
Detail of Danny Pierce’s diorama at the White River Valley Museum. 
Animals were a favorite subject of Pierce, and he included them in 

this rendering of a late 19th-century logging camp.
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DANNY PIERCE
One of America’s Outstanding Graphic Artists

A tour through the permanent galleries at the White 
River Valley Museum will show you all kinds of treasures: 
a wagon that crossed the Overland Trail in the mid-1800s, 
a beautifully decorated Japanese home altar, Sandy the 
friendly mechanical horse that once graced the front of 
Massey’s Grocery. But hidden among the artifacts and 
historical stories are two other unique treasures that often 
go overlooked: a mural of horses in the back of the 1924 
Livery display, and a large diorama of a logging camp, both 
created for the Museum by internationally recognized artist 
Danny Pierce.

Pierce, who passed away in 2014, had resided in Kent since his retirement in 1984 and worked with several 
local arts institutions and city governments to beautify the Valley he lived in. But his career was much 
more expansive than simply painting murals in a single county – before his passing, he would have his work 
shown at the Museum of Modern Art, become a well-regarded multi-media artist, and help save Alaskan 
Native arts.

By Hilary Pittenger



Overnight at the MuseuM – girls Only!
March  23, 7 pM – 8 aM 
Girls ages 7 – 12 will love this activity packed overnight adven-
ture in the Museum with super girlie games, scavenger hunts, 
crafts and more! $35 per child, pre-registration required.

evening hOurs at the MuseuM!   
the First thursday OF the MOnth FrOM 6 - 8pM

Join us for Free visits on first Thursdays, from noon to 4pm and for evening open hours 6 to 8pm. During evening hours we will have a 
Late Play Date for the kiddos with themed activity and craft tables perfect for children 3-12 years of age, no registration required. 

Late Play Dates are made possible by support from the Robert Chinn Foundation. 

Register for Farm and Museum events online at www.wrvmuseum.org  or call 253-288-7439. 

Suffer for Beauty was first mounted in 1994 and was very popular, so we reprised it in 
2009. The 2018 iteration of the exhibit continues that tradition of a riotous display of 
costume, undergarments, historic images of trend setting beauties and of local women 
doing their best to keep up with fashion. New elements have been added to the exhibit 
including displays of 1960s and 1970s fashion, a portrayal of how the female form really 
doesn’t change—as shown by an array of famous bathing beauties 1880 to 1970, and a 
series of exciting new programs. Suffer for Beauty is co-curated by Director Cosgrove 
and Green River College Professor and Museum Board Member Michelle Marshman. 
Exhibit Opening and Curator Lecture – January 9, doors open at 5pm and lecture at 
6pm. Free event, no registration required, but space is limited. Suffer for Beauty Exhibit 
Tour with Curator Michelle Marshman – April 5 at 7pm. Free event, no registration required, but space is limited. 

SUFFER FOR BEAUTY: 
Women’s History Revealed through Undergarments

January 10 to June 17

VOLUNTEER 
At the White River Valley Museum and Mary Olson Farm

BOOkMarks and landMarks Jr. 
FeBruary 10, 2 pM – 3:30 pM
Read the book, see the history! A special book club for kids in 
fourth through seventh grades that combines great books with 
cool historic places, lively discussion and fun activities!  We will be 
reading Boston Jane: An Adventure by Jennifer Holm.  This is a FREE 
program, put your copy on hold, and reserve your spot at 
www.kcls.org. 

this victOrian liFe
FeBruary 17, 2 pM 
Meet Gabriel and Sarah Chrisman, 
a Port Townsend  couple that fully 
embrace late 19th-century clothing, 
technology, and values on a daily 
basis. This fascinating couple has 
published many books on the subject and their lifestyle has been 
featured on ABC News and The View.  Come hear why and how 
they do it! Included with regular Museum admission or member-
ship. Space is limited and R.S.V.P is encouraged at wrvmuseum.org. 

yOu’ve cOMe a lOng Way!  
april 25, 7pM 
Historical, educational, and hysterical – 
one costumed woman tells you like it 
WAS. Historic reenactor Tames Alan 
takes guests on a one-women romp 
through some of the most important 
years in women’s history,  1912- 1927. 
This whirlwind performance includes 
four wardrobe changes and a lot of 
laughs for a night that should not be 
missed! $20 per person, pre-registration required. 

Love history? 
Want to get involved with your community? 
Enjoy learning? 
Join our team of superstar volunteers! 

Volunteers can serve in a number of roles. 
Which one interests you? 

•    Docent, meet and greet visitors, help them get the most out of 
their experience while learning all about the region’s arts and history. 
Docents are asked to routinely work at least two, three-hour shifts a 
month at the Museum and seasonally at the Farm.
 
•    Fieldtrip Tour Guide, work with pre-arranged school tours 
delivering curricular based tours using prescribed lessons and techniques. Fieldtrip Tour Guides are 
trained to work on one or more of the four fieldtrip offerings, must enjoy working with young people, 
and are asked to lead or assist in at least two tours a month. Special Tour Guide training is offered for 
the Farm in September and the Museum in February.

•    Special Event Hosts, volunteers that enjoy working with the public and children can sign-up to 
help lead family events, first Thursday Late Play Dates and festivals. 

Upcoming Volunteer Training!

Museum Fieldtrip Tour Guide Training and Info Session: February 20, 2018,  10 aM – Noon.

To R.S.V.P. for these trainings or for more information 
contact Janet Wells at jwells@auburnwa.gov or 253-804-5010.



www.wrvmuseum.org • 253-288-7433

After returning to the United States in 1945, Pierce 
jumped immediately back into his studies. While his initial 
goal in art school was to become an illustrator, he gained 
an interest in other media, especially printmaking. He 
later wrote, “By the time I left school I did not make a 
distinction between illustration and fine art. If the art is 
good it can be used for both purposes.” He continued his 
studies at both Chouinard and the American Art School 
in Manhattan for the next three years.

In 1948, Pierce made a radical move: while his family 
remained behind in New York, he moved out to the

Adirondack Mountains. Living in a one room cabin, Pierce 
painted two canvases a day, then worked on black-
and-white illustrations for Adventure Magazine, a pulp 
publication, to support himself financially. Speaking about 
this year in the mountains in a later interview, Pierce said, 
“I drew on the wildlife of the mountains and worked out 
for myself many of the things I’d learned in art school.” His 
love of animals and animal forms continued to influence 
his art, especially when he had the freedom to paint 
anything he wanted, outside of the confines of school or 
commercial success.

FEATURED HISTORY

Danny Pierce, 1979. Photo courtesy Journal Sentinel.

Danny Pierce and wife Julia at Danny’s studio in Kent. 
Photo courtesy Journal Sentinel.

“Lumber Mill with Sawdust and Red Truck” This painting is part 
of the City of Kent’s Portable Works collection, and was donated 
to the city affter the artist’s death in 2012. Image courtesy City of 

Kent Arts Commission.

“Transitions”  This mural is located on the corner of 2nd Avenue and Gowe Street in Kent. It is currently in the process 
of being restored. Image courtesy City of Kent Arts commission..

Daniel “Danny” Pierce was born in southern California in 
1920. He spent most of his childhood on a cattle ranch 
on the Mojave Desert, an experience which would color 
much of his future artistic output. In a later interview, he 
said of his own work: “I was born on a working cattle 
ranch and worked as a horse wrangler and teamster. 
Coming from that background, my love for horses and 
man’s relation to them has been an important influence 
in my art work.”  He was very familiar with animals, and 
one of his first impulses to create art was related to a 
cow. In a 2010 interview with the Kent Reporter, Pierce 
recalled at the age of four seeing a photograph of a cow 
he wanted to trace in a magazine. “I wanted to trace it 
but [my cousin] wouldn’t let me. I drew it. That started it,” 
Pierce related. 

He finished high school in California and spent the next 
few years alternating between the formal study of art 
and working as a farmhand. He started at the Art Center 
School in Los Angeles, where Ansel Adams taught, but he 
quit after three months citing the Great Depression and 
the lack of available jobs in the city. 

A year after this initial setback, he found work in Los 
Angeles and resumed his studies at the Chouinard Art 
Institute, a prominent Los Angeles arts school renowned 
at the time for educating many of Walt Disney’s early 
animators.

Unfortunately, his education had to be put on hold when 
war broke out. In September 1942, at the age of 22, 
Pierce was drafted into the United States Army. In July 
1943, Danny married Julia Rasmussen, who was serving 
as an Army nurse. They met in Colorado when Danny 
was being treated for Rocky Mountain spotted fever. His 
daughter would later relate her father’s words upon first 
meeting Julia: “He went back to his barracks and said, ‘I 
just met the woman I’m going to marry.” The couple wed 
in Kansas and would eventually have four children – Dan, 
Julia, Nels, and Mary – and would be married for 71 years. 
Julia was an artist in her own right – a potter – and was 
a partner with Danny in his work and historical research 
throughout the years. They passed away only 12 days 
apart from one another.

DANNY PIERCE
One of America’s Outstanding Graphic Artists

By Hilary Pittenger



Ordinary People, Extraordinary History

Pierce moved back to New York after his mountain 
sabbatical, and began attending the Brooklyn Museum Art 
School. As a student there, Pierce met some of his most 
influential and important teachers: Gabor Peterdi, Max 
Beckmann, and William Gropper. Peterdi, a printmaker, had 
a special love for nature and natural forms. While he was a 
student there, he was fortunate to study under prominent 
printmaker Gabor Peterdi and painter Max Beckmann. 
Peterdi had a special love for nature and natural forms, 
and encouraged that in his pupil’s work as well. Beckmann 
was a strong proponent of figurative art, despite his place

in the middle of the New York abstract impressionist 
art scene; his support of Pierce’s figurative work gave 
the younger artist the freedom and space and continue 
working on the figurative pieces he was so drawn to 
without drowning in the expectations of the abstract art 
world. Radical political artist William Gropper showed 
Pierce an example of being a successful multi-media artist, 
especially as someone who could work in illustration, 
printmaking, and murals. Pierce’s career would go on to be 
similarly diverse, if less explicitly political.

In 1953, Pierce was part of a group exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York titled “Young 
American Printmakers.” He showed a tiny linoleum cut print titled “Fly Time”. It would be his first major 
show, and served as his introduction to the larger art world. In the exhibit’s press release, Pierce was 
described as “an artist from Washington, a cowboy called simply Danny.” Pierce would continue to refer 
to himself as a cowboy throughout his life, a constant reference to his rural upbringing and his passion for 
images of animals and rural life.

Shortly after this debut exhibit, Pierce and his family moved to Kent. His wife, Julia Rasmussen, had grown 
up in the area and still had family in Kent. Relocating to the northwest also gave Pierce access to the 
Seattle art scene, especially the burgeoning Northwest School. 

The Northwest School of painting was an art movement that united themes of Pacific Northwest life and 
environs with earthy color tones and misty, gentle lighting evocative of northwest days. It was especially 
championed by Dr. Richard Fuller, founder and president of the Seattle Art Museum and prominent 
regional art collector.

Unfortunately for Pierce, Dr. Fuller was not a fan of his work. Despite now working at several Seattle 
area art colleges as an instructor (Burnley School for Professional Art, Seattle University, and Cornish 
College), Fuller did not approve of the intense color Pierce used in his images, and felt that Pierce was a 
bad influence on the Northwest School overall. Fortunately, this lack of support from the broader arts 
community in the area did not completely block Pierce from finding work and success, particularly in 
areas outside of the traditional fine arts.

“Fire at Freds Place” This mural is located on the corner of 2nd Avenue and Gowe Street in Kent. 
Image courtesy of City of Kent Arts Commission.

 These two prints on paper were created during Danny Pierce’s earlier printmaking days and are held in private collections.

One of two portable works by Danny Pierce currently on display at the Kent Historical Museum. 
This painting depicts hops harvesting. Many pieces of Pierce’s work remain in the private 

collections of Kent residents.



Ordinary People, Extraordinary History

In 1959, Pierce founded Red Door Studio, a fine art book 
press. Since moving to Washington, he had begun to 
work on producing art books using his printmaking skills. 
Speaking later in life about his decision to start making 
books, Pierce said, “I have been fascinated by “fine” books 
all my life, starting with my first encounter with the works 
of William Blake, the 18th century English poet and 
printmaker. I was taken by his concept that a book should 
be produced by a single mind.”

Each of Pierce’s books was entirely made by hand from 
start to finish, including the writing, illustrating, printing, 
binding, and making the presentation box for the book. 
His first book, “Little No Name: Word and Picture”, 
was based on his experiences hiking with his family and 
students to see Native American petroglyphs in Vantage, 
Washington. He would go on to create many books 
based on Pacific Northwest native themes and characters.
Pierces books were often historical in nature or subject 

matter, and he took his research seriously. His wife Julia 
often worked as his research assistant on his projects, and 
he was careful to include historical details into all aspects 
of the work – even his font choice. “As an example,” 
Pierce would later write, “for my book, Washington’s 
Dilemma; Sackcloth & Butternut, 1775-83: Letters, Caslon 
Old Face was the perfect type because it was first used in 
America after it was discarded in England and arrived in 
America as ballast in ships.”

Late in 1959, Pierce moved again – this time to Alaska. 
He was offered a position as Artist-in-Residence at the 
University of Alaska Fairbanks, which he served in until 
1961. While he was there, he also finished his Bachelor 
of Arts degree, adding a formal diploma to the many 
years of arts education he had under his belt. He would 
go on to immediately found the University of Alaska art 
department and serve as its department head for two 
years. 

Pierce’s time in Alaska was another formative period for his art. He 
made several new art books based on his time working with native 
Alaskans, especially the Iñupiat residents of Nome. The Iñupiat, like 
many other Arctic peoples, subsist primarily on hunting and fishing 
– an activity which Pierce was invited to participate in on several 
occasions. Ronald Senungetuk, a notable Iñupiat artist, was first 
taught by, and later hired by, Danny Pierce to work at the University 
of Alaska. 

Pierce’s work with the Iñupiat and the university would put him in a 
position to be an authoritative advocate on behalf of native Alaskan 
artists and crafts workers – a position which he used to the fullest. 
Pierce’s efforts were instrumental in the formation of laws to protect 
native arts in Alaska, especially laws which protect native people’s 
rights to sell, market, and retain the profits from their artworks. These 
laws have had a significant and lasting positive impact on the arts 
economy in Alaska. In 2012, he received an honorary Doctorate of 
Fine Arts from the University of Alaska Fairbanks in recognition of his 
work for the university and the Alaskan arts community.

Despite these achievements, it wasn’t long before Pierce was on 
the move again. He obtained a professorship at the University of 
Wisconsin Milwaukee in 1964. He taught a variety of fine arts classes 
during his tenure there, including figure drawing, printmaking, drawing, 
animal anatomy, and bookbinding. His favorite subject, animals, 
continued to feature prominently in his practice and his teaching. 
He was fondly remembered as a professor who taught a class on 
drawing animals by taking the whole class to the Milwaukee County 
Zoo, where they could have live models for their practice. During 
this time, Pierce would continue to produce art books, as well and 
paint and sculpt.

After his retirement from the University of Wisconsin, Pierce and 
wife Julia moved back to Kent. They established a studio in their 
house which continued to be used for art production for the 
next several decades. Danny and Julia travelled extensively, both 
before and after retirement – especially to Europe. These European 
expeditions inspired much of Pierce’s later work, which heavily 
featured fishing scenes and agricultural landscapes.

Pierce also shared his talents with his community closer to home. 
He painted several murals for the City of Kent, created murals and a 
diorama for the White River Valley Museum in Auburn, and in 2010 
had a solo retrospective show at the Centennial Center in Kent. In a 
2010 interview about the retrospective show Pierce said, “The only 
ambition I ever had was to be an artist. I’ve had a good life. It is a 
good life.”

One of two portable works by Danny Pierce currently on display at the Kent Historical Museum. This print shows off one of Pierce's 
favored subjects, horses. Pierce's love of history was often on display in his work, no matter what medium he worked in.

(top and middle) Details from Pierce's logging diorama at the 
White River Valley Museum. The full diorama is eight feet long 

and includes a painted background, also done by Pierce.

 Pierce painted the background mural for the Meade Livery 
exhibit at the White River Valley Museum. Themes from this 

display are echoed in his mural "Transitions", page 5.



Before the advent of health insurance, pensions, Social Secu-
rity, Facebook, or LinkedIn, fraternal organizations served as 
both social networks and social safety nets in the White River 
Valley and the rest of the United States.

Fraternal organizations are defined by historian David T. Beito 
as organizations that share a few characteristics: “an autono-
mous system of lodges, a democratic form of internal govern-
ment, a ritual, and the provision of mutual aid for members 
and their families.” These include secret societies, like the 
Masons and Rebekahs, mutual aid societies and explicitly phil-
anthropic organizations like the Soroptimists and Kiwanis, and 
trait-exclusive organizations like the Veterans of Foreign Wars 
or the Legionarios Del Trabajo. The term “fraternal”, despite 
its masculine associations, is also used to describe orders with 
members who are  predominantly or exclusively women.

Recent movies have sensationalized fraternal orders, especially 
secret societies, claiming they are aligned with global conspira-
cies. However, the reality is much more simple: each chapter is 
organized locally and works locally. Prior to the institution of 
federal Social Security in 1934, fraternal orders were second 
only to churches as the biggest  provider of charitable giving 
and support in the United States. One in three adult males 
in the United States, across racial and economic lines, was 
a member of a fraternal order in 1920. Fraternal societies 
served as medical and life insurers in an era where insurance 
was not commonly available. They assisted the elderly with 
housing and living expenses. They created and maintained 
cemeteries, and paid funeral expenses for their members. 
They provided an instant group of friends to people that 
moved to a new community, and gave people a place to 
gather and make plans to better their current communities.

The impact fraternal societies have had on Auburn and the 
White River Valley can still be seen in our architecture and in 
the ongoing charitable work that our area’s service clubs con-
tinue to this day. Here are a few artifacts from the museum’s 
collection that help preserve the story of this once-ubiquitous 
part of American life.

In 2016 Auburn’s Pioneer 
Cemetery was honored 

as a King County and City 
of Auburn Landmark. 
In 2017 working with 

architect Bob Hoshide, 
a Master Plan for 

the Preservation and 
Development of Pioneer 
Cemetery was crafted. 

All of this work was done 
with the gracious help and 
involvement of members 

of the White River 
Buddhist Temple and the 
Seattle Buddhist Temple. 

Now with the support 
of two new grants and 
a wonderful group of 
individual donors, we 
will embark upon the 
next step: developing 

the construction ready 
landscape and hardscape 

plan—a draft of which will 
be debuted on Memorial 

Day 2018. Big thanks go to 
the Natsuhara, Nishimoto 
and Terada families, the 

National Trust for Historic 
Preservation and the 
Washington Trust for 

Historic Preservation for 
their generous support.

Fraternal Organizations in The White River Valley

FROM THE BACK ROOM

By Hilary Pittenger, Curator of Collections

Top: The Odd Fellows lodge in Kent was the first in 
the Valley, founded in 1890. The Kent Lodge created, 

and still operates, Hillcrest Cemetery in Kent, and 
also provided a venue for community events like this 

c. 1905 Christmas pageant.

The Shriners are a Masonic organization equally known for their 
distinctive ceremonial hats and their dedication to funding children’s 

hospitals and health care. This hat was worn by Ed Ryan in the 
mid-20th century.

Fraternity Hall, located on the second floor of the 
Auburn Investment Co. building on Main Street 

(better known as the old J.C.Penney’s building) was 
built in 1921 for the purpose of supporting a variety of 

fraternal orders in Auburn.

Center: Matt Starwich, Croatian immigrant and 
famously incorruptible King County Sheriff during 
the 1920s, was a member of the United Ancient 

Order of Druids, a fraternal order devoted to the 
virtues of  justice, benevolence, and friendship.

Bottom: The Odd Fellows built their second Auburn 
hall on the upper floor of a building on the corner of 
A Street and Main. Today, this is the site of Oddfella’s  

Pub & Eatery. This convention ribbon with their 
distinctive three-ring symbol  belonged to one of 

their most prominent Auburn members, 
Chester A. Crisp.



getting caBin-Fever?
Bring the FaMily tO the MuseuM

The museum is fully accessible and with our new 
hands-on displays, children can be fully (and safe-
ly) occupied while you take a breather and enjoy 
the displays and even have a moment to read a 
label. From the little trainmen’s repair tent to the 
mystery touch boxes, the discovery drawers to 
the scent games, children enjoy the whole mu-
seum and will find lots to do!

White RiveR JouRnal  
is a quarterly  

publication of the  
White River Valley Museum, 

which is supported in  
large part by

City of Auburn.
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