
 

SIGN THE PETITION: 

http://TinyUrl.com/SaveTheMurals   

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdHcP3nMxIW_vD9qQUvtMtVRsdzzfc-5O1
7lCvTIDB3nte9ag/viewform  

 

GWHS (S.F.) Alumni Association 

Tuesday Noon Siren: The panel created by the Board of Ed overwhelmingly voted to 

“whitewash” or physically remove GWHS’ "Life of Washington" murals before the Fall 

2019 semester begins. 

Our solutions to cultural concerns include screens, interpretive panels, and site-specific 

curricula. 

What you can do today to Save The Murals: 

- Write, email or call Superintendent Dr. Vincent Matthews & each Board of Ed 

Commissioner (see tinyurl.com/About-SFUSD) 

http://tinyurl.com/SaveTheMurals
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdHcP3nMxIW_vD9qQUvtMtVRsdzzfc-5O17lCvTIDB3nte9ag/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdHcP3nMxIW_vD9qQUvtMtVRsdzzfc-5O17lCvTIDB3nte9ag/viewform


- Sign the petition at tinyurl.com/SaveTheMurals 

- Give to Save the Murals Fund at mkt.com/sfgwhsalumni or send a check made out to 

GWHSAA (add Save the Murals on memo line) 

- Read our release at tinyurl.com/Save-GWHS-Murals 

- Share! 

We anticipate that Supt. Matthews will schedule this issue on the Board of Ed's agenda 

sometime between mid-April and mid-May. We'll try to post meeting info here &/or on 

our website as soon as we get confirmation. 

Enlighten, Don't Erase! 

FACEBOOK LINK: 

https://www.facebook.com/SFGWHSAlumni/?__xts__[0]=68.ARBy5XFYf-tqiC6PpEgEE

L4umSZaX0l47q3h9Q--C0gUydF9dJVyhu8vbTpUB5fQAywGqSSWQwYhBeFR_ycpPN

b4dklZbqw3n7avOYswTw9fLxybu_TF9_9CZxyouAhJ81o9k0REKDxXDYwCd2cXgPTh

QVlZ8wztb02HOhCWEhUzM9Ft2BULMmrPeFk59NkkcXTnhJSmBuVYDD-pUXhHERx

wTo7afnRkK7HtqSiaGCC_o5XIVZ2zzFFNfO6ccbpShBRqc9vC8IycaredtRlJQ4eYCTKz

DSAGkFlgo8t4MxNIKhNdn9CR0ziLevgy-HAUcGIDaINBFkibA5-xqasOzIcxLbmYgTJuvo

jNNssyRxZfPw&__tn__=k*F&tn-str=k*F   

GWHS Alumni Association PRESS Release LINK: 

https://indd.adobe.com/view/282dca0e-8d4b-478d-b3cf-3320440aa347?fbclid=IwAR1ix

SjLwhnIUtsrIsrLjyTvpeWcV_W1_v4bSh5g37DhYqhyKm-K3A-QvLQ  

SAME PRESS RELEASE IS HERE:   http://tinyurl.com/Save-GWHS-Murals   

Save the Murals 

I ask the San Francisco Board of Education Superintendent and Commissioners to 

reject the proposal to paint out or dismantle the Victor Arnautoff "Life of Washington" 

murals in George Washington High School, a priceless example of WPA art painted by 

a left-wing artist and unusually progressive for their time. The murals include forthright 

depictions of the injustices experienced by Native Americans and African-Americans 

during Washington’s lifetime. With implementation of one or more of the solutions 

proposed by the Alumni Association to sensitively address the concerns raised, the 

murals can be a catalyst for discussing the sins committed as our country was founded. 

Note: Your emails will remain strictly confidential with the GWHSAA. 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
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https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/11/arts/design/george-washington-murals-ugly-histor

y-debated.html 

These High School Murals Depict an Ugly History. Should They Go? 

One of the 13 murals that make up “The Life of Washington,” at George Washington 

High School in San Francisco. 

Jim Wilson/The New York Times 

Image 

One of the 13 murals that make up “The Life of Washington,” at George Washington 

High School in San Francisco.CreditCreditJim Wilson/The New York Times 

By Carol Pogash 

April 11, 2019 

595 

SAN FRANCISCO — In one of the murals, George Washington points westward over 

the dead body of a Native American. Another depicts Washington’s slaves, hunched 

over, working in the fields of Mount Vernon. These images aren’t in a museum 

exhibition but on the walls of a public high school. 

In this famously left-of-center city, liberals are battling liberals over these 

Depression-era frescoes that have offended some groups. 

In the debate over the 13 murals that make up “The Life of Washington,” at George 

Washington High School, one side, which includes art historians and school alumni, 

sees an immersive history lesson; the other, which includes many African-Americans 

and Native Americans, sees a hostile environment. 

Sometime this spring, the school board will make a decision about the future of the 

massive frescoes that extend from the school’s entryway through its lobby, confronting 

students as they climb the stairs to their classrooms. 

The works were created in the mid-1930s by Victor Arnautoff, a social realist, for the 

Works Progress Administration, an agency created under Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New 

Deal that provided public works jobs for the unemployed during the Great Depression. 

Arnautoff, who was born in Russia and taught at Stanford, was a Communist who 

embedded messages critical of the founding father in his murals. He depicted 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/11/arts/design/george-washington-murals-ugly-history-debated.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/11/arts/design/george-washington-murals-ugly-history-debated.html


Washington, accurately, at a time when that was rarely acknowledged, as a slave owner 

and the leader of the nation that annihilated Native Americans. There are no cherry 

trees. 

A detail from one of the panels, which shows Washington’s slaves working in the fields 

of Mount Vernon. 

Credit 

Jim Wilson/The New York Times 

Image 

A detail from one of the panels, which shows Washington’s slaves working in the fields 

of Mount Vernon.CreditJim Wilson/The New York Times 

But to Amy Anderson, a member of the Ahkaamaymowin band of Métis who has been a 

catalyst in the campaign to remove the murals, they represent “American history from 

the colonizers’ perspective.” 

Around the country in recent years, people have been questioning historical 

representations in public art. Confederate statues and monuments have been 

dismantled. And in September, San Francisco city workers removed a statue 

symbolizing the Catholic Church’s mission-era subjugation of Native Americans. But the 

Washington High frescoes present a different issue. What they symbolize is open to 

interpretation. Some see a subversive message about Washington’s failings; others see 

his glorification. 

When the frescoes were painted, critics praised Arnautoff’s work. But by the late 1960s, 

his art aroused anger. The school district responded by adding contemporary murals by 

the African-American artist Dewey Crumpler in 1974. The additional artwork did not 

satisfy Ms. Anderson and others opposed to the murals. 

Stevon Cook, president of the San Francisco Board of Education, wants the paintings 

covered or removed. “The history we tell is very one sided,” he said. An 

African-American, he supports teaching this history in classrooms, but opposes “violent 

images that are offensive to certain communities,” he said. 

One of the most controversial murals depicts a dead Native American. 

Credit 

Jim Wilson/The New York Times 
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One of the most controversial murals depicts a dead Native American.CreditJim 

Wilson/The New York Times 

Virginia Marshall, president of the San Francisco Alliance of Black School Educators 

said Arnautoff’s paintings remind her of “my great-great grandfather and great-great 

grandmother who were beaten and hung from trees and told they were less than 

human.” 

Paloma Flores, a member of the Pit-River Nation and coordinator of the school’s Indian 

Education Program, said Arnautoff’s “intent no longer matters.” The murals “glorify the 

white man’s role and dismiss the humanity of other people who are still alive,” she said. 

Joely Proudfit, director of the California Indian Culture and Sovereignty Center in San 

Marcos, said it is not worth saving the art if one native student “is triggered by that.” 

Of the 2,004 students at Washington High, most are Asian-American; 89 are 

African-American and four are Native American. One of them is Ms. Anderson’s son, 

who, she said, “keeps his head down when he passes the murals.” 

But scholars see something else in the murals: history. Robert W. Cherny, an emeritus 

professor of history at San Francisco State University and the author of “Victor Arnautoff 

and the Politics of Art,” points to the artist’s critique of Washington. “Arnautoff was a 

major artist, an artist on the left who was being very critical of Washington for owning 

slaves, and he was critical of the genocide of Native Americans.” 

Gray Brechin, project scholar of the Living New Deal at the University of California, 

Berkeley, said, “It’s not a matter of erasing art, it’s erasing history itself.” He also spoke 

about the importance of preserving memories of atrocities. “The Jews never want what 

happened to them to be forgotten,” he said. “That’s why they have so many memorials.” 

The Russian-American artist Victor Arnautoff embedded messages critical of the 

founding father in his murals for the Works Progress Administration. 

Credit 

Jim Wilson/The New York Times 
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The Russian-American artist Victor Arnautoff embedded messages critical of the 

founding father in his murals for the Works Progress Administration.CreditJim 

Wilson/The New York Times 

Washington High School has one of the largest collections of W.P.A. art on the West 

Coast, but it’s still a high school. Sharing space with Arnautoff’s panels are 



student-drawn signs for “Walk Against Rape” and “2019 ELECTION,” which lists 

requirements including, “2.0 GPA … GOOD LUCK!” 

Mikayla, a sophomore who was raising money for student government, said, “It’s not 

necessary to hide the truth.” She had inadvertently taped her sign reading “$2 Spam 

musubi” over the chest of Arnautoff’s dead Native American. 

Matt Haney, a member of the board of supervisors and a former board of education 

member, said, “If you’re a Native American student and you walk into the lobby and see 

your ancestors being murdered in art, that feels dehumanizing.” He also has suggested 

renaming the school in honor of Maya Angelou, who studied there. 

Late last year the school district organized a group called the Reflections and Action 

Committee to consider options for the artwork. 

Some art historians and Washington High School teachers who spoke to the committee 

in favor of the frescoes said they felt uncomfortable expressing their views. “There was 

a feeling of animosity in the air,” John M. Strain, an English teacher and graduate of 

Washington High, said. His students, he said, “feel bad about offending people but they 

almost universally don’t think the answer is to erase it.” 

Marianne Philipp, the school librarian, also spoke because, she said, “It’s my job to 

champion intellectual freedom. It’s disturbing to me that this is under discussion.” 

After hearing from both sides, the committee issued a statement that said the artwork 

“glorifies slavery, genocide, colonization, Manifest Destiny, white supremacy, 

oppression, etc.” and does not represent the San Francisco school’s “values of social 

justice.” 

When the frescoes were painted, critics praised Arnautoff’s work. By the late 1960s, his 

art aroused anger. 

Credit 

Jim Wilson/The New York Times 
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When the frescoes were painted, critics praised Arnautoff’s work. By the late 1960s, his 

art aroused anger.CreditJim Wilson/The New York Times 

In February, eight committee members voted to recommend that the school district 

remove Arnautoff’s frescoes, two were undecided and one voted to save them. To 

remove them would be to destroy them because moving them would be too costly. The 

committee said the frescoes could be archived digitally. 



Lope Yap Jr., vice president of the Washington High School Alumni Association, cast 

the sole vote to save the frescoes. “There are not many people whose politics are left of 

me,” Mr. Yap, a filmmaker, said. “If they succeed, this would be book burning in 

Germany in the 1930s.” 

Mark Berger, a Washington High alumnus and a sound engineer, said digitizing the 

frescoes, is not an acceptable solution. “The thing about murals is that they’re out there 

for anyone to see who walks by. It catches your attention. It may cause you to think 

about things you wouldn’t think about. It’s the artist reaching out to you rather than you 

seeking out the message,” he said. 

Barbara A. Brewer, an English teacher at the school, assigned 49 freshmen to write 

essays about the frescoes. Only four favored removal. One student wrote, “The fresco 

shows us exactly how brutal colonization and genocide really were and are. The fresco 

is a warning and reminder of the fallibility of our hallowed leaders.” 

The school board will take up the issue in the coming months. If it votes to destroy the 

murals, Mr. Yap said the alumni association would file a lawsuit to stop it. 

This week, Ms. Anderson recalled a discussion she had had with her son about 

attending the school with the murals. “He told me, ‘Don’t worry Mom; that’s not going to 

be up there forever.’” 

Correction: April 11, 2019 

An earlier version of this article incorrectly referred to the grade of the students 

assigned an essay about the frescoes. They are freshmen, not sophomores. 

Follow Carol Pogash on Twitter: @cpogash 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

Marty Miner shared a link. 

April 9 at 5:25 PM 

RICHMONDSFBLOG.COM 

https://richmondsfblog.com/2019/04/09/historic-wpa-murals-at-george-washington-high-

school-are-facing-destruction-due-to-controversial-depictions-of-native-americans-and-a

frican-americans/?fbclid=IwAR04VhjdDOK5OVQ9CpSJIf8EXc4dMl4L0MEkHZsoMMn2

gxUsRAaKy4cm-kA 

Historic WPA murals at George Washington High School are facing destruction due to 

controversial depictions of Native Americans and African-Americans – Richmond 

https://richmondsfblog.com/2019/04/09/historic-wpa-murals-at-george-washington-high-school-are-facing-destruction-due-to-controversial-depictions-of-native-americans-and-african-americans/?fbclid=IwAR04VhjdDOK5OVQ9CpSJIf8EXc4dMl4L0MEkHZsoMMn2gxUsRAaKy4cm-kA
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District Blog 

Historic WPA murals at George Washington High School are facing destruction due to 

controversial depictions of Native Americans and African-Americans Posted on April 9, 

2019 by Sarah B. A mural in the Life of George Washington series by Victor Arnautoff, 

at George Washington High School. Photo by.... 

https://richmondsfblog.com/2019/04/09/historic-wpa-murals-at-george-washington-high-

school-are-facing-destruction-due-to-controversial-depictions-of-native-americans-and-a

frican-americans/?fbclid=IwAR04VhjdDOK5OVQ9CpSJIf8EXc4dMl4L0MEkHZsoMMn2

gxUsRAaKy4cm-kA 

Historic WPA murals at George Washington High School are facing destruction due to 
controversial depictions of Native Americans and African-Americans 

Posted on April 9, 2019 by Sarah B. 

A mural in the Life of George Washington series by Victor Arnautoff, at George 
Washington High School. Photo by Richard Rothman. 

When George Washington High School opened its doors in August 1936, 1,600 square 
feet of its interior walls were covered with a a series of murals depicting the life of the 
school’s namesake, and the country’s first President, George Washington. 

The murals were painted by Victor Arnautoff, a Russian-American painter and professor 
of art, with assistance from artists George Harris and Gorden Langdon. Arnautoff was a 
well-known muralist at the time, having painted one of the murals at Coit Tower where 
he became the Technical Director of the project. 

When Arnautoff created the George Washington mural series, he used the rare buon 
fresco process, painting with earth-tone pigments directly onto the building’s wet plaster 
before it dried. The artist covered about nine feet of wall per day, and worked ten to 
twelve hours per day. 

“Mr. Arnautoff had to follow right behind the plasterers, and a scene, once begun, had to 
be completed that same day, in order that the walls did not dry. Carpenters and 
plasterers worked all around the building, while Mr. Arnautoff was above on a scaffold,” 
according to outsidelands.org. 

It took ten months to complete the mural series. At the time of its completion, Arnautoff’s 
George Washington murals were the largest WPA-funded, single-artist mural suite on 
the Pacific Coast. 

Two panels of the mural draw fire for their depiction of African-Americans and Native 
Americans 

Two of the thirteen panels in the mural series have come under fire since the 1960’s for 
their controversial depictions of African-Americans and Native Americans. 

https://richmondsfblog.com/2019/04/09/historic-wpa-murals-at-george-washington-high-school-are-facing-destruction-due-to-controversial-depictions-of-native-americans-and-african-americans/?fbclid=IwAR04VhjdDOK5OVQ9CpSJIf8EXc4dMl4L0MEkHZsoMMn2gxUsRAaKy4cm-kA
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https://richmondsfblog.com/2019/04/09/historic-wpa-murals-at-george-washington-high-school-are-facing-destruction-due-to-controversial-depictions-of-native-americans-and-african-americans/?fbclid=IwAR04VhjdDOK5OVQ9CpSJIf8EXc4dMl4L0MEkHZsoMMn2gxUsRAaKy4cm-kA


In one mural, entitled “Mount Vernon”, George Washington appears to be in 
conversation with another Caucasian man who gestures towards a seated 
African-American man holding corn, presumably a slave. In other parts of the mural, 
African-Americans are engaged in acts of manual labor like hauling large bales of hay 
and picking cotton in the fields, while Caucasian men are also laboring at other tasks 
with tools. Washington’s servant, who is pictured holding his horse, is also 
African-American. The mural is a clear depiction of slavery in the United States, and of 
George Washington as a slave owner. 

The “Mt. Vernon” mural by Victor Arnautoff at George Washington High School. 

The second panel, entitled ‘Westward Vision”, depicts Benjamin Franklin and other 
founding fathers looking at George Washington as he points off in the distance, while he 
points with his other hand to a map. On the right side of the mural, as if carrying out 
Washington’s call for westward expansion, frontiersmen, depicted in greyscale unlike 
other figures in the mural, stand over the dead body of a Native American man, 
signifying the genocide of Native American life and culture. 

In the bottom right of the “Westward Vision” panel, a frontiersman and Native American 
chief sit at a campfire smoking a peace pipe. On the ground at the chief’s feet is a 
tomahawk, symbolizing the disarming of Native tribes. Directly above the Chief’s 
headdress is a broken tree limb representing broken treaties made by the U.S. 
government with Native Americans, and broken promises made by settlers. 

The “Westward Vision” mural by Victor Arnautoff at George Washington High School.  

Public complaints first came to light about these mural panels in the late 1960’s, and at 
the time, opponents called for the destruction of the murals due to their offensive 
depictions of African-Americans and Native Americans. 

In response, the school decided to install new murals with more positive imagery by 
artist Dewey Crumpler. His murals, entitled “Multi-Ethnic Heritage: Black, Asian, 
Native/Latin American”, depict Latin Americans, Native Americans, Asian Americans, 
and African Americans overcoming oppression. They were completed in 1974. 

Part of the “Multi-Ethnic Heritage: Black, Asian, Native/Latin American” mural by artist 
Dewey Crumpler at George Washington High School. Photo by Amanda Law. 

Part of the “Multi-Ethnic Heritage: Black, Asian, Native/Latin American” mural by artist 
Dewey Crumpler at George Washington High School. Photo by Amanda Law. 

What was the artist’s intention? 

While there is no disputing that the two panels could be viewed as offensive for their 
demeaning and hurtful depictions of African-Americans and Native Americans, others 
argue that Arnautoff’s intention with his paintings was to present the realities of US 
history that were, and still are, often white-washed. 

In his time, Arnautoff was considered a left-wing liberal. Many of his murals featured 



humanist themes, including concerns about class, labor, and power. 

Robert Cherny, a professor emeritus at San Francisco State University who wrote a 
biography about Victor Arnautoff, believes the artist was presenting “a “counter 
narrative” to the prevailing high school textbooks of the time because his representation 
of the westward expansion included the slaughter of Native Americans, and he 
presented Washington as a slave owner, both facts the official narrative back then 
tended to either ignore or gloss over.” [Richmond Review] 

“He put those ghastly gray pioneers literally walking over the dead body of an Indian to 
demonstrate that the settlement of the west was an act of conquest that involved the 
slaughter of Native Americans,” Cherny said at a 2018 Board of Education meeting. 
“That was a very bold effort on his part to counter the kinds of textbooks that students 
were seeing.” 

Victor Arnautoff, Self Portrait, c:1950 

Arnautoff painted this self-portrait opposing HR 9490, the McCarran Internal Security 
Act, which required Communist organizations to register with the U.S. Attorney General 
and established the Subversive Activities Control Board. 

Photo Credit: With kind permission of INVA publishing house, Russia 

Former Board of Education member Shamann Walton wasn’t buying Cherny’s 
interpretation of Arnautoff’s work at that 2018 meeting. 

“I don’t understand how people who are not affected by the depiction of a mural could 
come in here and tell us how Native Americans and Indians should see the mural and 
what’s on there, when (Native Americans) came here and told us it was offensive to 
them and they said that these murals caused problems and issues for their community,” 
Walton said at the meeting. 

“I don’t see how anybody could come up here and try to tell us how positive that is, or 
what the positive point of view is. It‘s insulting to me that anybody who is not affected by 
the depiction can come in here and try to do that.” 

A recommendation for landmark status for the school re-ignites the mural controversy 

In 2017, San Francisco Heritage proposed that George Washington High School be 
designated a historical landmark, in large part to protect the WPA-era George 
Washington murals and art-deco friezes located around the school. 

The high school is part of the San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD), and falls 
under the jurisdiction of the Board of Education. The Board was divided about the 
school’s potential landmark status, primarily because designating it as such would mean 
that modifying or removing the controversial murals would be near impossible 
afterwards. 

In 2018, the SFUSD created a “Reflection and Action Group” to consider the 
controversial murals at George Washington High School, and provide a 



recommendation for how to address them. 

The 13 member working group held four public meetings and in February 2019, issued 
their final recommendation: to remove the entire Life of George Washington mural 
series from the school. 

“We come to these recommendations due to the continued historical and current trauma 
of Native Americans and African Americans with these depictions in the mural that 
glorifies slavery, genocide, colonization, manifest destiny, white supremacy, oppression, 
etc. This mural doesn’t represent SFUSD values of social justice, diversity, united, 
student-centered. It’s not student-centered if it’s focused on the legacy of artists, rather 
than the experience of the students. If we consider the SFUSD equity definition, the 
“low” mural glorifies oppression instead of eliminating it. It also perpetuates bias through 
stereotypes rather than ending bias. It has nothing to do with equity or inclusion at all. 
The impact of this mural is greater than its intent ever was. It’s not a counter-narrative if 
[the mural] traumatizes students and community members.” 

Because the murals are painted onto the plaster of the walls at the school, removing 
them would mean painting them over with white paint. 

Ideas abound for how to save the murals – and provide historical context 

Now that the Reflection and Action Group has made their recommendation to remove 
all of the George Washington murals from the school before the start of the 2019-2020 
school year, it is up to the Board of Education to make the final decision. 

One group, the George Washington High School Alumni Association, has started an 
online and direct mail campaign that calls for the preservation of the murals, as well as 
ideas for how to turn the controversial depictions into educational opportunities for 
students and the community: 

Screen the two panels in question to prevent inadvertent viewing, a solution used in a 
similar situation in Washington, D.C. 

Place interpretive panels to clarify the murals’ intent and document how they have been 
experienced by Native American, African American, and other students of color, as has 
been done in a similar situation in New York. 

Develop a site-specific curriculum on contemporary issues related to the Native 
American experience. 

Create new murals in prominent locations with positive portrayals of Native Americans 
including San Francisco’s Ramaytush Yelamu Ohlone tribe 

The alumni group has launched an online petition at tinyurl.com/SaveTheMurals that 
supporters can sign, asking the Board of Education to reject the proposal to remove the 
murals. They are also asking those who want to save the murals to contact members of 
the Board of Education to express their support for preservation. 

“[The murals] are a priceless example of WPA art painted by a left-wing artist and 



unusually progressive for their time. The murals include forthright depictions of the 
injustices experienced by Native Americans and African-Americans during 
Washington’s lifetime. With implementation of one or more of the solutions proposed by 
the Alumni Association to sensitively address the concerns raised, the murals can be a 
catalyst for discussing the sins committed as our country was founded.” 

“If they vote to remove the mural, we’ll mount a legal challenge,” Lope Yap Jr., vice 
president of George Washington’s alumni association, told thefrisc.com. Yap Jr. was the 
only alumni member in the Reflection and Action group, and the only member who 
voted to preserve the murals. 

The Living New Deal is a nonprofit based at UC Berkeley whose mission is the 
research, presentation and education of New Deal projects, including artworks from the 
era. They also created a campaign to save the George Washington murals, calling for 
“informative signage installed on site [that] would offer an opportunity to make visible, 
rather than accept the historical injustices of Colonial America.” 

“History should not be erased. The National Museum of African American History & 
Culture in Washington DC has displays devoted to a discussion of slavery. The 
Holocaust Museum is dedicated to educating about genocide so that people will “never 
forget,” what happened.  The Choctaw Cultural Center educates visitors about the 
“Trail of Tears.” George Washington High School can deliver the same message.” 

Another group concerned with San Francisco’s public art scene and history are staying 
out of the controversy, despite having a history with the mural series. 

The San Francisco Arts Commission, whose mission is to champion “the arts as 
essential to daily life by investing in a vibrant arts community, enlivening the urban 
environment and shaping innovative cultural policy,” made a video in 2010 about the 
murals at the school. It wasn’t a video about destroying the murals, but rather one about 
a partnership with SFMOMA and the school to restore them. 

However nothing ever came of the project and no funds were invested for the murals’ 
restoration. Recently, the SFAC effectively recused themselves from any decision about 
the murals despite calling it a “significant WPA era mural”. 

In an April 1 meeting of the full Arts Commission, Director of Cultural Affairs Tom 
DeCaigny said, “The Arts Commission does not have jurisdiction over artworks on other 
government entities’ properties and in this case the body that is responsible for that 
mural is the San Francisco Unified School District School Board. We have historically – 
and this is where I think some of the confusion comes from – we have advised on the 
care of that mural throughout the history of the Arts Commission. It’s a significant WPA 
era mural so in that sense we have over the years had an advisement role and we have 
provided some conservation advice…it is not our jurisdiction to take a position on the 
mural, its contents, or its removal or its preservation.” 

The SFAC was involved in the removal of the “Early Days” statue from Civic Center in 
September 2018. In a February 2018 meeting, the SFAC voted to remove the statue 
because it depicted “the degradation and genocide of Native American peoples” using 



stereotypes that “are now universally viewed as disrespectful, misleading, and racist.” 

No date set yet for SFUSD vote 

A public hearing and Board of Education vote about the murals has not yet been 
announced, according to SFUSD spokeswoman Laura Dudnick. But it could happen as 
soon as this month. 

A regular Board Meeting is scheduled for today, April 9 at 6pm, and another for April 23 
(SFUSD Board Meeting schedule). Meeting dates are also on the calendar for May and 
June. 

If you’re interested in viewing the Life of George Washington murals on the high school 
campus, email newsline@sfusd.edu for public viewing times. 

So should the murals be saved or destroyed? Weigh in on the poll below, or leave a 
comment to let us know what you think. 

Sarah B. 

 What should happen to the George Washington murals at the high school? 

Paint / Cover the "Mt Vernon" and "Westward Vision" mural panels only (leave the rest 
intact) 

Leave the murals as they are, but add explanatory signage for students and the public 

Leave the murals as they are, and add new murals to the school's walls as a response 

Paint over all of the Life of George Washington murals 

VoteCrowdsignal.com 

 Art, Schools 

April 9, 2019 

PETA COOPER 

Hi Sarah, 

I’m a graduate of GWHS, class of 2001. My history classes, from 9th and 10th grade, 
we did not talk about Washington being a slave owner, which was weird, but it wasnt 
mention in our history books either. On my own accord, I was coming to terms with my 
sexuality, in 10th grade, we are supposed to focus a half of semester on the holocaust. 
My modern world teacher refused to teach it to us, because she had lost relatives in the 
holocaust, I empathised with her but I knew I was being cheated, especially when I was 
researching about the pink triangle prisoners, the signifance how the pink triangle is 
connected to the lgbtq community. I flunked the first semester out of protest because I 
was so angry with my teacher. Luckily in 11th and 12th grade, I had Terri Camajani as a 
teacher, who gave us the full backstory on Washington being a slave owner, we never 



used the sfusd curriculum… Why? Because even in fall 99 to Spring 01 there was still 
no official curriculum about Washington being a slave owner and the native American 
genocide. What the school board is missing, these pieces of art is NOT glorifying 
slavery or genocide, but it’s showing and telling a story the history books ‘approved’ by 
the board of education refused to tell. Art is supposed to evoke emotion, I find this art 
piece offensive, but I see the significance behind it and why it was done. If we 
whitewash it or censor it, we’re doom to repeat this again, and in its own way it is being 
repeated. I had a little meet up with 01 grads and a friend from the class of ’80 this was 
a hot discussion. I think have a small plaque explaining the backstory of these paintings 
would be ideal. Another thing, let the students do another mural similar to what the BSU 
did in ’69. There was a time when each class did a mural, they were a lot of fun to look 
at. 

April 9, 2019 

ANON 

The art is good 

Was repeatedly taught about slavery 

Was shocked to discover that a lot of groups of different Americans faced prejudice 

Was even more shocked to find out my own people sold us or that Natives slaughtered 
one another in some cases 

It doesn’t excuse what we did when we settled this country, but I look around the world 
and I know I don’t want to move back to Africa, I don’t want to live in a lot of other 
places. We change. We talk about stuff. We try to do better than our young past. Other 
countries are older and they won’t even let women vote or drive or walk down the street 
without a dude “guarding” them. Man, that’s crazy. I think about how my daughters 
could still be sold into sexual slavery or human trafficking in other parts of the world. 
There is so much I am thankful for. I even turned to the Jews, how they overcame the 
holocost, when I’d get depressed sometimes. Opportunity is hard, but it’s there. Sexism 
still exists, my mama taught me that, but my daughters will have so much more 
opportunity. God bless. 

I once read 1984 because it was recommended to me years ago. In that book, they did 
stuff like “erase” the past, change things, and force people to not reflect or admit they 
could remember what really happened. Not cool. 

The murals is beautiful. That’s all. Our whole past is beautiful, warts and all, we’ve 
grown so much in this country in such a short time. 

April 9, 2019 

SARAH B. 

Thank you Peta and Anon for your thoughtful comments. 



April 9, 2019 

ANON 

Whitewashing history is very dangerous for the future. It’s imperative we learn from it, 
not pretend it didn’t happen, less we repeat our mistakes. I’m surprised that native 
Americans and African Americans find this offensive. Don’t they want everyone to know 
what really happened? The Jews set a good example with the education of the 
holocaust, despite being immensely painful, to prevent it from happening again. 
Rwanda. Serbia/ Croatia. Cultural Revolution. Rape of Nanking. Khmer Rouge. 
Rohinga. One could go on about all the atrocities that have occurred that are being 
whitewashed, erased from history books or rewritten. We have a chance here to 
preserve this and educate the future leaders of our world. Don’t throw it away. 

April 10, 2019 

GERRY 

What a hot mess. Give you kudos Sarah B for producing a pretty balanced background 
on this. Most articles don’t even have photos to the 1970’s response murals. In the long 
run, students have to walk by the Arnautoff murals, and no one should have to be 
required to have that in their face if it is taken as disturbing. 

Interesting that Victor Arnautoff chose to return to live in the USSR in 1963. He must 
have gotten tired of the BS. Some of other work is in Coit Tower and the Presidio. 

April 11, 2019 

STEPHANIE GLICK DOVE 

Please do not whitewash our history. It’s dangerous not to have these images of our 
history to learn from. We need to keep examples of our past to save our future. 

The murals are beautiful. 

April 11, 2019 

PHIL 

Does SFUSD also plan to destroy the other two other murals created in the 1970’s? 

Dewey Crumpler’s mural depicts an Egyptian Pharaoh and hieroglyphics. Could their 
depiction trigger Jewish students recalling their peoples centuries of bondage in 
Egyptian slavery? What about the inclusion of Pancho Villa? Perhaps the living 
descendants of those he killed might object to his glorification? 

Of course I’m joking. But the fact that the SFUSD would actually destroy a work of art is 
no joke. All of mankind’s artistic expression risks being destroyed by those deeming it 
offensive sometime in the future. Nazi destruction of modern art and the 1,500 year old 
Buddha statues blown up by the Taliban come to mind. 



Obliterating art is not the way to address depictions of injustices and oppression, 
education is. Perhaps the SFUSD can find a way to contextualize the murals to give the 
students at Washington High a better understanding of our nations complex and 
conflicted history. Perhaps the students could be involved in the effort… 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++++++++ 

https://thefrisc.com/at-sfs-washington-high-an-83-year-old-mural-depicting-slaves-and-a
-dead-native-american-is-again-b2b576bdf5da 

At SF’s Washington High, an 83-Year-Old Mural Depicting People of Color Is Again 
Under Fire 

The “Life of Washington” mural, which includes slaves and a dead Native American, 
cast a critical eye on our history. Some say their trauma outweighs those good 
intentions. 

Go to the profile of Alex Lash 

Alex Lash 

Apr 5 

Photo: Robert Cherny 

More than 80 years ago, a left-wing critic of American history took the federal 
government’s cash to paint a sweeping mural inside George Washington High School, 
in the heart of San Francisco’s Richmond district. 

At the center of the mural was George Washington himself, not as glorified father of the 
country, but as complicit in the country’s foundation upon the enslavement and 
genocide of black and brown people. 

Two parts of the mural  — African American slaves working on Washington’s Mount 
Vernon property and white men stepping over the body of a Native American  — sparked 
protests nearly 50 years ago. Now, the entire 1936 mural is a step closer to being 
removed altogether after a 13-person committee recommended by a 10 to 1 vote with 
two abstentions to whitewash it (literally). Convened by the school district, the Reflection 
and Action Working Group held four public meetings; its recommendation, and the fate 
of the mural, are now in the hands of the school district’s Board of Education and 
superintendent Vincent Matthews. 

A public hearing and vote by the board has not yet been scheduled, according to 
SFUSD spokeswoman Laura Dudnick, but sources say it could come later this month. 
It’s unclear if a majority vote by the board would be enough to win the day, even if the 
superintendent disagrees. 

“If they vote to remove the mural, we’ll mount a legal challenge,” says Lope Yap Jr., vice 
president of George Washington’s alumni association. Yap Jr., a filmmaker who 

https://thefrisc.com/at-sfs-washington-high-an-83-year-old-mural-depicting-slaves-and-a-dead-native-american-is-again-b2b576bdf5da
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graduated from Wash (as it’s known) in 1970, was the only member of the Reflection 
group to vote to keep the mural. The group included the Washington principal, an 
English teacher, two students, members of the Indian Education and African American 
Parent Advisory Committees, a member of the Alliance of Black School Educators, and 
others. 

Dig what you’re reading? Take a second to sign up for our free newsletter, written by 
The Frisc editors every week (or two) with new stories, plus extra thoughts, notes, 
photos, and updates from around the city. 

Yap Jr. said he has suggested other measures to counter the images, to no avail. “I can 
see adding curriculum, adding plaques, I can see covering them — and if we’re going to 
do that, why not paint positive images on the fabric or curtain? Then when you open it 
up, you would see the dark part of history.” 

Moving the Arnautoff panels would be expensive and risky. They are frescoes, painted 
straight onto wet plaster, according to Barbara Bernstein, founder of a registry for New 
Deal-era art. 

The mural’s creator, Victor Arnautoff, came to America from Russia in the 1920s to 
study art and eventually became a citizen. 

Arnautoff was taking the government’s money, but he was woke for his time. 
Washington’s ownership of slaves — -in other words, his economic dependence upon 
the enslavement of others — was not a comfortable or common topic at the time. Nor is 
it now. 

Photo: Robert Cherny 

“A lot of the leaders of the new United States were seriously flawed by their commitment 
to slavery,” says Robert Cherny, professor emeritus of history at San Francisco State 
University, who wrote a biography of Arnautoff. “You have to look at both contributions 
and flaws or you don’t get the complete picture. History is complicated.” 

Arnautoff was intent on detailing working people and people of color in his art, adds 
Cherny, who spoke at a Reflection and Action meeting in favor of keeping the mural. 

In another panel, Washington is pointing white trappers forward into the American 
frontier as they step over the lifeless body of a Native American. Among the vivid colors 
of the landscape, the trappers are grayed out, like ghosts, apparently a comment at the 
state of their souls. Nearby, a white man and Native sit sharing a pipe; a broken tree 
branch overhead is a subtle symbol of broken treaties. 

“The impact of this mural is greater than its intent ever was. It’s not a counter-narrative if 
it traumatizes students and community members.” — from the Reflection and Action 
working group’s discussion of their recommendation to remove the “Life of Washington” 
mural. (Photo: Robert Cherny) 

This isn’t the first New Deal-era mural in S.F. to draw fire. Arnautoff, who spent time in 



Mexico to apprentice with master muralist Diego Rivera, was technical director of the 
Coit Tower murals. The tower’s 1934 grand opening was delayed because of outcry 
over two communist symbols incorporated into the sprawling depiction of California life. 
A hammer and sickle along with a “Western Worker” banner were eventually painted 
over, and the tower opened in October 1934. (Other subtleties survived, like the two 
left-wing workers’ newspapers in the kiosk at the center of Arnautoff’s San Francisco 
street scene.) 

From Victor Arnautoff’s Coit Tower mural. (Photo: FoundSF) 

Painting over just the two offensive panels at Wash isn’t an option, the Reflection and 
Action group says. It has recommended whitewashing everything after creating a digital 
archive. This would be the second piece of public art to get the heave-ho recently 
because of cultural insensitivity. Last year, a 19th century statue titled “Early Days,” with 
a Spanish friar and Mexican vaquero looming triumphantly over a fallen Native 
American, was removed from Civic Center—an echo of the removal of Confederate 
statues across the American South in the wake of the 2017 white supremacist rally in 
Charlottesville, VA. 

The Reflection and Action group submitted to the school district its recommendations 
and a handwritten explanation. Here is a transcript, according to a source who 
photographed the explanation: 

“We come to these recommendations due to the continued historical and current trauma 
of Native Americans and African Americans with these depictions in the mural that 
glorifies slavery, genocide, colonization, manifest destiny, white supremacy, oppression, 
etc. This mural doesn’t represent SFUSD values of social justice, diversity, united, 
student-centered. It’s not student-centered if it’s focused on the legacy of artists, rather 
than the experience of the students. If we consider the SFUSD equity definition, the 
“low” mural glorifies oppression instead of eliminating it. It also perpetuates bias through 
stereotypes rather than ending bias. It has nothing to do with equity or inclusion at all. 
The impact of this mural is greater than its intent ever was. It’s not a counter-narrative if 
[the mural] traumatizes students and community members.” 

In other words, the group isn’t impressed with arguments about historical complexity or 
Arnautoff’s intentions. They want the mural gone yesterday. 

Others wanted the mural gone nearly 50 years ago. When Lope Yap Jr. was still at 
Wash, protests over the mural erupted. The city struck a compromise: African American 
artist and San Francisco native Dewey Crumpler would paint more murals inside the 
school — responses, in effect. His murals, titled “Multi-Ethnic Heritage: Black, Asian, 
Native/Latin American,” are now more than 40 years old. 

Crumpler’s work is not the focus of the group’s ire. (Although both Yap Jr. and Cherny 
reported hearing derogatory references during the public meetings to Crumpler’s 
“compromise” murals.) Attempts to reach Crumpler were not successful. 

The recent push for removal started after San Francisco Heritage proposed in 2017 
designating the art-deco Washington High as a city landmark. Board of Education 



members objected, noting that landmark status could complicate future efforts to 
remove the murals. 

Art-deco detail at Washington High. (Photo: Sandra Cohen-Rose and Colin Rose via 
Creative Commons) 

Two of the most vocal board members, Matt Haney and Shamann Walton, were elected 
to the Board of Supervisors last November. In 2016, Haney pushed to change the name 
of the school because Washington was a slave owner. Walton told the Examiner last 
year that a reading of the mural like Cherny’s — that Arnautoff was trying to speak truth 
to power — doesn’t make up for the mural being offensive to Native Americans. 

If the Reflection and Action group’s recommendations carry the day, the Washington 
mural will be erased this summer and instead of traumatic images, students starting the 
school year this fall will see a lot of blank white space. 

Alex Lash is editor in chief of The Frisc. 

 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
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RESOURCES: 

https://richmondsfblog.com/2019/04/09/historic-wpa-murals-at-george-washington-high-
school-are-facing-destruction-due-to-controversial-depictions-of-native-americans-and-a
frican-americans/?fbclid=IwAR04VhjdDOK5OVQ9CpSJIf8EXc4dMl4L0MEkHZsoMMn2
gxUsRAaKy4cm-kA  

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/11/arts/design/george-washington-murals-ugly-histor
y-debated.html 
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