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GEORGE WASHINGTON – VILLAIN OR HERO? 

by Paul J. Wigowsky 

 

 Was George Washington – “Father of Our Country” – a villain or a hero? That is 

the question that faces the current arbiters in the city of San Francisco – and in the nation 

that he helped create 243 years ago. 

 Within the Halls of Learning, a new generation of students has arisen with its own 

world-view of what the past was all about. This new generation sees the march of history 

across the North American continent as an attempt to colonize and transform the land of 

the indigenous people into a new world based on the supremacy of the white race from 

the European continent. This new generation wishes to “decolonize” and change the 

hearts and minds of the present inhabitants of the American Nation into believing that the 

past needs to be eradicated, the “white history” erased, and the land reclaimed by the 

original inhabitants. A new vision of the future beckons to be written – a vision of a glorious 

depiction of its own heroes and heroic deeds. 

 The previous generation (my generation) was successful during the cultural 

revolution of the 1960s into changing the entire landscape of the American scene during 

a tumultuous time of war. Descendants of George Washington’s slaves – from the era of 

slavery – rose up to claim civil rights for Black Americans, bringing “Black Studies” to 

schools, with a heroic Martin Luther King Jr leading his people to “a promised land” where 

people would “not be judged by the color of their skin, but by the content of their 

character.”  Now – in the 21st century – the American Indians, who suffered dispossession 

and genocide at the hands of Washington and other presidents, see their time in American 

history to “seize the day.” 

* * * * * * * * * * * * *  

THE PRESENT BATTLE – in the year 2019 – is being waged on the battlefield of 

the school that I attended from 1960-1963. I graduated from George Washington High 

School (GWHS) with the Class of Spring 1963, and our lives were filled with anticipation 

as we left the halls of our beloved high school to face an uncertain future. I personally 

don’t understand what the hullabaloo concerning the Life of Washington murals that we 

barely remember after 55 years is all about.  I was more concerned about getting by in all 

the classes that I attended than in the meaning and portrayal of the personality and life of 

the first president whose name graced the majestic building of our school that overlooked 

the Golden Gate Bridge. 

However, now that the debate about the murals and their survival in our alma mater 

has intensified, I feel compelled – in the spirit of “be true to your school” – to write about 

my own quest (and pilgrimage) to understand how destiny places us in certain situations, 

and how the drama of Life gives us various roles to play.  After reviewing the debate 

(Chapter 1), I will look at the symbolical (and allegorical) Life of Washington murals 
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(Chapter 2) and try to understand what the artist Victor Arnautoff was attempting to portray 

in the frescoes that have captivated the imagination of various groups and classes of 

people.  Afterwards, I will take the reader on my journey (or pilgrimage) to the shrines 

(Chapter 3) that commemorate the actual Life of Washington: Mt. Vernon, Valley Forge, 

etc. 

   

                  

    

http://wigowsky.com/GW63/GWaerial.jpg
http://wigowsky.com/GW63/yearbook/yearbook.htm
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   CHAPTER 1 – THE DEBATE 

A little background to the murals is in order here.   

The roots of the GWHS murals debate of 2019 – to preserve or destroy art – seem 

to go deep into the land (and history) of a plurality of races and classes of people living in 

the USA, “the land of the free and the home of the brave.”  In the New Deal (post-

depression) days of Franklin D. Roosevelt, artists like Victor Arnautoff were 

commissioned to paint American Scenes in public places.  Since Arnautoff’s job was to 

create artistic representations of George Washington’s life in the newly constructed 

George Washington High School in San Francisco, he researched in depth the first 

president’s life and times and discovered that the issues of slavery of black people and 

displacement of American Indian people were central to the whole picture.  Of course, the 

portrayal of black slavery and Indian genocide in the context of Arnautoff’s stark social 

realism mentality, with his affinity for the working-class and critique of oppressive power 

structures, was too much for certain parents and students.  They saw “oppressive, 

disgusting” images of a cruel past that they no longer wanted to face or remember – 

instead of “counter-narrative” images of an imperfect general and president. 

And so the Great Debate was launched – Pro (for protection of the murals) vs. Con 

(for destruction of the murals) – with representations of both camps having their moment 

in the limelight on June 18, 2019 in front of the SFUSD Board of Education members.  A 

YouTube video of the historical meeting preserved the names, faces, and words of the 

participants who voiced their views (and opinions) about the proposed destruction of the 

Arnautoff murals. 

 https://youtu.be/rG6x4JS76j0 (1:07:55) 

The “Pro” camp (or team, if you wish) seemed to be represented by Lope Yap Jr, an 

alumnus of GWHS, and a PAC named “Coalition to Protect Public Art” was formed to 

serve as their motto.  The “Con” camp (or team) seemed to be represented by Antonio 

Gonzalez, who spoke on behalf of the “American Indian Movement” (AIM) and the 

“National Coalition Against Racism in Sports and the Media” (NCARSM).  

 Lope Yap Jr began the first half of the hour-long session by reminding” the 

assembled audience, board members, and media that Arnautoff “never glorified 

oppression” of the Black or Native American people – in fact, Arnautoff was against 

oppression of the working-class.  Lope advised a 30-month delay in the board members’ 

vote to study the environmental impact of the unique resource (historical murals), and he 

read a long list of supporters who wanted to preserve the murals.  The following 

https://youtu.be/rG6x4JS76j0
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proponents (some are named) of the preservation of the murals each had a minute to 

make their statements, and I will use their salient points in the following list: 

(1) “Art is priceless!”  

(2) Sign: “Art educates.” 

(3) Spokesperson for Dewey Crumpler: “Murals are educational tools, and students 

learn from history.” 

(4) “There’s a destructive trend.” 

(5) “The mural tells the story that our nation was born on blood and gore.” 

(6) A librarian: “There’s an attempt to wipe out history, especially the working class.” 

(7) Russian-American: “Protect the legacy of the Russian-American artist (Arnautoff).” 

(8) Richard Rothman’s solution: “I gave tours of the murals.” 

(9) Film-maker’s solution: “Put a plastic screen over the mural with a descriptive text.” 

(10)  “This is San Francisco, not Nazi Germany or the (former) Soviet Union.” 

(11)  Takama Bailey of the Choctaw Nation: “We are angry, but we need historical 

visual pieces to remind us of what actually happened, just like (General) 

Eisenhower had photos of the holocaust taken so future generations wouldn’t say 

that it never happened.” 

(12)  Paul Judge (alumnus): “Dewey Crumpler was right when he said, ‘There is a 

poverty of education.’” 

(13)  Graduate (of GWHS): “We should learn from history, not cover it up.” 

(14)  Frank Triska: “There is a comparison here to (Communist) China’s policy to 

destroy images in order to have a sanitized environment.” 

(15)  Donna Parker had a sign, “Save Our Murals.” 

(16)  “If murals are erased, all will lose.” 

(17)  Professor Wright: “The academic perspective is to tell the truth about history.” 

(18)  One person spoke of the Chinese contribution to the railroad that was erased 

from history. 

(19)  An illustrator spoke of creating more murals to enrich the cultural understanding. 

 

The people who spoke for the destruction or removal of the murals spoke next: 

(1) Dee Dee, a spokesperson for the Ohlone people said: “It is time for us to tell our 

story.” 

(2) Student (reading from iphone): “The images are insulting and demeaning, and 

they produce generational trauma and social injustice.” 

(3) Amy Anderson, from the Chippewa Indians: “My wish is to white-wash 

Washington. The mural depicts a white-washed history, told by people who are 

white, not by any of us who are people of color.” 

(4) Another person wore a t-shirt saying, “Not over my dead body.” 

(5) A person working for Indian education: “White people have no right to say what 

natives should feel.” 

(6) A lady from the NAACP: “Remove the racist mural that depicts slavery.” 

(7) Another lady said: “Why do we have to explain?” 
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(8) “There is a lack of cultural competency (about the mural), and showing a dead 

Indian face down is actually trapping his native spirit and soul.” 

(9) “Tell history in a positive way.” 

(10)  “Murals do not uplift our people; they cause historical trauma.” 

(11)  “The name of the school needs to be changed – to an American Indian name.” 

(12)  Antonio Gonzalez, who was interviewed at the beginning of the video, said: “The 

era of colonization is over, and now we have the era of decolonization. Rather 

than destroy, we advise to remove the murals to an interpretive center or 

museum. If the Indian people are saying enough is enough, then the public should 

be aware and adhere to that.” 

(13)  “If you support this mural, you have a colonized mentality.” 

(14)  “We need to exemplify greatness, to have images that make African Americans 

proud.” 

(15)  Student: “The mural shows an ugly history, white supremacy glorified.” 

(16)  A licensed psychologist: “Hear the pain.” 

(17)  “The murals show horrible stereotypes.” 

(18)  “Murals have always been propaganda, and we need new murals (for our time).” 

(19)  “Take down the mural of the dead Indian.” 

(20)  “Washington was a terrorist; this land belongs to the Ohlone Nation.” 

(21)  “Let no future generation say, ‘I’ll meet you by the dead Indian.’” 

 

               
 

 Many other debates, meetings, interviews, and newspaper articles about the Life 

of Washington murals in GWHS followed in the coming days, weeks, and months. A 

“defense of Victor Arnautoff murals” press conference (and later a board meeting) took 

place on June 25, 2019 at which the author Robert Cherny, who wrote a biography about 

the controversial painter of the murals, was interrupted by a group of demonstrators 

shouting, “Take it Down!”  https://youtu.be/fPpm8FUPC2c That was the first time I heard 

about Cherny’s book, and I immediately went online to buy a copy of it (on Amazon).   

 The YouTube videos that captured the ongoing debate, especially the ones where 

scholarly people defended the murals and spoke at length about them as “teaching tools,” 

seemed to appear on social media outlets at a rapid pace before and after the apparently 

final vote for removal by the SFUSD board members. The impetus to preserve the murals 

(and art in general) for future generations was gaining momentum in the state of California 

https://youtu.be/fPpm8FUPC2c
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and on the national scene. When Robert Cherny was thrust on the American scene to 

explain the murals (and the art of Victor Arnautoff) about which he had written extensively 

in his book Victor Arnautoff and the Politics of Art, I was paying close attention. The murals 

were finally seeing the light of day. They were being explained in a coherent scholarly 

manner: the murals depicted the actual Life of Washington, from his early days as a 

surveyor to his days fighting in the French-Indian War; from Mt. Vernon to Valley Forge; 

from the American Revolution to the beginnings of the Westward movement. 

 I couldn’t wait to read Robert Cherny’s book.  I wanted to see what he wrote about 

the controversial image of the “dead Indian” and how he interpreted it. Was it a “stumbling 

block” for him as it was for the Native American who viewed that image as oppressive? 

     

https://www.amazon.com/Arnautoff-Politics-Working-American-History/dp/0252082303/  

    

 

 

 

 

   

https://www.amazon.com/Arnautoff-Politics-Working-American-History/dp/0252082303/
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     CHAPTER 2 – THE MURALS 

 The book Victor Arnautoff and the Politics of Art by Robert W. Cherny finally arrived 

in the mail, and I immediately started reading about the artist whose name was bounced 

around in art circles, in the halls of learning, and in newspapers around the country. I 

quickly discovered that he had left the Soviet Union, just like my parents had, and ended 

up in America. His life reminded me a lot of the movie (and book) “Doctor Zhivago.”  I 

hurried through most of the early biographical material to get to Arnautoff’s training as a 

muralist under the guidance of Diego Rivera in Mexico. When Arnautoff returned to San 

Francisco in 1931, the country was in the midst of the Great Depression, and work as an 

artist was extremely difficult to find.  Luckily for Arnautoff, FDR’s New Deal projects soon 

came to the rescue, and Arnautoff’s persistence as a muralist paid off when he was 

chosen by the Public Works of Art Project (PWAP) to do a Diego-style mural at Coit Tower 

in San Francisco. Afterwards, he was commissioned to do another large mural at the 

Protestant chapel at the Presidio in SF in which Arnautoff depicted the indigenous people 

“with dignity,” portraying “the meeting of Indians and Spanish authorities as a meeting of 

equals.” (p. 103) 

  Robert Cherny begins the chapter (7) about Arnautoff’s GWHS murals by saying: 

“By the mid-1930s Arnautoff’s star shone brightly in San Francisco’s constellation of the 

arts.” (p. 106) In the fall of 1935 Arnautoff began work on “the largest mural project 

awarded to a single artist in the Bay Area up to that time.” (p. 108)  It strikes me as 

symbolical of the original 13 colonies that Arnautoff’s project at GWHS involved 13 

separate panels about the Life (and Time) of George Washington.  The project was 

funded in part by the Federal Arts Project (FAP), which “sought to create permanent 

works of art in public buildings.” (p. 108)  Arnautoff prepared for the grand project by 

saying (in his own words): “First I endeavored to study the life and work of this famous 

man, a committed defender of freedom . . . I wanted not only to show Washington’s life . 

. . but also to show his beauty of soul, the greatness of his dedication . . . I tried my best 

to convey the spirit of Washington’s time.” (p. 108-109) 

 I browsed through the three pages (p. 108-110) that Cherny devoted to the GWHS 

murals for the controversial “dead Indian” image and found only two sentences glossing 

over what had become in our time a contentious issue: “. . . the procession of spectral 

future pioneers move west over the body of a dead Indian, challenging the prevailing 

narrative that westward expansion had been into largely vacant territory waiting for white 

pioneers to develop to full potential.  For Arnautoff, ‘the spirit of Washington’s time’ 

included not only the struggle for liberty and the founding of a new nation but also chattel 

slavery and the slaughter of Native Americans.” (p. 110) One other significant mention of 

that image is used by Cherny to tie together the counter-narrative that he ascribed to 

Arnautoff’s murals: “At George Washington High School, he presented a strong counter-

narrative to prevailing high school histories by putting Native Americans at the center of 

one mural, working-class patriots at the center of another, and enslaved African 

Americans at the center of a third, using the fourth large mural to depict the westward 



9 
 

‘march of the white race’ over the body of a dead American Indian.” (p. 230) Cherny 

seems to lament the probability that students who encountered the murals may not have 

necessarily absorbed Arnautoff’s counter-narrative, nonetheless generations of them still 

“arranged to meet ‘under the D.I.[dead Indian].’”  (p. 110) 

 Cherny’s two paragraphs (on p. 109-110) describing Arnautoffs murals don’t do 

justice to the one year project that occupied the artist as he attempted to create in the 

murals art as he saw it: “Art is the highest form of human expression and requires perfect 

coordination of all human faculties, intellectual as well as emotional.”  (p. 133) However, 

Cherny must have realized the shortcomings in his book and created a superb lecture to 

rectify the situation.  The GWHS project starts at 19:05 (of the following video): 

Victor Arnautoff: San Francisco’s Master Muralist of the 1930’s  

  https://youtu.be/p5aYXYqcDNg  (1:04:32)  

  I will use screenshots of his lecture to discuss each of the 13 panels in order of 

importance (using the panels number system 1-13). At times I will amplify the discussion 

with statements by Arnautoff (from Cherny’s book) or by my personal observations. 

 Let’s go inside the grand landmark located on a hill on 32nd Avenue between Geary 

Blvd and Balboa St.  We will enter underneath the three bas-reliefs that Victor Arnautoff 

sculpted: Edison, for invention; Washington, for statesmanship; and Shakespeare, for 

literature.    

 
Front Entrance – 32nd Ave. & Anza St. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p5aYXYqcDNg
https://youtu.be/p5aYXYqcDNg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p5aYXYqcDNg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p5aYXYqcDNg
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Cherny describes the location of the largest murals in his book as being inside the 

main entrance and in the upper hall. I have tried to use screenshots (from his lecture and 

other photos) to create a diagram (below) of the location and the flow of the four major 

(largest) murals, with smaller murals in between (doorways/alcoves).  
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                        Mural 1 (entrance 32nd Ave., south wall)   

 

Cherny: “This mural depicts Washington’s early life as a surveyor and officer in the French 

and Indian War (1754-1763).  But interestingly enough, Arnautoff puts Native Indians in 

the center of the mural, beset on all sides – by the colonists on one side, and by the British 

and the French.” 

Cherny’s book: “On the right, as one enters, is a portrayal of Washington’s early life: 

surveyor, military officer in the French and Indian War, and master of Mount Vernon, 

which was depicted with working slaves.” (p. 109) 

Observation: A large tree (on the right) separates Washington’s life at Mt. Vernon (top 

right) and his work as a surveyor (bottom right) from the left side of the tree, which 

represents the French and Indian War.  That war was Washington’s first military 

experience, and at that time he was fighting as a lieutenant colonel on the side of the 

British against French forces.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_and_Indian_War     The French and Indian War 

(1754–1763) pitted the colonies of British America against those of New France, each 

side supported by military units from the parent country and by American Indian allies. 

Arnautoff defined art as “the ability of the painted to transfer his feeling to the viewer. Art 

must move and lead mankind to a higher level of culture . Only art that establishes this 

objective can claim the title of great art.” (Cherny’s book, p. 151) 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_and_Indian_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_America
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_France
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Analysis of individual scenes within the Surveyor/French and Indian War mural: 

  

Young George Washington learned the art of 
surveying from his brother Lawrence. The lower 
right part of the mural shows the use of the 
surveyor’s equipment mounted on a tripod, and 
the marking of the boundary lines on the land.  
The upper right part shows Mount Vernon with 
two slaves working on the plantation. 

 

 

  

The central part (to the left of the bifurcated tree) 

shows dealings with the French at Fort 

Duquesne (top), while the bottom part shows a 

letter being delivered to the French (from the 

British) requesting them to leave lands claimed 

by England.   

    

 The central spectral gray images of 3 Native 

Americans seem to portray the three 

alliances they were forced to make, with the 

French, British, and colonists. The scene to 

the left of the symbolical teepees portrays a 

battle during the French and Indian War. 

  

When George Washington was 

commissioned as lieutenant Colonial to lead 

the fight against the French in the Ohio 

Valley, he fought on the side of the British.  

His first battle was a defeat at Fort Necessity 

on July 3, 1754. 

https://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/french-indian-war/french-and-indian-

war-timeline/ 

https://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/french-indian-war/french-and-indian-war-timeline/
https://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/french-indian-war/french-and-indian-war-timeline/
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                                     Mural 2 (entrance 32nd Ave., north wall) 

 

Cherny: “This mural is on the opposite wall as one enters (the building), showing the origin 

of the American Revolution: the Boston Tea Party, the Boston Massacre, and in the upper 

right Washington taking command.  Note that here, in the center, Arnautoff puts five 

working-class men raising the new flag of the country.” 

Cherny’s book: “Opposite that mural (#1), Arnautoff presented images of major events 

leading to the revolution: the Boston Tea Party, the burning of tax stamps, the Boston 

Massacre. In the center, five revolutionaries strain to raise a flagpole with the flag of the 

new nation and a ‘Don’t Tread on Me’ rattlesnake flag. At the right side of that mural, at 

the top of the stairs, Washington appears on horseback, taking command of the army.” 

(p. 109) 

Observation: The portrayal of the Boston Tea Party of 1773, a protest by the Sons of 

Liberty dressed up as Indians, is on the top (left); the burning of tax stamps as a result 

of the Stamp Act of 1765 is at the bottom (left); the Boston Massacre of 1770 is left of 

center; five working-class men pulling on ropes to raise the 13-star colonial flag and the 

“Don’t tread on me” flag. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stamp_Act_1765  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boston_Tea_Party  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boston_Massacre  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gadsden_flag (“Don’t Tread on Me” flag) 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stamp_Act_1765
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boston_Tea_Party
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boston_Massacre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gadsden_flag
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Analysis of individual scenes within the American Revolution mural: 

 

The lower left section (of the second large 

mural) shows the colonists burning stamped 

material in protest of the Stamp Act of 1765, 

one of the precursors of the American 

Revolution to be free from British taxation 

(without representation).  Washington 

believed that the Stamp Act of 1765 was an 

"Act of Oppression", and he celebrated its 

repeal the following year.   

 

The Boston Massacre of March 5, 1770 

escalated the tensions between the colonists 

and the British troops when the harassed 

troops shot into the mob of protestors and 

killed three people.

 

The Boston Tea Party on Dec. 16, 1773 was 

part of a resistance movement against the 

Tea Act, which allowed the British to sell tea 

from China in American colonies without 

paying taxes. Demonstrators disguised as 

Native Americans threw the shipment of tea 

overboard into Boston harbor in protest.

 

The central part of the mural shows five 

colonists raising a flagpole with three flags: 

the American flag with 13 stars symbolizing 

the birth of a united nation, a “Don’t Tread on 

Me” flag representing the rebellion, and a 

blue flag with a crescent moon representing 

liberty.

 

Congress created the Continental Army on 

June 14, 1775 and Washington was chosen 

to become its commander-in-chief.  

Washington led the army to victory over the 

British after a six-year American Revolution. 

Washington is shown on his white horse.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stamp_Act_1765
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Mural 3 (upper level, north wall) 

 

Cherny: “Two large murals are in the upper hall, and they continue Arnautoff’s challenge 

to the usual accounts of Washington’s life. This one shows Washington as master of Mt. 

Vernon.  But Arnautoff puts enslaved African Americans at the center of the mural, 

emphasizing the dependence of Washington on the labor of slaves, and creating a 

counter-narrative to most accounts of the time that said little or nothing about the founding 

fathers being slave-holders.” 

Cherny’s book: “A large mural in the upper hall shows Washington as master of Mount 

Vernon (color plate H). . . . Arnautoff’s portrayal of Mount Vernon puts Washington near 

the left margin and places enslaved African Americans at the center, more prominent than 

several white artisans on the right side of the mural. At the time, high school history 

classes typically ignored the incongruity that Washington and others among the nation’s 

founders subscribed to the declaration that ‘all men are created equal’ and yet owned 

other human beings as chattel. Arnautoff’s mural makes clear that slave labor provided 

the plantation’s economic basis.”  (p. 109-110) 

Observation:  Arnautoff believed that the artist should be a social critic, stemming from 

his philosophy of life as a social realist.  The mural about Mount Vernon demonstrates his 

social criticism by putting enslaved African Americans at the center.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mount_Vernon  

Arnautoff (in Cherny’s book): He “refined his understanding of realism by saying . . . 

‘realism deals with ideological values…a realist strives to impress the spectator with his 

philosophy of life.’” (p. 151) 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mount_Vernon
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Mt. Vernon, photo courtesy of Tammy Aramian/GWHS Alumni Association 

https://artam.smugmug.com/GWHS/The-Campus/The-Art/  

 

 The following excerpt is taken from a newspaper article entitled “George 

Washington High School Alumni Oppose Censoring Controversial Murals” (March 29, 

2019, Richmond Review/Sunset Beacon): 

  “‘Mount Vernon’ depicts George Washington and another Caucasian man in a barn 

or work room as three Caucasian and six African men perform various tasks. Through a 

window two African men are seen loading large bales onto a ship; another window 

overlooks four African women picking cotton. This is a factual depiction of the oppression 

of enslaved Africans by European and American Colonists and unblinkingly depicts 

George Washington as a slave-owner, a radical thing to do in 1936.”   

https://sfrichmondreview.com/2019/03/29/george-washington-high-school-alumni-

oppose-censoring-controversial-murals/   

 

 If Professor Arnautoff, who taught art at Stanford University, was to defend the 

portrayal of Black Americans (and Native Americans) in his murals, he would say that he 

had – as he did in defense of a friend’s murals – “. . . presented an honest and objective 

presentation of historical events . . . and that any honest objective statement is likely to 

provoke dissention and bring forward differences of opinion.  Works of art have been 

criticized by groups and individuals since early days of civilization and very often for . . . 

being artistically offensive.  Works of art, and especially good works of art always express 

and communicate ideas and there is always somebody who does not like either the ideas 

expressed or the form in which they are communicated.”  (Cherny’s book, p. 175) 

 

Take a virtual tour of Mount Vernon:  https://www.mountvernon.org/site/virtual-tour/   

https://artam.smugmug.com/GWHS/The-Campus/The-Art/
https://sfrichmondreview.com/2019/03/29/george-washington-high-school-alumni-oppose-censoring-controversial-murals/
https://sfrichmondreview.com/2019/03/29/george-washington-high-school-alumni-oppose-censoring-controversial-murals/
https://www.mountvernon.org/site/virtual-tour/
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Mural 4 (upper level, south wall) 

 

Cherny: “The other large mural presents Washington as a visionary, pointing the national 

west. Arnautoff said that he intended this mural to show ‘the march of the white race from 

the Atlantic to the Pacific.’ But again, with a counter-narrative that makes dramatically 

clear that the way west was literally over the body of a dead Indian, a counter-narrative 

to the view in most textbooks at the time that the development of the west involved white 

settlers moving into vacant land.  Arnautoff is making clear that the west was already 

inhabited and that settlement was also a conquest. At the time critics praised Arnautoff’s 

work, but they – like generations of later students – did not fully absorb Arnautoff’s 

counter-narrative.” 

Cherny’s book: “Arnautoff wanted the final large mural in the upper hall to connect 

Washington to California, but his research indicated only that Washington had discussed 

the importance of the West. So Arnautoff painted him dramatically pointing the new nation 

to the west and positioned his Washington to be actually pointing west. In the center of 

the mural, where Washington is pointing, four pioneer figures, spectral in grisaille (greyish 

color), depict what Arnautoff called ‘the march of the white race from the Atlantic to the 

Pacific.’” (p. 109)  

Observation:  On the right side of the mural is a portrayal of a white man smoking a peace 

pipe with an American Indian. Above their head is a broken branch of a tree.  That 

probably is Arnautoff’s subtle way of depicting the broken treaties (“tree-ties”) between 

the white man and the American Indian.   

Arnautoff said (in Cherny’s book): “A work of art is always ‘propaganda’ because it always 

carries a message. The only question may be – propaganda of what? ‘Propaganda’ of 

our trivial peculiarities, technical novelties and mannerisms, or propaganda of our 

relations, emotions, thoughts which unite us into a human society and divide that society 

into classes or groups?” (p. 127)     
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Westward Movement, photo courtesy of Tammy Aramian/GWHS Alumni Association 

https://artam.smugmug.com/GWHS/The-Campus/The-Art/ 

 

The following excerpt is taken from a newspaper article entitled “George 

Washington High School Alumni Oppose Censoring Controversial Murals” (March 29, 

2019, Richmond Review/Sunset Beacon): 

“The allegorical ‘Westward Vision’ features Benjamin Franklin and two other 

Founding Fathers gathered around a map as Washington points west. To his right, as if 

obeying his command, several 1800s-era Caucasian men head west above the body of 

a Native American man, signifying the genocide of Native life and culture. The 

frontiersmen are painted in shades of grey, setting them apart from every other figure in 

the mural suite; they look abstract. At bottom right a frontiersman and Native American 

chief (possibly the Mandan people of the Upper Missouri Valley) 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 headdress is a broken tree limb representing broken 

treaties made by the U.S. government and broken promises made by settlers. The 

backdrop of circa 1935 metropolis San Francisco suggests that San Francisco, and the 

rest of the West, was built on conquest and enslavement.” 

https://sfrichmondreview.com/2019/03/29/george-washington-high-school-alumni-

oppose-censoring-controversial-murals/    

 

Observation: The spectral in grisaille (greyish color) portrayal by Arnautoff occurs in two 

large murals: the first one (of the three Native Americans in the center in front of the tipis, 

French and Indian War) and the fourth one (of the four frontiersmen in the westward 

movement).  The Grisaille painting technique is “executed entirely in shades of gray and 

usually severely modeled to create the illusion of sculpture, especially relief. . .This 

technique achieves a dramatic effect of light and shade and a pronounced sense of three-

dimensionality.”  https://www.britannica.com/art/grisaille     

https://artam.smugmug.com/GWHS/The-Campus/The-Art/
https://sfrichmondreview.com/2019/03/29/george-washington-high-school-alumni-oppose-censoring-controversial-murals/
https://sfrichmondreview.com/2019/03/29/george-washington-high-school-alumni-oppose-censoring-controversial-murals/
https://www.britannica.com/art/grisaille
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The famous words about George Washington – “First in war, first in peace, and first in the 

hearts of his countrymen” – seem be the symbolical basis for Arnautoff’s ceiling murals: 

the sun, symbol of peace; the moon, symbol of war; and liberty, symbol of freedom in a 

new country. 

 Mural panels 5-7 
                       6                              7                               5 
                        Ceiling (center) – sun, symbol of peace 

The three murals that are in the “peace” (sun/rainbow) alcove (or doorway), which a 

viewer would encounter after ascending the stairs past the French and Indian War mural, 

depict a time of peace.  However, peace seems to be an illusion, for the American 

Revolution looms ahead. (5) George Washington gets three military leaders to help him 

in the upcoming battles against the British – Baron von Steuben, a Prussian (German); 

Lafayette, a Frenchmen who leads the cavalry; and Pulaski, a Polish general.  (6) 

Washington looks at the Declaration of Independence document with Thomas Jefferson 

and Alexander Hamilton.   

  Mural panels 8-10 
                    8                              10                               9 
                         Ceiling (center) – moon, symbol of war 
On the side opposite of the sun (south) is the alcove (doorway) where the moon (north) 

and two other war scenes are portrayed. (8) Washington is at Valley Forge with his 

officers and enlisted men. (9) A Hessian (German) soldier surrenders to regular soldiers 

from the Continental Army at Trenton.  

  Mural panels 11-13 
                            12                    13                      11 
Ceiling (center) – Liberty, symbolized by a bare-breasted woman placing 13 new stars 

(13 new states) in the heavens.  (11) Washington presents his plan for a national 

university to a group of students and potential teachers. (12) Washington visits his ailing 

mother, Mary Ball Washington. 
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Cherny: “Smaller murals show events of the Revolution, including the arrival of Lafayette, 

Von Steuben and Pulaski, the winter at Valley Forge, and the victory over the Hessians 

at Trenton.” 

Observation: There are actually six small murals in alcoves (doorways) in the upper 

hallway.  Three of them have to do with the American Revolution.  In the slide (above), 

the left mural shows Washington greeting the foreign officers who had come to assist the 

Americans, perhaps Arnautoff’s way of emphasizing that the Americans did not win this 

war on their own, that they had some significant help.  The mural in the middle is at Valley 

Forge, and as Cherny said in the other video [Beyond the Controversy]: “This is 

Arnautoff’s way of commenting on class privilege at the time of the American Revoluiton 

because we have the officers on the left very warmly dressed in winter clothing, and on 

the right we have the enlisted men dressed in rags and their feet wrapped in rags, and all 

bandaged up.”  Arnautoff (as a former officer in the Russian cavalry) commented in his 

memoirs about the disparity between the officers and the enlisted men.  The mural at the 

right shows the American victory at Trenton. Arnautoff shows an enlisted man taking the 

surrender of one of the Hessian (German) mercenaries. Washington isn’t even in this 

mural.  It’s just about enlisted men doing their duty. 

Arnautoff first studied carefully all the details that he wished to paint, then he added his 

own understanding of social realism to the final work, as he said: “Realism is a creative 

process where the artist takes only what he feels necessary from the environment and 

uses it to create a communication with form being subordinate to the subject.  In realism 

one is seeking understanding.” (Cherny’s book, p. 200) 
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Cherny: “Other small murals showed events in Washington’s life after the revolution, 

including his hope to create a national university, and his efforts as president to mediate 

between Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson.  Arnautoff’s ceiling murals are 

symbolic, including this one of Liberty placing 13 new stars in the firmament.” 

[Note: the three ceiling murals have banners above them.  The banner above the 

sun/rainbow mural says: “Promote Institutions for the General Diffusion of Knowledge.” 

That quote comes from Washington’s Farewell Address, where he says, “Promote, then, 

as an object of primary importance, institutions for the general diffusion of knowledge. In 

proportion as the structure of a government gives force to public opinion, it is essential 

that public opinion should be enlightened.”  The banner above the moon says: 

_____________.  The banner above Liberty says: “George Washington, a citizen of the 

United States.”] 

Observation: The mural on the right shows Washington mediating between Hamilton and 

Jefferson, who were bitter rivals through most of their political lives.  Washington was 

trying to implement the new constitution.  The actual document on the table that they are 

discussing is the Constitution with the words “We the People” clearly seen on top of the 

page.  The center mural shows Washington unsuccessfully trying to found a national 

university, and in his left hand he has an envelope with the following words on it: “Shares 

of Potomac River Company given to establish a National University.”  The George 

Washington University in Washington D.C. was an actualization, finally, of that dream. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Washington_University 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Washington_University


22 
 

 

 

Mural 12 – This mural is in an alcove at the end of the main hall (east).  It deals with 

aspects of Washington’s personal life.  It shows Washington bidding farewell to his aging 

mother, Mary Ball Washington.  There doesn’t seem to be any political implications here.  

In fact, it most likely shows the respect George Washington had for his mother and his 

desire to honor his mother.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Ball_Washington 

Mary Ball Washington, born Mary Ball (born sometime between 1707 to 1709 – August 

25, 1789), was the second wife of Augustine Washington, a planter in Virginia, and 

the mother of George Washington, the first President of the United States, and five 

other children. 

Source:  Arnautoff Presentations: Beyond The Controversy: The GWHS & The Removal 

of Public Art -- https://youtu.be/owFTM1G-TyU (1:21:18)   Robert Cherny begins speaking 

about Victor Arnautoff at a meeting on July 9, 2019.  The actual lecture is from 13:40 -  

22:24  (with the GW murals part being from 16:30 – 22:24). 

 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Ball_Washington
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Ball_Washington
https://youtu.be/owFTM1G-TyU
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In conclusion:   

When there was a controversy about Arnautoff’s work (in 1955), he released a statement 

that is pertinent to the present situation: “As an artist-citizen and resident of the San 

Francisco Bay Area, I consider that this action by . . . establishes a dangerous precedent, 

giving power to one individual to censor the expression of political opinions at a public 

place, which belongs to the people of all political opinions, and not only of the one, which 

happens to be in the office at the present time. Not only I, as an artist-citizen, am being 

deprived of the right to make a statement, but the people of San Francisco are being 

deprived of their right to evaluate my statement. If I am deprived of the right to make a 

public statement in pictorial form, it means that all other artists will be deprived of the 

same right tomorrow.” (Cherny’s book, p. 181) 

 

Arnautoff made a crucial statement about his art that should be included here: “The artist 

is not a camera—comes, sees, and snaps the picture. . . . an artist must feel the theme, 

the material, immerse himself in them and – frankly – suffer through them. And only then 

does a genuine piece of work emerge, one which will leave no one unmoved.” (Cherny’s 

book, p. 207) 

 

Truly, Arnautoff’s murals of the Life of Washington have moved all of us – in one way or 

another. 

 

     ************* 

 

 

In the next part of my “booklet” about the GWHS murals, I will take the reader on 

my journey (or pilgrimage) to the shrines that commemorate the actual Life of 

Washington: Mt. Vernon, Valley Forge, etc.  I have provided a link that takes you directly 

to a webpage that will show you how the Life of Washington is commemorated in the 

USA.  I call them shrines because they have become the focus of respect and admiration 

for the iconic first president and “Father of Our Country.”  
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CHAPTER 3 – THE SHRINES 

WASHINGTON SHRINES in the USA 

  
Washington D.C. 

                                                         
      Mount Vernon, Virginia            Valley Forge, Pennsylvania 

 

                                                       
   Boston, Masssachusetts                     Philadelphia, PA 
 

My Pilgrimage to the George Washington Shrines (2016): 

http://wigowsky.com/GW63/murals/GWshrines.pdf 

 

Includes a link to the National American Indian Museum (Washington D.C.) 

http://wigowsky.com/GW63/murals/NMAI.pdf 

http://wigowsky.com/GW63/murals/GWshrines.pdf
http://wigowsky.com/GW63/murals/NMAI.pdf
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GEORGE WASHINGTON – VILLAIN OR HERO? 

And so we come back to the original question that I posed for us to consider:  Is George 

Washington a villain or a hero?   Those who wish to “white-wash” Washington from 

George Washington High School, where the controversial murals portray the real Life of 

Washington, by now should see that Washington as a general was himself trying to fight 

against colonialism (the British).  He succeeding in “decolonizing” the 13 colonies and 

turning them into a country named the United States of America.  It is true that the 

Westward Movement caused dispossession and genocide for the Native Americans, but 

the present generation of students needs to know that history.  It can’t be erased.  It can 

only be taught with an understanding that people have migrated around the planet we call 

Earth for ages.  During the migrations, there is always competition for land, and that’s 

where war and social injustice begin to take their toll.  However, the present generation 

is not responsible for what happened in the past.  The past is past.  We now live in a 

country where every race on the earth, and every color and creed, is joined in a life (and 

journey) epitomized by the motto “E Pluribus Unum” (Out of Many, One).  It is time “to 

bury the hatchet” and live in peace, perhaps by once again taking up the practice of 

“smoking the peace pipe.”  Perhaps we can “see” the leaders from both sides (Native 

Americans and George Washington) finally establishing the friendship that will resolve 

the differences and debate that seems to separate us – by compromising and “covering 

up” the offensive image in this manner: 

           

 I think the ultimate answer has to come from the center of our country – the capitol 

building in Washington D.C.  There, at the top of the dome in the rotunda of the United 

States Capitol Building, is a special fresco painted by the Greek-Italian artist Constantino 

Brumidi in 1865 (at the end of the Civil War).  That fresco depicts the character and 

personality of Washington, the first US president and commander-in-chief of the 

Continental Army during the American Revolutionary War.  That was also the task 

assigned to the painter named Victor Arnautoff of the GWHS frescoes (murals), but the 

final result of both artists was very different. In the case of Arnautoff, he painted George 

Washington as a man, capable of human error and owning black slaves against his better 

judgment.  Even if George Washington eventually freed his slaves just before he died, 
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that was a flaw in his life.  There was a flaw also in his dealings with Native Americans, 

which led to the eventual dispossession and genocide which is horrid to think about in our 

present situation.  And so we would say with Arnautoff that Washington was just a man. 

 However, the image of Washington that graces the dome of the capitol is the exact 

opposite of the images that Arnautoff painted.  In Brumidi’s painting, Washington is 

depicted sitting amongst the heavens in an exalted manner, “or in literal terms, ascending 

and becoming a god (apotheosis).”  The painting itself is titled “The Apotheosis of 

Washington.”  The heroic stature of general and president now sits as a deified personality 

looking down upon the citizens of the country that he helped create during the Continental 

Congress.  13 maidens surround the hero (on high), each with a star representing the 

original 13 colonies.  

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Apotheosis_of_Washington  

 

 There is no question that George Washington has risen – like the Greco-Roman 

heroes from antiquity – to the stature of a deified personality.   In Greek mythology, the 

Olympian gods sat on the heights of Mount Olympus.  In American mythology, George 

Washington sits on the ceiling of the US Capitol Building.   

 All one needs to do is take a look at the Life of George Washington in the 

Wikipedia article to realize that this was no ordinary man.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Washington  

 Take a look at the numerous memorials dedicated to the extraordinary life and 

character of the hero that we will always call the “Father of Our Country.”   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_memorials_to_George_Washington 

 

  

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Apotheosis_of_Washington
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Washington
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_memorials_to_George_Washington
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Apotheosis_of_George_Washington.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Apotheosis_of_Washington_-_Close_up_of_George_Washington_(6881712763).jpg
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Resources:  

http://www.sfgwhsalumni.org/  Washington High School Alumni Association 

https://www.protectpublicart.org/  Coalition to Protect Public Art 

https://www.facebook.com/SFGWHSAlumni/  GWHS (SF) Alumni Association on FB 

https://ncac.org/news/san-francisco-mural-controversy-perspectives  NCAC (links) 

http://wigowsky.com/GW63/murals/GWHSmurals.htm  GWHS S’63 (murals links) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Washington  George Washington’s Life 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victor_Arnautoff  Victor Arnautoff, painter (muralist) 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.sfgwhsalumni.org/
https://www.protectpublicart.org/
https://www.facebook.com/SFGWHSAlumni/
https://ncac.org/news/san-francisco-mural-controversy-perspectives
http://wigowsky.com/GW63/murals/GWHSmurals.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Washington
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victor_Arnautoff
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Posted on Facebook (Aug. 17, 2019):  I was talking with my friend Jack Rhine yesterday 

about my wish to see the GW murals, again. I wanted to refresh my memory from bygone 

years. And, lo and behold, my wish came true when I ran across a link provided thankfully 

by the SF Chronicle to walk up the stairs and up to the hall to see the entire Washington 

High 13 murals by Victor Arnautoff:  

https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Now-you-can-see-all-of-the-controversial-

14308480.php?psid=bKhVQ&fbclid=IwAR1etB_omceYYr-

HzWghxwerSWlsJAjvERJD6eMNtX6EuigPvw-LjiGwASk  

Now you can zoom in on the entire Washington High mural — 

right here 

Nanette Asimov Aug. 16, 2019 Updated: Aug. 16, 2019 4:37 p.m.  

  

 [Note: If you have trouble initially of seeing the entire SF Chronicle article, like I did 

because I was not a subscriber and had used my limited views already, here are the two 

links that will get you the spectacular 360 degree views of our alma mater: 

https://theta360.com/s/nFakdrg2fY2AHf5VUJ0OHaeGG  (front, stairs)  

https://theta360.com/s/c1mFDfgFgJXBcMVyVVNm8f2Ia  (top, hall)] 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/jack.rhine?fref=gs&__tn__=%2CdK-R-R&eid=ARA87XLeoyRUGiOt4aO4JuWSbrncCTJlPqu4dDw2b1v4L78-8_I56QkMmFvE2SBfnB1cVfmKuSBRUNqd&dti=478076082306416&hc_location=group
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Now-you-can-see-all-of-the-controversial-14308480.php?psid=bKhVQ&fbclid=IwAR1etB_omceYYr-HzWghxwerSWlsJAjvERJD6eMNtX6EuigPvw-LjiGwASk
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Now-you-can-see-all-of-the-controversial-14308480.php?psid=bKhVQ&fbclid=IwAR1etB_omceYYr-HzWghxwerSWlsJAjvERJD6eMNtX6EuigPvw-LjiGwASk
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Now-you-can-see-all-of-the-controversial-14308480.php?psid=bKhVQ&fbclid=IwAR1etB_omceYYr-HzWghxwerSWlsJAjvERJD6eMNtX6EuigPvw-LjiGwASk
https://www.sfchronicle.com/author/nanette-asimov/
https://theta360.com/s/nFakdrg2fY2AHf5VUJ0OHaeGG
https://theta360.com/s/c1mFDfgFgJXBcMVyVVNm8f2Ia
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George Washington High School (SF) Alumnus 

at a Bell Game in 2005. 

 
Paul J. Wigowsky (left, class of S’63), Ted Dubenko (right, class of 1958) 

 
George Washington High School stadium, view of the Golden Gate Bridge 
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George Washington HS 55th Reunion -- Washington Hymn 

led by Noah Griffin 

https://youtu.be/cBy6_yosJMU   

 

 

http://wigowsky.com/GW63/music/hymn.htm  

Washington Hymn 

All Hail to Washington 

In tribute we sing to thee, 

Deep in our hearts engraved 

Thy name shall forever be! 

Throughout the years we'll cherish memories 

Of joys, that you have brought us! 

O, Washington, to Thee 

We Pledge our Faith and all our Loyalty! 

Hail, Washington Hail! 

 

https://youtu.be/cBy6_yosJMU
http://wigowsky.com/GW63/music/hymn.htm

