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A chance remark by a Hawthorn District 73 school secretary led to the discovery of a children's mural painted in the 
Great Depression era as part of President Franklin Roosevelt's Works Progress Administration.  
 
Hawthorn's wall size mural was found underneath a drop ceiling in one of the original classrooms in the Option 
school building which is scheduled to be razed later this year as part of the $39.5 million school building and 
expansion program.  
 
Anita Foster said she had "a little flash of memory" when members of the newly formed Hawthorn Preservation 
Committee were tossing around ideas about what should be saved from the old school building.  
 
She attended the Hawthorn Elementary School as a young girl. "I wondered if the mural was still in the room. I 
remembered it had been painted over when the ceiling was dropped to accommodate new lighting."  
 
Foster's comment sparked the interest of other committee members. Principal Karen Cencula took a flashlight and 
poked at the ceiling tile. "There it was. You could see the top 10 inches of the mural," she said. "I didn't know then 
that it was a WPA painting on canvas."  
 
An art specialist from the Chicago Conversation Center was brought in to examine the part of the mural not covered 
with paint. She determined it was among the hundreds of art pieces created for public buildings and schools before 
and during World War II.  
 
Hawthorn's art treasure titled "Children's Stories" was painted by an unknown artist in 1937. This was verified by 
Highland Park art historian Connie Kiefer who found it listed among WPA murals identified in the Federal Arts 
Project in Illinois, a research book authored by George Mavigliano, a professor at Southern Illinois University.  
 
"It's a very exciting find," said Kiefer. The historical reference showed Hawthorn as a school in Libertyville.  
 
Donations needed 
Preservation committee members hope to come up with public donations to underwrite the $17,000 needed to 
remove, restore and replace the mural in a proposed historical room. The special room is expected to cost about 
$80,000 and would house not only the restored children's painting but also other saved artifacts including examples 
of building materials and furnishings used in the early days.  
 
"The money won't be a problem," said Rich Paul, school board president. "We can loan the committee money and 
they can repay it later. We'll do what we have to do to preserve it and worry about finances later."  
 
The school district has an existing foundation with about $7,000 available for school projects. Additionally, 
Hawthorn PTO has pledged $1,000 to help underwrite the restoration.  
Murals painted as part of the federal works program have been discovered in other Lake County schools.  
 
Four wall murals were found under layers of paint on the auditorium wall of the Gorton Community Center, a 
former Lake Forest elementary school. Gorton embarked on a $100,000 capital campaign to raise money to 
complete the restoration costs. To date, two of the murals have been restored.  
 
Gorton Director Gail Hodges pointed out the federal work program employed more than 5,000 artists who created a 
quarter-million art pieces in public buildings across the country. Gorton learned about the murals hidden beneath 
seven layers of paint on the auditorium wall through a research project about WPA art.  
 
The artists' mission was to promote the appreciation of art in every day life, Hodges said in an interview with the  
Lake Forester.  



 
Researchers followed clues and the author's photographs and compared them to the auditorium wall. The walls were 
painted over in the 1960s probably due to accumulations of dirt and soot coming out of heating vents below.  
 
The Lake Forest murals, approximately 9 feet 6 inches tall by 6 feet 6 inches wide, were painted in 1936 by Ralf 
Christian Hendricksen. Each depicts one of the elements: air, water, earth and fire.  
 
Keifer gained considerable experience in the restoration of WPA art following the discovery of nine murals in 1995 
at Highland Park High School where she was chairwoman of the Fine Arts program.  
 
She said the art projects changed the style of American art and allowed artists an opportunity to stray from the more 
acceptable European style.  
 
"Before the WPA art program most (recognized) American artists were European-trained and so that was the only 
kind of artwork that was acceptable."  
 
Since the high school discovery, additional murals were found in Highland Park elementary schools. Costs of the 
restoration are being underwritten by a Youth Education in Arts grant.  
 
Art photos 
Keifer didn't stop there. She photographed all historical art in the schools and designed an elementary school 
curriculum centered around the art program now used in the local schools. For additional information, visit the Web 
site www.highlandpark.org/historic/.  
 
Keifer participates in the National New Deal Preservation Association whose mission it is to preserve artifacts from 
the Great Depression era. She also edited a book on the 1,500 murals found in Chicago public schools. It was 
authored by Heather Becker, president and CEO of The Chicago Conservation Center.  
 
Those wanting a last look at the Option school building before it is torn down may attend a last look reception from 
1 to 4 p.m. April 18 when the building will be open to the public.  
 
Preservation committee members who hope to raise money for the mural restoration include former principals Ruth 
Brockman and Erwin Einhorn and former business manager Jess Porres. Also, school officials Mick Hall, Joan 
Sheldon, Alan Hahn, Cencula and Foster.  
 
Cencula and Hahn attended Hawthorn School as did Foster and her family. "My mother Gen LaMagdeleine taught 
here and was a member of the School Board," Foster said. "My sister, Sue Corkins also taught here. Her classes 
were held in portable units." 
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