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Today is Wednesday. February 16. 1994. My name is Lyn

Olsson. The followin~ is an interview with Marvbelle Bigelow.

SDSU Emeritus Professor of Art. 1956 to 1980. This interview is

part of the SDSU Emeritus Faculty Oral History project and is

supported by a John Adams Humanities Minigrant.

Lvn Olsson (LO): My first question. actually. is really at the

very beginning. I read that you were born in San Diego.

Marvbelle Bioelow: Yes.

LO: And. where and when if you don't mind me asking.

MB: At the Juniper Streec Hospital in San Diego. They tore it

down immediatelv thereafter. I having contaminated it. I was the

only girl and there were six boys.

LO: In your family?

MB: Oh. no. I'm talking about in the hospital. and those babies

that were born at the same time. you know. two or three days

apart. I yelled so they called me Gala Cerchi. Do you know who

she was?

~O: No.

MB: She was a magnifico opera star with a very high voice -- a

soprano. So. that's what the nurses dubbed me.

LO: Did you grow up in San Diego?



MB: No. My daddy was an officer with the Bank of America. We

moved from San Diego to La Mesa, from La Mesa to Brawley, from

Brawley to Los Angeles. from Los Angeles to San Fernando Valley,

and back to L.A .. and, then, we built a house out in the San
Fernando Valley.

LO: So, you stayed around Southern California, anyway.

MB: Yes. 1 was strictly a Southern California type.

LO: When you worked for Conde Nast Publications, and the other

businesses. weren't they in New York?

MB: That needs some background because how I happened to work

for VOGue ... I was a senior at UCLA and 1 read in VOGue about

this competition for seniors. My advisor and everyone said that

nobody wins from a state University. You have to go to Brynn

Mawr, Vassar, Wellesley, etc. Being the obstinate type. 1

entered. 1 really won but at 21. 1 was very young. So, they

didn't want the responsibility of me alone and homesick in New

York City, 2,500 miles from home. 1 didn't know this at the
time. 1 came in as an Honorable Mention. The lady who was the

director of the "Pr~de Paris" and 1 became very good friends.

One time. when she was here visiting, there was a blizzard in New

York and she couldn't get home. She got to talking to Momma and

she said. "You know, Marybelle really won the "Paris." And Momma

said. "1 thought so. 1 thought she should." The reason I came in

as Honorable Mention was that they didn't want the responsibility

of me being alone in New York not knowing a livina soul,

I never can remember the year but I think it was 1952.
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First, they, the senior art faculty members, suggested I go to

Europe. which I did. Then, they suggested that I work for VOGue.

I wrote Mary and Mary said, "Can you be at work on the umpteenth

day of June?" I said. "Yes." I was the staff lay-out designer for

the promotion department which is a very complicated set-up.

That's what I did in 1953. Then, I came back and taught at UCLA.

You see. I had taught at UCLA from 1947 until 1952 -- or whatever

it was. 1951 or 1952. The only thing I remember is that I was

married and widowed in 1951. The year I got my Master's was the

year that I worked on VOGue. I can't remember the exact year.

Anyway, it doesn't make a lot of difference, give or take a year.

But. that was how that happened.

LO: That was how you ended up in New York.

MB: I ended up in New York and had a marvelous time. I went to

the theater Wednesday nights and Satllrdavs. YOll could get in. at

that time. for $2.80 and sit on the balcony.

LO: It must have been wonderful.

MB: One of my studencs from UCLA was given a trip to New York if

I'd look after her. She was only a couple of yeaTS younger than

I. You know. starting at 21. it doesn't take much. I decided that

I wasn't going to get anywhere there because of the hierarchy.

The person who stays on the top stays there until they drop dead.

So. I wrote to ask if I could have my job back at UCLA.

LO: Is that why you decided to go back to teaching?

MB: Yes. That is why. but I liked teaching anyway, I had always

intended to be a teacher. But when I was a sophomore in
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education, Mr. Hilpert. the Chairman. came bounding in to the

class I was in and said, "Marybelle. you're to go and see the

campus doctor." I said, "Well, I'm not sick and we have our own

doctor." I went anyway. Her bedside manner was more like
Gargantua.

LO: What point are you talking about? What is this about going

to the doctor?

MB: I'm not bilateral. my dear.

LO: I noticed but is that what they called you in for?

MB: At that time I couldn't be hired in the public school

system. Talk about being prejudiced.

LO: So, they discouraged you from going into teaching because of
your arm?

MB: Yes. I wouldn't be allowed.

LO: But you did.

MB: That was what was so much fun. I finally got a job as a

fashion illustrator for a resident buying office. That was like a

road to oblivion, too. They had asked me to teach at UCLA when I

had won the "Paris" because that was when all the fellows were

coming back [from WW II]. Their straight "A" students were being

given jobs. I phoned Dr. Hilpert and I said, "Do you still have

an opening. do you need any teachers?" He said. "Just a minute,

I'll call you back." He called the faculty together. Twenty

minutes later I had a job. So. I kept both jobs. I taught in the

morning and worked downtown in the afternoon. Then I got a job as

Art Director for a small. struggling advertising agency.
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LO: I've looked at your resume' and you had a lot of things

going on at the same time.

MB: Yes. I liked that -- never a dull moment. idle hands and all

that jazz. Finally. when we moved out to the Valley and my salary

had increased enough so that I was making the same amount just

teaching as I was by doing two jobs, I thought. "Well. this is

ridiculous to live out in the Valley and go downtown after 12

Those were the things that I've done. Of course. the first time

they asked me if I would teach. I said, "No. I'm not going to

teach, I'm going to do ..." Well, I ate those words. rapidly.

LO: You decided you didn't like that. Actually, I was going to

ask you this later. but I might as well ask you now about what

you might have learned while working for VOGue that made you

decide to go back to teaching. Or, was it more the hierarchy that

got you back to teaching?

MB: It was more the hierarchy. What I learned there was more to

my benefit as far as a designer artist was concerned because I

worked with Madame Denhoff and had trained at the Bauhaus in

Germany. UCLA was very Bauhaus oriented anyway. So. it built on

that and I came back to teaching with more than when I left

because of the experience.

LO: Besides the artistic knowledge and the skills that you

brought back with you to UCLA as an instructor. did you learn

anything as far as dealing with people, individuals. on the job

that you could carryover to your instruction with the students?
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MB: No. Each area of Conde Nast, whether you were working for

VOGue itself in their layout, or whatever, each one has its

separate studio and there are a lot of people there. I think

there were about 14 of us plus Madame Denhoff. She was a caution!

Our drawing tables were like this. I sat on one side and Evelyn

sat on the other side. Each morning we would get jobs to design.

Evelyn Razkoff was a sweet person but couldn't design her way out

of a paper bag.

LO: Was Evelyn Razkoff a friend of yours?

~B: Oh, yes. We became very close friends. I wouldn't have told

her that. That's my observation. Anyway, you did your layout but

they were all in pieces. You didn't paste them down. Madame

Denhoff would corne by and say, "Yes, yes." And to Evelyn she

would say. "Start again." Then Mm. D would sween everything off

to the floor." She never did that to me. She'd say, "Go ahead.

Paste it up." I didn't do the actual paste up. My idea was a

rough. Somebody had to do the meticulous part of it. That's what

I learned from that old gal. She's still there.

LO: She is? Are you kidding?

MB: No, I'm not. At least she was the last time I wa s there.

LO: Was she an old gal when you worked there?

MB: I don't think so. I was in my 20's and she was 30 or 35. She

seemed older. She knew her stuff.

LO: What was it that made you corne to SDSU? You quit teaching at

UCLA and carne to SDSU. didn't you?

MB: I realized that UCLA had become a dead end because we had a
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new chairman. The reason that school was so good was because so

many of us had gone there and worked with the people who really

made the whole Department. The new Chairman decided that

graduating from UCLA and now teaching at UCLA was incest. I was

up for promotion. I had thought that I had a full seven years and

was into my eighth. so that even if I didn't get a promotion. I

would get tenure. That is not so. I found out. It started as soon

as I became a widow and moved back to my mother's. They thought

that was stupid. It was not stupid. It was frugal.

LO: How did that have anything to do with your tenure and

promotion?

MB: You just didn't do that sort of thing. You got married. you

moved out. None of them had any kids of their own. so they didn't

know.

LO: When you moved back in with your mother. they thought that

this made you unworthy of getting tenure?

MB: It showed some weakness on my part. I loved my mother.

You're not supposed to. you know. I didn't get promoted. I went

to the Dean of Liberal Arts. I said, "But I'm teaching my eighth

year here." And he said, "Oh, no, Marybelle. When you left to go

to VOQue, you broke your tenure. Besides. the first four years

that you taught. you were only on part time." I said. "But I

taught four classes, which was the load." He said. "Oh. no. It

doesn't count. You taught four classes, but we didn't count it as

four. We counted it as two." This is my gripe with higher

education.
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LO: We'll re-write the rules when we want to?

MB: Yes. So. then I started writing around, and I had three

offers. San Diego was the nearest as far as transporting

furniture was concerned. One was in New Jersey. one was in

Arizona. and one was here. Since we still had friends here, I

thought that would be a good game.

LO: I thought that maybe, since you were born here in San Diego,

you still had some ties besides friends -- family, the family

ranch house or something like that.

ME: No. My folks had come to California six weeks before I was

born from. Minnesota.

LO: So. they were new. They were Western settlers?

ME: Yes.

LO: Did you know what you were getting into when you came to San

Diego State in 1956? Did you know anything about the Department?

ME: Not really, but I met them and I thought they were great

when they interviewed me -- particularly Everett Jackson who was

an absolute doll. I always say he hired me because my name has a

southern sound.

LO: He was such a gentleman?

ME: It's a wonder I was hired because Watson was Dean of

Faculty. Ey this time I was 32. He said, "Well, how old are you?"

And I said, "I was born in '23. you figure it out."

LO: That's a little sassy back-talk.

ME: I couldn't stand him! The first impression was not a good

one. When I first carne down here I dated a fellow in Engineering.
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Watson was an Engineer and was at this party with his wife. I was

sitting by Mrs. Watson. She said. "Do you know. my family came to

California in a bugs car." -- like this was the way to travel. I

had the darndest time saying. "My dear. my grandfather's cousin

LuBelle Boyce Gudgle traveled in a private Pullman car"-- her

husband was a big Texas Cattleman.

LO: Now. that's the way to travel.

MB: I had the sense that having once shot my mouth off. I better

not a second time.

LO: Oh, you better be careful. One-up-manship is no fun. is it?

MB: Well, there is a point where you shouldn't. One-up-manship

is my game. You learn to do that when you are a UCLA student.

They have a course that has no credit (wink. wink) called

"Sarcasm IA." All my good buddies that were students when I was

there are still my good buddies. I had a bunch of them here (and

one friend from Londonderry. Vermont). Some of my students gave

me a birthday party for my 60th. They had a reunion and my

birthday party. There were about 75 kids there.

LO: That must have been great fun.

MB: It really was. It was quite grand. It was a buffet supper

with all the fixings, and a band. and what-not. It was held in

the Parish house in St. Dunstan's Episcopal Church.

I've forgotten where I was. I can ramble on for hours.

~O: We were talking about sarcasm.

MB: Oh. yes. Anyhow. this friend from Vermont said (and we were.

all of us, going at each other). "But I thought you were
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friends." We all shouted, "We are. This is why we are."

LO: Kind of like the old round table. It's all in fun. Could you

tell me a little bit more about your impressions of the Art

Department when you first arrived? What was the tone?

MB: Friendly, extremely friendly. Everyone was obviously very

competent and extremely liberal in the sense that you taught what

you knew and nobody told you how to teach. Of course, I was

terribly disgusted with the quality of the students I had the

first year.

LO: Were you really? Why was that?

MB: They were not talented. A lot of them were taking Elementary

Education and they had to have Design 2A or whatever it was

called.

LO: So they could have craft classes for their kids. Was that

the idea?

MB: I don't know if they knew how to mix red, yellow, and blue

to get mud. I had all upper division students at UCLA and you had

to be in the top 10 percent of the graduating class in high

school in order to get into UCLA. Here it was the top two thirds

or something. They really weren't all that bright.

LO: It carne as a shock to you?

MB: Yes.

LO: Did that eventually change for you or did you keep that

philosophy all the way through?

MB: There were ups and downs. Until the late 60's -- when was

the last time I went to graduation? It was the time that the
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girls streaked.

LO: I don't know about that.

MB: That was quite a thing. The faculty was lined up this way

and the students this way and a girl drank a whole fifth of

bourbon during the ceremony. This girl streaked. You never would

have seen anything like that at UCLA.

LO: Never, during that time period, would people do anything

like that?

MB: This was the late 60'5, mid-70's.

LO: Oh, mid-70's. Okay.

~lB: oh , yes. In the late 50' s , the "boys" at SDSC wore button

down shirts and bermuda shorts. Girls wore dresses and hose. Of

course, at UCLA girls never wore hose. They wore bobby-socks and

saddle shoes. For years at UCLA it was the thing. It was a whole

different tone at SDSC. It was more a dress-play school than a

learn school. You could see it allover campus.

LO: Why don't we talk about the clothes on campus a little bit

later. We were talking about the students that you had. Can you

think of any of your students that went on to do good and big

things?

MB: Yes, I can. Ensminger ended UD working for VOGue. He had a

job as an art director up in San Francisco. I didn't know at

which agency. but he was going to New York. I wrote to Mary and

said, "If anybody by the name of Ensminger comes in your door,

he's one of my best." She looked at his portfolio. She was not

only secretary of the whole corporation, she was in charge of



personnel and president of foreign Vogue. She was secretary of

the corporation in 1945 which I didn't know when I won Vogue's

"Paris." Anybody who says that women couldn't get ahead in those

days ... well, if you had it. you could. If you didn't have it,

you couldn't. A lot of young ladies didn't. They were too eager

to hop into bed and get pregnant. When the fellows were gone, all

the time I was at UCLA it was a girl's seminary.

La: Let's go back to Ensminger. What a strange name.

MB: It's German, I'd guess.

La: So, he obviously stayed there for awhile.

MB: The last time I was in Vogue's offices, I went up to meet

Mary, a~d we were going up to Vermont. She said, "Come on, I want

to show you what I've done to this place." (She designed the new

offices on Madison Avenue. For years, they'd been in the Graybar

Building.) She walked me around and showed me this and that. We

went into one studio and there was one person with his back to

us. She said, "Just stay here." She walked over and told him that

I was there. He dropped everything, came rushing over to me, and

gave me a big bear hug. And guess who it was? Ensminger. He was

just terrific. They approved of what he did. He [Esminger] was

the force behind the development of the plaza [Horton?] Then,

there was Ann Von Gall who worked for I can't recall now. I don't

know in what capacity. but she goes allover and sees to opening

of new malls. Of course, I haven't heard from her for a couple of

years. Students do drift away. There was Bonnie. She was married

four or five times and I can never remember what her last name
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is. She had her own studio called. "The Drawing Room." She rented

an apartment and turned the living room -- the drawing room --

into her office studio.

LO: How about any people who stuck around in San Diego? Did

Bonnie stick around in San Diego?

MB: Yes. and so did Ann Von Gall. and my little pair -- let's

see. what was her name?

LO: Little pear -- because of her shape?

MB: No. because they were always out necking in the vestibule

before they came in my room and they were always late. I always

said. "Here comes my little late pair." Kerr was their last name.

He had a job in Chicago and came home for Christmas. I was still

in my office. We weren't on vacation yet. And in they romped.

and. then. they romped back out of the room. I kept fiddling with

what I was doing. They romped back in. He said. "Look." He held

out her third finger. left hand. and her diamond was pear shape.

I thought it was really cute. She doesn't wear it anymore. I

guess theY are not really all that sentimental.

There was also Robin Rule. I had five Glamour winners and

Robin Rule was the first one. She stayed in New York. I've lost

track of Robin. The one from UCLA that won the Glamour thing was

Jody Merchant. There was Janet Graves who married another good

student of mine. There were the Kaplans. sister and brother. The

brother was Art Director of Atlanta Maoazine (like San Dieco

Maqazine). There was George Durante. Boy. these names are coming

back to me.
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LO: Are these San Diego students or L.A.?

MB: It's a mixture. The two Kerrs are here. There were two --

one Filipino and one Japanese girl -- who were very good and they

are still here. Graves' husband is teaching up in San Jose, I

think. They were married and he had a job in some national

magazine up there. I get a Christmas card every year from Sandy

Watson who I can't remember as being outstanding. I vaguely

remember what she looked like but she wasn't one of the

outstanding students. She's teaching art in a prison in

Washington, D.C., which is a scream. That shows the extremes that

they go to. There was Harry Reinhart who was in my first

advertising design course.

I think I had more girls that I know of who succeeded.

Ensminger and Harry Reinhart were the tip-top but Robin Rule was

also tip-top and she was a girl. There was another Robin, Robin

Skidder[?], who also won a Mademoisell~ thing. It's funny how

these names come back. There were about six of them that were the
prime movers.

Mr. Jackson hired me to start an advertising design course.

I called it "graphic communication" because it sounds more

academically oriented. I added a course and by the next year I

added another course so that I was teaching all of them. Harry

was in the first classes that I had where we wer9 really starting

an advertising design program but hadn't had it okayed by the

powers that be. At that time, in the 50's, there was nothing here

in San Diego for people in design.
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LO: You mean for work. Is that what you're talking about?

MB: Yes. I told Harry to go to New York, so he went there. He

travelled in his little Volkswagen, and, by jingo, the first

place he went was to Reinhart -- wait a minute. What's the one in

Jersey? I think it has the same name he has. Anyway, he got a job

designing text books in this publishing company. He ended up

working for Harcourt, Brace and Jovanovich. I know they call it

Jovanovich here, but in New York they call it (Yahvocich). He

retired. He's been retired for five years and he just turned 60.

He bought a place for cash, mind you, in upstate New York -- one

of these old wonderful houses that they re-do. He still works

through Hartcourt, Brace, and Jovanovich. and other publishers.

LO: That's nice. He can probably work directly out of his house.

do his work at home.

~~: That's what he does. There was Larry Smith, here. I don't

know what happened to him but he worked here.

LO: Did you find that you had a larger crop of successful

students early on rather than later in the 70's and 80's right

before you retired?

MB: Yes, very much so. It was one of the reasons I retired

because it got hopeless. It became so dumb after the 70's. I left

in 1980. The new Dean was part of my discontent.

LO: Did you see that throughout the entire Art Department or was

that specificallv in graphic communications?

MB: After they built the new building. why. you didn't have any

communication with anybody. That's the most ghastly abortion of a
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design I ever saw.

MB: [In the old building], I had a beautiful classroom with

windows, floor to ceiling, looking out over the valley. It was

mine and I had my office right off of it. Lots of times it was a

mess because we did some kinds of wild and hysterical things like

making dresses out of paper. I had a dress dummy, and they each

made papier mache duplicates over it. The dresses had to be long

because there was a stick stand that held them up to the right

size. It was a time when everybody was wearing wigs so wig stands

were available. They used them as the heads for their dummies. I

wish I knew what I did with the photographs of those dresses they

designed. because they were absolutely fantastic. We got all of

those done, and. then, I said, "All right. Now let's do some

fashion illustrations of your own creations." They worked

together in twos. It took great big pieces, 6' x 14'. I said,

"All right. We've got all this stuff, the gallery is dark. Let's

hang the show." This is the way I worked. Lots of times it would

just corne to me. We'd get a body of stuff together and we'd do

something with it. We hung that gallery in about an hour and a

half. This business of large classes opphhhtttt. If you can't

teach 35, you can't teach two.

LO: Did vou have a large class at that time?

MB: Always. I allJays let in everybody and, then. I gave IJhat was

known as the "BigelolJ Blast." The first lecture was so called.

The ones with faint hearts dropped out. They were weeded out

before they even tried to crash. I was known as "Bigelow the
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Bear" when I first came here.

LO: Did you require an awful lot of work from your students?

MB: Yes, and high quality. I graded on the three scale. Instead

of ,four for an IIAII
, it was three for an IIA", nothing for a I'D",

and -1 for an "F". You can't win for losing. That's the way we

graded at UCLA. I graded them on concept, design and technique.

Their technique might have been just swift, but they couldn't

design their way out of a paper bag. Lots of times they had good

ideas but were bumble thumbs doing things as I am when sometimes

I try to do something. I'm just a little bit beyond a one-armed

paper hanger.

One semester, the whole semester was devoted to designing

games. After those were all done, I said, "All right, What are we

going to do with these? Let's have game day in the lobby of the

Art Building." This is what we did, Paul Lingren was the Chairman

at the time. We had something called Lego, but not really. It was

a three dimensional thing - 3D chess,

LO: Building blocks of some kind?

MB: No. a complex 3D puzzle. Another had pillars, capitals etc.

You built a given architectural monument. It was fantastic. One

of the men enameled his board. You had to design the board. box.

and instruction sheet. That was another crazy thing we did.

I had a student (I wish I could remember his name) who made

a movie. "The Shortest Day Into Night." A whole lot of it was

photographed 50 that it looked like the action was going fast. I

said. "All right. Let's have a show. I'll see if I can get one of

17



the big auditoriums." In those days on Tuesdays and Thursdays

they had lectures and marvelous things in the Quad. We got a big

lecture room and the students made posters which we put allover

campus. One of them designed the popcorn bags, somebody else the

popcorn stand, somebody else the tickets. We crowded in so many

that Dean Marjorie Warmer, who was Dean of Women at the time, got

flushed and called the fire department. It was in that old

Chemistry lecture hall. They, then, ordered a bigger place and

they gave it two more times to standing room only. The kids had

lots of fun and they made money on the popcorn. We had a party.

La: That's great! So. you had success with your students. They

were inter8sted in what they were doing and they were energetic

about it.

MB: I tried the same things just before I retired. I tried the

game thing and nobody had an idea.

We put on a fashion show when I was teaching History of

Costume and I had a whole lot of things, including a wedding

dress dating back to 1893 and a Polonaise gown that goes into the

1870's that people had given me. That's the kind of thing I did.

and had fun doing it. Then it got to be quite a struggle. You'd

have to say a polysyllabic word three times until it got down to

one syllable and that was just too much.

La: Getting back to the building business. You have here

complaints about the new building how ugly it is and how it is

isolated. Are there other complaints you may have about that?

MB: I insisted that it ought to be up where music and theater
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was.

LO: You are one that believes it should have been up there?

MB: Yes. That's one thing. I was on the committee for awhile.

Then Lingren took it over and nobody was on the committee. The

biggest room in that building is for print making, and by the

time he retired he had to teach beginning design because there

weren't enough print making students. I didn't get any of the

things I wanted.

They built up new area coordinators and I became the area

coordinator because I was the senior one to begin with. I wanted

a number of things. including computers. This is when they began.

The men in my department said, "Computers? Computers will be

nothing." So, what happens now? The guy that was the most

fossiforous is still there. He dumped JoAnn Tanzer out of her

enameling room when she went for the one semester on/off. She is

internationally famous. I don't know what they djd with the

kilns. There's no computer lab that I know of.

LO: I noticed on your resume that you've done several things

with her.

MB: Yes. We made a movie one time.

LO: I read it was being considered for production. I didn't read

past that.
MB: We did it all right, and Huffman (in Natural Sciences)

filmed it. We were always sorry we didn't have a recording

because our repartee during the entire filming would have made it

to the Academy Awards.
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