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Introductory Statement 

The San Diego Unified School District has amassed a collection of 109 paintings, many of which were 
donated by individuals for the educational enrichment of San Diego students.  At least twelve paintings 
were commissioned by the Depression-era Works Projects Administration, and are technically owned by 
the federal government.  In 2005, SDUSD contracted with Pamela Bensoussan, an Accredited Senior 
Appraiser by the American Society of Appraisers, to inventory, catalogue and appraise the District art 
collection.   

All of the district paintings that could be located were assembled at the La Jolla High School campus.  
Ms. Bensoussan conducted a physical inventory in December 2005, during which she photographed, 
inventoried and recorded all relevant characteristics of the paintings. She then reconciled her records 
with the information provided by the District, including the current inventory and historical information 
about the collection.  The original acquisition records, dating from the 1930s to the 1950s, were not 
available.   

Ms. Bensoussan inspected 96 paintings, and identified another 18 that were unaccounted for.  During the 
period in which she was conducting the inventory, five of those paintings were located within the 
District, and another was recovered from an auction house liquidating an estate and returned to the 
District collection.  Ms. Bensoussan estimated that the Fair Market Value of the located paintings is 
$810,650.  She estimated that the Fair Market Value of the twelve un-located paintings is up to $176,000 
(assuming that they are in good condition). 

SDUSD hired Betty L. Engel in 2006 to assess the condition of selected paintings and provide 
recommendations and estimates for conservation treatment.  Paintings were selected for inspection 
based on their current market value, condition, and historical importance. Ms. Engle inspected 47 
paintings, including the 21 paintings hanging in the La Jolla High School Library.  She made 
recommendations for stabilization of the paintings to prevent further deterioration, and 
recommendations for complete structural and aesthetic treatment as needed.  She estimated that 
stabilization of all of the paintings reviewed would cost up to $40,000.  Complete structural and 
aesthetic treatment for all paintings reviewed would cost up to $215,000.  If the paintings were treated in 
two stages (stabilization, and then complete restoration) the costs of the complete restoration would 
most likely decrease.   
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Background 

San Diego’s public interest and support for the visual arts grew significantly in the beginning of the 20th 
century, when the San Diego Art Association was incorporated (1904), the Art Students League was 
organized (1910), and the San Diego Arts Guild had its first meeting (1915).  The Panama-California  

Exposition of 1915 brought the first major American art exhibit to this area (at the California Building, 
now the Museum of Man at Balboa Park).  In 1926, the Fine Arts Gallery of San Diego opened in 
Balboa Park. 

In 1929, a group of serious artists who had sound background training and who, in many instances, has 
earned a national or international reputation, formed a group that came to be known as the 
Contemporary Artists of San Diego.  The group included James Tank Porter, Alfred Mitchell, Maurice 
Braun, Charles A. Fries, Leslie W. Lee, Charles Reiffel, Otto H. Schneider and Elliott Torrey, plus three 
artists a generation or more younger than the others: Donal Hord, Everett Gee Jackson, and Leon D. 
Bonnett.   They were the first area artists to seek and gain recognition of San Diego art work outside the 
region, and exhibited together for six years.  Much of their work is “plein air” painting, painted or drawn 
in the open air and infused with the feeling of being outdoors. Works by four members of this group – 
Maurice Braun, Charles A. Fries, Charles Reiffel, and Elliott Torrey – are included in the SDUSD art 
collection.  Charles Reiffel also was a member of the San Diego Museum of Art’s Board of Trustees.  

During the Depression era, the New Deal art projects of Franklin Roosevelt’s Administration (1933 – 
1943) offered work relief to artists by commissioning paintings that were then allocated (indicating a 
restricted transfer of title) to museums and other public agencies.  Several works of art in the SDUSD 
collection were created by artists working with the Schools Curriculum Project subsidized by the Work 
Projects Administration (WPA). In 1949, all functions of the Federal Works Agency (including WPA 
artwork) were transferred to the U.S. General Services Administration (GSA).   

The WPA artwork in the SDUSD collection (including work by Charles Reiffel and Elliott Torrey) is the 
property of the federal government; neither title nor possession of WPA artworks can be transferred 
without federal approval. On its website, the GSA states that “The GSA does not intend to retrieve or 
reclaim WPA artwork housed in non-federal repositories.  Rather, we hope to continue to work with the 
museum community to develop cooperative agreements for the future care of and responsibility for these 
important works of art.”   

The SDUSD art collection includes paintings that are the property of the school district (although some 
were donated to the district with stipulations as to their disposition) and paintings that are the property of 
the federal government.  The 2006 appraisal report identified nine paintings that are definitely WPA 
artworks, and therefore the property of the federal government.  It is unknown whether an additional 23 
paintings (22 of which are by a single artist, Elliott Torrey) are WPA artworks.  SDUSD owns the 
remaining 64 paintings in the inventory.   

The paintings that were reviewed for conservation are listed below, grouped by ownership and artist.  
The total appraised value of each artist’s works and the amount needed for conservation is listed under 
each artist.  The paintings reviewed for conservation include:   
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PAINTINGS THAT ARE THE PROPERTY OF SDUSD: 

Maurice Braun:  
• Five paintings in the collection; two more are not located.   
• Donated by daughter in 1951; in a 1973 letter she stated that her intent was that they “circulate 

continuously throughout the schools so that the children could become acquainted with them.”  She 
stated categorically that she would not approve of selling, deaccessioning, or lending the paintings to 
another institution.    

• Total value for located paintings: $265,000. “Gray Day” is in the La Jolla High School (LJHS) 
library. 

• Amount needed for conservation: $1,175 for stabilization; $18,645 for major treatment.   

Charles Arthur Fries: 
• One painting in the collection; two other paintings are not located.   
• Although he was a WPA artist while in his eighties, the paintings were executed before that period 

and appear to belong to SDUSD.   
• Value of located painting: $60,000.  (Is in the LJHS library.) 
• Amount needed for conservation: $1,300 for stabilization; $12,500 for major treatment. 

Jean Rittenhouse: 
• One painting in the collection.   
• Although subject (Charles Reiffel) was a WPA artist, the paintings were executed before that period 

and appear to belong to SDUSD.   
• Value of located painting: $2,000.  (Is in the LJHS library.) 
• Amount needed for conservation: $0 for stabilization; $1,070 for major treatment. 

Elliott Torrey: 
• Appraisal notes that there are over 60 Torrey paintings in the SDUSD collection; the inventory and 

disposition printout identifies 33 paintings.  Another five paintings are not located. 
• Provenance is unknown; 22 of the paintings inspected may be WPA artworks. 
• Value of located paintings on inventory list: $114,950.  Twelve of them are in the LJHS library. 
• Amount needed for conservation: $30,265 for stabilization; $112,580 for major treatment.   
• Betty Engle’s report noted that “it may not be cost-effective to restore the Torrey paintings that are 

in damaged condition.  However, if a critical view is taken of the entire collection, it would be 
appropriate to assemble a representative grouping of the artist’s best work for educational/exhibition 
purposes and assure that each one of that group is in a good state of conservation.” 

WPA PAINTINGS/OWNED BY FEDERAL GOVERNMENT 

Charles Reiffel:   
• Six paintings plus two that are not currently located. 
• All are WPA paintings and possession cannot be transferred without GSA approval.  The GSA 

transferred murals painted by Charles Reiffel from school buildings slated for demolition to the San 
Diego Historical Society in 1983. 

• Value of located paintings: $274,000. (Three paintings are in the LJHS library). 
• Amount needed for conservation: $0 for stabilization; $14,000 for major treatment. (One of the 

paintings in the inventory – “Waterfront Activity” #G13328 – does not appear in the conservation 
list, so the total cost for conservation may be higher.)   
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Margaret (Margot) Rocle: 
• One painting, located.   
• WPA painting cannot be transferred without GSA approval. 
• Value: $30,000. Is in the LJHS library. 
• Amount needed for conservation: $0 for stabilization; $8,200 for major treatment 

Elanor Colburn: 
• One painting, currently rolled in storage. Would need major restoration before it can be displayed. 
• WPA painting, cannot be transferred without GSA approval. 
• Value: $7,500 damaged, $15,000 fully restored. 
• Amount needed for conservation: $500 for stabilization; $26,700 for major treatment (the low 

estimate for major restoration is $17,800) 

Belle Baranceanu: 
• One painting, currently in storage. Damaged. Would need major restoration before it can be 

displayed. 
• WPA painting, cannot be transferred without GSA approval. 
• Value: $3,000 damaged, $15,000 fully restored. 
• Amount needed for conservation: $6,400 for stabilization; $21,500 for major treatment (the low 

estimate for major restoration is $15,000) 

UN-LOCATED PAINTINGS: 

The appraisal report identified twelve paintings that SDUSD cannot locate at this time.  Eleven missing 
paintings appear on the District’s current inventory; one painting is not listed in the inventory because it 
not valued at $500 or more.  The missing paintings have been identified through photographs in the 
district records; the estimate of their fair market value is based on these photographs and the assumption 
that they are in good condition.  The un-located artwork includes: 
• Two paintings by Maurice Braun, with a combined fair market value of up to $110,000. 
• Two paintings by Charles Fries, with a combined fair market value of up to $32,000. 
• Two paintings by Charles Reiffel, with a combined fair market value of up to $14,000. 
• Five paintings by Elliott Torrey, with a combined fair market value of $20,500. 
• One etching by Richard Volpe, with a fair market value of up to $300. 

SDUSD has registered the missing artwork with the Art Loss Registry, a private organization that 
operates an international database of lost or stolen art and helps recover missing pieces.   

Instructional Implications 

The conservation of the paintings should include the development of slides or CDs of the artworks.  
SDUSD staff members will develop a plan to utilize slides or CDs of the paintings in the Visual and 
Performing Arts (VAPA) curriculum. The plan will include development of curriculum materials to 
accompany the CDs and planning of field trips so students may see the originals and other works of art 
at the partner museum(s). 
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Facilities Implications 

The SDUSD art collection currently is located at La Jolla High School (LJHS), where 21 paintings are 
hanging in the school library.  The remaining paintings are in a windowless, locked storeroom on the 
LJHS campus.  The conservation survey noted that the paintings are stored upright in three large bins 
that lack continuous vertical partitions.  Although all paintings are wrapped in paper and sealed in 
plastic bags, many of the paintings are leaning against other paintings.  Several large, heavy paintings 
are too tall for the storage bins and therefore are angled in and leaning against other paintings.  This 
storage arrangement leaves the paintings vulnerable to damage such as dents, scrapes and tears if they 
are shifted back and forth in the large open bins.    

Ms. Engle recommended immediate modifications to the storage bins and wrappings of the paintings to 
avoid additional damage to the collection due to the storage conditions.  Ms. Engle recommended that 
the way the paintings are hung in the library also be improved because many of them may be in danger 
of falling off the walls.  Most of the paintings appeared to be hung on nails or screws, or with picture 
hooks that were not large enough to adequately support their weight and/or were not securely anchored 
in the wall.  All of the nails and screws need to be replaced with heavy duty picture hooks hammered 
almost closed so that the wire cannot jump out during an earthquake.   

The recommended modifications to the storage bins and wall hangers are now underway.  However, 
neither the storage facility nor the library has the temperature, light and humidity controls needed to 
preserve the works. The conservation survey notes that some of the paintings hanging in the library have 
suffered damage from fluorescent light and ultraviolet light coming in through the windows. 

Budget Implications 

Funding for the conservation of the district’s artwork will be provided by potential funding sources 
identified on Attachment 2.  There will be no cost to the district. 

Public Support and Engagement Implications 

Student and public access to view the artwork is a key goal of the conservation and display of the 
SDUSD art collection, which has become increasingly valuable as a repository of the work of local 
artists in the first half of the 20th century.    

Policy Implications 

The SDUSD art collection is an important collection of depression-era artwork, much of which depicts 
San Diego before significant development.  The SDUSD art collection includes works that are of 
historical significance and of interest to the residents of the entire San Diego region.  Professional 
conservators are needed to guide the District to take the steps needed to preserve the collection and 
provide additional public access to it. SDUSD does not have staff with this type of professional 
expertise.  SDUSD also does not have the kind of temperature, light and humidity-controlled exhibition 
space needed to secure and preserve the art works.   
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One or more of the museums in the region might provide the expertise needed to conserve the collection 
and provide appropriate storage and exhibition space. The Board of Education must decide whether the  
paintings in the district art collection should be transferred (permanently for WPA artworks, on loan for 
SDUSD-owned artworks) to a museum, preferably in Balboa Park, which is centrally located for District 
schools and residents.   

Recommendations 

The Superintendent recommends that the Board of Education: 
1. Authorize staff to initiate development of agreements with targeted museums at Balboa Park to take 

possession of the selected WPA paintings and loan of selected SDUSD paintings. 
2. Authorize staff to initiate GSA approval for transfer of WPA artworks. 
3. Authorize staff to pursue grant funding to support the stabilization and restoration of the SDUSD art 

collection. 

Report prepared by: Pete M. Iverson, Chief Business Officer, Business Operations Division and 
Rose Gustafson, Manager, Material Control, Business Support Department 

ATTACHMENTS: 
Attachment 1: Inventory and Disposition of District Art Collection 
Attachment 2: Potential Funding Sources for San Diego Unified School District Art Conservation 
 


