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LAWRENCE — This Saturday, the Spencer Museum of Art opens an exhibition celebrating the

centennial of its collection. "Civic Leader and Art Collector: Sallie Casey Thayer and an Art Museum for

KU"2 presents artworks from the 1917 founding gift, several of which have never been on view, along

with archival materials that shed light on the collection’s origins. The exhibition is funded in part by the

Institute of Museum and Library Services and the E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter Foundation.

In June 1917, Kansas City philanthropist Sallie Casey Thayer donated her

collection of more than 7,000 objects to the University of Kansas “to

encourage the study of �ne arts in the Middle West.” The university

established a museum to share Thayer’s collection in 1928, and eventually

this museum assumed the name it holds today: the Helen Foresman

Spencer Museum of Art.

Celka Straughn, the Spencer Museum’s Andrew W. Mellon Director of Academic Programs, curated the

exhibition.

“This exhibition explores Thayer’s collecting practices and motivations, in particular her commitment to

women and their role in civic a�airs and in�uencing culture,” Straughn said. “How and why Sallie Casey

Thayer formed her collection also presents broader questions about the meanings of art collections

and the role of museums in society.”

To help viewers digest the signi�cant amount of history presented in the exhibition, the Spencer

Museum of Art App will o�er expanded content for objects on view. Within the app, which is free for

iOS3 and Android4, users can explore additional label content, archival documents, detail photographs

and a tour of objects given by Thayer on view in permanent collection galleries.

A grant of more than $124,000 from the Institute of Museum and Library

Services supports the exhibition and funded conservation for key artworks

from Thayer’s gift, including a large Japanese shrine and a Potawatomi

blanket with intricate ribbonwork. The grant also supported a research

assistant and digital imaging assistant. The students in these positions

added new information and photographs to the museum’s records for

objects from Thayer’s collection.
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KU students have played a key role in the development of the Thayer exhibition and related

programming. In addition to conducting research for the exhibition, students from various departments

will be involved in a musical production that explores the history of Sallie Casey Thayer, her collection

and the collection’s �rst curator at KU, Minnie Moodie. The musical, “My Name is Sallie,” is sold out for

both performances on Oct. 25-26 but will be livestreamed on the Spencer Museum’s YouTube channel5.

Visitors to the exhibition, which will be on view through Feb. 4, 2018, can expect to see a range of

objects, including lace and textiles, glasswork and metalwork, American and European painting,

Japanese prints and much more. The global scope of Thayer’s gift set the tone for future growth of the

Spencer Museum’s collection, which today includes more than 45,000 objects representing cultures

across six continents and 5,000 years of human history.

“Thayer’s vision of her collection as an educational resource continues to

in�uence the Spencer’s mission today as a teaching museum,” Director

Saralyn Reece Hardy said. “This exhibition allows us not only to re�ect on

our origins, but also to look forward, as Thayer did, to how we can be a

relevant source of creativity and inspiration.”

The Spencer Museum of Art6 houses an internationally known collection

that is deep and diverse, with artworks and artifacts in all media. The

collection spans the history of European and American art from ancient to

contemporary, and it includes broad and signi�cant holdings of East Asian

art. Areas of special strength include medieval panel painting and religious

sculpture; the Kress Study Collection of early modern Italian painting;

19th-century American art and material culture; old master prints;

photography; European, East Asian, and Indian textiles; American Indian pottery, beadwork, and jewelry;

African sculpture; Japanese Edo-period prints; and 20th-century Chinese painting. 

Images: 

“West India Divers,” Winslow Homer, 1899, William Bridges Thayer Memorial, 1928.1785, Spencer

Museum of Art. 

  

“Coptic textile fragment,” Egypt, 300 CE–700 CE, William Bridges Thayer Memorial, 1928.100, Spencer

Museum of Art.

“Kyūden zushi (palace-style shrine),” Japan, late 1800s–early 1900s, William Bridges Thayer Memorial,

1928.0162, Spencer Museum of Art.

 

The University of Kansas is a major comprehensive research and teaching university. The university's

mission is to lift students and society by educating leaders, building healthy communities and making

discoveries that change the world. The KU News Service is the central public relations o�ce for the

Lawrence campus.
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