
This month’s feature… 
 

Walter O’Neill, 
Educational Alliance 
 

Educational Alliance Art School has been offering instruction 
in the arts in New York’s Lower East Side neighborhood for 
well over a century.  Headed by Walter O’Neill since 1997, 
the school has facilities in the Alliance’s flagship building at 
197 East Broadway, which dates to 1895, the earliest days 
of their existence.  A gut renovation of that structure is 
underway in order to build the neighborhood’s first 
community center, the Manny Cantor Center, causing the art 
school to “go on location” at other sites until the center 
opens next autumn.  The school’s ceramics program has 
moved to the Sirovich Center at 331 East 12th Street, and 
clay and stone sculpting classes are being offered at The 
Compleat Sculptor at 90 Vandam Street. 
 
Part of the “settlement house” movement, the Alliance was 
established to help ease the transition of Eastern European 
immigrants into American life.  The organization’s founders 
considered the arts an integral part of human growth, 
essential for proper moral and aesthetic development.  To 
that end, the Educational Alliance Art School boasts a long 
history of solid art instruction and an impressive list of 
alumni that includes leading social realists and abstract 
painters of the 20th century and sculptors Chaim Gross and 
Louise Nevelson. 

 
Today, the Education Alliance Art 
School offers classes in ceramics, 
drawing, painting, and sculpture to 
over 1,800 pupils each year.  A cadre 
of professional artists who are active 
in selling and exhibiting in the New 
York art arena teaches classes for 
teens, adults, and seniors. The Art 
School’s unique free “open studio” 
allows the student to use the studio 
whenever a class is not scheduled. 
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O’Neill credits this feature with fostering a thriving, creative 
community at the school.  He describes his role as leader as 
a mentor and facilitator.  “We focus on teaching skills and 
techniques that provide students with the skills to be as 
creative as they want to be.”  When the main building 
reopens, a full schedule of exhibits will resume to promote 
active dialogue between students and instructors.  
 
O’Neill has a first-hand 
appreciation of creative energy.  
A fresco painter, he came to 
Educational Alliance from a ten-
year term as Manager of the 
fresco program at the 
Skowhegan School of Painting 
and Sculpture in Maine.  He 
says, “It is difficult to balance 
my painting with my 
administrative work at the 
school.  As an artist, I have an 
understanding of and a respect 
for the professionalism of my 
instructors.  I don’t demand a 
set curriculum – I can put my 
trust in them.  They are 
experts.”  O’Neill devotes 
mornings to his own creative 
work at a studio near where he 
lives.  His later workday at the Alliance enables him to be 
present during afternoon and evening class time. 
 
When faced with the major renovation project, O’Neill was 
pleased by the Educational Alliance’s commitment not to 
interrupt the art school.  “It’s been quite remarkable,” he 
says, “that we have been able to keep it going.”  The classes 

at the Sirovich Center have been so 
successful that O’Neill plans to continue at 
the venue, even after the renovation is 
complete.  He says, “The Sirovich Center 
is a senior center run by the Alliance.  
Continuing ceramics classes there is 
consistent with the original mission of the 
Alliance – to enrich the lives of those 
living in the neighborhood. And, with the 
sculpting classes at Compleat Sculptor, 
we have been able to move into SoHo.”  
Over the decades, the Lower East Side 
has transformed into a diverse community 
and the Educational Alliance has 
expanded its reach, drawing students 
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from all over the city.  O’Neill looks forward to the reopening 
of the new and improved ceramics studio on East Broadway, 
but in the meantime, the creative energy of the Alliance 
community flows over barriers of place and continues to 
thrive.  
 
For more information, visit www.edalliance.org/artschool 
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