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The year was 1869. In New York
City, Susan B. Anthony and
Elizabeth Cady Stanton

founded the National Woman Suffrage
Association. Ulysses S. Grant was
sworn in as the nation’s 18th president.
The transcontinental railroad was com-
pleted with a golden spike in
Promontory, Utah. Overseas, Egypt’s
new Suez Canal linked the
Mediterranean Sea and the Red Sea.
And here in Illinois, Cyrus Thomas
was charged by the first Board of
Trustees of the fledgling Southern
Illinois Normal University (SINU)—
(now Southern Illinois University
Carbondale) to organize a university
museum.
Museums have long been associ-

ated with American universities. In
1859 the Louis Agassiz Museum of
Comparative Zoology was established
at Harvard University. The Peabody
Museum of Natural History at Yale and
the Peabody Museum of Archaeology
and Ethnology at Harvard were
founded by 1866.  Here in Illinois, the
Museum of the Illinois State Natural
History Society was established in
1858 at the new Illinois State Normal
University in Bloomington (now
Illinois State University).  The Natural
History Society and its museum were
suggested the previous year by the
same Cyrus Thomas in a paper to the
State Teachers Association. The
museum ultimately disbanded, but its
collections became the cornerstone of
the Illinois State Museum in
Springfield, established in 1877. 
Born in 1825 in Tennessee,

Thomas, the brother-in-law of Civil
War General John A. Logan, became a
school teacher, an attorney, deputy
county clerk of Jackson County,
Illinois, and a largely self-taught scien-
tist who would serve on Ferdinand
Hayden’s 1869 and 1871 expeditions
to the Rocky Mountains.  Soon before
SINU formally opened, Thomas was
appointed Professor of Natural History

and became the founder of the
Museum of Natural History. He was
active in the early stages of the school
and widely considered to be a “star”
member of the faculty. When he
became Illinois State Entomologist in
1875, Thomas was a well published
scientist and was a leading specialist
on grasshoppers, having written a
“Synopsis of the Acrididae of North
America.” 
By the time SINU opened its

doors to students in 1874, it had
attained and identified a collection of
minerals, fossils, rocks, and Native
American pottery for its museum. The
museum occupied a room in the origi-
nal Old Main Building, also called Old
Normal. Distinguished botanist
George Hazen French joined Thomas
as his assistant in 1877. The following
year, Thomas departed the university
to join the Smithsonian Institution,
and French took over as the museum’s
second director. 

In 1883 a fire destroyed Southern’s
Normal building, along with the
museum and most of its specimens.
French set about rebuilding the collec-
tions. Under his leadership the
museum collections were stored in a
temporary building and then displayed
in the new “Old” Main building when
it opened in 1887. French also worked
with students, faculty and friends of
the school to enhance the collection.
The SINU Bulletin of 1883-1884
boasted that “since the fire our friends
have sent many specimens and we
have already a very creditable
Museum, and one fit to illustrate
nearly all points in Natural History.”
The focus, however, remained zoology
and botany. Specimens of minerals,
plants, various animals, artwork, and
other artifacts came from all over the
United States and from a number of
foreign countries. The museum also
developed a public outreach program
that included traveling exhibits to the
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Celebrating 150 years of the SIU University Museum

Normal Building. Southern Illinois University Carbondale began as
Southern Illinois Normal University in 1869 with the opening of what
was then its one and only building by 1874.  The museum formally
opened to the public in 1874 and was located in this first building.



state and county fairs. Its collections
formed the centerpiece of SINU’s
exhibit at the 1893 World’s Columbian
Exposition in Chicago.

After its initial heyday, the univer-
sity museum entered a period of
slow growth following World

War I. In the early 1930s, botany pro-
fessor Mary Goddard Steck became
the first official female director of the
museum. Another woman, Wanda
Newsom Gum, had served as the
keeper of the keys to the museum from
1917 to 1921.
The museum was revitalized under

Dr. Fred Cagle, a zoologist, who took
over in 1936. “What Is A Museum,” an
editorial in the student newspaper,
captured the spirit of this rebirth. “A
row of dusty, sad-looking birds, a pile of
bones, a bad odor, Indian skulls, dust,
dark cases in a gloomy room—that is the
meaning of a museum to most of the stu-
dents of S.I.N.U. But actually, what is a
museum? What is it good for? Does it
serve a useful purpose? What does a
teachers’ college want with a museum?
Southern’s museum staff plans to have
the museum serve the college in six prin-
cipal ways. It will provide demonstration
materials for class room instruction. It
will present educational exhibits to the
student body. It will stimulate interest in
both the natural and social sciences. It

will sponsor research. It will become
nationally known as a model teachers’
college museum. It will attract thou-
sands of people to the campus. The
museum will be a part of the college to
which every student can point with
pride.” (The Egyptian, November 11,
1938, p. 1.) This was accomplished
under Cagle’s leadership.
From 1938 to 1942 the University

partnered with the Works Projects
Administration (WPA) to rehabilitate
the Museum. The WPA was
organized into four divisions:
Archaeology, Biological speci-
mens’ preparation, Osteology,
and Historical. SINU pro-
vided the materials and
the WPA furnished salaries
for the skilled workers. These
WPA workers created perma-
nent exhibits and new hand-
some wood exhibition cases
(none of which survive).
They prepared bird and
mammal specimens,
designed and built pio-
neer dioramas of
southern Illinois (on
exhibit almost contin-
uously ever since),
and formatted
materials for
loan to area
schools.

As many as 28 workers were busy
working on Museum projects, in the
basement of Altgeld Hall, also called
the Old Science building.  One of
these workers, Carbondale native
Frederic Arnold Holder, worked on
dioramas highlighting daily pioneer
life. Holder worked on the WPA
Museum Project until 1941 when he
left to serve in World War II. 

This time period for the museum,
before and after World War II, saw a
greater emphasis on history. Regional
history in particular flourished under
John Willis Allen, a historian and folk-
lorist who rose from a WPA worker to
the museum’s director, serving from
1946 to 1950.  Archaeology also gained
prominence as the museum collabo-
rated with the University of Chicago
on archaeological salvages during the
creation of Crab Orchard Lake and on
investigating early Native American
sites in southern Illinois.
In 1950 the recently re-named

Southern Illinois University (SIU)
chose a new leader, J. Charles Kelley,
to modernize the museum and to
establish an anthropology department.
Under Kelley’s leadership, the museum
turned toward the study of anthropol-
ogy, especially the study of prehistory
using archaeological evidence. While
at SIU Kelley continued his personal
research on archaeology, expanding his
interests to include more of Meso-
America as well as Illinois.

The museum program now
focused on Melanesian
and Micronesian primitive

art and ethnographic materials;
Latin America, primarily
Mexico and Central America;

Nepalese culture; and Africa and
southern Illinois history. During the
1950s and 1960s, the museum
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WPA diorama, “Soapmaking.” WPA artists assigned to the museum
designed and built pioneer dioramas depicting life in southern Illinois.

Coal Miner, wood sculp-
ture, by Fred Myers.
Though he received no
formal art training, Myers
was hired by the WPA to

carve prehistoric
 animals and historic
figures for display
in the museum.



purchased, received as gifts, and
acquired during its researches many
Native American materials from
Mexico, Central America, and South
America. These included ceramics,
ceremonial objects, folk art, and uten-
sils from Mayan life used for everyday
life in Mexican villages. The museum
also gained a large collection of cos-
tumes, period furniture, and musical
instruments from around the world. A
museum storage building on the edge
of campus was built in 1971, freeing
up gallery space in the museum when
it took up permanent quarters at the
north end of Faner Hall, the univer-
sity’s large new flagship classroom and
office building.
The 1970s saw the establishment

of a Museum Studies minor program
and a friend’s group to support
museum activities. In 1977 the
University Museum and Art Gallery
was one of the first to be accredited by
the American Association of Museums.
That same year, its archaeological col-
lections and archaeology staff were
transferred to the newly created
Center for Archaeological
Investigations.  
During the next four decades, the

museum continued to thrive. Under
Dona Bachman’s leadership (2001-
2016), the museum founded the
Southern Illinois Association of
Museums (SIAM) with colleagues
from Carterville (2003), was actively
involved in a two-day annual Arts
Education Festival designed for ele-
mentary and middle school children,
and continued to build its collections
and create innovative exhibits. In 2006
the American Association for State and
Local History (AASLH) presented its
Award of Excellence in Exhibits to the
museum for “Words, Wood & Wire:

The History of Southern Illinois as told
through Folk Songs & Musical
Instruments.”
In 2017, the museum was tem-

porarily closed due to the Illinois state
budget impasse.  After public outcry
and a change in university leadership it
reopened in January 2018 with new
exhibits and renewed plans for the next
150 years. As its mission statement
reads, “The University Museum, an
educational institutional within a larger
institution, is committed to serving the

Southern Illinois University campus
community, the people of Southern
Illinois, and visitors to our region. As a
steward of Southern Illinois history
and with an international collection,
the Museum is a portal to understand-
ing the local and world heritage that
has made us who we are.”

Pam Hackbart-Dean is Director of
Special Collections Research Center
and the University Museum at Southern
Illinois University Carbondale.
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Since 1874, the museum has occupied 11 different locations across
 campus. It has been located in Faner Hall since 1974.
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