
Jon Gnagy – America's Art Teacher

A Long Way From
Varner's Forge, Kansas

Jon Harvey Gnagy was born on January 13, 1907
at  Varner's  Forge,  in  Kingman County,  Kansas.  Not
large enough to be called a village,  this turn-of-the-
century outpost-settlement was near the town of Pretty
Prairie, just a short distance to the North.

As Jon grew and matured, living and working on
the family farm, he absorbed that unique, robust influ-
ence of the “pioneer spirit” and it never ceased to be
reflected  strongly  in  his  later  professional  artistic
work.

Jon's  parents  were  Hungarian-Swiss  Mennonites
and they, along with their religion, helped to influence
his early work as a youngster.

Jon's father,  Irvin Henry Gnagy,  was born on 30
July 1880 in Ohio and he died on 5 December 1948 in
the town of Hutchinson in Reno County, Kansas.

Jon's  mother,  Mary  Hauenstein  Leatherman,  was
born on 8 April 1884 in Guilford Township, in Medina
County, Ohio and she died on 26 December 1948 in
Hutchinson,  Reno  County,  Kansas.  Her  death  came
only 21 days after the passing of her husband, Irvin.
Mary's first husband was John H. Klinefeldt, who died
due to illness soon after their marriage, and she then
married  Irvin  Gnagy,  making  her  full  “legal”  name
Mary Hauenstein Leatherman Klinefeldt Gnagy.
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Mennonite Communities oppose any sort of vanity
or elaborate dress, their beliefs grasp a firm founda-
tion of self-reliance, and they practice family traditions
based on nineteenth century “craft” customs.

Pretty Prairie's First Mennonite Church was organ-
ized  in  October,  1884,  the  first  pastor  was  J.  J.
Flickinger, and services alternated between the homes
of  John  B.  Graber  and  Andrew  Schwartz.  The  first
meetinghouse was built in 1886 and sold in 1891. Two
successive  buildings were  destroyed by a  fire  and a
tornado,  respectively  but  a  final  brick  church,  still
standing today, was erected in 1927.

It was in this steadfast environment that Jon began
to develop his creative and inventive skills common to
rural craftsmen. Like most of his parental generation,
these pioneer souls solidly grasped the tried and true
saying:  “Use  it  up,  wear  it  out.  Make  it  do,  or  do
without.”

In response to the Mennonite belief that any type of
“portraiture” was tantamount to idolatry, Jon's ener-
gies were focused strictly on subject matter relative to
daily life on the family farm and the local Kansas land-
scape.  These  artistic  endeavors,  however,  were  well
done and they proved to be good enough for Jon to win
art  prizes  at  the  Kansas  County  and State  Fair  Art
Shows.

At the age of eleven, Jon was allowed by his parents
to concentrate on his talent and he began to draw and
paint without any formal outside instruction. The only
painting done by Gnagy during these years which is
still known to exist was painted in the “old masters”
style and it is held by the family. At thirteen, he won
more prizes at the Kansas State Fair, held in Hutchis-
on, and he gained increasing attention each year at
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the  State  Fair  by  referring  to  himself  as  the  “self-
taught 'Blacksmith' of art.”

During this period, Jon obtained additional work at
a newsstand to help with family finances and he made
extra money by creating posters for small businesses
and art shows in Wichita.

His vigorous “American Scene” compositions were
noticed by an employee of one of the petroleum com-
panies operating in Tulsa, Oklahoma –– the “oil capit-
ol” of the nation at the time. At the age of seventeen,
he was offered a position as an artist in an industrial
public relations organization and the following year he
advanced to the position of art director for the com-
pany.

Even before leaving high school, Jon had begun his
professional  career  in  earnest,  producing  specialized
posters  for  the  1924  International  Petroleum  Exposi-
tion.

The job was a perfect fit for the young artist and it
added to the continuing preparation for his eventual
tenure as “America's Art Instructor,” providing live au-
dio-visual education to television audiences.

In 1927, at the age of 20, Gnagy married his 18-
year-old assistant, Mary Jo Hinton, and they moved to
Wichita, Kansas. Mary Jo, too, was a self-taught artist
who became quite versatile in cartooning, illustrating,
and calligraphy.

In 1928, their first child, a boy named Jon Michael
was  born,  but  the  baby lived only  a  few days  after
birth. The following year, 1929, their daughter, Polly,
was born. 

During his ad agency employment in Wichita,  he
was lucky enough to work on various advertising pro-
jects, gaining valuable experience. One of the agency's
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clients  was  Cessna  Aircraft  Corporation,  which  was
headquartered in Wichita, and Jon was assigned to the
account. Seizing the opportunity, he began a study of
aerodynamics,  aircraft  manufacturing,  and  anything
else that might help him understand the airplane busi-
ness.

In addition to creating artwork and illustrations for
the Cessna DC-6, he wrote ad copy for the company's
advertising  campaign.  It  was  unfortunate  that  the
same  day  the  airplane  made  its  maiden  flight,  the
stock  market  crashed  and  the  Great  Depression
began. This, in turn created financial problems for the
company.

Jon left Wichita, taking his family to Kansas City,
where he landed another good job with a slightly big-
ger ad agency. It was here that Jon discovered a won-
derful resource for the building of a career in commer-
cial art. Jon enrolled in the Kansas City Art Institute's
evening classes and began his first encounter with the
serious, formal study of art.

In spite of clashes with his evening instructor, who
criticized Gnagy's “self-taught” methods, Gnagy found
the school  to  be extremely stimulating and he thor-
oughly enjoyed discussing artistic endeavors and ideas
with  other  students.  His  enthusiasm  and  ambition
were whetted by the “philosophy” of art.

In addition to studying in the evenings, Jon worked
hard at his new job and he began a self-study program
to learn everything he could about the entire business
of  commercial  art,  advertising,  public  relations,  and
the art business in general.

In 1931, when Gnagy thought he was prepared for
the “big leagues,” Mary Jo and Polly returned to Texas
where  they  lived  temporarily  with  the  Hinton family
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while Jon headed to New York City to make his for-
tune. His plan was to bring his family east as soon as
possible.

As it turned out, the move to the Big Apple was far
from the great success Jon had hoped for. The Depres-
sion  had  firmly  taken  a  death  grip  on  businesses
throughout the nation and the economy was suffering
greatly.  Soup  kitchens  were  opening  in  cities  and
towns with increasingly regularity and at least a third
of the work force was seeking employment to no avail.

Although  Jon  had  been  lucky  enough  to  obtain
some free-lance advertising assignments from the Alu-
minum  Company  of  America  (ALCOA),  it  wasn't
enough. After completing some full page layouts and a
“finished art” contract for three full-page ads, which
ran  in  the  Saturday  Evening  Post and  Fortune
Magazine, there was no further work for him.

The free-lance success with ALCOA had fooled Jon
into thinking that he was going to do well in New York
City and he had his wife and children join him. Ini-
tially, they moved into a small apartment in Pelham,
just outside of New Rochelle, but they quickly realized
they could not afford the “luxury” Jon's commuting to
the city every day.

They left Pelham and moved into economy quarters
over a steam laundry in Flushing, Long Island, where
the couple's second child, a son named Steven, was
born.  Things  were  rapidly  becoming  bleak  for  the
young couple.

Hitting the bottom of the barrel in 1937, Jon was
unable  to  cope  with  the  situation.  He  suffered  a
nervous breakdown which required seven months of
hospitalization.  His  illness  culminated  in  severe  de-
pression, hyper-sensitivity to criticism, and utter diffi-
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culty  with  rejection.  His  symptoms presented  them-
selves as extreme worry, acute stress, and occasional
anger. It would ultimately prove to be an illness that
would be a pivotal point in his life.

Being  unable  to  function  normally,  Jon  couldn't
understand what was happening to him. The more he
worried, the more frustrated he became. He was un-
able  to  comprehend  the  nature  of  the  mixed  and
sporadic levels of consciousness he was experiencing.
At one point, he simply sat for hours with a notebook
in hand, repeatedly writing, “What is art all about?”

Even  today,  mental  disorders  are  far  from being
fully understood but in the 1930s there was almost
nothing known that could actually help a patient to re-
cover.

Gnagy was originally  diagnosed as a case of  “de-
mentia  praecox”  which was considered to  be  a  pro-
gressively  neuro-degenerative  disease  automatically
resulting in irreversible loss of cognitive functions.

In  those  days,  however,  most  “misunderstood”
psychoses were lumped together within the diagnosis
of  dementia  praecox.  Today it's  called schizophrenia
and it's known as a biological illness caused by ana-
tomical or toxic processes within the brain's chemical
balance.

Gnagy suffered similar –– but not exactly the same
–– symptoms and he was able to recover after a series
of electro-shock treatments and psycho-therapy. Most
probably, he suffered from an extremely severe case of
Manic Depression, which presented itself as episodic
disorder events instead of increasing loss of cognitive
function. It is most likely this manifestation was the
reason he was able to recover and not suffer perman-
ently impaired brain function.
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After his months in a hospital, and a series of elec-
trical shock treatment sessions, Jon's health began to
improve and he was soon sent home. Upon returning
home, he threw himself into his work, beginning with
separate versions of a watercolor painting of  a Palm
plant sitting in the corner of his house.

He was, once again, able to continue his search for
employment, finding a job as an assistant art director
in  an  ad  agency  in  Philadelphia  and  the  move  was
quickly made from New York City. The salary was good
and circumstances for the Gnagy family improved dra-
matically. Jon was doing well enough to commute to
work so he moved the family to the town of New Hope,
an  “art  colony”  about  40  miles  from  Philadelphia
where he and his family had once rented a summer
cottage.

Both the job and the move to New Hope proved to
be a god-send for Jon and his family. In the growing
art colony of New Hope, Jon could mingle with other
artists, discuss art, and exchange ideas and opinions.

An added (and extremely positive) benefit of the job
was that Jon could seriously study his chosen profes-
sion for a minimum of three hours every working day
while  riding  the  commuter  train  to  and  from  Phil-
adelphia.

For the next eight years, the Smoking Car of that
commuter train was Jon's university, classroom, lib-
rary, and study hall.  When riding the train,  he was
never seen without something to read and he avidly
devoured  every  book,  magazine,  and  newspaper  he
could get his hands that dealt with the subjects of art,
theater, and philosophy.

He spent as much time as possible with the many
famous artists, authors, playwrights, composers, lyri-
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cists, and humorists who lived in what was called the
Bucks  County  Genius  Belt. These  folks  were  trans-
planted  New  Yorkers  who  loved  art,  theater,  philo-
sophy, and the general American experience of creativ-
ity.

All in all, the years he spent living in, and embra-
cing,  this environment were vastly more educational
and interesting than any college or art school he could
have attended.

In addition to his personal studies, he started his
own small-scale art school and gradually perfected his
teaching  methods  which would,  one  day,  make  him
famous.

Distilling  his  self-discovered  pedagogical  theories
into a method of art instruction, Jon began to acquire
students and he did so with the zeal of a missionary,
but, he always longed for a much larger audience for
his teachings.

Like Paul Cézanne and others before him, Gnagy
emphasized the four basic shapes –– ball, cube, cone,
and  cylinder  ––  and  he  incorporated  them  into  a
simple, easy-to-follow teaching technique. His classes
proved to be quite successful and he quickly realized
this  was  something  that  could  easily  be  adapted  to
wide-spread instructional avenues.

While  attending  the  1939  World's  Fair, Jon  wit-
nessed a demonstration of a new type of communica-
tion device called “television” and after reading a Popu-
lar  Mechanics article  on  the  same  subject,  he  was
prompted to research this new “educational miracle.”
He studied the subject in depth and began to work on
a series of Ten Minute Lessons he hoped to eventually
bring to the air-waves.

Jon  had  come  to  the  conclusion  that  television
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could  be  the  ideal  teaching  medium for  millions  of
people in the privacy of their own homes and the idea
persisted in the back of his mind; all he needed was a
chance to enact his vision if television ever came to full
fruition.

During this period,  Jon organized and assembled
all of his ideas, notes, and drawings into the first  Art
Instruction Book that he would write and which would
eventually be given the title of You Are an Artist!

Throughout his life, he continued to study art, psy-
chology,  philosophy,  physiology,  and  biology.  The
physics of light and color became an obsession with
him. He developed a personal “educational chart” in an
attempt to decipher the creative processes of the hu-
man mind.

Much later, after Jon had fully regained his health,
strengthened  his  conception  of  art,  developed  his
methods of art instruction, and achieved professional
success, he finally felt secure enough to write about
the period of his illness:

“I  couldn't  handle  the  slightest  criticism.  I  was
acutely sensitive to any suggestions on how I should do
things or that I should change anything artistically. On
a positive note, though, I found that my mental state al-
lowed me to see things differently and I had a great
many artistic inspirations during my illness. As soon as
my health improved and I  became well,  I  tried to ex-
press these inspirations on canvas. It was then that I
came to the realization that I lacked the “mechanical”
know how to do exactly what I wanted to do. It was a
complete and thorough epiphany for me.”

“For years after that, I spent my evenings and week-
ends studying art and artists, theories of light and col-
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or, philosophy, psychology, physics, and physiology in
an effort to obtain the requisite know-how and to find (if
I  could)  that  elusive  intangible  “key”  to  the  esthetics
that I sought.”

“When I finally reached the point at which I was sat-
isfied that I had achieved my goal, I decided that what I
wanted most of all, was to share this knowledge with
others. The desire to express creativity is resident with-
in everyone –– all people –– and if they are shown, and
instructed, logically how to make an idea materialize on
paper  or  canvas their  inspiration  grows and gains  a
discernible momentum. They can then work intuitively
and have a swell time of it, enjoying the fun of creating
something tangible.”

“'There  is  nothing  like  the  supreme  satisfaction  a
person receives from being able to express objectively
some “thing” that is both subjective and nebulous. That
is what art is; the expression of unconscious feelings in
an objective form.”

On 7 December 1941, the Japanese navy bombed
Pearl Harbor on the large Hawaiian Island of Oahu.

The Hawaiian Islands were, at that time, a “protect-
orate” of the United States and the military aggression
enacted by the Japanese was therefore an act of war
against the United States. Prompted by a speech from
President  Roosevelt,  the  U.S.  Congress  immediately
declared  that  a  “state  of  war”  existed  between  the
United States and Japan.

Being 35 years old, married, and having two chil-
dren, Jon was in a low risk category for conscription
into military service during World War II. Also, his reli-
gious affiliation as a Mennonite would not allow him to
join  the  service  except  for  some  sort  of  “peaceful”
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status. Many Mennonites (and other conscientious ob-
jectors) served honorably in hospital work, as corps-
men, in farming, forestry, road construction, and sim-
ilar “non-combative” occupations during the war.

It was during the first year of America's involvement
in World War II that Jon took on additional work to
help the war effort in his own way. One of those jobs
was the training of hundreds of volunteers in the pre-
paration of camouflage exhibits for the  National Cam-
ouflage Exhibit at the Franklin Institute under the aus-
pices of the U.S. Fourth Army District. Jon also served
as an art director for the War Service Committee which
was responsible for the creation of posters displayed
throughout  war  production  plants  in  the  industrial
area of the eastern seaboard.

The  experience  Jon  gained  during  the  war  effort
proved to be invaluable for his future endeavors. By
handling the conceptual development of his program
and personally implementing the training courses for
his lecture series he continually reinforced his ideas
concerning the use of large scale instructional activit-
ies.

With each lecture, he became more poised, confid-
ent, and persuasive in his manner of speaking. Follow-
ing the war, he was a much sought after lecturer on
the subjects of  “The Science of  Color and Harmony”
and “The Psychology of Color Vision.”

Jon proved to be extremely popular on the lecture
circuit and he was continuously scheduled for lectures
and demonstrations in art schools and science schools
in  addition to  State  Teacher's  Colleges  all  along the
eastern coast. With every talk, lecture, and demonstra-
tion,  Jon became more proficient  and skillful  in his
role as an audio-visual educator.
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By the time television was ready for Jon Gnagy, he
was more than ready for television. He had regener-
ated, reinvented, and molded himself into the role of
an accomplished and proficient audio-visual educator.

Seven years after his introduction to the electronic
medium of  television  at  the  1939  World's  Fair,  Jon
Gnagy made history.

It proved to be one of those rare occasions in which,
as the old saying goes, “The stars were aligned.” It was
a combination of the right person, at the right place, at
the  right  time,  possessing  perfect  credentials  and
characteristics requisite for the job.

On  his  television  show  You  Are  An  Artist! Jon
presented  the  first  televised  art  instruction  course
teaching basic drawing skills. It was also the first tele-
cast made from atop the Empire State Building. The
date  was 13 May 1946;  the  place  was  the  National
Broadcasting  Company's  Studio-H;  and  the  telecast
aired over NBC's newly created Channel 4.

When the 15-minute drawing class drew to a close
(pardon the pun),  Jon Gnagy had become  America's
Art  Instructor. His  students  proved to  be  among the
largest art class ever taught in the world . . . the televi-
sion audience.

His  televised  classes  were  an  immediate  success
and the “self-taught 'Blacksmith' of art” assumed the
role  of  The  First  Television  Star.  In  the  process,  he
would soon become a “household friend” to millions of
people.

One person who fondly remembered Jon was Bill
Einhorn, the producer of the show from 1950 to 1955.

The first version of the show, from 1946 until 1950
was called  You Are An Artist but when Einhorn took
over as producer,  the title  was changed to  Learn to
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Draw.
Bill  warmly  recalled  Jon's  introductory  remarks

which were  the start  of  every television appearance:
“The ball, cube, cylinder, and cone . . . by using these
four shapes, I can draw any picture I want . . . and so
can you!”

“The camera really liked Jon,” said Bill. “His quiet
sincerity,  his  confidence,  and  his  humility  charmed
both the camera and the audience. His trimmed Van
Dyke beard, the easy, quick smile, the plaid shirt ––
they all immediately became his trademarks.”

Bill noted that most people today don't realize Jon
was a well known television personality on television,
and that he was considered to be a “star,” long before
performers like Lucille Ball, Desi Arnaz, Milton Berle,
or Arthur Godfrey entered the medium of television.

“In fact,” said Bill, “Jon was the first act on the first
commercial television show ever telecast. It was on 13
May, 1946 and on that day, NBC's Studio-H in New
York City was filled with excited anticipation. The tiny
studio,  up until  that  time,  had been used for  radio
broadcasts.”

In those days, television studios used Klieg lights so
everything would show up brightly enough for those
old cameras to broadcast an acceptable display on a
television set in the viewer's home.

Klieg lights are an extremely powerful “carbon arc
lamp” that produces not only light, but incredibly in-
tense heat. They are similar to the lamps used in an-
cient  movie  theater  projectors  that  burned  like  arc
welders.

In  those  small  television  studios,  the  amount  of
heat generated was astonishing and –– added to the
heat generated by the old, large, vacuum tube cameras
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and all of the technicians present –– it was a torturous
environment.

Bill  continued,  “With  everyone  sweltering  in  the
100-plus  heat,  the  floor  manager  began  the  count-
down: Five–Four–Three–Two–One. Here we go! And the
Master of Ceremonies, Warren Hull, read some intro-
ductory remarks printed on cue cards; 'Welcome to Ra-
dio City Matinee!' ”

That first show included Maggie McNellis, who was
referred to as one of the ten best-dressed women in
America  and  who  did  a  short  “show  business  and
celebrity gossip commentary” of sorts. Next was Virgin-
ia  Sales,  a  veteran,  seasoned character  actress  who
did a short comedic skit. She was followed by comedi-
an Eddie Mayhoff who did some impersonations and
told  some  jokes,  and  finally,  a  chef  named  George
Rector did the first TV cooking show.

“But, the real opening attraction,” said Bill, “was a
man who was to become  America's Art Instructor.  As
the  old  saying  goes,  'They  were  saving  the  best  for
last.' ”

Warren Hull  announced, “And, here he is,  Ladies
and Gentlemen, Jon Gnagy!”

The floor manager pointed to the main camera op-
erator  and the  control  booth operator  turned a  dial
which put the camera on “broadcast.”

In the excitement and nervousness of the moment,
Jon's usually  controlled and confident voice cracked
just a little bit as he looked into the camera and said,
“Hello, friends this is Jon Gnagy. I am here to prove to
you that  you can learn to draw by following my step-
by-step lessons. Today we're going to draw this picture
of an old oak tree.”

Reaching for  a crayon to make his initial  stroke,
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Jon saw that it had melted into a shapeless mass from
the heat of the Klieg lights! He calmly substituted a
piece of dark chalk. As he drew his first line, the chalk
let out a little sound something like a squeak, but he
ignored it, continuing with the confidence of a expert
artist.

As  he  drew,  he  spoke  in  a  quiet  conversational
manner, explaining each and every step of the process;
telling why and how a certain line or shape was used.

He  continually  reinforced  the  “fundamental  four”
concept that he always taught: “Ball,  cube, cylinder,
cone. With these shapes you can draw anything you
want.”

By the time ten minutes had passed, and the draw-
ing  was  nearing  completion,  the  floor  manager  mo-
tioned to Jon that there were only three minutes left
for the segment. Acknowledging him with a nonchalant
nod, Jon finished the drawing, finally placing some sil-
houettes of birds on the tree branches. He thanked the
audience  for  watching  and  asked  people  to  send  in
postcards  saying  whether  or  not  they  enjoyed  the
show, and also requesting any comments or questions.

With that, the floor manager motioned for a switch-
ing of cameras and Warren Hull appeared on the live
television screen to wrap things up.

Jon quietly stepped away from the easel, mopping
the sweat from his face. He made his way to an area
away  from  the  camera  set-up  that  was  just  out  of
sound  range  of  the  studio  microphones.  Just  that
short  segment under the draining heat  of  the lights
had tired him more than he had expected.

Nearby a telephone flashed a red light, a technician
picked  up the  handset,  listened  for  a  moment,  and
then handed it to Jon.
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On the other end of the line was NBC founder Dav-
id Sarnoff, calling to personally thank Jon for his per-
formance  and  congratulate  him  for  a  job  very  well
done. Sarnoff was extremely pleased with the art seg-
ment of the show and informed Jon he wanted to set
up a meeting with him very soon.

Dr. Vladimir Zworykin, the inventor of the television
camera  and  picture  tube,  gave  Jon  a  hearty  hand-
shake of congratulations.

But, the best compliment of all, the one Jon always
remembered with a smile was from the floor manager
who literally coined a new phrase when he said, “Jon,
that was great! Your show is pure television!”

Admittedly, that first live show was seen by about
200 television viewers living within 80 miles of NBC's
new 61-foot tower, which had recently been completed
on top of the Empire State Building and had been built
specifically for telecasts from NBC's brand new Chan-
nel 4.

It didn't take long, however, for Jon's show to reach
millions of viewers throughout the United States. By
1949, over 11 million television sets had been sold and
Jon Gnagy was seen weekly on just about every one of
them.

According to New York Times TV Critic, Jack Gould,
Gnagy was a natural. In one of his columns he wrote
about, “Gnagy's thoroughly engaging set-side manner.”

Merrill Panitt, editorial director for TV Guide, wrote,
“Gnagy's mid-western, easy going manner conceals the
hours of rehearsal and gives an air of spontaneity to
the whole  proceedings.  His  equally  familiar  Vandyke
beard is not an artsy affectation, but a simple and ef-
fective gesture of respect for his Mennonite upbringing
in Kansas.”
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During  the  years  that  Gnagy's  show  You Are  an
Artist was being telecast for NBC (1946-1949) he was
also a prominent New York City celebrity known for his
love of fishing. He had been hired by the Krueger Beer
Company to do a weekend show called  The Weekend
Fishing & Weather Report.

Gnagy would go out on fishing expeditions with his
friends, return home, and then provide a report about
his activities to the New York City viewers. He would
discuss what they had caught, where the fish were bit-
ing, and how much Krueger Beer had been consumed
during the fishing trip.

Every now and then he got around to mentioning
that there was a bit of weather out there in the city. He
would tell the viewing audience, “Go to your window,
look outside,  and you can see for yourself  what the
weather is like.”

On one memorable show, he displayed a new inven-
tion of his to the viewers. It was a  Krueger Beer Can
that  had been punctured with a “church key”  three
times on the top and bottom. He gave the viewers in-
structions as to how it could be rigged up as a trolling
fishing lure and he said that he, personally, had pulled
in a few fish with it.

Krueger Beer, by the way, was the first canned beer
in America –– steel beer cans, not today's wimpy alu-
minum cans. Every year on January 24th the Krueger
Brewing Company celebrates the birthday of America’s
first  canned beer which began in 1933. Krueger has
been brewing beer since 1858.

But, nothing lasts forever,  especially in Television
Land. In 1949, television executives decided the pro-
gramming schedule needed a bit of a shakeup so they
canceled Gnagy's You Are an Artist show and replaced
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it with a musical revue called The Mohawk Showroom
sponsored  by  Mohawk  Carpet  Mills  and  hosted  by
singer and bandleader Morton Downey, a famous tenor
whose nickname was the “Irish Nightingale.”

Downey, in fact, did have a nice voice and he could
bring a tear to the eye with his melodies. But, even
Downey lasted only a short time, being replaced six
months later by Roberta Quinlan, a hotsy-totsy, piano-
playing, lounge singer. She could belt out a song, too.

Gnagy, however, was far from disheartened. He had
been through thick and thin before and the cancella-
tion of his show simply allowed him to refocus his tal-
ents into a different direction.

Throughout his time in the television industry, Jon
met and worked with many people and he worked pro-
fessionally with a number of them away from the tele-
vision cameras.

One of these people was William Einhorn, the same
“Bill” Einhorn mentioned previously. He not only co-
produced Gnagy's  show from 1950 to 1955,  he was
also advertising manager of Arthur Brown & Company,
a New York City art supply house.

Both Gnagy and Einhorn knew a favorable oppor-
tunity when they saw it so they teamed up following
the cancellation of  You Are an Artist and co-produced
one  of  television's  first  syndicated  series.  Originally
called Draw With Me, the name was quickly changed to
Learn to Draw (to coincide with the name of Gnagy's
drawing kits)  and the show was produced for about
$450 per episode.

Bill stepped down from his producer role in 1955 to
focus on the Learn to Draw kits that Arthur Brown &
Company had started producing in 1950. Gnagy con-
tinued producing the show by himself until 1960 and
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then, for the next ten years, the show ran in syndica-
tion on NBC, ABC, and CBS concurrently.

The real money-maker for both men were Gnagy's
Learn to Draw kits.

Neither Gnagy nor Einhorn earned anything from
the production of the television show, instead, they re-
ceived their income from the drawing kits which were
heavily advertised during the show.

Art Supply companies throughout the country ad-
vertised on local television stations, selling the  Learn
to Draw kits, and both Gnagy and Einhorn earned a
living by taking a percentage of every kit that was sold.
By the time of Gnagy's death in 1981, almost 15 mil-
lion kits had been sold nationwide.

1950 was  also  the  year  in  which  Gnagy made  a
change in his approach to his business. With his show
in national syndication, there was no real need for him
to live in, or near, New York City.

This realization enabled him to move his family to
California  where  he  initially  split  his  time  between
homes  in  Palm Springs  and  the  Pacific  coast  at  La
Jolla, California. He also spent a lot of time indulging
in  his  favorite  pastime  ––  fishing.  He  spent  untold
hours on fishing boats and on the beaches from San
Diego to the Baja peninsula.

Every year, he would return to New York City for
the sole purpose of filming all of that year's episodes.
He would take a small apartment from which he could
see the RCA Building, he would complete all of his seg-
ments as quickly as possible, film hundreds of clips for
individual art store advertisers nationwide, and then
he would return to California.

In 1960, when he stopped filming new shows, he
returned to California for good, permanently setting up
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shop in Idyllwild, California, where he operated a small
studio  and gallery  next  door  to  the  Mile  High Café.
That original, small building was destroyed by fire and
has been rebuilt.

Jon's nephew, Allan McCollum, tells a story about
visiting him in Idyllwild sometime in 1969. He says,
“We went up there and found Jon holding drawing les-
sons at the local café on weekends. We went in, sat
down,  and  watched  him  perform  his  magic.  It  was
presented just like it had been done on his TV show,
with an easel, and all the rest of his tools of the trade.”

“Even though he was retired from the business of
television  drawing  lessons,  he  still  felt  the  need  to
teach people that they could be artists.”

Everything  else  aside,  however,  Jon  Gnagy  never
appeared on television simply for money, or even fame.
He sincerely felt a need to help people understand and
learn the basic requirements of the art of drawing. He
felt that it was his job to make his message available
to anyone and everyone.

To him, art wasn't something to be held captive by
untouchables in ivory towers or to be whispered about
in the somber halls of huge galleries –– it was some-
thing to be created by and shared by everyone from all
walks of life.

Lastly,  it  must  be  remembered  that  Jon  Harvey
Gnagy,  this  quiet  Midwesterner  ––  all  the  way from
Vernor's Forge, Kansas –– was the first person to re-
cognize and utilize  the power of  television to inform
and educate people on the subject of art.

By the year 1950, when his show went into syndic-
ation, Jon Gnagy was one of the most well known and
most  popular  personalities  appearing  on  millions  of
television sets throughout the United States.
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Jon's  legacy  and  spirit  lives  on  in  the  countless
number of artists who learned from him. They are the
ones who still say:

“I watched him every Saturday.”
“I learned to draw along with him.”
“I never missed his show.”
“Without him I'd never have become an artist.”

When  Jon  died  from  heart  failure  on  7  March,
1981, at the age of 74, the name Jon Gnagy was still
highly recognizable throughout the nation. He was a
unique individual whose life would have made a per-
fect Frank Capra motion-picture.
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