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Work of art 
. Oakton College curator_ sculpts his ideal vision . 
. by Sue Masaracchia 

C
.urator Nathan Harpaz has 
shaped . Oakton Community 
College's William A. Koehnline 

Gallery into a laboratory of learning 
and showcase of culture. 

During Harpaz's four ·years at 
Oakton, the school's art collections 
have taken more focus and have ·gen­
erated a greater interest from donors. 

He developed the Sculpture Park on 
. the Des Plaines campus and estab­
lished a relationship with Pier Walk at 
Navy Pier.,--the largest juried exhibition 
of outdoor sculpture in the country. 
This agreement allows the campus to · 
receive sculptures. on long-term loan 
after being displayed at the Pier. 

mitment of life. I had to stop. doing art 
I· needed to make some choices and 
chose art history. This way I was still in : 
the field of fine art, but on a theoretical · 
level now." 

Harpaz also had developed a love of . 
teaching. He served as a lecturer and \ 
curator of the Tel Aviv University 
gallery, where he created anq taught a~ 
course in museuin studies used to certi-·~ 
fy curators through a two-year program . 

"It was a very extensive, successful 
program," Harpaz says. "The first year, 
many curators from a· variety of muse­
ums attended in order to become certi­
fied." The course became a benchmark , 
for the field and Harpaz became well- ·i 
known in the museum arena in Israel. ; 

Harpaz received his master's degree 
in 1979, and then became the curator ~ rt is almost a 

mission of life, a 
commitment of life." 

Nathan I-Iarpaz 

"Our collections have increased dra­
matically," says Harpaz, who is work­
ing to increase the· number of sculp­
tures on display on Oakton's Skokie 
campus, including featuring .two per­
manent major exhibitions there. He 
also would like to see more space des­
ignated for permanent art collections as • 
well as for graphics and prints. 

. of the Tel Aviv Memorial Art Museum, 
serving as its director from 1979 to 1987 
and ~upervising a major renovation of 
the museum. He also was responsible 
for the research, "museological concep- '\ 
tion" and the master plan for the design 
of the Hertzliya Museum of Art, Israel,· \ 

there during the mid-l 980s. ·. j· 
Shock absorber 

Some prominent Chicago artists 
have approached the college, request­
ing showings at the gallery due to its 
blossoming reputation. 

School of thought 
The love of art comes naturally ·for 

Harpaz. His maternal grandfather was a 
designer, while his father was an engi­
neer. A cousin on his father's side, who 
lives in Paris, was the first to publish a 
book about artist, who perished in the 
Holocaust, Harpaz says. 

While a student, Harpaz met his t _ 
wife, Miriam, a Chicago · nativ~ t,nd j 
Loyola University stui:lbnt"ffl.;cty\rig r'in 
Israel. They married in i 976 and Jived J 

abroad until 1987, when some person- i 
al events involving Miriam made it nee- i 
·essary for her to return to Chicago. 

Despite . the fact he had studied 
English as a second language since ele­
mentary school: "It was a difficult transi­
tion to come to America," Harpaz says. "It 
was a complete shock arriving there, 
especially since I was not aware of how 
the system worked ahd how to get a 
job." 
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search for full-time employment. 
Timing was on liis side. 

A newspaper ad heralded the n~ed 
for a part-time curator at Oakton 
Community College. Despite the fact 
that the college's gallery was five years 
old, that position had never existed. 
The gallery had not been handl~d con: 
•sistently, offe.ring merely a core art col­
lection from some donations and some 
purchases, Harpaz says. 

Harpaz prepared himself well for the 
. interview, creating a 200-page portfolio, 

~hich included visuals as a demonstra­
. tion of what he could do. "I really.con­

n.ected with'· the dean [the late Richard 
Storinger]," Harpaz says. 

· "We talked on the same level and 
shared the same values. There ·was a lot 

-·of chemistrx,"·'ne·continues. "He gave me 
" a 1chan~e ·a~d I didn't disappoint him." 

. Cmnpus canvas 
Within the first six months, Harpaz 

convinced the administration that the 
position should become a full-time one. 
He also established the Koehnline 
Gallery advisory board, comprised of fac­
ulty members, mostly from the art depart­
ment and some administrators. Under 

, the direction of Harpaz, the board selects 
exhibitions and appfQvt;s programs. 

A native of Israel, Harpaz became inter­
ested in art after high school. After earning 
a bachelor's degree in psychology and 
history, the accomplished oil painter 
served four years in the Isr.ieli military. 

Harpaz explains, "The museum field 
here is tough to break into, especially 
for someone with his background from 
another country. I sent tons of letters 
and resumes; it was a long-term 
search." 

In the meantime, he worked as an art 
consultant and represented other artists 
as an art · dealer, which means interfac­
ing with galleries and museums, net­
working and developing computer 
skills. These abilities allowed Harpaz to 
develop a database of art coHections 
and proved helpful once he arrived at 
Oakton. 
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The decision of which works to dis­
play includes "considering how a piece 
will fit on a certain ·site on campus," 
Harpaz s'ays.. For example, there is a 
child-like community totem by sculptor. 
Peter Michel near the childcare wing al)d 
Jim · Gallucci's "Oracle"-,-a gate leading 
to nowhere-is on tl1e open·lawn, sug­
gesting the openness to education and 
opportunity. The latter frequently serves 

. as a second logo for the college: 

As he pursued his master's degree in 
art history at Tel Aviv University, he 
abandoned creating his own art in 
favor of studying art theory, specializ­
ing in museum studies. Fascinated with 
psychology, especially Carl Jung and 
the concept of collective conscience, 
he wrote many papers combining art~ 
and psychology. 

"At the university, I found it difficult 
qi_. to be a part-time artist," says Harpaz. 

"Art is almost a mission of life, a com-

But after several years of successful 
consulting,. a "medical event" of his 
own in 1996 and "a minor surg.ery that 
got to be a large event"· left Harpaz 
unable to do anything for six months. 
While · recovering, he resumed . his 
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"The gallery serves the community 
with informal education, offering peo­
ple from the community an opportuni­
ty to come here to participate in differ­

. ent activities, including special events 
a11d experiencing visiting collections," 
says J-Iarpaz, who likes to focus on 
Chicago-area ·and Illinois artists. 

·This year, Harpaz. is .teaching two 
courses he created, one in art history 

and an introduction to museum studies. 
"We allow students to get closer to 

the visual art~ programs here, using the 
gallery to analyze exhibitions and do 
research," Harpaz says. "For the art his­
tory course, students can use .our col­
lections as materials for assignments 
and can relate the course materials to 
works available here rather than on 
slide reproductions in books. We have 
the real thing." 

Home front 

It. took him 10 years to return to tl1e 
museum field, but Harpaz now has the 
best of all his worlds- his family, cours­
es to teach and a position that allows 
him to shape the future of a gallery. 

Daughter Ally is graduating from the 
University of Kansas this year with a 
degree in · early childhood education, 
while his other daughter, Sharon, is a 
sophomore at Southern Illinois 
University, studying psychology and 
taking some art courses. 

Wife Miriam completed her degree 
in social work from Loyola and is com­
pleting a master's degree in addictions 
studies and social work while working 
for . the Illinois Department of Human 
Services. 

Although h~ has not painted for 
years, Harpaz has thought about reviv­
ing that interest. He. also enjoys read­

. ing,. gardening and watching basketball 
games. 

Harpaz's goal is to see a gallery like 
Koehnline at the Hartstein campus of 
Oakton in Skokie, though the Skokie 
campus currently lacks space for con­
sistent .. programs. For now, he would 
likl:' to see room for temporary exhibi­
tions carved out and to see more space 
designated for permanent art collec­
tions, especially graphics and prints. 

He also would like to continue 
developing the gallery at the Des 
Plaines campus. "! like the organization 
I am working for and enjoy supporting 
the system and all the activities we offer 
students," Harpaz says. "We are suc­
cesisful because · it is a collective effort." 




