industry.
Seven societies came together to form this
collective unit but still maintained their
individual aims and identities. The Art
Center was more than an alliance but less
than a governing body. Some saw it as
simply a building or a glorified landlord.
As a result of these unresolved tensions, the
Center’s mission is little known today. But,
its opposing forces and motivations also
contributed to its strength. Each member
society benefitted from the influence of the
others and the social, cultural, and artistic
support that the Center provided. Helen
succeeded in exposing these organizations
to different philosophies, goals, and opera-
tions at a crucial time in the history of the
design industry. A man may have been able
to wield more influence, but it is clear that
such an unlikely organization could never
have existed without the specific vision and
perseverance of Helen herself.
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