
History 
through art
We learn the lessons 
of our history in 
many different ways. 
Storytellers provide the 
spoken word. Books and 
magazines tell us with the 
written word. Movies and 
television often dramatize 
historic events or show us 
pictures and film of them 
as they occurred. We also 
learn of history as told 
by the paintbrush and the 
sculptor’s hammer and 
chisel.  

A special commission was 
appointed in 1917 as the 
new Missouri State Capitol 
construction was ending to 
properly decorate the building.

The tax approved to pay off 
the bonds issued to pay for 
construction of the Capitol 
raised $1 million more 
than expected. The money 
could only be used for the 
building’s decoration, giving 
the commission financial 
resources no other state 
capitol decoration effort has 
had. 

The five commissioners 
decided to use art to tell the 
stories of Missouri. They 
worked for more than a decade 
hiring some of America’s 
foremost painters, sculptors, 
stained-glass designers, and 
tapestry makers to create 
images portraying the people 
and the events that have made 
Missouri what it is and have in 
the process shaped the kind of 
people we are. 

Paintings teach us about 
the earliest people to live in 
Missouri. They show us the 
Pony Express; the beginnings 
of lead mining, our first 
industry; the coming of the 
great steamboats, the terrible 
tragedy of the Civil War, our 
natural resources and other 
events and places that have 

shaped Missouri and its 
people. 

Great sculptors remind us 
of Thomas Jefferson and the 
Louisiana Purchase, of Lewis 
and Clark and their epic 
journey to the Pacific Ocean, 
and of the importance of our 
two great rivers, the Missouri 
and the Mississippi.

The Capitol’s third floor 
is the home of the Hall of 
Famous Missourians, a 
place where visitors often 
are surprised by the bronze 
busts of Missouri scientists, 
explorers, adventurers, 
authors, entertainers, 
statesmen, journalists, and 
artists.

Great stained glass windows 
symbolize historic events, 
industries and the qualities 
that make Missouri great. 

Memorials on the north,  
or river side, of the Capitol 
building honor Missourians 
who have defended our nation 
in war and police officers who 
have died defending our safety. 
Two large carved marble 
fountains emphasize the role 
of sciences and the arts in 
contributing to our past as well 
as building for our future.

 A different kind of art is part 
of the design of the building 
itself. The House and the 
Senate Chambers were created 
with an awareness of the art of 
acoustics, the management of 
sound. The whispering gallery, 
the area surrounded by a 
railing high up in the rotunda, 
is another example of the art 
of acoustics. Someone on one 
side of the gallery can face the 
wall and whisper. A person 
standing on the other side of 

the gallery can put an ear to 
the wall and hear every word 
distinctly.

In a building where laws are 
passed that shape our future, 
art teaches us our history in 
canvas, bronze, stone, glass 
and fabric.

Learn more in this 
series about:
Native Americans

Mining

Steamboats

Civil War

Railroads

Capitols

Common Core Standards: R.CCR.2, 
R.CCR.4, W.CCR.2, W.CCR.3, 
W.CCR.4, SL.CCR.6, L.CCR.1

The Missouri State Capitol covers 3 acres in downtown Jefferson City. The dome, 
rising 238 feet and topped by a bronze statue of Ceres, the goddess of vegetation, is 
the first view of Jefferson City from the north. In addition to housing the House and 
Senate, the building provides offices for the governor, lieutenant governor, secretary 
of state, treasurer, state auditor and administrative agencies. The Missouri State 
Museum is located on the first floor of the Capitol and contains both long-term and 
temporary exhibits. Photo by Lloyd Grotjan. Courtesy of Missouri State Archives

Bob Priddy is a veteran Missouri Capitol 
reporter and co-author of “The Art of the 
Missouri Capitol: History in Canvas, Bronze 
and Stone.”
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ADDRESS: 201 W. Capitol, Jefferson City, MO
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mostateparks.com/park/missouri-state-museum

Mining
French explorers crossed the Mississippi River almost 300 years ago to search for silver. They followed animal paths and Indian trails away from the river until they came upon lead, not silver. From that day to this, lead mining has been an important industry in Missouri, a state that still produces about 70 percent of the nation’s lead. The mining of lead created our first road and led to the founding of our first permanent town. It also brought slavery to our state.

Phillip Francois Renault led explorers to our side of the Mississippi River in 1719 to an area known today as Old Mines. They came back a year later and began removing lead ore, a process that required a lot of workers, leading the French to bring slaves to the mines, creating a social institution that lasted for more than 140 years and ended only with the Civil War. 
The early mining was primitive by modern standards, with workers shoveling ore from shallow holes, or pits. Large bonfires heated the ore until the lead melted out of the rock. Only a small percentage of the lead could be recovered this way. Better methods were developed through the years to recover much more. 

The early miners cleared a path through the forest known as the “Three Notch Road” so lead could be moved from the mines to the new Mississippi River settlement named Ste. (for Sainte) Genevieve where it was loaded on boats and taken to the main shipping point of New Orleans. Sometimes the lead was shaped into the form of collars that the oxen could wear as they pulled wagons containing more of the lead.Some of the lead was turned into bullets by John Maclot, who operated a factory in 

Herculaneum, another of the eastern Missouri leadbelt towns. Andrew Jackson’s soldiers used some of those bullets to defeat the British in the famous Battle of New Orleans in 1815. 

As the supply of easily dug lead ran out, new sources had to be found. Some later mines had to be dug 500 to 1,500 feet down to find the ore.
Early surveyors in southwest Missouri noted the presence of lead-bearing rock shortly after Missouri became a state, but serious mining did not begin there until after the  Civil War. One of the early miners laid out a 

town in the area that he called Joplin. As years went by, zinc mining rivaled lead mining in the Joplin Creek Valley, and Joplin became the world’s lead and zinc capital. So many mines were dug that about three-fourths of Joplin has mines beneath it.
Today, St. Joe State Park near Park Hills, an 8,200-acre abandoned mining area, commemorates the history of Missouri’s first industry. Mining of lead and zinc continues in the state today, but three centuries of mining has produced a mixed legacy. Large areas are contaminated by decades of lead dust and runoff from water and chemicals used in processing the minerals. Extensive cleanup of those areas will continue for many years while newer, safer means of processing a material that has been such a major part of a Missouri history continues.

The importance of Missouri’s lead mining industry is represented in Tom P. Barnett’s mural from the Natural Resources wing of

the state museum showing a mine in the southwest Missouri lead belt. Courtesy of Missouri State Archives

Lorentz Kleiser’s tapestry depicts early lead mining in 
Missouri using a windlass to hoist chunks of lead from 
a prospect hole. The tapestry is located in the Senate 
Lounge on the third floor. Photo by Harrison Sweazea. 

Allen Tupper True’s dramatic portrayal on the Capitol’s third floor of a lead miner emphasizes the importance of the industry to Missouri’s history and economy. Courtesy of Missouri State Archives
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ACTIVITIES
q  The art in our state Capitol illustrates 
events in Missouri’s history. History is 
documented every day in the newspaper. 
Look through your newspaper to find 
stories, editorials or ads that could be 
illustrated. Create art to tell the story. 
Explain how your illustrations enhance or 
replace the writing.

w  Create a mock newspaper to 
represent a historical period mentioned 
in the upcoming series features. Your 
newspaper must include news stories, 
advertisements, photographs, editorials, 
and other features found in your 
newspaper. Remember to study your 
newspaper for style and layout.

e  Have you heard the expression ‘’A 
picture is worth a thousand words”? 
Look through the newspaper to find a 
picture that catches your eye. Without 
reading the cutline, study the picture. 
What “words” does this picture have to 
say? Write a paragraph explaining who, 
what, where, when, how. What happened 
right before this picture was taken? 
What happened immediately afterward?  
Swap with a partner. How do your 
interpretations compare?


