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The Freer House

But being good stewards of the 117-year-old home 
requires partners, patience and plenty of funding. 
The effort is well worth it, according to William S. 
Colburn, director of the Freer House.  “Charles Freer 
was a consummate collector of Asian, Middle Eastern 
and American art,” he said. “His house is a treasure of 

Faculty and staff of the Merrill Palmer Skillman Institute feel fortunate to have
their offices in the former home of Detroit industrialist and art collector, Charles Lang 

Freer. The 22-room, Shingle-style home was completed in 1892 and designed by
architect Wilson Eyre, Jr., the perfect space for Freer to display his expanding

collection of paintings and porcelain. “My colleagues get jealous,”a faculty member 
said. “They can’t believe I get to work in such a beautiful atmosphere.”

American architecture, designed to display his collec-
tion with museum quality ambiance.” For more than 
a decade, William has worked to preserve and restore 
the Freer House, first as a historic preservation con-
sultant and then as a member of its board of directors. 
The Freer House is a Michigan State Historic Site and 

listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  
Freer made his fortune building railroad cars in the 

late 1800s, money that allowed him to retire at 46 and 
devote his life to his primary love _ art. He owned the 
largest collection of works by American artist James Mc-
Neill Whistler, including his redecoration of the famous 
Peacock Room for Englishman Frederick Leyland, who 
never liked it. When Leyland died, the future of the or-
nate room, complete with stunning floor-to-ceiling mu-
rals, was in jeopardy. Freer purchased the room (walls, 
floor and ceiling) then custom-designed an addition to 
his Detroit home to house it. The Peacock Room resided 
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Above: Freer House Main 
Hall, 2012. 

1890; House and Stable 
for C.l. Freer, esq. Detroit, 
Mich.  Rendering by Wilson 
eyre. (Detroit Institute 
of Arts Archives.) 1906; 
Whistler Gallery in carriage 
house. (Freer Gallery of Art 
Archives.)

1890

Old whistler
1906

The Freer House through the Years

photo by Rose Foster



Merrill Palmer Moves In

“The welfare of any
community is . . .

dependent upon the
quality of its motherhood

and the spirit and
character of its homes.” 

_ Lizzie Merrill Palmer, 1915
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In 1920, the estate of Lizzie Merrill Palmer pur-
chased the home for a new school dedicated to child 
and family development.  For years, the home sup-
ported college students, researchers, and an infant and 
toddler preschool complete with sandbox and sliding 
board.  In 1981, the independent Institute was incor-
porated into Wayne State University due to financial 
strains and the house endured architecturally insensi-
tive renovations to convert it to office space.  

Today some of those changes have been undone 
and the building looks more like the original home.  

in Detroit for 13 years. Upon Freer’s death, the room 
and his art collection were bequeathed to the Smithson-
ian Institution to become the Freer Gallery of Art. 

Reproductions of several large paintings from Freer’s 
collection now hang throughout the first floor,  thanks 
to generous donors who underwrote the cost of each 
reproduction. In 2010, thanks to the support of Wayne 
State, the cedar shingled roof and copper gutters were 
replaced, and the original stonework was cleaned to 
reveal beautiful colors and textures under decades of 
city grime.

Funding for Freer House projects comes from 
generous donors, many of them members of the Freer 
House, and from grants like those from the Americana 
Foundation that support a public lecture series related 
to Freer and his legacy. The lecture series has drawn 
hundreds of area residents to the house and the nearby 
Detroit Institute of Arts for presentations by Smithson-
ian Institution experts, historians and other art profes-
sionals knowledgeable about Freer’s life and collection.  

1950s1927 1960s

Counterclockwise from top left: lizzie Merrill palmer (Merrill-Palmer Audio Visual Archive, Walter P. Reuther Library). 
1927; nursery school tots play while Merrill palmer student trainees observe (Merrill Palmer Skillman Institute).  1950s; 
Merrill palmer trainees learn about child development and the life cycle (Merrill-Palmer Audio Visual Archive, Reuther 
Library). 1960s; Student teacher works on reading skills with Merrill palmer preschool class (Merrill-Palmer Audio Visual 
Archives, Reuther Library).



The Future of Freer House
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A major achievement in increasing awareness of 
Freer’s life and work was the 2012 installation of the 
timeline exhibit “A House and its History.”  Set in an 
arched passageway leading to the rear of the home, 
the archival photos, captions and quotes reveal Freer 
House history from construction to modern day.  It 
also includes the intertwined history of Merrill Palmer 
Institute.

The Freer House was built with two large second-
floor galleries full of natural light to maximize the 
viewing of Freer’s art.  The Exhibition Gallery known 
as the Hoobler Room has no major changes and is 
regularly used for meetings and small conferences. The 
Whistler Gallery, however, has had major alterations 
beginning in the 1950s and up through the 1990s.  
William and members of the Freer House hope to 
restore the Whistler Gallery to a space more similar to 
its original design that can be used as future meet-

ing space.  They are also exploring ways to restore 
the courtyard garden area to a style closer to Freer’s 
original plan.  Both projects are the focus of a new and 
ambitious major fund-raising campaign.

Research on Freer’s art, his life and even the fur-
niture that once filled his home continue through 
the help of students, faculty and volunteers.  “We’ve 
documented much of his furniture, decorations and 

household objects that survive in the T.W. Brunk col-
lection,” William said. “We’ve uncovered more than 
100 historical newspaper articles about his life and 
legacy. And we’ve done a digital inventory of many of 
his photographs and documents.

 “As the layers pull back, we appreciate the depth of 
Freer’s artistic sensibility with more clarity and under-
standing.”   

A symposium entitled, The Living Legacy of Charles Lang Freer: 
Detroit and Washington, D.C., was held in october, co-spon-

2010 2011

left: Charles lang Freer, photograph by edward Steichen, 1916. (Charles Lang 
Freer Papers, Freer Gallery of Art Archives, Smithsonian.) Above: Dr. Julian Raby, 

(Freer and Sackler Galleries of Art Archives, Smithsonian.)

photo by Meg Uriskophoto by Rose Foster

sored by the Freer House/MpSi/WSu, the 
Detroit institute of Arts and other partner or-
ganizations. Dr. Julian Raby, the director of 
the Freer and Sackler Galleries of Art, was the 
invited keynote. over 150 people attended 
the symposium and another 60 guests at-
tended a dinner event at the Freer House in 
Dr. Raby’s honor. Julian Raby

2010; kril enterprise employ-
ees work on roof replace-
ment. 2011; Giclee reproduc-
tions of major works in Freer’s 
collection adorn the home’s 
walls throughout.  2012; 
timeline photos are hung in 
the passageway through the 
carriage house; guests enjoy a 
musical interlude at a lecture 
on Freer and artist friend 
James Mcneill Whistler.
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2012

Concept for Whistler Gallery Restoration, rendering by Michael Brown

photo by Carrie Leach photo by Rick Bielaczyc

Concept for Courtyard Garden Restoration, 
rendering by Thomas Holleman.

“As we learn more, we better understand the significance
 of the Freer House to Detroit and the nation.”
 _ William colburn



tHe FReeR HouSe 
BoARD oF DiReCtoRS 

Peter Lichtenberg, PhD
Director, MpSi

William S. colburn
Director, the Freer House

Phebe Goldstein, chair
MpSi Board of Visitors

Thomas Brunk
Freer House Scholar

Julianne Bjarnesen
WSu Development

Marianne Endicott
MpSi Board of Visitors

Rosemary foster
operations Coordinator, MpSi

John Hannigan, PhD
Deputy Director, MpSi

Thomas B. Jankowski, PhD
Associate Director
institute of Gerontology, WSu

Judge claudia House Morcom
Community Representative

Kenneth Myers, PhD
Chief Curator and
Curator of American Art
Head, Department of American Art
Detroit institute of Arts

John Douglas Peters
Charfoos & Christensen, pC

Marilyn Tuchow
Community Representative

tHe FReeR HouSe BoARD oF ADViSoRS

David Park curry, PhD
Curator of Decorative Arts
painting and Sculpture
Baltimore Museum of Art

Heather Ecker, PhD
Head of Curatorial Affairs
international Museum programme
Aga khan Foundation
toronto, Canada

Lee Glazer, PhD
executive editor, American Art
Academic programs Advisor,
Smithsonian Museum of
American Art, Washington, DC
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Asian & islamic Art Forum, Detroit institute of Arts

Associates of the American Wing, Detroit institute of Arts

College for Creative Studies

Consulate General of Japan in Detroit

Detroit Historical Society 

the Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery,
     Smithsonian institution

Japan America Society of Greater Detroit and Windsor

k. C. Runciman landscapes

Resendes Design Group

university of Michigan Museum of Art

In-Kind Donors & Partnerships

Susan A. Hobbs, PhD
Director
thomas Dewing Catalogue
Raisonne, Alexandria, VA

yukio Lippit, PhD
Associate professor of Japanese Art
Harvard university

Linda Merrill, PhD
independent Scholar, Atlanta, GA

Joseph Rosa
Director, university of Michigan
Museum of Art

left: Freer with tomitaro Hara family and guests, yokohama, Japan, 
1907. (Charles Lang Freer Papers, Freer Gallery of Art Archives, Smith-
sonian.) Above: Dr. lichtenberg and William Colburn welcome a visit 
by Swami tyagananda with Dr. Madhu prasad and family. Far right: 
Betty Roden, David Roden, (Counsul General to Republic of S. korea 
in Detroit), naoko Matsuda, kuninori Matsuda (Counsul General of 
Japan in Detroit)

photo by Catherine Blasio



Freer House Members & Donors

Marianne endicott
Hon. Claudia Morcom
Christine Consales and John Douglas peters
Betty and David Roden

$500 _ $999
Aziz and Lorna Abraham
Phebe and Sidney Goldstein
Susan and Peter Lichtenberg
David Newman
Marilyn and Gerald Tuchow 

$100 _ $499
Nancy and Graham Beal
Marjorie Beeghly and Glenn Wasek
Cecilia Benner
Harriet Berg
Laurel Berger and Tom Trainer
Susan Bilek
Mathew Biro
Colleen and Gordon Booth
Marjorie Colburn
Michael Coleman and Matthew Bliss
Richard Daugherty
Pamela and Carroll Deweese
L. Delf Dodge and Timothy Dodson
Litsa Mavrodis Drossos and Peter Drossos
Heather Ecker
Carol Edwards
Marianne Elrick and Kenneth Myers
Peggy Fitzpatrick
Lynne and Edward Francis
George Francoeur

Elizabeth and Larry Garberding
Freda Giblin and William Block
Robert Gillette
Henry Grix and Howard Israel
Mary Ann and John Hannigan
Nancy and Jack Hauri
Marc Herrick and Michael Farrell
Christina Bach Hill
Wendy Jackson
Geraldine Jackson and Carol Jackson
Nancy and Joel Kaufman
E. Joyce Krause
Hiroko and Colin Lancour
Steven Lash
Susanne and Glen Leroy
Judy Lindstrom
Ronald Lipson
Denise and Chuck Little
Teresa and Seth Lloyd
Rosemary and James Maki
Mary Kay Marks and Mark Cynar
Gioconda and James Thayer McMillan
Annetta Miller
Dale Morgan and Norm Silk
Ann and James Nicholson
Debra and Richard Partrich
Anshu and Madhu Prasad
Stella Resko and Michael Taylor

Rosemary Reymann and Donald Schmid
Nancy and Edward Rice
Mary Robitaille
James Sarvay
Judith Gleicher Seiff
Patricia Seiler
Sandra Seligman and Gil Glassman
Heather and Sheldon Siegel
Carlyn Smith
Roberta and Robert Sokol
Anna Sui
Jeanette and Edward Sui
Izumi Suzuki
Janet and Peter Tainsh
Hon. Midori Takeuchi
Albert Tannler
Mary Urisko
Hisako Watanabe
Mrs. Lawrence Weiner
Scott Weir
Helga and John Wise

$1 _ $99
Janis Ackerman
Effie Ambler
Zolten Ambrus
Hermina Anghelescu
Michelle and Edward Assad
Jayne and Andrew Berry
Joan Blair and Robert Hafel
Coralene Bloss
Richard Bradley
Mary Browne
Bartolome Cabangbang and Gary Murphy
Karen and John Carley
Sarah Colburn
Caitlyn Perry Dial
Theresa Dearhamer
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leGACy CiRCle ($1,000 _ $5,000)

Transactions from October 1, 2011
through September 30, 2012

Cathy and Curtis DeRoo
Karen DiChiera
Andrea Roumell Dickson
Jocelyn McKinley Dombrowski
Rex Dotson and Max Lepler
Blondell Doughty
Eugene Downs and Peter Wyman
Mary Jo and John Ellis
Marianne Elrick and Kenneth Myers
Aimee Ergas and Tor Shwayder
Todd Erickson and Phil Rivera
Megan and Robert Farrell
Gwyn and James Fields
Joann Freeman
Amelia Gail
Carol Gauthier and Jerry Herron
Sharon Gioia
Rachael and Brian Goodwin
Susan Grigsby
Jeffrey Groehn
Thomas Grove
Ann Gunter
Douglas Haller
Cleo and James Hamilton
Barbara Heller
Joan Hines
Susan Hobbs
Sarah James
Susan Jaques
Dale Jerome
Patricia Jochim
John Kavanaugh
Lorine Fay Krasner
Barbara Krueger
Regina and Craig Kuper
Nickolas Kyser
Mary Lafter
Carole La Mantia

the Americana Foundation
David R. and effie p. Weinberg Foundation
Wayne State university

C.S. Mott Center, office of the Director
Honors College, office of the Dean
library System, office of the Dean
office of the Vp for Research

Major Support
June Mabarak
Susan Madro
Diane Vanderbeke Mager
Rebecca and Al Magnus, Jr.
Nancy Mannes
Kathleen Marcaccio
Alan Marschke
Neil McEachern
Mrs. R.H. McGeorge
Carole McNamara
Judith Milosic and Henry Murawski
Ali Moiin
Florence Morris
Sally Ann Narhi
Dennis Nawrocki
Denise and Stephen Nett
Hanne Nielsen
Sandra Noble
Corrine Opiteck
Louise and Manuel Papista
Emmy and Raymond Peck
Patricia and Joseph Pitts
Laura Platter
Patsy and William Porter
Susan Powers
Barbara and Wallace Prince
Mary and Michael Quick
Lydia Rener
Thomas Ridley
Betty Ann and Larry Roberts
Daniel Rose
Robert Roselle
Mona Royer
Lisa Rush
Martine Salane
Allen Salyer
Rebecca Binno Savage
Kimberly Schroeder
James Schropp
Sharon and Lawrence Schwartz
Josephine Shea
Carlyn Smith
Sandra and Mark Taylor
Marie Tront
Eileen Vernor and Geoffrey Drutchas
Gwendolyn Walker
Anna Wieck
Vega Wimmer
Susan Wineberg and Lars Bjorn
Margaret Winters and Geoffrey Nathan
Gregory Wittkopp
Elizabeth Woodcox

photo by Rick Bielaczyc


