Suggested Questions for

Victoria Kirby, co-author

Allen Tupper True: An American Artist

Please tell me who you are and what is your relationship to Allen Tupper True?

I am Victoria Tupper Kirby and Allen True was my grandfather.

How would you describe Allen Tupper True to someone who knew nothing about him?

Allen Tupper True was an American artist who lived from 1881 to 1955. He specialized in painting murals and easel paintings about the men and women who settled the American West and about the culture and lives of Native Americans. His murals were descriptive and everything depicted in them was authentic and based on his personal knowledge and scholarly research. He also made sure his murals were harmonious with the building’s architecture and the environment in which they were housed.
 I understand that your mother, Jere True, and you have written a biography of Allen True titled “Allen Tupper True: An American Artist.” Why do you think this book is important?

My mother Jere, who was Allen True’s eldest daughter, began this book to make my grandfather’s work better known and appreciated in order to preserve his public murals. 

His murals are not only fine art but his subject matter would never be done again from his unique perspective and personal knowledge. His work also captures the essence of the western character and much of the history of the West. This biography, written by two family members who were very close to True, gives a personal view of the man that no other book can do.
What do you cover in the biography?

This, the first definitive biography of Allen True begins with True’s New England ancestors, then traces the artist’s life from his birth, childhood and young adulthood to his years as a student and apprentice, then accomplished artist and husband and father, to his death.  The book describes and discusses his major illustrations, easel and mural paintings and his work for the U.S. government.  My mother and I relied on letters, diaries and contemporary news accounts as well as family history to write this biography.

What inspired Allen True to be an artist and to concentrate on the West?

Allen True showed an early natural talent for drawing and had a passion for bringing the story of the West to the American public through art.  Even as a student, he felt it important that Americans turn away from European art and that American artists create work that embodies the real spirit of the American life using American subjects and themes such as, in his words: “The history of the cliff dwellers and the pioneers who laid with hardship and suffering the foundation for the building of this great country.”

Allen True’s parents were western pioneers and he grew up in near frontier conditions among Native Americans, cowboys, miners, trappers and other Western pioneers. He painted what he knew and loved.
Tell us something about Allen’s parents?

Allen True’s father Henry, fought with Sam Houston and drove cattle from Abilene to Montana. Also, for a number of years, Henry had a general store & 1600 mules that served miner, farmers, trappers and Indians. True’s mother, Madge, was an educator. She established the first kindergarten in El Paso, Texas and was President of the Denver School board. She also started the first truancy and manual training departments and helped found the Denver juvenile court. His parents instilled in Allen a love of knowledge and a frontier and protestant ethic: hard work, honestly, loyalty, kindness, and to always do your best.
Images of the West and Western landscape play an important role in his paintings. What did the West mean to him? 
The West meant Native Americans and all who had settled the West as well as those who lived there in his lifetime, including farmers, trappers, miners, telephone line men, Pony Express riders, scientists, teachers, and river men. His West included the plains, deserts and the Rocky Mountains from the Dakotas to Texas.


Was he a collector of art, antiques or anything in particular?

My grandfather began collecting Indian artifacts in his early twenties. He gave some items from his collection to the Museum of American Indian in NYC and to the Denver Art Museum. His collection included saddles, blankets, buckskin shirts, moccasins, leggings, beaded capes, whips, pouches and boots, shield and shield covers from a wide range of tribes, including Cree, Jicarilla Apache, Ute, Taos and Ottawa.  True also collected Japanese woodblock prints and art books. 

What was he like?
My grandfather had a great sense of humor, quick wit, and youthful devilry. He was a great raconteur and loved a good party. He was very loyal to his friends and family.

He was not afraid to speak his mind. For example, he was invited to the White House for dinner with President Roosevelt. He described the occasion to my mother:

“You know how strongly I feel about some of the things Roosevelt is doing [he was particularly irked by the WPA which he thought encouraged lack of responsibility and indolence in spite of the fact that he himself had found work through it] and I thought, here is my chance. Would you believe—the night before the dinner I came down with a sore throat and lost my voice! For the movie presented at the White House I was lucky enough to be seated on the President’s right—and I couldn’t do anything but squeak! And I had so much to say to set him right!”

True strove for authenticity as an artist – everything he painted he lived or researched.  He was eager to learn and have new experiences throughout his life.

He loved children and they loved him. I especially remember him telling and reading me stories, playing chess with me, and teaching me how to draw horses and to fly fish.

Allen had a great rapport with and respect for animals. He taught his children and grandchildren to always take care of their animals before themselves. 

He had a dog, named Terry, who was especially important in his life. 


Allen told two stories of Terry in Boston that define the dog’s importance. Once, he wanted Terry to cross a railroad trestle with him; the young dog was terrified, but Allen believed that if he were to succeed in having him cross, he would establish a trust for all time. He did succeed, but it took him an hour and fifteen minutes.



Time was one thing Allen didn’t spare in training an animal. He taught Terry what he felt were fundamental lessons. One of these was to stay in the place where he was told. One day he was visiting a friend and, leaving Terry on their front porch, told him to stay. Later, when he came out, there was no sign of Terry. Allen couldn’t believe his eyes—Terry always obeyed that command. Allen called the dog pound, looked high and low in the neighborhood, and was finally forced to face the fact that Terry was gone.



After a couple of weeks, the friend he had been visiting called him. “Allen!  Terry is here on my front porch!” Allen rushed over and saw his Terry sitting, tail wagging, where he had been told to stay, a ragged rope around his neck. The dog had been kidnapped and tied up, but finally managed to chew himself free.

After Allen married Emma they took up residence at his farm in Silt, Colorado, where their first child, Frank Eaton True, was born on April 4, 1916. Another resident at Silt was Terry. The dog became invaluable to Emma. He was trained so that, if she gave him an old glove of the doctor in Silt to smell and told him to “go get the doctor!,” Terry would race into town to the doctor’s office and the doctor knew what that meant—he was needed in an emergency at the True farm. This gave her, with her newborn baby, a sense of security when her husband had to be gone.

How was he with other family members? 

The Trues were a very close-knit family who kept in touch by almost daily letters. Allen gave emotional and economic support to his sisters and brothers on many occasions. My grandfather and grandmother had four children upon whom he lavished attention, support and love. His youngest son, Tuppy, was born with a fragile x gene, which causes retardation. My grandfather made sure that he was surrounded by caretakers who loved him and allowed him to flourish as best he could. He was very concerned about his other children’s formal education and about teaching them how to enjoy and survive in the wilderness, camp, fish, ride horses and be honest, kind people.
Did you ever visit his studio and see him paint?

My mother and I lived at his Raleigh Street studio from 1943 to 1945, and I visited my grandfather regularly until 1951.  Only my mother and I could be in studio while he worked. His friends knew to stay away when he was working.
Which of True’s murals do you consider his finest and most significant?
I think the sixteen stunning Indian Memories murals he did for the Colorado National Bank in Denver, are his finest. They are also significant because True depicted Native Americans not as savages or primitive peoples, as many other artists had done, but as men and women in their spiritual and daily lives before they interacted with whites. Unfortunately, these murals are now endangered as the current owners are in foreclosure. 

I think his eight murals in the Colorado State Capitol are also significant in their subject matter, which is the history of water in the west, and to my grandfather because they fulfilled his dream of painting – to quote him – “some big Western pictures . . . worthy of a place in our capital and telling something of the Western frontier life that I am so proud being heir to.”

What do you think he would want to be remembered for?

I think Allen True would like to be remembered as a kind and honest man who was loyal to his family and friends and as an American artist who painted the spirit and beauty of the land and people of the American West with knowledge and respect.

Can you tell us about some of the murals he did?

Perhaps his best-known murals as those in the Colorado, Wyoming and Missouri State Capitols and his least known, but absolutely charming work are the Mother Goose murals in the Colorado Springs Nursery School.  Although not his own, True restored the frescos in the Central City Opera House.   His most unusual murals were done for the Colorado General Hospital’s psychiatric ward. 
The head of the psychiatric department at Colorado State Hospital in Pueblo, a Dr. Franklin Gessford Ebaugh, thought that it might ease the boredom and tension of the patients made to lie in tubs full of hot water to have murals painted on the walls. Allen was awarded the contract by the WPA.  He prepared sketches of underwater scenes, full of brightly colored fish, and, for the man’s tub room, a fetching mermaid. He began work and was deeply engrossed when he saw Dr. Ebaugh entering the room. He was laughing.


“Allen,” he said, “one of the interns here came rushing into my office with the dreadful news that one of the inmates had somehow gotten some paints and was smearing them all over the walls! I was pretty sure that inmate was you, but thought I better come along and see! Go ahead with your smearing!”

I understand your grandfather was first an illustrator, then an easel painter before becoming an imminent muralist. Please tell me about this evolution.
True studied from 1902 to 1908 at the prestigious Howard Pyle School in Wilmington, DE and Chadd’s Ford, PA. The Pyle School primarily readied students to become illustrators. While at the Pyle School and later in Boston, True provided illustrations for magazines such as the Saturday Evening Post, Outing, Collier’s Weekly, Scribners Magazine and Art and Progress, to name a few; and books such as Clarence E. Mulford’s The Orphan, Robert Ames Bennet’s Into the Primitive and John G. Neihardt’s epic poem The Song of the Indian Wars.

He turned to easel paintings after leaving Howard Pyle’s school and had exhibitions of his work all over the USA between the years 1912 and the mid-1930s. 


During the Depression he was asked Secretary of State of Wyoming Lester C. Hunt to design the Wyoming license plates. His bucking horse is on Wyoming plates to this day.  He was also hired as a Consulting Artist by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation to lay out color schemes and create decorations for major power houses at the giant dams being build during the Thirties and early Forties (Boulder/Hoover, Grand Coulee, Bonneville, Shasta, Friant and Minidoka). He based his designs on Native American pottery and sand paintings in their decoration. 

Who were some of Allen’s friends and associates?


My grandfather had friends in many different fields including artists Maynard Dixon, Ernest Blumenschein, N.C. Wyeth, Louise and Arnold Ronnebeck, &  Frank Mechau, art patron Mabel Dodge Luhan, movie director Cecil DeMille, writers Henry James, Thomas Wolfe, Carl Sandberg and Robert Frost.
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