
RUSSEL WRIGHT

Russel Wright’s artistic talent emerged early. His tenacity 
also emerged at a young age, and he found odd jobs to pay 
for art lessons. At the Cincinnati Academy of Art, he became 
known as the “child prodigy in short pants.”

Illness set Russel back in school, but he worked hard and  
at age 16 graduated from high school. To please his father, 
Russel agreed to enter law school. Judge Wright, however, 
thought Russel too young and allowed him a year off before 
entering Princeton. This gave Russel the opportunity to 
attend art school in New York City, where at the Art Students 
League he discovered his passion for three dimensional work. 
A faculty member at the Art Students League, Boardman 
Robinson, hired Russel to tutor his children. There were 
endless encounters with the “literary and intellectual lights” 
who visited his employers. At the end of that summer, Russel 
was transformed into a healthy young man of 18 in long 
trousers who had tasted the “food” he had yearned for  
all his life. Russel considered this the most wonderful 
summer of his life.

With trepidation Russel left for Princeton in 1923,  
grateful at least for its close proximity to New York City.  
He quickly found himself involved with Princeton’s newly 
student-formed Theatre Intime designing scenery. His 
grades began to suffer, and his advisor E. Baldwin Smith was 
obliged to inform Russel’s parents of the decline. Never 
was there a more glowing letter written about poor grades. 
“Frankly I consider the boy remarkable, and...I am sure that 
he is going to make a very big mark for himself. Incidentally, 
his set for an Elizabethan play is the most artistic and 
accomplished thing of its kind that I have ever seen.”

With his freshman year behind him, Russel spent the 
summer of 1923 in Woodstock at the Maverick Art Colony 
designing and directing their annual festival. His theme that 

summer was the circus, around which he planned satirical 
sketches and created large papier-mâché circus animals. 
Realizing that the legal trade held no interest for him, Russel 
left Princeton in 1924 to begin his career in theatrical design. 
The next few years brought a number of jobs at various 
theatres in New York City and summers at the Maverick 
Festival, where there was no shortage of enlightened and 
talented people—one of whom was Mary Small Einstein. 
They married in fall of 1927 and returned to New York 
City to embark upon a partnership that was to become  
one of the most influential in modern design.

Ultimately, Russel’s theatrical efforts, as tenacious as they 
were, did not prove to be the career of his dreams, but he 
credits those years for teaching the skills of his future. These 
hard-earned lessons turned out to be the lifeblood of the 
profession Russel helped to form—industrial design.

Cubist theatrical set piece for the Maverick Festival 
by Russel Wright, ca. 1924.


