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the early contributions 

the standards 

likely to achieve 

and rarely acknowledged working 

Nevertheless they persevered in a"man's 

significantly affected the arts in this young 

HEIR LEGACY IS HUGE: Through involve­

ment with local artists guilds and the 

development of sketch clubs they encour­

participation in the arts within their 

communities. By establishing art organizations 

helped to develop art collections and host 

exhibitions that included notable artists from 

of artistic achievement throughout the 

Under their leadership, as instructors 

administrators, the art department became 

independent entity of in colleges and 

throughout the state. 

Many students went on to practice and 

teach art, operate museums, and contribute their 

own work to art collections. In addition to exhibit­

ing their works in museums, salons, expositions, 

and world 's fairs, they accepted national and 

international commissions and , during the Great 

Depression of the 1930s, participated in the Public 

Works of Art Project that gave the nation a price­

less endowment of public art. 

Nevertheless these enterprising pioneers have 

received relatively little attention: No previous 

publication focuses solely on them; much informa­

tion about them lost; and much of what 

remains is hidden away in local library archives, 

museums, and fast-fading memories. 

their lives is an arduous task that requires 

ing relatives, students, and colleagues; 

museum files and archival records; 

scrounging for bits of information 

pears with the passage of time . In some 

the art itself has almost disappeared-only few 

works of art by several of the artists are known to 

exist. 

This article focuses on the lives of twelve women 

artists who practiced in Nebraska between 1880 

and 1950. Organized chronologically by date of 

birth , it begins with Sarah Moore , born in 1846, 

and concludes with Myra Biggerstaff, born in 1905. 

The careers of these twelve women, who struggled 

against the odds to become artists, demonstrate 

the challenges early Nebraska women artists faced, 

the sacrifices they made, and the contributions 

they left behind. 

Several of the women artists who came to 

Nebraska had studied at prestigious art schools 

including the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts, the 

Julian Academy in Paris , the Art Students League 

of New York, the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine 

Arts, and the Art Institute of Chicago. They had 

sought out and studied under instructors such as 



Spirit of the 
Prairie, Elizabeth Dolan. 
Mural, oil on plaster, 1930. 
Nebraska State Capitol 
(MacDonald photo , 1930), 
NSHS RG2183- 1930-0801 

Frank Duven ek , William , Cecilia 

Beaux, Birger Sandzen, and Hofmann, and 

the influenc e of those teachers can 

in their work. The dominant style, especially 

among earliest women artists working in the 

nineteenth century, was realistic 

portraiture in both painting and 

sculpture, perhaps because of the in­

fluence of instructors such as Chase , 

Duvenek, and others. Furthermore, 

for the practical-minded patron, com­

missioning a portrait was easy to 

justify-it typically honored or memo­

rialized a respected person. For an 

artist interested in making money, 

painting demand was 

most means of supporting 

however, as women 

rights and more independence, in­

varied and individualized styles 

emerged through landscape and genre painting. 

Ranging from impressionism and regionalism to 

cubism and geometric abstraction , the later artists ' 

work exhibits greater freedom of expression. 

The opening of the Peru State Normal School 

in 1895 and the State University in Lincoln in 1871, 

followed by the Nebraska Normal School at 

Kearney in 1903, the University of Omaha in 1908, 

and the Nebraska State Normal School in Chadron 

in 1911, offered opportunities for women to instruct 

and practice art in institutions of higher education. 

The fact that took advantage of these 

openings demonstrated by the predominance of 

women in art department at Lincoln for many 

years.' 

explanation for this phenomenon, offered 

Kinsey, is that Great Plains institutions were 

become financially secure than those in 

therefore were less 

attractive to men. Consequently women landed­

and kept-decision-making positions at the 

University of Nebraska and others in the region 

long enough to affect subsequent hiring and 

policymaking.? Faculty attempts to strengthen the 

art department at the University of Nebraska in­

cluded lobbying to have class fees lowered in the 

hope of attracting more students and pleading with 

the regents for new supplies and library materials. 

It is noteworthy, that many women artists 

did not marry . For matrimony would have 

meant giving up art as a profession in the belief 

that the demands marriage and domestic life 

were incompatible with a career in art. According 

to Whitney Chadwick, a contributing factor that 

often forced women to make a choice between 

marriage and a career was the nineteenth-century 

ideology of gender difference and its preference 

for male expression.' 

Whatever the reason, only four of the twelve 

artists covered here were marri-ed. Especially for 

a single artist, teaching art appears to have been 

the path most often chosen as a way to earn a 

living while making art. A few women, however, 

managed to survive on their art alone. 

Sarah Wool Moore , Cora Parker, and Sarah 

Hayden, three women artists who were not born 

and raised in Nebraska, but came here to teach, 

were instrumental in developing the art department 

at the State University , now called the University of 

Nebraska-Lincoln. They also encouraged aspiring 

artists and laid the groundwork for a developing 

art community in the state. The newly established 

land-grant institution drew these three single 

women, and others with equally strong educa­

tional backgrounds, to Nebraska. Even though an 

actual University school of fine arts was not estab­

lished until 1885, women saw the university as an 

opportunity for creative expression and financial 

independence. 

·
 



SARAH W O O L M O O R E ( 1 8 4 6 ­

1 9 1 1 ) One of the earliest and most significant 

contributors to the art community in Nebraska was 

Sarah Wool Moore, a graduate of Packer Collegiate 

Institute in Brooklyn , New York, and a student at 

the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts under August 

Eisenmenger. Moore came to the University of 

Nebraska in 1884 at the age of thirty-eight with 

excellent credentials. She taught painting and 

drawing and later became an instructor of art 

history and head of the art department. Her 

accomplishments suggest her strong determination 

to create an art culture in her new hometown. 

Moore's commitment to the university and the 
community is evident in the many letters she wrote 
to the regents of the University of Nebraska. One 
proposed that the course fees be kept low to 
encourage interest in "rea l art culture which must 
always be created" in communities . At the same 
time, she declared, the university should assume 
the risk of making the teachers' stipends "a respect­
able sum" in order to recruit and maintain a 
qualified staff. She also requested a new art studio 
with plaster casts of classical sculpture (a common 
subject for student drawing exercises at the time) 
and an appropriate art library.' 

Her success can be seen in the number of 
students admitted into her classes. One year afte r 
becoming a department, forty-six students were 
enrolled, including the Gere sisters, whose father, 
the notable Charles H. Gere, became the subject 
for one of Moore's portraits now housed at the 
Nebraska State Historical Society. Gere was a pow­

erful Nebraska politician , member of 
Board of Regents, and found er of Lincoln's 
newspaper, The Nebraska Comm onwealth 

Moore 's class size grew to 115 by 
students were signed up for her painting 
ing courses in 1892. Severa l went on 
a rtists and instructors of art, including 
Tuttl e Holsman , Alice Righter Edmi ston 
Elizabeth Dolan. ' 

In 1888 Moore organized the Haydon Art Club 
that would lat er become the Nebraska Art Associa­
tion , the support org anization for the She ldon 
Memorial Art Gallery on the University of Nebrask a­
Lincoln campus . Also in 1888 the Nebraska Sta te 
Historical society adopted th e se a l that Moore 
de signed. The principal image , surrounded by the 
words Nebraska Sta te Historical Society and the 
date 1878, is a white man holding a book and a 
pen and standing with one foot on a stump. Next 
to him an Indian sits on a buff alo hid e , appa rently 
recounting a sto ry to the white man , The sun rises 
behind them. Below the image are the Latin words 
Cedant Armatogce, "let military power give way to 
civil power." 

Cha rles H. Ge re, Sarah Wool Moore. Oil on canvas, 
1884- 91. Nebraska State Historical Society 
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GALLERY
 

Candlelight, Cora Parker . Oil on Canvas, 1889. 

Girl in Green, Sarah Sewell Hayden. Oil on c anvas, 1889. 

Golden Hair, Cora Parker. Pastel on paper, undated. 
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A Drowsy Day, Elizabeth Tutlle Holsman. Oil on 
canvas, 1915. 

Provincetown Church, Alice Righter Edmiston . 
Oil on canvas, 1927. 

The Hall Garden, Eleven A.M. , Elizabeth Honor Dolan . Oil on canvas, 1913. 
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Frontispiece for The Middle Five: Indian Boys at School, by 
Francis LaFlesche. Angel DeCoro Dietz, oil on canvas, 1900. 

Woman in Mourning, Marion Canfield Smith. Watercolor, 
early 1900s. 

Sunflowers, Elizabeth Honor Dolan . 
Oil on canvas, 1928-48. 
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A Corn Field, Marion Canfield Smith. Oil on canvas, about 1920. 
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Girl With Palette, Alice Cleaver. Oil on canvas, about 1915. 
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Persia Morris Weaver, Alice Cleaver. Oil on canvas, 1905. Nebraska 
State Historical Society 

Sherlie Whitaker Schepman, Alice Cleaver. Oil on 
canvas, 1925. 

End of the Trail, Katherine "Kady" Burnap Faulkner. Oil on plaster. 
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Inflation, Gladys M. Lux. Oil on canvas, 1934. 
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March 1940, Gladys M. Lux. Oil on canvas, 1940. 

The Red Boat, Myra Biggerstaff. Watercolor, 
pastel, undated. 

The Studio, Late Afternoon, Myra Biggerstaff. Oil on canvas, undated. 
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