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Charles Lang Freer, 1916.
Photograph by Edward Steichen.
George Eastman House,
International Museum of
Photography and Film.

Freer House, 1906.
Photograph by C.M. Hayes.
Freer Gallery of Art Archives,
Smithsonian Institution.

Freer Gallery of Art, 1950.
Library of Congress.

Charles Lang Freer (1854-1919)

Born in Kingston, N.Y., Freer came to Detroit in 1880 to establish the
Peninsular Car Works, a railroad freight car manufacturing company,
with Frank J. Hecker. In 1890, the young industrialist and art collector
commissioned Wilson Eyre, Jr., of Philadelphia, to design his Ferry Avenue
home. A collaboration of client, architect and artists, the house reflected

Freer’s ideals of harmony, simplicity, and surface beauty.

His fortune secure, Freer devoted his life to the study of art. His
acquisitions included paintings by the American artists Dewing, Tryon,
Thayer, and the largest collection of works by James McNeill Whistler. En-
couraged by Whistler to explore aesthetic points of contact between
East and West, Freer expanded his interests to Asia and the Middle

East - establishing one of the world’s greatest collections of Asian art.

Visitors from around the world came to Detroit to meet Freer and view his
home and collection. Freer was a major cultural force in the city, actively
supporting Pewabic Pottery, the Detroit Museum of Art (today’s DIA) the
Detroit Society of Arts and Crafts (today’s College for Creative Studies),
and the University of Michigan. In 1906, Freer signed an agreement with
the Smithsonian to bequeath his collection to the nation. Upon his death
in 1919, Freer’s collection was moved to Washington, D.C., to be housed
at the Freer Gallery of Art, America’s first national art museum. From 1906-

1919, his Detroit home served as the original Freer Gallery of Art.

Freer’'s home was acquired in 1921 by the Merrill-Palmer School. Today,
the house is listed on the City of Detroit, State of Michigan, and National
Register of Historic Places. Freer House members, the Merrill-Palmer Skillman
Institute, and Wayne State University are dedicated to preserving and restor-

ing this internationally significant historic structure.

To help support the Freer House or join as a member, please call
313.664.2500, or contact William Colburn at william.colburn@wayne.edu

or Rose Foster at rmfoster@wayne.edu.
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Telegram from Freer in Ceylon
to Hecker in Detroit,
Dec. 25, 1894

Freer sent this telegram to his
business partner Frank |. Hecker
and their staff writing, “Merry
Christmas to all, including heads
of departments,” from Anurad-
hapura, Ceylon (modern day Sri
Lanka). Freer’s address is listed as
the Hotel Oriental Colombo, the
premier hotel of the British
Colonial period. Freer traveled
from Ceylon to India, arriving
January 3, 1895, for a three
month stay.

Charles Lang Freer Papers
Freer Gallery of Art Archives
Smithsonian Institution
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Photographs of Udaipur, circa 1896.

During Freer’s trip to India he was enchanted with Udaipur, calling it “the most beautiful
place | have ever seen.” After returning to the United States, Freer received photographs

of the city from Fateh Lal Mehta, a court official under Maharana Fateh Singh. The two met
during Freer’s trip to India and remained in contact for several years.

Charles Lang Freer Papers, Freer Gallery of Art Archives, Smithsonian Institution
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Freer’s Travel Route through India with
Selected Destinations
january 3 — March 18, 1895. W88 bai, Maharashtra

Hyderabad, Andhra Pradesh
Freer made his first journey to Asia in 1894,
beginning with a brief stay in Ceylon before a
three month tour of India. He travelled
extensively on the rail system seeing much of
the country, from the palaces of Madurai to the Madras, T4
sacred Ganges River, reveling in Indian life and - ore, Kamataka
culture. Freer wrote to his friend and business
partner Frank J. Hecker, commenting on
the Western tourists who limited their travels to
major colonial ports, “they might as well just see
Italy by visiting the Italian quarter in New York.”
Seeking adventure, he traveled through North
Eastern India and present day Pakistan to the Af-
ghan border, determined to ride the Khyber Pass.
Freer wrote enthusiastically to Hecker, “I am very
well and over my head in love with India,” de-
scribing it as, “this country where one can hardly
turn round without having one’s hat lifted by a
half dozen or more marvels.”

Bl , Karnataka
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Photograph of Udaipur, circa 1896

Charles Lang Freer Papers, Freer Gallery of Art Archives, Smithsonian Institution
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Photograph of Udaipur, circa 1896

Charles Lang Freer Papers, Freer Gallery of Art Archives, Smithsonian Institution
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Swami Vivekananda (1863 -1902)

Vivekananda was a spiritual leader from India who gave birth to the modern interfaith movement and is
credited with introducing the Indian philosophies of Vedanta and yoga to the West. During his life he
lectured often in cities such as Detroit, Boston, and Chicago. Vivekananda is most well-known for his speech
at the World'’s Parliament of Religions at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair: Columbian Exposition, where his
message of universal brotherhood and diversity was praised. More recently, Coretta Scott King, wife of

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., called Vivekananda’s talk “the most definitive statement of religious tolerance and
interfaith unity in history.” As Hindu practices like yoga, meditation, and vegetarianism increase in popularity,
so does interest in Vivekananda. With religious tensions rising today, his message of peace and tolerance is
needed more than ever, his admirers say.

Text adapted from “Many in Metro Detroit Praise Swami Vivekananda, Spiritual Leader who Birthed the Modern
Interfaith Movement”, Niraj Warikoo, The Detroit Free Press, March 11, 2012.

Image of Swami Vivekananda appears courtesy of Indies Services, Bhavnagar, Gujarat, India.
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Freer House, 1906, Charles Lang Freer Papers,
Freer Gallery of Art Archives, Smithsonian Institution

Swami Vivekananda in Detroit

Launching his national lecture tour in Detroit in 1894, Vivekananda recognized that Detroiters, like most
Americans of the time, were unfamiliar with non Judeo-Christian faiths and cultures. His lectures
introduced Hindu philosophies and promoted an acceptance of equal validity of all religions. The Swami’s
message of interfaith harmony and understanding included a critique of the aims and actions of some
Christian missionaries in India, sparking controversy as well as strong support. Vivekananda’s nine lectures
in churches, a synagogue, and other venues, drew large crowds and extensive press coverage. He was
hosted by a number of prominent Detroiters including Charles Lang Freer, Senator and Mrs. Palmer

and Mrs. Frances Bagley, wife of the late Michigan govenor. He returned in 1896 for three lectures and
classes on the four yogas. His last visit was in 1900 to see two converts to Hinduism.

Only three of the buildings that Swami Vivekananda visited still stand, including the Detroit Club, the
Palmer log cabin, and the Freer House, where receptions and dinners were held in his honor. The First
Unitarian Church on Woodward Avenue at Edmund Place, where he gave the majority of his lectures,
was destroyed by fire in 2014.
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WORLD'S FIRST RELIGIOUS
PARLIAMENT.
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The Parliament of World Religions, Chicago World’s Fair, 1893

With thousands of visitors coming from around the world, organizers created small congresses within the

fair to address specialty topics including literature, science, and religion. The congress known as the World'’s
Parliament of Religions is recognized as the first global meeting of Eastern and Western spiritual traditions
and the birthplace of interfaith dialogue.

Swami Vivekananda (circled above), then a young monk, represented Hinduism at the Parliament and opened
the meeting with a speech advocating unity among all religions, arguing that the goal of every religion is
ultimately the improvement of humanity. He asserted that engagement with India should focus on poverty
relief before missionary work, as alleviation of poverty was of greater importance for social and humanitarian
progress in India. The Swami’s appeal for unity among differing faiths was strongly received by his audience,
generating great interest in Hinduism and strategies for religious engagement with India.

Following the Parliament of World Religions, Swami Vivekananda founded the Ramakrishna Math, a monastic
establishment, and Ramakrishna Mission. These twin organizations aim to enhance spiritual and humanitarian
development. Established in India as well as America, both continue their work today providing communities
with philanthropy, religious education, and centers for spirituality.

Keshav Prasad, contributing writer
Image courtesy of Indies Services, Bhavnagar, Gujarat, India.
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GATHERING OF FRIENDS.

EASTERN BROTHER CLASPED HANDS WITH THE WI-
TENAGEMOTES.

 GATHERING OF FRIENDS.

EASTERY BROTHER CLASPED HANDS
WITH THE WITENAGEMOTES.

: Hon. T. W. Palmer Was the Genial
e S AKE ogeraten Host of the Occasion.

the opportunity
distingulshed Hindoo, in a sot
members of the club

n

The Witenagemote Club were entertained last evening
by Hon. T. W. Palmer, at his residence. It was an infor-
mal gathering designed especially to give the members
the opportunity of meeting Kananda, the distinguished
Hindoo, in a social way. The members of the club are all gen-
tlemen well known in commercial and professional circles,
and in them Kananda was able to surmise the kind of material
of which a progressive American city is made. They had for
the most part already made the acquaintance of the eastern
brother at a reception given by Charles L. Freer and on that
occasion had been charmed by the vistor’s discourse and im-
pressed by the force and philosophic directness of his views.
The Witenagemotes are always keenly alert to imbibe new
ideas, and the advent of Kananda here was watched by them
with a great deal of interest. . . .
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Swami Vivekananda Visits the Freer House

Detroit newspapers record Charles Lang Freer’s hosting of Swami Vivekananda at his home on at least two
occasions. Freer held a private reception for Vivekananda on February 16, 1894, inviting many prominent
members of the Witenagemote Club. He also entertained the Swami and select guests with a sit down
dinner at his home on Ferry Avenue following Vivekananda’s lecture at the nearby First Unitarian Church on
February 17, 1894. Freer donated $200 to Vivekananda for travel and living expenses, the equivalent of $5,000
today. Vivekananda and Freer had a common interest in identifying “points of contact” between East and
West. Freer’s belief that “all works of art go together, whatever their period,” provides an aesthetic
counterpart to Vivakananda’s message of interfaith harmony. It is also interesting to consider what effect
meeting Vivekananda may have had on Freer’s positive experience in India during his travels the following year.

Detroit Free Press, March 14, 1894
Historical Newspaper Digital Archives
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Senator Thomas Palmer, Lizzie Merrill Palmer, and the Palmers’ Log Cabin

Senator Thomas Palmer served as President of the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair: Columbian
Exposition, where he likely met Swami Vivekananda at the World’s Parliament of Religions.
During his first visit to Detroit, Vivekananda stayed at the Palmer’s home and visited their
farm and log cabin (in today’s Palmer Park.) The Detroit Free Press quoted Senator Palmer
in 1894 telling Swami Vivekananda, “how he himself doted upon the quiet and peace of a
farm, where metaphysical ideas come so freely, and the mysterious charms of nature seem
so near.” In 1916, Senator Palmer’s wife, Lizzie Merrill Palmer, donated her estate to found
the institution known today as the Merrill-Palmer Skillman Institute, which acquired the
Freer House as its headquarters in 1921.

Portraits of Senator Thomas Palmer and Lizzie Merrill Palmer
Merrill Palmer Audio Visual Archive, Walter P. Reuther Library, Wayne State University
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