
W. Lambert Brittain

August 10, 1922 — April 22, 1987

We have lost a friend; a citizen; a quiet, questioning intelligence; an extraordinary teacher; a modest man whose 

quest was individual development—his own and ours.

It was Brit’s wish that his illness not be known. He wanted his relationships with others to be centered in living 

rather than on dying. So his death came as a shock to many colleagues and friends, even to some who had met with 

him in the final months of his life. Our silence and not knowing was a gift he prized.

He wrote his own obituary, leaving only the date to be filled in—so we read it with unusual care, recognizing that 

in it he has told of what he valued in his life. He said:

Cornell University professor W. Lambert Brittain, sixty-four, of Ithaca, died on Wednesday, April 22, 1987, 

at Tompkins Community Hospital after a long illness. He was born in Boston, a son of George and Sarah 

Stephenson Brittain.

He was a professor of human development and family studies in the College of Human Ecology at Cornell 

and was locally well known for supervising the Saturday art classes for children, which were offered at 

Cornell each year. Many of the activities from these classes formed the basis for new directions in the study 

of creativity and art for children.

Professor Brittain received a bachelor’s degree from Syracuse University and a master’s degree and a 

doctorate from Pennsylvania State University. He served with the U.S. Army in the Pacific during World 

War II, reaching the rank of first sergeant in the infantry.

He was active in community affairs and served as president of the Forest Home Improvement Association 

on two different occasions, as well as on committees for local school and civic groups.

In addition to his father, he is survived by his wife, Harriet Brittain of Ithaca; two daughters, Constance 

Bouchard of Wooster, Ohio, and Ann Brittain of Miami; three sons, David Brittain of Syracuse, Bruce 

Brittain of Ithaca, and Douglas Brittain of Detroit; two granddaughters; and two brothers, Oliver Brittain 

of Walpole, Maine, and Harvey Brittain of Boothbay Harbor, Maine.

There will be no memorial service and no calling hours. The family requests a period of privacy.



As a scholar, Brit studied creative processes in human development, directed theses, and wrote articles and books; 

as a teacher, he built situations in which persons could discover their own strengths and styles and stood ready to 

encourage successful discovery; as a citizen of the university and of its neighboring community of Forest Home, 

he was a persistent, dependable voice of reason, whether the question was one of tenure or of neighborhood traffic.

And his relationships have been marked by continuity as well as by quality: he was part of the Cornell faculty for 

thirty-five years, investing in its programs, careful for their excellence; he was available to students, supporting 

their efforts; and he lived with his family throughout those years in one house of his own design.

He was a gentle man and a gentleman. He knew who he was and what he cared about, and he arranged his life 

accordingly. Not surprisingly, then, he chose how he would use his remaining time: he visited his 103-year-old 

father in Maine with his family; he continued to work with his neighbors in Forest Home toward a civilized 

community; he met with his students; and he completed the eighth edition of the book that joins the vision of 

Viktor Lowenfeld with his own.

The book, Creative and Mental Growth, stands with the Saturday morning class as a remarkable legacy: the one 

descriptive, the other demonstrative, of Brit’s respect for children, his enthusiasm for creative and intellectual 

activity, and his dedication to individual development.

In the preface he wrote:

It is only through children’s interactions with adults that positive values are established and reactions to 

the environment are encouraged. It is this interaction that is crucial in learning; this is particularly true 

in the area of art expression. It is not the development of transitory skills that is important, but rather the 

development of a sensitive, creative, involved, and aware child.

Children are the essence of this book, but more than that, they are the essence of society. How children are 

cared for, nourished both physically and psychologically, gives an indication of the value society puts upon 

itself and its future. 

We are grateful for this sensitive, creative, involved, and aware man.

Nancy M. Dodge, Henry N. Ricciuti, Helen T. M. Bayer


