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Location:

600 32nd Avenue, San Francisco, San Francisco County, California. The
campus occupies a 691,811-square-foot hilltop parcel bounded by Geary
Boulevard to the north, 30th Avenue to the east, Balboa Street to the south,
and 32nd Avenue to the west. The San Francisco Assessor’s parcel number is
block 1574/lot 001. The midpoint of the east–west corridor of the academic
unit, the oldest building on campus, is located at longitude: 37.777550,
longitude: -122.490968. This point was obtained using Google Earth
(WGS84) in January 2020.

Present Owner: San Francisco Unified School District
Present Use:

Public High School

Significance:

George Washington High School (GWHS) is the quintessential New Deal
school, a temple to education rising confidently on a hill above western San
Francisco. Designed by San Francisco-born Timothy L. Pflueger (1892-1946),
the versatile architect of office buildings, skyscrapers, movie palaces, cocktail
lounges, and homes across Northern California, the campus was the city’s first
high school cofunded by the Public Works Administration (PWA). Pflueger
could work in any early-twentieth-century architectural style but chose for the
commission a stripped-down, streamlined modern with few decorative
flourishes, an aesthetic that embodied the republican simplicity promoted by
our first president himself. Though austere, the innovative design solved
problems that plagued earlier schools. It used flame-resistant reinforced
concrete to reduce the fire hazard; skylights and large window expanses to
maximize natural light in the classrooms; double stairways and acoustic
ceilings to reduce noise; and customized interiors for teaching auto
mechanics, industrial arts, home economics, military studies, drama, music,
and studio art. Erected shortly after the 1933 Long Beach earthquake, the
design also incorporated seismic safety lessons learned from that disaster. In
this depression-era complex, the school’s astonishing array of Federal Art
Project frescoes and sculpture (1936-42) by Victor Arnautoff, Lucien
Labaudt, Ralph Stackpole, Gordon Langdon, and Sargent Johnson stand out
like jewels in a crown. They tell stories that advance the teaching mission of
the school. The largest fresco, Arnautoff’s 1,600-square-foot retelling of the
life of Washington, pictures vignettes from the creation of our country and
numbers among the first art works linking the Founding Fathers with slavery
and the genocide of Native Americans.
The principal buildings of the 16-acre campus were built over three
campaigns: the academic and shop units (completed in 1936), the gymnasium
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and auditorium (completed 1940), and a small music room addition
(completed in 1952 by Milton Pflueger after his brother Timothy’s death). The
buildings have sustained relatively few changes since opening in 1936, a
testament to their sturdy construction and timeless aesthetic. Over the years,
however, Arnautoff’s Life and Era of George Washington has become a
flashpoint for protest and, as of 2019, is threatened with destruction.
Historians:

Project
Information:

This report was submitted in January 2020 by the George Washington High
School HABS Task Force, appointed by the George Washington High School
Alumni Association (GWHSAA) (EIN 32-0310023). Serving on the task force
were Robert W. Cherny (professor emeritus, San Francisco State University);
Annette Melville (chair) (director emeritus, National Film Preservation
Foundation); Russell Merritt (retired adjunct professor, University of
California, Berkeley); Therese Poletti (preservation director, Art Deco Society
of California); and Christopher VerPlanck (founder, VerPlanck Historic
Preservation Consulting).
The GWHSAA undertook this project in fall 2019 to document the high
school for the public following a decision by the San Francisco Board of
Education to cover over Arnautoff’s Life and Era of George Washington. The
report draws largely from the Landmark Designation Report: George
Washington High School by Mr. VerPlanck and Donna Graves, dated October
18, 2017; Art Deco San Francisco: The Architecture of Timothy Pflueger
(2008) by Ms. Poletti; Victor Arnautoff and the Politics of Art (2017) by
Professor Cherny; documents collected by the GWHSAA, and additional
research by Ms. Melville at the San Francisco Public Library and the Bancroft
Library, University of California, Berkeley.
Scores of experts provided invaluable assistance and the task force would like
to single out several for special thanks: Tammy Aramian, Peggy Toye and
Lope Yap, Jr., George Washington High School Alumni Association; Thomas
Carey, Christina Moretta, and Tami Suzuki, San Francisco History Center,
San Francisco Public Library; Richard Evans; Paul Fan and Marianne Phillips,
George Washington High School; Jon Golinger, Coalition to Protect Public
Art; Tobin Kendrick, Gelfand Partners; Lori Hines and Theresa Salazar, the
Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley; Steven Mansbach,
Department of Art History and Archaeology, University of Maryland; Sarah
Rouse; Patrick Sheehan; and Scott Simmon, Department of English,
University of California, Davis.
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Part I. Historical Information
A. Physical History
1. Date of erection. GWHS was conceived as a whole (figure 2) and completed in three stages:
1936, the academic unit and the shop building (Miller & Pflueger) (figure 1);
1940, the auditorium, gymnasium, and football field with bleachers (Timothy L. Pflueger &
Associates);
1952, the music room (Milton Pflueger).
2. Architects, engineer, and artists. Writing in 1936, City Architect Charles H. Sawyer
described George Washington High School as “the most outstanding” San Francisco school
built since the 1906 earthquake and fire.1 Its primary designer was Timothy Ludwig Pflueger
(1892–1946) (figure 29), the celebrated architect and interior designer of office buildings,
skyscrapers, movie palaces, cocktail lounges, and residential structures across Northern
California.
The second eldest of seven children in a working-class German-American family, Pflueger
grew up in San Francisco’s Mission District. Although he had no formal architectural
training, he showed an early aptitude for drawing,2 and, in the building boom following the
1906 disaster, found a job as an architectural draughtsman. Soon he was working for James
Rupert Miller (1869–1946) and George T. De Colmesnil (d. 1943). In 1912, the twenty-yearold received his first solo assignment—the Our Lady of the Wayside Church in Portola
Valley. After De Colmesnil left the firm the following year, Miller tapped Pflueger to
collaborate with him on ever-larger commissions. Still, the young man made time to study at
the San Francisco Architectural Club, becoming a licensed architect in California in 1920.
After Pflueger’s acclaimed design for a neighborhood movie palace, the Castro Theatre,
Miller invited him to become a full partner. Pflueger’s youngest brother Milton joined the
firm in 1929.3 Timothy Pflueger continued with Miller until his mentor’s retirement in 19374
and was the principal architect of George Washington High School.
While steeped in Beaux-Art traditions, Pflueger embraced modernism and experimented with
dramatic lighting, new building materials, fanciful decoration, and exotic styles. He used
Mayan-inspired patterns for the Medico-Dental Building at 450 Sutter, Spanish Baroque for
the Castro Theatre, and modernized Gothic for the Pacific Telephone & Telegraph Building.
1

Charles H. Sawyer, “The George Washington High School,” The Architect and Engineer v. 125 (April 1936), 9.
Milton T. Pflueger, Time and Tim Remembered: A Tradition of Bay Area Architecture (San Francisco: Pflueger
Architects, 1985), 1.
3
Milton T. Pflueger, Time and Tim Remembered: A Tradition of Bay Area Architecture (San Francisco: Pflueger
Architects, 1985), 19.
4
For more on the architect’s early life, see the first two chapters of Therese Poletti’s Art Deco San Francisco: The
Architecture of Timothy Pflueger (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2008), hereafter cited as Poletti. See
also pages 69–73 of the Landmark Designation Report: George Washington High School (October 18, 2017), by
Christopher VerPlanck and Donna Graves. This report was prepared to advance consideration of the school for
landmark status under article 10 of San Francisco’s planning code and is available, as of December 15, 2019, at
commissions.sfplanning.org/hpcpackets/New%20Deal%20Schools_101817.pdf. Hereafter this report is cited as
Landmark Report.
2
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The San Francisco Stock Exchange office building, Oakland’s Paramount Theatre, the
Cirque Lounge in the Fairmont Hotel, the Patent Leather Lounge at the St. Francis Hotel, and
the Top of the Mark at the Mark Hopkins Hotel can best be described as full-fledged Art
Deco. Always practical, the architect matched his design to the project requirements and, in
the late 1930s and 1940s, deployed a more austere aesthetic for the cost-conscious educators
commissioning GWHS, Lincoln High School, and San Francisco’s City College.
Pflueger served on the Board of Directors of the San Francisco Art Association, the
organization that oversaw the California School of Fine Arts (later the San Francisco Art
Institute) and the San Francisco Museum of Art (later the San Francisco Museum of Modern
Art). The architect often invited artists to create works for his buildings. Most notably, he
commissioned Ralph Stackpole to sculpt figures for the San Francisco Stock Exchange, and,
through him, recruited Mexican muralist Diego Rivera to create Allegory of California for
the Stock Exchange’s Luncheon Club.5 A few years later, Pflueger, then on the design
committee for the 1939–40 Golden Gate International Exposition on Treasure Island, invited
Rivera to paint Pan American Unity as part of the exposition’s “art in action” project.6 Some
68 artists contributed to this world’s fair demonstration-exhibition; many, like Rivera,
created their works on site in full view of fairgoers.
A genial, can-do professional, Pflueger joined many local organizations. He was an active
member of the San Francisco Art Association (Director, 1930–46, President, 1932–37),
Bohemian Club, Family Club, and Olympic Club. He also belonged to the American Institute
of Architects and the Architectural League of New York. When Pflueger died suddenly from
a heart attack in late 1946, his youngest brother Milton (1907–93) took over the firm.
Developing the GWHS project specifications and managing the interface with the San
Francisco government was Charles Haight Sawyer (1868?–1952). Appointed building
inspector in 1904, he rose through the ranks to become superintendent of construction and, in
1925, city architect. In 1938, upon reaching 70, then the mandatory retirement age for city
workers, Sawyer stepped down but continued assisting the city as an informal advisor.7
Walter Leroy Huber served as structural engineer. A graduate of the University of California
in 1905, the San Franciscan was a consulting engineer on many state and federal dam
projects and the structural engineer for the Union Square Garage, the UC San Francisco
Medical Center, San Francisco’s Metropolitan Life Insurance Building (where he may have
worked with Timothy Pflueger), and a number of local school buildings. Huber built several
structures for San Francisco’s 1915 Panama–Pacific International Exposition. He was

5

Poletti, 82–103.
The 22’ x 74’ panel painting went to City College after the fair and will be a centerpiece of the Diego Rivera
exhibition at San Francisco Museum of Modern Art in 2020.
7
“Age Closes Long Careers: 2 City Officials End Tasks―James J. Mayer and Charles H. Sawyer Retire from S.F.
Posts,” San Francisco Examiner, December 1, 1938, 1, and “Charles H. Sawyer” [obituary], San Francisco
Chronicle, April 22, 1952, 11.
6
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elected president of the American Society of Civil Engineers in 1953, and was an active
member of the Sierra Club.8
Given the prominence of New Deal artworks at GWHS, a few words should be said about the
artists who created them. The largest commission went to Victor Mikhaul Arnautoff (1896–
1979) (figure 28), the creator of the Life and Era of George Washington in the main lobby.
Born in southern Ukraine, then part of the Russian empire, Arnautoff had a classical
education at the gymnasium in Mariupol before enrolling in cavalry officer school. When
the Russian Revolution interrupted his military career, he fled the country, first working in
China, where he married Lydia Blonsky, and then traveling to San Francisco on a student
visa. In the United States, he embraced his dream of studying art. He took classes at the
California School of Fine Arts (later renamed the San Francisco Art Institute), which had
been established by the San Francisco Art Association. Among Arnautoff’s instructors was
Ralph Stackpole, who encouraged him to study mural painting in Mexico with Diego Rivera.
In 1929, when his visa expired, he moved to Mexico to work as Rivera’s assistant. There, he
mastered “buon fresco” (the exacting technique of painting directly on wet plaster) while
assisting the muralist on commissions at the National Palace in Mexico City and the Palace
of Cortés, Cuernavaca. Arnautoff, who had been trained as a sculptor, liked to say that he
gave that up the minute he touched wet plaster during his work with Rivera.9
“‛Art for art’s sake,’” Arnautoff told the San Francisco Chronicle in 1935, “never appealed to
me. As I see it, the artist is a critic of society.”10 When Arnautoff returned to San Francisco in
1931, he proved himself unafraid of controversy. His first major mural commission, a series
for the Palo Alto Clinic on the history and achievements of medicine, is said to have caused a
traffic jam when gawkers came to see the bare-breasted patient pictured in the frescoes.11
A turning point for Arnautoff came in 1933 with his first assignment to a federally supported
project. Appointed technical coordinator for San Francisco’s Coit Tower murals, funded
through the Public Works of Art Project (PWAP), he supervised the work of 25 lead artists
and produced the City Life fresco for the effort. His next major commission came from the
State Emergency Relief Administration (which channeled monies from the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration). Decorating the exterior colonnade of the Presidio
Chapel,12 Arnautoff’s fresco shows the history of the military base from its precolonial days
through the planning of the Golden Gate Bridge. Soon after that project wrapped up in June
1935, Pflueger himself recruited the muralist for GWHS’s Life and Era of George

8

“W. Huber, Engineer, Dies at 77,” San Francisco Examiner, May 31, 1960, 18, and the list of presidents of the
American Society of Civil Engineers, accessed November 24, 2019, at en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Template:
Presidents_of_the_American_Society_of_Civil_Engineers.
9
Alfred Frankenstein, “Arnautoff Completes 1600 Square Feet of Washington Frescoes,” San Francisco Chronicle,
June 21, 1936, D6 [Newsbank, 44].
10
“San Francisco Artists,” San Francisco Chronicle, September 1, 1935, D5 [Newsbank, 36].
11
Robert Cherny, Victor Arnautoff and the Politics of Art (Urbana, Chicago and Springfield: University of Illinois
Press, 2017), 78. Hereafter cited as Cherny. This is the major source for information about the muralist.
12
This eastern colonnade has since been enclosed.
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Washington (figure 34), the largest of Arnautoff’s frescoes to survive. Later the artist
completed New Deal murals for five post offices in California and Texas.
Arnautoff taught art at Stanford University from 1938 to 1962, where he mentored famed
California painter Richard Diebenkorn. Always a leftist, Arnautoff joined the Communist
Party in 1938. Perhaps his best-known political work is DIX McSmear―a lithograph linking
Vice President Richard Nixon with McCarthyism―which made the cover of The Nation.
Following the death of his wife in 1961 and retirement from Stanford the following year,
Arnautoff returned to Mariupol where he continued to produce public art. The artist died in
Leningrad in 1979.
GWHS’s three other New Deal muralists developed the decorative program for the library.
The Advancement of Learning through the Printing Press (east wall, figure 32) was produced
by Lucien Adolphe Labaudt (1880–1943) (figure 30), a Parisian who settled in San Francisco
in 1910. An experienced clothing designer, Labaudt was soon teaching at the California
School of Fine Arts. In 1916, his works were displayed at the Palace of Fine Arts, the art
gallery for San Francisco’s Panama–Pacific International Exposition. By the 1920s, he had
opened his own school of design and was exhibiting works locally and in New York and Paris.
In addition to his GWHS mural, Labaudt executed two other major New Deal commissions in
San Francisco―Powell Street (1934), which decorates the Coit Tower stairwell,13 and San
Francisco Life (1936–37), covering three walls of the Beach Chalet―as well as murals for the
Los Angeles Post Office and Courthouse, Life on the Old Spanish and American Ranchos
(1938), and Aerodynamism (1941).14 Labaudt then studied marine draftsmanship at Galileo
High School before going to work in the shipyards.15 In 1943, while on a magazine
assignment for Life, the artist was killed in a plane crash along the Burma frontier.16
The Progress of Scientific Thought (figure 31), above the hallway entrance to the library, was
executed by Gordon Langdon (1910–63) (figure 27). Born in San Francisco, Langdon
attended high school across the San Francisco Bay in Piedmont and went to Stanford
University. He dropped out to study art at the California School of Fine Arts. His bestknown work is Coit Tower’s California Agricultural Industry, which includes dairying
scenes inspired by his family’s ranch in Olema, California. Langdon was also among the

13

Stephen A. Worsley, Coit Memorial Tower (June 18, 2007), registration form for the National Register of Historic
Places, section 7, page 2. Available, on November 17, 2019, at npgallery.nps.gov/NRHP/GetAsset/NRHP/
07001468_text. Illustrations of several Labaudt frescoes are included in Depression-Era Murals of the Bay Area
(Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing, 2014) by Nicholas A. Veronico, Gina F. Morello, Brett A. Casadonte, and
Gilda Collins. The book is hereafter cited as Depression-Era Murals.
14
Both were removed in 1965, when the post office vacated the building, but returned to the courthouse in 1993. See
the Living New Deal web site, livingnewdeal.org/projects/u-s-courthouse-western-division-aerodynamism-murallos-angeles-ca/, consulted November 27, 2019.
15
Zilfa Estcourt, “Women in War: How Mr. Karstensen Trains Workers for the Shipyards,” San Francisco
Chronicle, January 20, 1943, 15.
16
“Crash Kills S.F. Artist: Lucien Labaudt Dies in Plane on Burma Mission,” San Francisco Chronicle, December
16, 1943, 1.
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artists decorating the library of the California School of Fine Arts.17 After his World War II
service, he settled in Palo Alto and took up the wholesale hardware business.18
Sculptor Ralph Stackpole (1885–1973) (figure 26) painted Contemporary Education
(figure 33) on the library’s west wall. The artist came to San Francisco in his teens, so the
story goes, after a traveling salesman admired his sketches. The young man took classes at
what became the California School of Fine Arts and apprenticed with Arthur Putnam. In
1906, aided by an outside fellowship, Stackpole went to Paris to study at the École des Beaux
Arts. During his sojourn in France, he met Diego Rivera. The sculptor returned to California
to create sculptures for the 1915 Panama–Pacific International Exposition.
Stackpole became one of the leading lights of the San Francisco art scene in the 1920s and
1930s. He joined the faculty of the California School of Fine Arts, and in 1929 was recruited
by Timothy Pflueger to sculpt the colossal entry figures for the San Francisco Stock
Exchange and to advise on the decorative program. It was Stackpole who, together with
shipping magnate William Gerstle, suggested to Pflueger that Rivera be brought to San
Francisco to paint Allegory of California for the Stock Exchange Luncheon Club. (The
sculptor’s portrait is included in The Making of a Fresco painted by Rivera for the CSFA
during that same visit.19) Stackpole’s productive collaboration with the architect continued
with Oakland’s Paramount Theatre (1931), GWHS, and the 1939–40 Golden Gate
International Exposition.
Stackpole participated in a number of federally funded New Deal projects, starting with the
fresco Industries of California (1934) produced for the Coit Tower. President Roosevelt
appointed Stackpole to the U.S. Commission of Fine Arts, on which he served from 1941 to
1945. After World War II, the artist moved his studio to France, where he died in 1973.20
GWHS showcases sculpture as well as fresco. The most prominent work is the 185’ long
cast-stone frieze by Sargent Claude Johnson (1887–1967) (figure 53) at the south end of the
football field. After the initial artist, Beniamino Bufano, was let go, Johnson joined the
project in 1940 at the recommendation of Stackpole.21 Twelve feet high, Johnson’s heroic
relief presents larger-than-life athletes—both men and women—competing in sports featured

17

Arnautoff and Stackpole were also on the decorative team. See Stacy Farr, San Francisco Art Institute (April 2,
2015), registration form for the National Register of Historic Places, section 7, page 7. Accessed November 17,
2019, at www.nps.gov/nr/feature/places/pdfs/15000950.pdf.
18
Edan Milton Hughes, Artists in California, 1786–1940, 3rd ed. (Sacramento: Crocker Art Museum, 2002), 656.
19
Poletti, 98–103.
20
See “Ralph Stackpole” [Wikipedia article]. Accessed November 27, 2019, at en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Ralph_Stackpole, and “Ralph Stackpole, the Sculptor, Dies,” San Francisco Chronicle, December 12, 1973, 6.
21
The reasons for Bufano’s firing have been hotly debated. Some journalists suggested that his imagery was
considered too leftist for the project. But Bufano was also slow in completing deliverables, forcing the architect to
change the plans for the retaining wall. The relief was eventually affixed to the wall, not cast as part of it.
Clippings, a chronology, and background memos are included in carton 12 of the Timothy L. Pflueger Papers
(BANC MSS 2012/182), at the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. Hereafter cited as Pflueger
Papers.
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at the Olympics, symbolized by interlocking Olympic rings and the torch with laurels.22 At
the center, behind the south goal posts, a full 11-member football team displays its prowess
(figure 52).
Born to a Swedish-American father and African-American mother of Cherokee descent,
Johnson came to San Francisco from Boston in 1915. After a stint as a picture framer, he
attended art classes taught by Stackpole and Bufano. In 1926, Johnson began his 13-year
association with the William E. Harmon Foundation, an early booster of African-American
artists. The sculptor won several prizes before his election to the San Francisco Art
Association in 1932. Many of his works of this period celebrate his African-American roots.
Johnson embraced the opportunities afforded by federally funded art projects. After
completing his first New Deal commission, the window lunettes and organ screens for
Berkeley’s California School for the Blind,23 he assisted Bufano on projects for St. Mary’s
Square and the San Francisco International Airport. His breakthrough assignment was the
Aquatic Park Bathhouse (1939), now San Francisco’s Maritime Museum, where he
supervised some 45 artists creating sculptures and tile mosaics. He also worked with
Pflueger on sculpture for the 1939–40 Golden Gate International Exposition. After World
War II, Johnson traveled to Mexico where he experimented using the local black clay for his
sculpture. But he kept his apartment in San Francisco, where he died in 1967.24
Pflueger credited the decorative bas-reliefs above the GWHS west lobby doors (figure 5) to
Robert Boardman Howard (1896–1983), a son of local architect John Galen Howard. 25
Howard studied at the California School of Arts and Crafts as well as in New York and
Europe before returning to the Bay Area. He created Coit Tower’s phoenix tympanum relief
above the north entrance, and contributed sculptures and reliefs to Miller & Pflueger’s San
22

In 1936, the last year of competition before World War II, the games featured 19 sports, many of which are
depicted in the GWHS relief. The 1936 Berlin Olympics were used by Adolf Hitler to promote Nazi ideals. While
Germany won the most medals, the most decorated athlete was African American Jesse Owens, who received four
gold medals. See “1936 Summer Olympics” [Wikipedia article], accessed November 28, 2019, at
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1936_Summer_Olympics.
23
See Carol Pogash, “Berkeley’s Artwork Loss Is a Museum’s Gain,” New York Times, February 21, 2012, C1.
Accessed November 28, 2019, at www.nytimes.com/2012/02/21/arts/design/art-by-sargent-johnson-berkeleys-lossis-museums-gain.html.
24
Lizzetta LeFalle-Collins and Judith Wilson, Sargent Johnson, African-American Modernist (San Francisco: San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 1998): 86–8.
25
See “George Washington High School,” by J.R. Miller and Pflueger, a three-page typescript in the Pflueger
Papers, C-12. Howard may also have been responsible for the medallion of Washington on the back side (east) of
the lobby entry pavilion and the four bas-reliefs on the shop building.
The attribution of the bas-reliefs above the entry doors is not without controversy. James Ruane, a chronicler for
the San Francisco Unified School District, credits these GWHS reliefs to Arnautoff and writes that the muralist
received his commission directly from the school board (and the architect) in November 1934. See George
Washington High School: From a Rock Quarry to a Scholarly Summit on Geary―A History of the George
Washington Site (June 1995), completed by James Ruane for the San Francisco Unified School District and
available as a PDF file from the GWHS Alumni Association Archive. Henceforth cited as Ruane. For many years
Ruane’s chronology appeared with updates on the GWHS web site; selected printouts are available in the GWHS
files among the records of the San Francisco Unified School District, accessible in the San Francisco History Center,
San Francisco Public Library. Nicholas and Betty Veronico maintain Ruane’s attribution in their Depression-Era
Sculpture of the Bay Area (Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing, 2017), 32.
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Francisco Stock Exchange and the Paramount Theatre in Oakland.26 Among Howard’s other
New Deal works in the Bay Area are thought to be the reliefs at Berkeley High School and
the Livermore post office.27
Some 30 years after the New Deal, Dewey Crumpler (figure 59) added three more murals to
GWHS at the request of the Board of Education. In the late 1960s, following protests by
African-American students decrying the depiction of slavery in the Life and Era of George
Washington, the nineteen-year-old was called in to develop a response. Although barely out
of high school, the painter was already well-known for his politically themed art works. The
artist’s three resulting panels (figure 58), dedicated in 1974, extol the heritage of Latinos,
Asian Americans, African Americans and Native Americans. Crumpler is now an associate
professor of painting at the San Francisco Art Institute.
3. Original and subsequent owners. The school was commissioned by the San Francisco
Board of Education, through the city architect, and remains under its control to this day.
4. Contractors. For the academic unit, the first GWHS building completed, contracts were
awarded in 1934 to Meyer Construction Company ($590,632) for general construction, Lynn and
Heffernan for electrical work ($56,510), and Anderson and Rowe ($82,917) for mechanical
equipment, plumbing and gas fitting. The architects were reported to have received $46,268 in
fees and were slated to earn an additional $51,100 for supervising the work. 28
In 1938, Meyer Construction Company also received the general construction contract for the
gymnasium, athletic field and bleachers.29
For the auditorium, the low-bidding contractors were Deluca & Son for general construction,
James A. Nelson for equipment and plumbing, and Fred Johnson Electric Company for
electrical work.30
5. Original plans and construction. Miller & Pflueger accepted the appointment as
architect for the GWHS project on June 6, 1929.31 The firm had already completed Alamo
School for San Francisco in 1926, and had begun work on Roosevelt Junior High School
(now Roosevelt Middle School).32 GWHS was Miller & Pflueger’s first commission for a
San Francisco high school.

26

See “Robert Boardman Howard” [Wikipedia article], accessed November 28, 2019, at en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Robert_Boardman_Howard, and Landmark Report, 76–7.
27
See “Livermore Post Office Relief―Livermore CA” [Living New Deal web site], at
livingnewdeal.org/projects/livermore-post-office-relief-livermore-ca/ and “Berkeley High School: Bas Relief
Panels―Berkeley CA” [Living New Deal web site], at livingnewdeal.org/projects/berkeley-high-school-bas-reliefpanels-berkeley-ca/, both accessed December 1, 2019.
28
“High School Jobs Awarded,” San Francisco Examiner, October 16, 1934, 16.
29
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On July 13, City Architect Charles Sawyer sent the Board of Education’s requirements for the
new school to Miller & Pflueger. The Mission High School, which had just been rebuilt after a
1922 fire, and Balboa High School, then in construction, were referenced as models. From the
outset, the Board instructed the architects to site the building at the top of the hill and to
dedicate the surrounding space to athletic fields and playgrounds. Thus, the classrooms would
be far removed from the traffic noise of Geary Boulevard and Balboa Street.
The school board specified the number, uses and sizes of the rooms. The building was to
have 45 standard classrooms, 30 specialized ones (for teaching sewing, cooking, studio art,
mechanical drawing, bookkeeping, “art metal,” and science), administrative offices, offices
for teachers, a library, a kitchen, a cafeteria seating 500, a faculty lunch room, blueprint and
dark rooms, a “plant propagation room,” a mimeograph room, quarters for the Reserve
Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC), an adjacent shooting gallery, two study halls, a first aid
room, and mechanical and storage rooms. Plans even called for a bank!33 From the outset,
the Board was planning for the future. The gymnasium was to accommodate 2,000 students,
half girls and half boys. Similarly, the auditorium had to seat “a minimum of 1,850.”34
Scores of dated and numbered drawings from Pflueger’s papers at Bancroft Library show
evolution of the design. While far from complete, the set suggests that the main features of
the academic unit, such as the double staircases and broad window expanses, were planned
from an early date. One major change was the configuration of the football field. Initially
the long axis ran from east to west. However, the field was reenvisioned on the north–south
axis (figure 3) presumably so that neither team would have to face directly into the setting
sun. After funding was secured, the final plot plan was approved and signed on July 31,
1934.35 GWHS would be the city’s eighth high school.
6. Alterations and additions. Since the 1952 addition of the Music Room, a feature of the
original plan, relatively few modifications have been made to the campus beyond the
introduction of modular classrooms in the 1960s.
Improvements have been made, of course, to maintain the buildings and keep them up to date.
These include repainting, adding ramps and other features to facilitate access for the disabled,
resurfacing the athletic fields, replacing window sashes and exterior doors, modernizing the
mechanical systems, and upgrading the buildings for safety and energy conservation. Repairs
were done after the 1989 library fire. As of fall 2019, GWHS is undergoing an extensive
retrofit to make its structures more resistant to earthquakes.36 Major upgrades have been made
possible with funding from bond initiatives approved by San Francisco voters.
While the buildings have survived over the years, the major fresco cycle Life and Era of
George Washington is now under threat. On June 28, 2019, at the urging of activists who
objected to the depiction of Native Americans, the San Francisco Board of Education voted
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unanimously to paint over the murals. Following a public outcry, the elected commissioners
reversed themselves and narrowly voted to conceal the murals under permanent panels. The
GWHS Alumni Association filed suit to safeguard Life and Era of George Washington for
public viewing and study. As of December 2019, the case is in mediation. The Coalition to
Protect Public Art plans a November 2020 ballot initiative to guarantee continued public
access to San Francisco’s New Deal art.
B. Historical Context
The 1906 earthquake and fire devastated San Francisco’s schools. The disaster leveled 29
educational buildings but, in the race to rebuild the city, schools were not a top priority. A
decade later, according to the San Francisco Chronicle, 173 classes were being taught in
“temporary shacks, lunchrooms, basements, corridors, rented rooms, stores and auditoriums.”
The school bond issue of 1917 promised to relieve this situation. The measure asked for
authority to borrow $3.6 million for 23 new schoolhouses, a high school in North Beach,
improvements to several existing buildings, and the purchase of 13 sites for future buildings and
playgrounds. Neighborhood associations endorsed the initiative; the Oceanside Improvement
Association even sent out canvassers.37 Upon the measure’s approval by voters, the school board
asked the Board of Supervisors for $50,000 to draw up plans prior to the bond sale.38
Crowding aggravated the dismal condition of San Francisco’s schools. Between 1900 and 1930,
San Francisco’s population nearly doubled in size, surging from 342,782 residents counted in the
1900 census to 634,394 three decades later.39 California was now the sixth most populous state
and San Francisco, the nation’s eleventh largest city.40 After the 1906 disaster, many San
Franciscans had put down roots in new residential neighborhoods that sprung up outside the
burned areas. Thousands settled in the “outside lands,” the sand- and scrub-brush-covered
expanse that would eventually become the Sunset and Richmond districts. The recently
inaugurated Twin Peaks streetcar tunnel encouraged relocation to West Portal, Parkside,
Ingleside, and Ocean View. Residential and commercial development also built up Portrero Hill
and the Mission. Graded streets, improved public transportation, and other infrastructure
improvements fostered growth.
For families in these burgeoning neighborhoods, schools were vital. In 1922, another school
bond issue won approval from over 85 percent of the voters.41 With $13 million on the way, San
Francisco moved ahead to improve existing educational buildings and to survey where new ones
should be erected “so that schools may be placed in the most convenient spots of access.”42
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The 1920s marked an unprecedented period of school innovation for the city. Forty-nine new
buildings were erected, with plans for a fiftieth approved in 1930. As enrollment soared by
45 percent, the Board of Education modernized the curriculum.43 It introduced junior high
schools for children in their early teens, replacing the “8-4” system of eight years of elementary
education followed by four of high school with a “6-3-3” program that gave seventh-, eighth- and
ninth-graders schools of their own. Hands-on home economics and shop classes were added to
the course lists so that students could learn by doing.44 The new practice of offering traditional
academics as well as physical education, vocational training, arts and music, sports, and
homemaking required rethinking school architecture. Schools developed purpose-built
classrooms and modernized the overall infrastructure to accommodate the greater curriculum
diversity. Underpinning these efforts was voter approval in 1920 of city charter amendment 37,
a reform measure that changed the system for selecting school administrators. Under this new
arrangement, the Board of Education was appointed by the mayor, with later ratification by
voters, and was responsible for selecting the school superintendent from the ranks of trained
educators.45
In the early 1920s, City Architect John Reid, Jr., the mayor’s brother-in-law, oversaw school
construction. A nonsalaried official, Reid received six percent of the costs for each city building
he designed. This compensation arrangement raised eyebrows and provoked an investigation.
While no evidence of financial malfeasance was uncovered, appearances mattered and Reid
resigned in 1927. Late that year, Miller & Pflueger won the contract to create Roosevelt Junior
High, the red brick Art Deco classic that is now lauded as one of San Francisco’s most
distinctive school buildings.46
In 1933, voters took to the polls to approve $3 million more in school construction funds.
School safety took center stage in the run-up to the election. Fremont School had recently been
denounced as a fire trap47 and, since the Long Beach earthquake a few months earlier, seismic
readiness was a heightened concern. The bond issue included monies for three new schools:
Marina Junior High, Lawton Elementary, and GWHS. But city officials who were following
New Deal developments in Washington, D.C., included an important proviso to the measure:
The borrowing could only be undertaken if San Francisco received at least 30 percent of the total
building costs from the federal government. Since the School Department had already purchased
the land, the San Francisco Chronicle reasoned, this meant that the voter approval positioned the
city to receive an almost $900,000 “gift” from the federal government.48 It was no surprise that
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the measure passed. Finally GWHS, which had been planned since the 1920s, would be made a
reality.
The government entity funneling construction funds to San Francisco was the Public Works
Administration (PWA), a federal agency created in June 1933 as part of the National Industrial
Recovery Act. The PWA granted money to state and local governments for dams, bridges,
hospitals, schools, and other large-scale public works that were deemed vital. The program was
intended to boost demand for building materials but also provide construction jobs and revitalize
the economy by “priming the pump.” For PWA projects, the federal government promised to
pay 30 percent of the total costs for labor and materials and, if necessary, assist with loans to
cover the rest. Later the federal cost share was upped to 45 percent. Each project had to meet
rigorous federal procurement and labor regulations. Furthermore, as the PWA head Harold Ickes
insisted, projects had to hire African Americans in both skilled and laborer positions. The
PWA’s goal was to spend $3.3 billion in its first two years, with more monies to follow.
Between July 1933 and March 1939, the PWA supported more than 34,000 projects. It ceased
operation in 1944.49
The PWA differed from the later Works Progress Administration (WPA) in important ways. The
PWA did not hire workers directly. Instead it channeled money through state and local sponsors
to private-sector construction companies. Thus, workers did not have to be without jobs to be
hired for PWA projects. PWA funding went largely for building materials; the WPA gave
prominence to wages. Finally, PWA projects tended to be larger than those supported by the
WPA. As a rule of thumb, the PWA-supported efforts had to cost at least $25,000.
Thanks to its successful 1933 bond measure, San Francisco had astutely positioned itself to
receive generous amounts of PWA support. Plus, with matching funds slated for school
construction and the land already acquired, it had demonstrated the political will to get things
done. Under the PWA’s aegis, 14 schools were completed or expanded: eight elementary (Buena
Vista, Francis Scott Key, Glen Park, Horace Mann, Lawton, Patrick Henry, Starr King, and
Visitacion Valley); three junior highs (James Denman, Marina, and Portola [auditorium only]);
and three high schools (George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Samuel Gompers Trade
School). In addition, PWA funding made possible the Mint at Buchanan and Hermann streets, the
federal office building near the Civic Center, the Appraisers Building near Jackson Square, the
indoor arena later called the Cow Palace, improvements to the water system and the airport, and
San Francisco Junior College (later renamed San Francisco City College).50 GWHS was the first
San Francisco high school undertaken with PWA support. The groundbreaking ceremony was
held on November 4, 1934, to kick off local celebrations for American Education Week.51
In 1938, the city put another school bond issue before voters. This measure authorized
borrowing an additional $2.8 million to construct San Francisco Junior College, erect the GWHS
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auditorium, and move ahead on several more school projects. The campaign featured an
innovative ad, Running Around San Francisco for an Education, a 90-second film screened in
local theaters several days before the September 27 election. The movie shows the travails of a
junior-college coed who literally has to race about the city by foot, cable car, and tram to attend
classes held in widely scattered school buildings. Students pleaded for passage in 20,000
handwritten letters to voters; the Parent Teacher Association sent out 40,000 more.52 The school
bond was the only one of seven spending proposals to pass. Like the successful 1933 school
bond measure, borrowing was contingent on receiving federal monies.53 Ickes himself visited
San Francisco to announce the PWA matching grant.54
The building requirements for the new high school transmitted to Miller & Pflueger in 1928
made no mention of interior murals and it is unclear exactly when GWHS’s frescoes became part
of the project. San Francisco had been ground zero for the initial federal experiment employing
out-of-work artists. The Public Works of Art Project (PWAP), funded through the Civil Works
Administration, lasted from only December 1933 to May 1934, but during its brief five months
of operation it engaged 3,749 artists and produced nearly 16,000 new art works for civic
structures.55 Among these were the murals for Coit Tower on San Francisco’s Telegraph Hill.
Dr. Walter Heil, head of the De Young Museum, oversaw that effort and, with the guidance of
local experts, selected 25 of San Francisco’s best-known artists for the decoration.56 All of the
GWHS muralists were veterans of the Coit Tower project.
Across town at Geary Boulevard and Arguello Street, another PWAP project took shape―the
mural over the balcony entrance to the auditorium of Miller & Pflueger’s Roosevelt Junior High.
Installed in 1934, many months after the school’s completion in 1930, Education by George
Wilson Walker (1883–1958) pictures student scholars and athletes preparing for successful
adulthood.57 The 27’ x 6’ canvas was later joined by two other New Deal murals on the ground
floor.58

52

Scott Simmon, “Running Around San Francisco for an Education,” from his program notes book, included in the
four-DVD set Treasures from American Film Archives: 50 Preserved Films (San Francisco: National Film
Preservation Foundation, 2000), 21–2. The film is viewable on DVD 1; it is also accessible online, as of December
11, 2019, at www.filmpreservation.org/preserved-films/screening-room/t1-running-around-san-francisco-for-aneducation-1938.
53
Earl C. Behrens, “Schools Win, Market Line Bond Issue Defeated,” San Francisco Chronicle, September 28,
1938, 1 and 9.
54
“Cake for S. F.,” San Francisco Chronicle, October 2, 1938, 33 [page 5 of “This World” section].
55
See “Public Works of Art Project (PWAP) (1933)” [Living New Deal web site], accessed December 2, 2019, at
livingnewdeal.org/glossary/public-works-art-project-pwap-1933-2/.
56
Stephen A. Worsley, Coit Memorial Tower (June 18, 2007), registration form for the National Register of
Historic Places, section 7, page 2, and section 8, page 3. Accessed November 17, 2019, at
npgallery.nps.gov/NRHP/GetAsset/NRHP/07001468_text.
57
“First Mural Completed,” San Francisco Chronicle, April 24, 1934, 5. John Muir Elementary School also
received murals created through the PWAP― the three lunette frescoes by David Park (1911–60). Another
federally supported artist, Nils Gren, placed his painting Arts and Sciences at Mission High School later in 1934.
Aaron Altman, director of art for the Board of Education, and Mission High administrators arranged the acquisition.
See “New Murals at Mission,” San Francisco Public Schools Bulletin v. 6, no. 5 (September 17, 1934), 3.
58
Added later by Horatio Nelson Poole (1884–1949), these canvases depict families enjoying the bucolic pleasures
of picking oranges and swimming. See “Roosevelt Middle School: Pool [sic] Murals―San Francisco CA” [Living

George Washington High School (GWHS)
HABS No. CA-2939 (page 16)

Launched in August 1935, the Federal Art Project (FAP) succeeded the PWAP and became the
largest of the Work Progress Administration’s cultural programs. It paid unemployed artists to
decorate public buildings, to research American art, design, and architecture, and to teach art
education. The federal/local cost share was simple: The FAP paid salaries and the institutions
receiving art works paid for the materials. From 1935 to 1943, when the work-relief effort
ceased operation, as many as 10,000 artists had taken part.59 The GWHS murals and football
field relief were created through the FAP.
Within a month after the FAP’s inception, Arnautoff was under contract to produce the largest
GWHS mural. Pflueger handpicked Arnautoff for the job and, to relieve the artist’s inevitable
paperwork burden, arranged for his office to type Arnautoff’s memos. The architect also
recruited the artists for the library.60 By the end of 1935, the San Francisco Art Commission
“tentatively approved” Labaudt and Langdon’s designs as well as Arnautoff’s sketches for his
Washington frescoes.61
Arnautoff threw himself into his new assignment. The lobby and stairwell had some 1,600
square feet of ceiling vaults and walls space, all of which had to be plastered and frescoed (figure
34). “It is impossible to describe the tremendous emotions I felt when I first saw the exciting
shape of space that was offered to me by Mr. Pflueger…The broad stairway,―a high ceiling,
massive and strong in its simplicity; walls monumental. There is nothing sweet, nothing trivial in
them.”62 The commission required some nine months to research and paint.
Two of the muralist’s greatest challenges were linking Washington with the school and with
California. Arnautoff’s solution was to illustrate the elderly Virginian donating shares of the
Potomac River Company to found a national university (figure 46). The institution was never
established but the gift demonstrated Washington’s devotion to education. The tie with
California was more problematic. Although Washington had never traveled west of the Ohio
Valley, he advocated westward expansion. So Arnautoff devoted the lobby’s large southeastern
wall to Washington pointing west toward the Pacific (figure 43) and toward the seals of
California, the United States, and San Francisco above the front doors (figure 50).
Even in 2019, Arnautoff’s choice of scenes continues to surprise and, in some cases, infuriate
viewers. Envisioning the wall panels from the Life and Era of George Washington as a
corrective to high school texts of the period, the muralist eschewed the usual scenes of
Washington’s biography (chopping down the cherry tree, crossing the Delaware, etc.) and
instead portrayed the first president as a militia officer in the French and Indian War, a plantation
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owner, a surveyor, a booster of public education, and a shrewd politician.63 Arnautoff pictured
Washington against the backdrop of the American Revolution and showed him as a conflicted
human being who was forced by circumstances to give up his comfortable life for the greater
good. Thus Washington’s story becomes a vehicle to drive home a visual lesson on the ugly
facts of American history. Nested in the narrative are scenes alluding to slavery and to the
genocide of Native Americans. By bearing witness, the murals give students a deeper, more
nuanced view of our past. In fact, the GWHS fresco cycle may well be one of the first visual
representations of a “revisionist” interpretation of our first president’s life.64
Like the Mexican muralists he so admired, Arnautoff used symbols to advance the storyline. The
westward expansion panel shows a Native American sharing a peace pipe with a pioneer under
broken laurel branches, conjuring up the government’s broken treaties (figure 43). The pioneers
are painted in gray monochrome, giving them a lifeless quality; the takeaway here is that in
appropriating the land the white settlers lost their humanity. In the Mount Vernon panel
(figure 42), the plantation slaves working the fields are a direct visual quotation from
Resettlement Administration photos and suggest that African Americans continue their servitude
through the early-twentieth-century sharecropper system. It is likely that art-literate audiences of
the 1930s would have grasped these allusions.
At completion, Life and Era of George Washington won wide praise. Alfred Frankenstein of the
San Francisco Chronicle singled out the portrayal of Washington as “the granite, laconic human
being who fought a nation into existence on the edge of a wilderness.” The art critic drew
attention to the candor of the murals: Arnautoff “goes back to the facts of the colonial days, with
all their conflict, idealism, and fierce reality.” But in the end, he was struck by the sheer power
of the frescoes. “Their magnificence of color, their drama of human types and their sense of
genuine, heroic reality” could not be conveyed in a short review, Frankenstein regretted. He
ranked the Life and Era of George Washington as “one of the major masterpieces of fresco on
this Coast.” 65
San Francisco’s Board of Education was delighted. Never one to let PR opportunities go to
waste, Pflueger sent the Board of Education photos and articles by the muralists, including one
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by Arnautoff about the fresco technique.66 Even before the public unveiling, the San Francisco
Public Schools Bulletin previewed Life and Era of George Washington with comments by
George Carr Howe, Jr., Assistant Director of the California Palace of the Legion of Honor. This
“happy collaboration of artist and architect,” opined the art historian, could signal a “new era in
the embellishment of public buildings.” He traced the lineage of the “imaginatively conceived
and historically accurate” frescoes back to Diego Rivera and the Italian Renaissance masters and
hoped that “the builders of the future will follow the example of the Washington School.”67 Late
that year, when the California Art Teachers Association met at GWHS to learn about the murals,
San Francisco Public Schools Bulletin promoted the event.68
But by 1968, times had changed and the Life and Era of George Washington had become a
flashpoint for students. Protesters thought that images of enslaved peoples picking cotton and
loading barges at Mount Vernon demeaned African Americans and had no place in a school.
The activists demanded removal. However, a survey that fall showed that most GWHS students
favored a compromise. They preferred adding a new mural showing positive role models for
African Americans.69
Encouraged by the Black Panthers, the Afro-American Club urged administrators to hire Dewey
Crumpler for the task. Although only 19, the recent Balboa High School graduate had already
painted politically themed art works and was respected by the community. While the Board of
Education and the Art Commission worked out details, Crumpler traveled to Mexico City to
learn mural techniques directly from famed painter David Alfaro Siqueiros. In the negotiations
that followed with city officials, Crumpler’s series grew from one to three panels. His
“Response Murals,” Multi-Ethnic Heritage: Black, Asian, Native/Latin American (figure 58),
created in acrylic paint, were dedicated in 1974. The works dramatize the fight for equality by
African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, and Asian Americans and showcase leading San
Franciscans of color as well as luminaries from around the world.70
The latest chapter in the murals story is still unfolding. In 2018, Roosevelt Middle School, the
former Sunshine School, and GWHS were nominated for protection as San Francisco landmarks.
However, the Board of Education, which oversees San Francisco’s school buildings, refused to
honor a building decorated with African-American and Native-American images that some
found derogatory and blocked the entire package. Although San Francisco’s Board of
Supervisors subsequently approved landmark status for Roosevelt and Sunshine, it declined to
act on the nomination for GWHS. “Washington will never get a landmark designation,” one
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supervisor remarked. “When you’re in the business of doing something largely symbolic, there’s
no reason to cause division. Many consider this art hurtful.”71
Activists continued their crusade against the Arnautoff murals. In June 2019, in spite of a
barrage of testimony, letters and emails defending the works, the Board of Education voted to
paint over them at an estimated cost of more than $600,000. Mark Sanchez, vice president of the
school board, applauded the action as “reparations” to Native Americans.72 Among the many
who later protested the vote were Dewey Crumpler, actor Danny Glover, writer Alice Walker,
local National Association for the Advancement of Colored People leaders, and Susan Cervantes,
founder of Precita Eyes Muralists. In August, after continuing outcry in the press and more
angry letters, the Board retreated from its original decision and narrowly voted to hide the
frescoes under permanent panels; the estimated cost was $825,000.
The Board’s so-called compromise, argued the GWHS Alumni Association, was not a solution,
as it would still block from public view a critically acclaimed art work and deprive the school of
an important teaching tool. That fall the alumni took the school board to court, citing violations
of the California Environmental Quality Act. As of December 2019, the case is in mediation.
The Coalition to Protect Public Art plans a November 2020 ballot initiative to guarantee
continued public access to the murals and to safeguard them as a cultural resource.
Part II. Architectural Information
A. General Statement
1. Architectural character. George Washington High School is the quintessential New Deal
building, a temple to education rising powerfully above western San Francisco. Designed by
Timothy Pflueger (1892–1946), the campus was the first city high school cofunded by the
Public Works Administration (PWA). Pflueger could work in virtually any early-twentiethcentury architectural style but chose for the commission a stripped-down, streamlined modern
with few decorative flourishes, an aesthetic that embodied the republican simplicity promoted
by our first president himself. Its powerful massing and simple lines say what it is: A can-do
place where students gather together, in a calm environment, to prepare their minds and bodies
for adulthood. As Washington stated in his first State of the Union message, “there is nothing,
71
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Erase History,” New York Times, June 28, 2019, at www.nytimes.com/2019/06/28/opinion/sunday/san-franciscolife-of-washington-murals.html, and Roberta Smith, “Critics Notebook: The Case for Keeping San Francisco’s
Disputed George Washington Murals,” New York Times, July 6, 2019, at www.nytimes.com/2019/07/26/arts/design/
george-washington-san-francisco-murals.html, both accessed December 6, 2019.
Since the vote to paint over the murals, there have been scores of newspaper articles, critical essays, radio
interviews, and television reports about the controversy published by venues on three continents, including the San
Francisco Chronicle, New York Review of Books, The Nation, the Washington Post, Harper’s Magazine, and
Apollo: The International Art Magazine. Controversy aside, the New Deal frescoes have planted interest in muralmaking at GWHS. Twenty-first century works by students cover the interior stairwells and corridors of the oldest
building on campus; several are pictured in figure 60.
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which can better deserve your patronage, than the promotion of Science and Literature.
Knowledge is in every Country the surest basis of public happiness.”73
Though austere, the innovative design solved problems that had plagued earlier San
Francisco schools. It uses flame-resistant reinforced concrete to reduce fire hazard; skylights
and large window expanses to maximize natural light in the classrooms; double stairways
and acoustic ceilings to reduce noise; and customized interiors for teaching auto mechanics,
industrial arts, home economics, ROTC, theater, music, and studio art. Erected shortly after
the 1933 Long Beach earthquake, the design also incorporates seismic safety lessons learned
from that disaster.
The most celebrated facade, the colonnaded auditorium entrance (figure 14), conjures up the
east front of Washington’s beloved Mount Vernon. But it also embodies the egalitarian
principles of Washington the man. For his inauguration Washington famously chose a plain
waistcoat of American-made cloth. His preferred salutation was “Mr. President” not “His
Highness” or “Your Majesty,” as was customary for European rulers. In establishing his
“presidential style,” Washington aimed for “simplicity of dress, and everything which can
tend to support propriety of character without partaking of the follies of luxury and
ostentation.”74
Sobriety informs the interior as well. The standard classrooms (figure 11) are airy and
bathed in natural light; they follow the same design throughout. The specialized classrooms
are purpose-built with layouts, cabinetry, and equipment appropriate to their subject. Taken
together, the design expresses a new vision of the American high school as a place for
inclusive learning where students from all backgrounds can choose from a range of subjects.
The first building to open, the academic unit, could hold 1,500 students; upon completion,
the campus was envisioned as accommodating some 3,000.75
The GWHS frescoes are like jewels in this simple setting. With “buon fresco,” a painting
technique with roots in antiquity, artists apply pigments directly to wet lime plaster (figure
37). As the plaster dries, the pigments become part of the wall. In other words, frescoes
become stronger over time; they are made to endure like the walls that support them.
Although praised at the school’s opening for their artistic merit, the frescoes were never
intended as mere wall decoration. They tell stories that advance the teaching mission of the
school. Arnautoff’s Life and Era of George Washington sets aside cliché and relates the
history of our first president through revisionist vignettes. Arnautoff argues that to
understand how America came to be, students must first see our Founding Fathers as they
really were, blemishes and all.
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See “State of the Union Address (1790),” an article from the Mount Vernon web site, accessed December 28,
2019, at www.mountvernon.org/education/primary-sources/state-of-the-union-address.
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See “Developing a Presidential Style,” an article from the Mount Vernon web site, accessed December 7, 2019, at
www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/the-first-president/5-challenges-of-being-americas-firstpresident/#callout-2.
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“School Dedication Set: George Washington High To Be Opened Sunday,” San Francisco Chronicle, August 17,
1936, 28 [Newsbank, 30].
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The library’s murals (appendix 3) follow more traditional themes. The entryway fresco by
Gordon Langdon, which he titled The Progress of Scientific Thought, illustrates the
advancement of science from ancient Greece to the present, embodied by Nobel Prizewinning physicist Robert Milliken; childlike “curiosity” over the transom spurs on
innovation in every age.76 Lucien Labaudt’s The Advancement of Knowledge through the
Printing Press, on the library’s east wall, shows the panoply of human activities that have
been made possible by the printed word. Pictured are writers, scientists, inventors,
presidents, and others who gleaned their learning and shared their knowledge through books
like those in the library shelves below.77 Stackpole’s Contemporary Education on the facing
wall, celebrates the new twentieth-century subjects taught at GWHS. Typing, sewing,
cooking, auto mechanics, broadcasting―all have immediate application in the real world.78
As the library frescoes underscore, all forms of knowledge have a place at GWHS, where
education is customized to the needs of every student. There, young people learn in the
classroom, in the laboratory, in the machine shop, on the playing field, and through the very
art on the walls.
GWHS, a PWA-San Francisco collaboration unequaled in the city, was conceived and
executed as an ensemble by Pflueger. The complex knits together hundreds of architectural,
sculptural and fresco elements. These many pieces stand together in a campus dedicated to
learning and to our first president, George Washington, who helped create a country where
public education is accessible to all.
2. Condition of fabric. The school structures are in fine condition and have been
maintained over the years to be in accord with changing building standards and with an eye
to student safety and building efficiency.
B. Description of the Site, Campus Layout, and Buildings
1. Site. The GWHS campus crowns a 691,811-square-foot hilltop parcel bounded by Geary
Boulevard to the north, 32nd Avenue to the west, Balboa Street to the south, and 30th
Avenue to the east (figure 1). Formerly a rock quarry, this nearly 16-acre site in the Outer
Richmond district was purchased by the San Francisco Unified School District in 192579 and
commands spectacular views in all directions: the Golden Gate Bridge and the Marin
Headlands to the north (figure 21), Golden Gate Park and San Bruno Mountain to the south,
the Pacific Ocean to the west, and the downtown skyline to the east. Of the nearly four-block
parcel, only six small lots on the southwest corner remained in private hands.80
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See Gordon Langdon’s “Description of Fresco above Library Doors in the George Washington High School, San
Francisco, California,” Pflueger Papers, C-12. Given the triangle and pyramid accompanying the ancient, the figure
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Lucien Labaudt, “Frescoes,” Pflueger Papers, C-12.
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Stackpole himself titled his work “Arts, Home Economics, Mechanics” in the essay included in the Pflueger
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Ruane, 1.
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2. Campus. The campus buildings are configured in a “L” (figure 3). The longer north–
south arm (figure 9) aligns with 32nd Avenue, thus blocking the onshore winds from the
interior campus. The shorter east–west side creates a sheltered esplanade (figure 25)
overlooking the football field, tennis courts, and basketball area on the north.
At the junction of the “L” is the academic unit, the oldest building of the complex. Our
discussion focuses on this building and, to a lesser degree, the major additions that were part
of the original plan—the shop building (figure 8) by Miller & Pflueger, gymnasium and
auditorium (figure 14) credited to Timothy Pflueger & Associates, and music room (figure 13)
contributed by Milton Pflueger, after his brother Timothy’s death. The athletic fields
occupying the southern third of the property (figure 13) were developed in the 1950s and will
not be discussed.
3. Academic unit. Dedicated in August 1936, the academic unit is three stories high except
on the west where the descending grade of slope permitted an additional basement space.
The structure, for the most part, has retained its original floor plan although the centerpiece
of its decorative program is now under threat.
Writing about the commission, Pflueger singled out several architectural innovations.
GWHS’s west-facing 32nd Avenue facade maximizes natural lighting for classrooms by
employing long expanses of windows (figure 9). The differing sizes and technical
requirements of the laboratories and other specialized rooms did not allow the use of
extended window openings throughout the building. But the architect overcame this problem
by inserting skylights (figure 23) into the flat roof (which is hidden behind a raised parapet).
These pyramidal structures draw sunlight into the stairwells and third-floor corridor.
Another unusual feature is the use of reinforced concrete throughout, augmented with terracotta and cast-stone ornaments. Reinforced concrete, a flame-resistant building material,
reduced the risk of fire, a problem that bedeviled San Francisco’s early wooden schoolhouses.
The exposed concrete was protected by “cement wash” to preserve its fresh appearance. To
create the unbroken horizontal bands of the facade, the design eliminated the usual
construction joints at floor levels and cast spandrels in a single concrete pour. “Waterproof
veneer form panels…and the jointing of the same,” the architect reported, “played an important
part in the design.”81 For quality control, consulting structural engineer Walter Huber carefully
supervised the weighing and mixing of the concrete, using one part cement to every 5.75 parts
aggregate and testing the strength. After curing for 28 days, he wrote,82 the concrete averaged
an impressive compressive strength of 3,333 pounds per square inch.83
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See the typescript “George Washington High School, San Francisco, California,” by J.R. Miller and T.L. Pflueger,
Pflueger Papers, C-12.
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See the typescript “George Washington High School, San Francisco, California,” by Walter L. Huber, Pflueger
Papers, C-12.
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Today the acceptable compressive strength varies from 2500 psi for residential structures to 4000 psi or higher for
commercial ones. See the National Ready Mixed Concrete Association’s “Testing Compressive Strength of
Concrete,” Concrete in Practice 35 (2014), 1, leaflet accessed November 15, 2019, at
www.nrmca.org/aboutconcrete/cips/35pr.pdf.
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Seismic risk was another major design concern. From the outset, Pflueger, a survivor of San
Francisco’s 1906 earthquake, aimed to construct a school that would withstand a tremor of at
least that magnitude.84 The 1933 Long Beach earthquake, which rendered unusable some
230 schools, drove home the lesson. The tragedy ushered in new state seismic safety
regulations for educational buildings. Pflueger’s firm consulted with state engineers to learn
from the disaster and further strengthen his building.85
For the interior, Pflueger sought to create a peaceful environment conducive to learning. Part
of his solution was to “acoustically treat” the ceiling to minimize hallway noise. To ease
congestion as students rushed to class, he introduced double stairways (figure 22) to permit
the up and down traffic to circulate independently.86 Recessed light fixtures in the stairwells
supplemented the natural light.
Well-rounded students, Pflueger believed, needed art as well as instruction. He coordinated
with the Federal Arts Project (FAP) to tap some of San Francisco’s best-known artists for the
interior and to create a sculptural frieze for the football field. The architect selected the
muralists himself and worked with them closely regarding content. The front lobby, home to
the single largest fresco, received special architectural treatment (figure 34). For the floor,
Pflueger installed dark terrazzo, and for the ceiling, “acoustical transite,” an asbestos-cement
product introduced by Johns Manville in 1929.87 To guard against slips on the heavily
traveled entrance stairwell, he used wire-mesh-reinforced rubber treads from the Ohio
Rubber Company. The overall effect was judged so successful that that manufacturer
featured a photo of the stairs in promotional literature.88
Before addressing the later buildings, it is useful to describe a few other features of the
academic unit’s facade and classrooms. The west facade (figure 9), which runs along 32nd
Avenue, is a commanding 487’-3” in length and visible from blocks away. The central focus
is the main entrance pavilion (figure 4), spanning the ninth through the eleventh bays. The
entrance marks the intersection with Anza Street and provides access to first-floor classrooms
and administrative offices.
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The entry is articulated by two massive concrete piers running the full height of the structure.
On the ground floor, three double doors sit between secondary piers. Above each double
door is a lintel with a bas-relief head embodying (north to south, figure 5): “Invention”
(Thomas Edison), “Statesmanship” (George Washington), and “Literature” (Walt Whitman).
Rising above the doors are three tiers of eight-paneled window units which continue the
vertical line. Three sets of symbolic bas-reliefs align above the lintel heads and mark the
midpoint of each window unit. While difficult to see from the ground, they represent subjects
(figure 6) that are part of the inclusive curriculum offered by the high school.
The stripped-down portal is utilitarian yet welcoming. The exterior stairs are widest at street
level, narrowing as they draw visitors into the building. The front doors are punctuated with
windows. An outward-curving copper canopy shelters the portal and carries simple raisedmetal lettering with the name of the school. The entry serves as prelude for the showpiece of
the campus―the entry hall frescoes by Victor Arnautoff depicting the school’s namesake.
A smaller pavilion at the facade’s northwest corner (figure 10) is punctuated with window
trios which bring natural light into the interior stairwell. Echoing the design of the main
entrance, the secondary doors are pierced by windows and capped by a concrete canopy. But
here the overhang not only shelters the doorway but also forms a balcony above. The
northwest pavilion terminates with a cement plaster stringcourse, a blank frieze, and a
scalloped recessed molding, painted red, which encircles the entire building. Capping the
pavilion is a parapet topped by terra-cotta coping.
The second through the eighth bays have three floors of 24-window units. These are separated
by wide terra-cotta piers embellished with moldings, “dental” for the first-floor level and
“reeded” for the second and third. Each floor level is separated by continuous concrete
spandrels decorated with “tree and leaf” motifs which align with the terra-cotta piers.
By and large, the twelfth through sixteenth bays (to the south of the entrance pavilion) repeat
the design used on the north. However, as mentioned earlier, due to the sloping site, the
“basement” is fully above ground. The basement houses the cafeteria, which juts out and
sleekly wraps around the southwest corner behind four continuous bands of windows. The
exterior doors are capped by a canopy, like the other west facade entrances.
The U-shaped south facade (figure 12) embraces a 100’ x 138’ courtyard overlooking the
athletic fields and Balboa Street beyond. The southwest cafeteria corner (figure 7) terminates
in an open-air service porch with a porthole window and framed by an overhanging arch.
Above it are sets of window trios lighting the interior stairwell. The two east and west sides
of the courtyard are nine bays wide, each with strings of 12-panel window units separated by
concrete piers and indicating the three floors. The west arm houses a double row of
classrooms and the narrower east arm, a single row. Connecting the two arms of the “U,” the
center eight-bay section is massed so that the middlemost bays (two through seven) project
slightly. Along the roofline, each bay carries a decorative bas-relief marking its midpoint.
The north facade (figure 25) of the academic unit rises above the esplanade along the east–west
axis and repeats design elements seen elsewhere. Prominent are the end bays, each jutting out
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in a two-story pavilion punctuated with a porthole window (like that seen above the servicedoor porch of the south facade). But the easternmost also has a feature found nowhere else at
GWHS―an elaborate terra-cotta door edging crowned by a scalloped lintel with interlocking
triangles inside (figure 14). The configuration of the triangles suggests the ancient stonemason’s square and compass, symbols of the Freemasons (figure 20). George Washington
joined the brotherhood in 1752 and was a life-long member.89 Pflueger, too, was a Mason, and
the door ornament may have been a fraternal salute.90
The academic unit’s 18-bay northeastern facade faces the football field. The southern
pavilion, marking the back entrance to the lobby, towers like a pylon above the roof. The
uppermost level carries a bas-relief bust of Washington, framed as a medallion (figure 24).
(The painted silhouettes along the flanking piers date from 1990.)91 Like the entry portal on
the west facade, the doors are punctuated with windows and topped by a curved canopy. To
the north, a second entry pavilion, articulated on the ground floor by three glazed doors
topped by a canopy, has two vertical lines of windows rising a full three stories and lighting
the interior stairwell.
GWHS’s standard classrooms (figure 11) are rectangular and measure approximately 25-1/2’
x 30’. Each connects to the corridor by two doors and has windows on both the exterior and
corridor sides. The classrooms are simple and utilitarian―lath and plaster walls, acoustical
ceiling tiles, linoleum flooring, white “dry erase” boards, and contemporary furnishings.
Although many hallways have student lockers, the main east–west corridor is lined with
trophy cases. Three murals by Dewey Crumpler finish off the west end (appendix 6).
The corridor directly above accesses classrooms and the library, the latter decorated with
frescoes celebrating the pursuit of knowledge in all its forms (appendix 3). This rectangular
room is entered under Gordon Langdon’s The Progress of Scientific Thought. Inside Lucien
Labaudt’s The Advancement of Learning through the Printing Press (on the east) faces Ralph
Stackpole’s Contemporary Education (on the west). Windows on the longer south wall
illuminate the space. The 1929 requirements indicate that the library was to measure 24’ x 60’.
4. Shop building. Directly north of the academic unit on 32nd Avenue is the cuboidal shop
building (figure 8), completed in February 1936 and linked to the larger building by a bridge.
The structure houses the auto shop in the basement, and classrooms and more shop facilities on
the two floors above. Every effort has been made to bring natural light into the interior, via
vertical strings of windows on all four sides and a sky light in the roof. Even the basement
receives sunlight, where the descending slope permits windows. The corners are articulated as
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solid piers. At the upper corners of the structure, paired bas-reliefs of an anvil (on the south
side) and a gloved industrial worker (on the north) signal the building’s purpose.92
5. Gymnasium and auditorium. Finished in 1940, the gymnasium and auditorium lie to the
east of the academic unit and extend that structure’s east–west axis (figures 2 and 13). They
are the first buildings on site credited solely to Timothy Pflueger, who formed his own firm
after the retirement of his elder partner, James Rupert Miller, in 1937.
The gymnasium (figure 19) came first. The second floor houses a large gym suitable for
high-school league basketball games, with bleachers for spectators on the east and west. It is
lit by four skylights and rows of windows on the south and north. The exposed roof trusses
support retractable basketball hoops. The gym floor is faced with polished maple and the
walls with plywood. The first floor contains offices as well as smaller gyms and dressingroom facilities for male and female students. The gymnasium’s exterior (figure 14)
continues the design elements used throughout the campus—long rows of windows
syncopated by vertical piers and ending in corner pavilions. Of special prominence is the
gymnasium’s north facade, which echoes the temple design of the auditorium (see below); its
two-story colonnade is fronted by painted piers with clerestory windows above. Behind the
piers, the railed second-story walkway provides stellar views of San Francisco Bay.
For a celebrated moving-picture theater architect like Pflueger, the auditorium was familiar
turf. But rather than cranking out a typical design, he worked in architectural allusions to
George Washington’s beloved home. The architect articulated the north facade (figure 18)
with a towering Greco-Roman colonnade of eight slender, unfluted Tuscan columns, the same
number used for Mount Vernon’s east facade.93 Centered behind them, an immense glazed
portal, some two stories tall, illuminates the theater lobby. At the bottom of this glassed-in
opening are four sets of double doors, pierced with windows. The only other breaks in the
solid north facade wall are glazed single doors on either end (at the first and seventh bay), a
box office on the west, and a horizontal line of seven small louvered windows (again
following the Mount Vernon model). From the outside, each window appears framed by two
columns. The theater block stands strong and dignified, evoking a temple on the hill. It is no
wonder that this facade has become the iconic image of the campus.
Inside the massive structure are the auditorium with balcony (figure 15), lobbies (figures 16
and 17), bathrooms, storage space, and the backstage area fully equipped with a fly tower and
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rigging equipment for scenery changes. The specifications found in the architect’s papers
suggest that the theater even had a projection booth equipped to show nitrate film.94
6. Music room. The original Miller & Pflueger plans feature a music room connected to the
auditorium (figure 3). But funding shortfalls delayed construction until after World War II.
Milton Pflueger undertook the commission in 1951 and designed a two-story rectangular
structure with a shallower apse and more windows. Due to the sloping site, this addition is
visible largely from the athletic fields to the south (figure 13). The interior features a small
auditorium on the second floor and classrooms and offices on the first.
7. Sargent Johnson frieze. A final word should be said about the football field installed in
1940. Arrayed on a south–north axis, the field forms a “T” with the “temple front” of the
auditorium. The south retaining wall carries the monumental 12’-high, 185’-wide frieze
(figure 52) designed and completed by WPA artist Sargent Johnson, following Beniamino
Bufano’s dismissal.95 Cast in 6’ x 14’ sections and affixed to the wall in 1942, the frieze
depicts larger-than-life male and female athletes engaged in events featured at the Olympics,
as well as a team of football players behind the south goal posts.96 Continuing the classical
theme, the east bleachers (figure 54) display over the east entry a quote attributed to Plato:
“Of all victories, the first and greatest is for a man to conquer himself.”
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For safety reasons, highly flammable nitrate film is projected from a shuttered booth that can be closed off to
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The papers were purchased in 2012. Consulted were the GWHS project records found in C7, C-12, C-13, C-29, Tube 38, Tube 88, and Oversize folder 11, unit C. The finding aid to
the papers, completed by Emily Vigor and Cailin Trimble in 2015, is available, as of
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The active office files of the San Francisco Unified School District were unavailable for
consultation by the task force. These could hold valuable blueprints and records relating to
George Washington High School. Blueprints might also be available in the office of the San
Francisco City Architect in the Department of Public Works.
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Appendix 1: The George Washington High School Campus in Photographs*
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Figure 1. Aerial photo of the campus in 1938, before construction of the gymnasium, auditorium, and
football field. Photo by Harrison Ryker. Photo courtesy David Rumsey Historical Map Collection.
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Figure 2. School model pictured in program for the GWHS groundbreaking ceremony, November 4, 1934.
*Unless otherwise noted, all photos were taken by Annette Melville.
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Figure 3. Campus plan from The Architect and Engineer v. 125 (April 1936).
Orientation compass (lower right) has been added. Courtesy Internet Archive.

George Washington High School (GWHS)
HABS No. CA-2939 (page 36)

Figure 4. West-facing lobby entrance at the intersection of Anza and 32nd streets, 2019.

Figure 5. Bas-reliefs by Robert Boardman Howard (left to right) of
Thomas Edison, George Washington and Walt Whitman, 2019.
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Figure 6. Symbols above the west lobby door, 2019. These suggest subjects taught at
the high school (upper left to lower right): Mechanics, civics (fasces are an ancient
symbol of collective power), music, cooking, chemistry (?), and drama.

Figure 7. Southwest corner of the academic unit, 2019. The ground level houses the
cafeteria. The south side is wrapped for the seismic retrofit.
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Figure 8. Shop building, looking north, 2019. A bridge connects this structure with the academic unit.

Figure 9. West facade, academic unit, looking south, 2017. Photo courtesy Tammy Aramian.
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Figure 10. South stairway (first bay) of the academic unit, looking east, 2019.

Figure 11. Standard classroom, academic unit, looking toward the corridor, 2019.
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Figure 12. South-facing U-shaped courtyard of the academic
unit in 2019 during the seismic retrofit.

Figure 13. South campus looking north, 2019. The campus buildings (from left to right) are:
the academic unit, the auditorium-music room complex, and the gymnasium.
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Masonic door

Figure 14. Auditorium, 2020. The gymnasium is to the left (east) and the academic unit to the right (west).
The football field frieze by Sargent Johnson is in the foreground.

Figure 14: Standard classroom, academic unit, looking toward the corridor.

Figure 15. Auditorium interior, 2019.
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Figure 16. Ground-floor auditorium lobby showing second lobby above, 2019.

Figure 14: Standard classroom, academic unit, looking toward the corridor.

Figure 17. Auditorium ground-floor lobby, looking east, 2019.
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Figure 18. Auditorium, north facade, 2020.

Figure 19. Gymnasium, upper floor, 2017. Photo courtesy Christopher VerPlanck.
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Figure 20. Masonic door, academic unit, 2019.
The lintel encloses a compass and square, both symbols of Freemasonry.

Figure 21. View from the esplanade, looking north, 2019.
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Figure 22. Double-helix stairway, 2020.

Figure 23. Skylight for stairwell, 2020.
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Figure 24. Washington bas-relief, entry pavilion, looking west, 2020. Washington wears
a “Continental” cocked hat, like that painted on the lobby’s center door lintel.

Figure 25. Esplanade looking west, 2020.
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Appendix 2: GWHS Muralists and Architect as Seen in San Francisco Frescoes*
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Clockwise from top left, figures:
(26) Ralph Stackpole from Bernard
Zakheim’s Library (1934), Coit Tower;
(27) Gordon Langdon from his
California Agricultural Industry (1934),
Coit Tower, photo (2020) courtesy Jon
Golinger; (28) Victor Arnautoff from
his City Life (1934), Coit Tower;
(29) Timothy Pflueger (in green hat)
from Diego Rivera’s The Making of a
Fresco (1931), San Francisco Art
Institute; (30) Lucien Labaudt from
Gordon Langdon’s California Agricultural Industry (1934), Coit Tower.

*Unless otherwise noted, all photos were taken by Annette Melville in 2019.
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Appendix 3: Key to the Library Frescoes, in the Artists’ Own Words
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Figure 31. The Progress of Scientific Thought (1936) by Gordon Langdon,
above library entrance, second-floor corridor. Photo (2011) courtesy Tammy Aramian.
Key: (1) “Modern science” is personified by Robert A. Milliken, recipient of the 1923 Nobel Prize in Physics and
Director of the Norman Bridge Laboratory, California Institute of Technology; (2) Goddess of Curiosity. GWHS
lore maintains that Langdon used his wife as a model; (3) “Ancient science” carrying a compass. Given the
3 well be
illustration of the Pythagorean Theorem above the door and the tetrahedron at his feet, this figure could
inspired by Pythagoras of Samos. Pipes obstruct the view of the top of the fresco.
“The two large figures denoting ancient and modern scientific thought respectively are painted to illustrate not
only the advancement of knowledge, but also the change which has taken place in the mood and technique of
those who are searching out new truths. To heighten this contrast, yet to give it humorous relief, the little
Goddess of Curiosity stands below the alarms, half amused, half puzzled by the intricacies of [the] modern
electrical apparatus.
So the description might be carried on in greater detail, but the artist feels that the relation between the written
word and the painted image is a delicate one and may easily defeat its purpose by becoming too complex; for in
the end the painting must stand alone, speaking its own language.”
―Gordon Langdon’s “Description of Fresco above Library Doors in the George
Washington High School, San Francisco, California,” Pflueger Papers, C-12
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Figure 32. The Advancement of Learning through the Printing Press (1936) by Lucien Labaudt, east wall, library.
Photo (2011) courtesy Tammy Aramian.
Key: (1) Henry Wadsworth Longfellow with Evangeline as British soldiers expel her from Nova Scotia; (2) Edgar Allan Poe with the raven;
(3) John Greenleaf Whittier and his barefoot boy; (4) William Marton with doctors using anesthesia; (5) Benjamin Franklin with his kite;
(6) Thomas Edison with a light bulb; (7) Paleontologists; (8) Father Time with his scythe, and a rose and skull (symbols of life and death);
(9) Johann Gutenberg printing books with moveable type, the first European to do so; (10) Captain John Smith; (11) Readers; (12) George
Washington with the first American flag; (13) Thomas Jefferson with the Louisiana Purchase; (14) Abraham Lincoln; (15) Father Serra.
The fresco was damaged in a 1989 fire.
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“At the George Washington High School library the problem of the surface was a long rectangle 24’ x 5’9” with a clock in the center and below
a number of book cases, rectangular in shape and a door on the side; small windows on the side wall and a large window on the other wall.
The theme ‘The Advancement of Knowledge through the Printing Press’ gave me the idea to utilize the clock on the wall as part of the printing
press, repeating the design of the bookcases in the beams of the press, vertical and horizontal, having that center based on strength and
symmetry. My mural was designed to unify the irregular windows on the side and the symmetrical bookcases below.
Knowing that my figures would look small even though they were the height of the panel, I decided to make large heads of prominent men of
letters, science, history and religion and relate these heads of the striking works they produced. Edgar Allen [sic] Poe and his “Raven,” Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow and “Evangeline,” John Greenleaf Whittier and the “Bare Foot Boy,” Benjamin Franklin and his kite, Thomas Edison
and his lamp, William J. Marton and the application of Anaesthesia, Scientists mounting a Dinosaur. Then the Press, Johann Gullenberg [sic]
and his helper getting impressions on loose sheets that later form a book. The clock suggests the symbol of time. History is represented by
Captain John Smith and a sail boat, George Washington with the emblem of the country, Thomas Jefferson with the Louisiana purchase,
while in front school boys of different ages are studying history. Abraham Lincoln is connected with the freedom of the slaves and Father
Junipero Serra represents the spreading of religion.”
―Lucien Labaudt, “Frescoes,” Pflueger Papers, C-12
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Figure 33. Contemporary Education (1936) by Ralph Stackpole, west wall, library. Photo (2011) courtesy Tammy Aramian.
Key: The fresco shows students getting hands-on experience in some of the practical subjects taught at an up-do-date high school,
such as George Washington. (1) Two students looking for fashion ideas in a magazine; (2) Students learning to use a sewing
machine; (3) Student typist; (4) Male and female students in the cooking laboratory; (5) Students practicing auto repair; (6) Student
with radio equipment; (7) Students reading and preparing for class. The fresco was damaged in a 1989 fire.
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“The first part of the picture shows the Home Arts. Two girls are looking at a style magazine. In the background is a group
engaged in actual dressmaking. In the foreground of this group, one girl is writing on a typewriter.
The second part is the [Home] Economics Class. Girls and boys are grouped around a modern electric stove studying the art
and science of preparing food. The scene is a modern kitchen with ice box, etc., and on the wall is a chart showing meats,
vegetables and fruits.
The third part is the Mechanical Arts. Students are around a work table working on radio chassis and parts. They have
built a miniature [broadcast] tower. In the background they are working on the motor of a modern automobile and to the
extreme right is a group studying from text books.”
―Ralph Stackpole, “Arts, Home Economics, Mechanics,” Pflueger Papers, C-12
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Appendix 4: Victor Arnautoff’s Life and Era of George Washington in Pictures*

2

1

Figure 34. George Washington High School lobby stairs, facing east.

KEY TO THE LOBBY MURALS
Based on Arnautoff’s essay in The Architect and Engineer v. 125 (1936).
Walls: (1) Washington’s early years (west to east) at
Mount Vernon, as surveyor, and in the French and Indian
War; (2) the coming of the American Revolution (west to
east): the Boston Tea Party, the burning of tax stamps, the
Boston Massacre, the raising the first flag of the new
republic, and Washington taking charge of the troops;
(3) Washington, Congress, and the Army at Valley Forge;
(4) Surrender of the Hessian mercenaries; (5) Washington
bidding farewell to his officers; (6) Washington discussing
the Constitution with Hamilton and Jefferson;
(7) Washington at Mount Vernon; (8) Washington pointing
the way west; (9) Washington giving his estate to
education; (10) Washington taking leave of his mother.
Ceiling: (A) Moon; (B) Sun and rainbow; (C) Liberty
Lintels: (11) California seal; (12) Great Seal of the United
States; (13) San Francisco seal; (14) Compass and
4 Gunter’s chain; (15) Sword, firearm, spyglass and
“Continental” cocked hat; (16) Pen, inkwell and paper.

Washington
statute

Lobby plan

*Unless otherwise noted, all photos were taken by Annette Melville in 2019.
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Figure 35. Washington’s early years, lobby staircase, south wall [Mural key 1].
Photo (2019) courtesy Richard Evans.
This mural along the lobby staircase’s south side presents vignettes from Washington's early life. A tree
divides the narrative into two parts. The right shows Mount Vernon [1] and young Washington as a
surveyor of western lands [2]. In his left hand Washington holds a Gunter's chain, the same measuring
instrument depicted in the fresco decorating the northernmost door lintel of the lobby’s east side [Mural
key 14].
The left side presents the scenes from the French and Indian War, in which Washington served as a
colonial militia major. Native Americans occupy the lower center amid the French, British, and American
colonials. During this conflict, both the British and French had important allies among American Indian
nations.
In his Architect and Engineer article, Arnautoff does not detail his choice of scenes for this panel but the
lower left side may show an event from 1753, when the governor of Virginia sent the 21-year-old Washington to the Ohio Valley to deliver an ultimatum to the French commander [3]. Note the dispatch, sealed
in red wax, in Washington’s left hand. The upper center may depict events of 1754, when Washington
led Virginia militiamen and their Native American allies against the French in what is now southwestern
Pennsylvania. The militiamen built the wooden Fort Necessity as their home base [4]. Outnumbered,
Washington eventually surrendered and returned to Virginia.
Although Arnautoff did extensive research for this project, he erred in depicting Native Americans of the
eastern woodlands with teepees [5].
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Figure 36. The Coming of the American Revolution, lobby staircase, north wall [Mural key 2].
Photo (2019) courtesy Tammy Aramian.
The opposite wall illustrates the coming of the American Revolution and how everyday Americans
initiated the fight against the British. On the left are vignettes showing the burning of tax stamps [1],
the Boston Massacre [2], and the Boston Tea Party [3]. Arnautoff undoubtedly knew that the first
to die in the Boston Massacre was Crispus Attucks, the African American who thus became the first
American to lose his life to create the republic. [Attucks is shown in the later mural by Dewey
Crumpler described in Appendix 6.]
At the center is the raising of the first American flag in Philadelphia [4]. Hoisting aloft the colors are
five working-class men. Note that, in Arnautoff’s retelling of history, only after the public has risen
up against the British does Washington arrive on his white horse [5] (upper right) to take command
of the Continental Army. In his right hand is a three-corner hat like the one shown in the lintel fresco
above the lobby’s center door on the east side [Mural key 15].

Figure 37. Plaster line between fresco sessions.
“Buon fresco” involves painting directly on wet lime
plaster. The plasterer covers only the amount of wall
surface that can be painted while the plaster is wet.
Here, in this detail from the Mount Vernon panel
(Figure 42), can be seen the line between different
fresco sessions. As the plaster dries, the pigment
become part of the wall. Arnautoff insisted on hiring
a union plasterer and supervised the work himself.
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Figure 38. Washington, Congress and the army at
Valley Forge, north alcove, west side** [Mural key 3].
Continental Congress delegates in warm, winter clothes
(left) look on as Washington points to his ragged soldiers, bandaged but battle-hardened, who desperately
need more resources to pursue the fight.

Figure 39. British surrender at Yorktown, north
alcove, east side** [Mural key 4]. Hessian
mercenaries give up their arms to rank-and-file
soldiers, not officers.

Figure 40. Washington bidding farewell to his officers, southwest alcove, west side** [Mural key 5].
Those in front may be Lafayette (center) and von
Steuben, thus illustrating how the foreign-born helped
the Continental Army achieve victory.

Figure 41. President Washington mediates
between Hamilton (center) and Jefferson in interpreting the Constitution, southwest alcove, east
side** [Mural key 6].
**Photos taken by Tammy Aramian in 2016.
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Figure 42. Washington at Mount Vernon, north lobby wall [Mural key 7]. Photo (2019) courtesy Richard Evans.
On the north wall is this controversial mural showing Washington at his beloved Mount Vernon plantation. At the far left, an enslaved African-American
groom [1] holds Washington’s horse, while Washington speaks with his overseer. On the right, three coopers make barrels [2], assisted by an
enslaved African American [3]. Through the window can be seen African Americans carrying crops to the Potomac for shipment [4].

Washington never grew cotton, except in Arnautoff’s retelling of history. His powerful image of cotton-pickers in
the field (upper center [6]), may be based on a 1935 Resettlement Administration photo taken by Ben Shahn in
Pulaski County, Arkansas (left); it was reprised by Arnautoff in the Mount Vernon vignette in the upper west
corner of the south stairway mural (Figure 35). The image was also repurposed by Arnautoff in later murals for
post offices in Linden and College Station, Texas. Arnautoff’s argument is that slavery lives on in the twentieth
century through the practice of sharecropping.
This is the mural that inspired protests in the late 1960s and led to the creation of Dewey Crumpler’s MultiEthnic Heritage (1974), described in Appendix 6.
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Front and center, barefooted, enslaved African Americans shuck corn and load sacks [5], emphasizing the fact, generally neglected in textbooks of the
1930s, that Washington owned other human beings and that his wealth depended on their labor. The enslaved peoples work alongside the betterclothed whites. Although both contribute to Washington’s wealth, only the whites seem to profit from it.
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Figure 43. Washington points the way west, south wall, lobby [Mural key 8]. Photo (2019) courtesy Richard Evans.
The south wall represents Arnautoff's effort to link Washington with westward expansion and California. As the artist wrote in The Architect and
Engineer, "I did discover that he [Washington] was one of the first who visualized and discussed with his friends the tremendous possibility of the
west. And there is it―by means of war and peace the 13 states grown up to 48.”

Arnautoff rejects the usual 1930s-era notion that Western expansion involved taking over empty territory and
substitutes the concept that settlers took their land by deceit and murder. In the south stairway panel (Figure 35),
Native Americans are valuable allies. Here an American Indian shares a peace pipe with a pioneer under a
broken laurel branch [5], a symbol of broken alliances and treaties to come. The message: Fog-shrouded San
Francisco, in the upper right [6], came at a high price.
The dead Native American [4] has been castigated by activists as humilitating and disrepectful. But it is possible
that Arnautoff, a trained sculptor, based the figure on depictions of fallen Christian saints, such as Stefano
Maderno’s Saint Cecilia (above), one of the most famous sculptures in Rome. When the saint’s grave was discovered in 1599, it was said that
her body showed no decay. The sculptor recreated the saint in marble just as she was found. Art-savvy viewers would have grasped the analogy.
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But the “west” in Washington's time was the region between the Appalachians and the Mississippi River, not California. So Arnautoff solved the
problem by dramatizing what he called "the march of the white race from the Atlantic to the Pacific." At left Washington [1], standing with
Founding Fathers John Jay (?), Benjamin Franklin, and James Madison (?) [2], points the way west toward the front lobby doors. Pioneers [3]
follow his direction, walking past a martyred American Indian [4]. The pioneers are painted in grisaille, a gray monotone, suggesting that in their
wanton pursuit of land, they have become less than men.
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Figure 44. Washington taking leave of his mother,
southeast alcove, east side [Mural key 10]. It is
said that Washington’s mother was dying when her
son was elected president. She urges him to accept
the will of the people and to leave her behind.
Martha Washington and her African-American maid
(Oney Judge?) look on.

Figure 45. George Washington, lobby. This
20th–century bronze cast from the marble statue
(1785–92) by Jean-Antoine Houdon is on loan
from the San Francisco Art Commission.

Figure 46. Washington bequeathing shares of
Potomac Company stock to create a national
university, southeast alcove, west side [Mural
key 9]. The university was never founded but
Arnautoff used the event to underscore
Washington’s support of education.
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Figure 47. North alcove ceiling vault, lobby. Revolutionary War scenes appear
on the walls of this alcove. On the banner overhead Arnautoff lists six major battles.
Above, the moon [Mural Key A], a symbol of death, appears to weep for the fallen.

Figure 48. Southwest alcove ceiling vault, lobby. Two peacetime vignettes appear on
the walls. Overhead are the sun and a rainbow [Mural key B], symbols of life and renewal.
The banner carries a quotation from Washington's Farewell Address (1796), a letter in
which Washington urges "friends and fellow-citizens" to "promote…institutions for the
general diffusion of knowledge." George Washington High School is such an institution.

Figure 49. Southeast alcove ceiling vault, lobby. Two vignettes illustrating
Washington’s selfless service to the republic appear on the walls. Above, Liberty
[Mural key C] places in the sky 13 stars for the 13 new American states. The stars
form a circle, just as they do in America’s first flag shown on the north staircase
wall. The banner proclaims our first president as “a citizen of the United States.”
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Figure 50. Three government seals, lobby’s
west doors (left): San Francisco [Mural key 13],
the Great Seal of the United States [Mural key 12]
and California [Mural key 11]. Above photos (2020)
courtesy Tammy Aramian. The triptych of seals
celebrates the results of westward expansion as
well as the entities that made George Washington
High School possible.

Figure 51. Objects used by Washington,
lobby’s east doors (left). These are (north to
south): Compass and Gunter’s chain, a
measuring instrument used by surveyors in the
18th century [Mural key 14]; Sword, firearm,
spyglass and “Continental” cocked hat [Mural
key 15]; Pen, inkwell and paper [Mural key 16].
The attributes may also allude to qualities of the
three Americans—Edison, Washington, and
Whitman—pictured in the bas-reliefs above the
exterior front door (Figure 5).
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Appendix 5: Sargent Johnson’s Frieze (1942)*

2

1

Figure 52. Football field end zone,
looking southwest (above). The retaining
wall carries the monumental 12’ high, 185’
wide cast-stone frieze completed by WPA
artist Sargent Johnson in 1942. Cast in 6’ x
14’ sections, the frieze depicts larger-thanlife male and female athletes participating in
events featured at the Olympics, as well as
a team of football players. Johnson took
over the commission in 1940 after the firing
of Beniamino Bufano. Although not officially
titled, the frieze is often called Athletics.

3

Figure 53. Sargent Johnson at work on
the clay model for his frieze (right). Photo
(1941?) courtesy San Francisco History
4
Center, San Francisco Public Library.
*Unless otherwise noted, all photos were taken by Annette Melville in 2019.
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Figure 54. Details of frieze. The confident athletes
demonstrate their prowess. The men are cheered on
by a dog mascot [1] and the girls by a cat [2]. Olympic
symbols―seven interlocking rings [3], the torch [4]
and the victory palm [5]―are woven into the design.
Most figures illustrate Olympics sports, aside from the
11 football players [6] directly behind the goal posts.
Continuing the classical theme, the east bleachers
entry portal (left) features a quote attributed to Plato:
“Of all victories, the first and greatest is for a man to
conquer himself.” The two photos at left were taken
by Tammy Aramian in 2014.
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Figure 55. Model by Sargent Johnson, 1941. Photo
(2012) courtesy Tammy Aramian. In November 1940,
the San Francisco Art Commission approved Johnson’s
sketch for the football field frieze. The above model,
dated 1941, expresses Johnson’s concept in three
dimensions. From an early date, he planned the frieze as
a linear procession, much like the friezes decorating
ancient temples. Note the artist’s signature in the lower
right corner.
In 1942, Johnson gave his maquette to George
Washington High School, where it remained crated
and forgotten until 1990, when it was found in the
basement by then-Assistant Principal Jim Dierke.
The model has since been put on display at GWHS.
Figure 56. Lion hunt (ca. 645-35 BCE), frieze
from ancient Iraq showing the sporting
exploits of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal.
Uncovered during excavations in the 1850s, the
frieze4has been reassembled at British Museum.
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Appendix 6: Murals Painted After the New Deal
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Figure 57. Center panel, Multi-Ethnic Heritage: Black, Asian, Native/Latin American (1974), the
“Response Murals” by Dewey Crumpler, academic unit. Photo (2016) courtesy Tammy Aramian.

Key: (1) Spirit of life; (2) Malcolm X; (3) Martin Luther King; (4) Collective strength of Black people;
(5) Chains of bondage; (6) Spirit of the future; (7) Frederick Douglass; (8) W.E.B. Du Bois; (9) Charles Drew;
(10) Langston Hughes; (11) Mary McLeod Bethune; (12) Sojourner Truth; (13) Crispus Attucks; (14) Black
family; (15) Akhenaten; (16) African spirit; (17) Paul Robeson; (18) John Brown; (19) Continuous energy of the
spirit; (20) Hierogyphics; (21) Walls of ancient history; (22) Walls of freedom; (23) March on Washington.
3
“In 1968 the Black students at George Washington High School began to raise their voices in protest against the
depictions of Blacks and Indians in…the WPA fresco painted by a Russian artist named Victor Arnautoff. The
students demanded the frescos be removed and new ones painted in their place…. After months of discussion, a
compromise was reached. The frescos painted by Mr. Arnautoff would remain, and new murals would be painted
in another location at the school site.

2

I began working with the Black Students and faculty in discussing theme possibilities. After a number of meetings,
it was agreed…to widen the theme to encompass other minority people. Mexican and Asian students began to
participate in developing a theme for the murals. The students decided that the theme should revolve around the
struggle of the Third World People. I then began developing sketches of many possibilities for the theme.
The students knew very little about their history and culture. With the aid of teachers and community people, I
began…intensive research into the history and culture of Third World People. A number of students provided
historical and pictorial accounts of figures that played important roles….
After gathering a great deal of information in San Francisco, I found that additional research was needed….So I
began to travel in the United States, Mexico and the Caribbean. In my travels I was able to acquire a better
4
understanding of the magnitude of this project. In November of 1972, I began to paint the new murals…. The
murals were completed in March of 1974.”
―Dewey Crumpler, “The Story Behind the Mural,”
Ethnic Mural Dedication, 1974
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Figure 58. Multi-Ethnic Heritage: Black [center], Asian [right], Native/Latin American [left] (1974),
the “Response Murals” by Dewey Crumpler, west end, east–west corridor, academic unit.
Photo (2016) courtesy Tammy Aramian.
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Figure 59: Dewey Crumpler. In 2019 (left), from a video statement advocating public access to the murals,
recorded by the George Washington High School Alumni Association, and in 1970 (right), courtesy San
Francisco Examiner Photograph Archive, the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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4 Figure 60. Student murals. Over the years, GWHS art students have added murals to
the corridors and stairwells of the academic unit. Pictured above are seven examples,
photographed by Annette Melville in 2020.

