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CONSENT CALENDAR 
March 20, 2012 

To:       Honorable Mayor and Members of the City Council 

From: Councilmembers Susan Wengraf, Max Anderson and Darryl Moore 

Subject: Letter of Concern Regarding UC’s Sale of Sargent Johnson Artwork 

RECOMMENDATION: 
Adopt a Resolution and send a letter expressing concern regarding UC’s recent sale of 
public art by Berkeley artist Sargent Johnson and send to Chancellor Birgeneau, 
Representative Barbara Lee, Senator Barbara Boxer and Senator Diane Feinstein. 

BACKGROUND: 
The University of California at Berkeley inadvertently sold a huge redwood carving by 
Berkeley artist Sargent Johnson, a highly acclaimed African American artist, who lived 
and worked from his home at 2777 Park Street in the San Pablo Park neighborhood 
from 1925 to 1933. Johnson worked in wood, ceramics, oils, watercolors, and graphics. 
He became nationally and internationally recognized during the Harlem Renaissance, 
and is today regarded as one of the most outstanding American artists of the 20th 
century.  The redwood sculpture, completed in 1937, was designed as a cover for the 
pipe organ installed at the School for the Deaf and Blind, now the Clark Kerr Campus. 
During the 1930’s, Johnson worked for the Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, a publically funded program of the New Deal. 

The monumental wooden carving (nearly 9 feet x 22 feet) was one of two pieces that 
were both installed at the School for the Blind and Deaf when UC acquired the site. 
When renovation of the site began in the 80’s, the artwork was moved to and stored at 
the UC warehouse. 

In 2009, Harvey Smith, President of the National New Deal Preservation Association 
began searching for the piece. Eventually, he learned that it had been sold out of the 
warehouse as “surplus” to an individual for $150 plus $14.63 tax. 

When contacted by Smith, the General Services Administration (GSA) in Washington, 
D.C., the agency responsible for protecting federal artwork, said that they had made an 
exception when they allowed the University to sell the redwood carving. Later, the GSA 
issued a statement that the agency’s preference would be that the artwork be 
“reacquired and reinstalled” by the university. 
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It has recently been confirmed that the privately owned Huntington Museum in Southern 
California purchased the redwood carving by Johnson in May 2011. Although the value 
has not been confirmed, some say it could have been acquired for an amount in the six 
figure range. 

The loss of this work is significant to the UCB campus, City of Berkeley and the African 
American community. As a consequence of inadequate and careless procedures, the 
work of an important African American artist has been removed from the public realm. 
Art funded by the public, for the public, should be accessible to the public. The 
University of California as a public university and as the steward of art created during 
the New Deal and paid for with federal money, has a serious responsibility to protect 
those works from damage and loss.  

Sargent Johnson’s companion piece may also be at risk.  

I am requesting that the City Council write to Chancellor Birgenau and encourage him to 
do four things: 

1. Make efforts to re-acquire the Sargent Johnson piece and restore it to public 
view. 

2. Protect the companion piece from damage and loss. 

3. Inventory all federally funded artwork on the UC Berkeley campus and make that 
list available to the public 

4. Establish procedures so that the devastating loss of public artwork like Sargent 
Johnson’s cannot happen again. 

CONTACT:  
Susan Wengraf, City Council  981-7160 

Attachments:  

1. Resolution 
2. Letter 
3. Photo 
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RESOLUTION  N.S. 
 

EXPRESSION OF CONCERN REGARDING THE SALE OF FEDRALLY FUNDED 
ARTWORK BY SARGENT CLAUDE JOHNSON TO THE PRIVATE SECTOR 

 
WHEREAS, the University of California designated as surplus and sold a monumental 
redwood sculpture created by artist Sargent Claude Johnson for $ 150 plus $14.63 tax; 
and 
 
WHEREAS, Sargent Claude Johnson is recognized as one of most outstanding African 
American artists of the twentieth century; and 
 
WHEREAS, Johnson’s home and studio was located on Park Street in Berkeley from 
1925 to 1933; and 
 
WHEREAS, the WPA employed Johnson in 1937 to create a carved screen that would 
cover the pipe organ at the California School for the Deaf and Blind which was acquired 
by the University of California; and  
 
WHEREAS, after many years, the privately owned Huntington Museum in Southern 
California has recently announced that it purchased the Johnson redwood carving that 
was once hanging in Berkeley; and 
 
WHEREAS, the loss of this artwork has significant impacts on the legacy of African 
American art to the UC Berkeley campus and the community at large; and 
 
WHEREAS, UC Berkeley has to take responsibility for the poor oversight of this 
particular piece of work; and 
 
WHEREAS, a companion piece created by Sargent Johnson may also be at risk. 
 
NOW THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by the Council of the City of Berkeley that a 
letter be sent to Chancellor Birgeneau with copies to Congresswoman Barbara Lee, and 
Senators Boxer and Feinstein, urging the following: 

1. Make efforts to re-acquire the Sargent Johnson piece and restore it to public view 
2. Protect the companion piece from damage and loss and restore it to public view 
3. Inventory all federally funded artwork on the UC Berkeley campus and make that 

inventory available to the public 
4. Establish procedures so that the loss of important public art cannot happen in the 

future. 
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Dear Chancellor Birgeneau, 
 
In March 2012, the Berkeley City Council became aware that the University of 
California, Berkeley, sold a public artwork by a renowned Berkeley painter and sculptor, 
Sargent Johnson.  
 
Sargent Johnson, a highly acclaimed African American artist, who lived and worked 
from his home at 2777 Park Street in Berkeley from 1925 to 1933. Johnson worked in 
wood, ceramics, oils, watercolors, and graphics. He became nationally and 
internationally recognized during the Harlem Renaissance, and is today regarded as 
one of the most outstanding American artists of the 20th century.   
 
During the 1930s, Johnson was employed by the Federal Arts Project in the Bay Area. 
He served as an artist, senior sculptor, assistant supervisor, assistant state supervisor, 
and unit supervisor at a time when few African Americans rose to management 
positions.  

Johnson’s first large project for the Federal Arts Project was a massive carved redwood 
screen in low relief, measuring 11 feet by 22 feet. The screen, installed in 1937, was on 
public display for decades at the California School for the Blind and Deaf in Berkeley.  
 
The huge, elaborately carved screen and a companion piece, both signed by Johnson 
and labeled as federal artwork, were removed and stored at UC’s warehouse during the 
renovation in the 1980’s of what became the Clark Kerr campus. Apparently, in 2009, 
someone at the University “surplused” the artwork and sold it to an individual for 
$150.00, plus tax – a total of $164.00. 
  
Appraisers currently estimate the value of the Johnson work to be “in the six figures.” 
 
Harvey Smith, president of the National New Deal Preservation Association contacted 
the General Services Administration (GSA) in Washington, D.C., the agency 
responsible for protecting federal artwork. He obtained a copy of a letter in which the 
GSA granted the university permission to sell the Johnson work, and the bill of sale. The 
letter is dated a full year after the date on the bill of sale. It appears as though the letter 
was sought by the university and provided by the GSA post facto.   
 
In May 2011 the Huntington, a private, nonprofit institution in San Marino, California, 
issued a press release that it had purchased the Johnson work for an undisclosed price. 
 Today, the sculpture sits in storage there. 
  
The Berkeley City Council sees the sale of the Sargent Johnson carving as a 
regrettable loss to the public, especially to the African American community; and to 
Berkeley’s artistic legacy.  We’re concerned about the University’s apparent failure to 
recognize the importance of this significant public artwork, and the lack of oversight that 
allowed this valuable work to be disposed of as surplus.  
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It is our understanding that the companion to the Johnson carving is still in the 
University’s possession.  We encourage the University to ensure that this piece will 
remain in the public domain.  
 
The Council requests that the University immediately and thoroughly evaluate the 
practices at the UC warehouse, and institute reforms necessary to protect the public’s 
art.  
 
In addition, we urge the University to inventory the artworks in its possession, including 
location, condition, current appraised value, and insurance coverage. The inventory 
should be made available to the public. 
 
In a letter to Harvey Smith in January 2012, the GSA expressed a “preference” that the 
Johnson artwork sold be "reacquired and reinstalled" by the University. The City Council 
agrees.  We encourage the University to recover the Johnson piece. Federal artwork 
rightly belongs to the public, not to a private collection.  
 
The University of California is a world-class university whose domain includes leading 
art museums. As such, we seek your cooperation and assurance that this unfortunate 
incident will be fully investigated and that proper steps will be taken in the future to 
prevent such an egregious oversight. 
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