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Local Artisans’ Furniture
At Indiana State Museum

If you visit the “Fearless Furniture:  
Daring Designs & Unparalleled Crafts-
manship” exhibition at the Indiana State 
Museum in Indianapolis—a juried show 
debuting in October—be sure to check 
out the works of three area artisans: 
Nashville-based Randall O’Donnell, 
Paoli’s Dale Barnard, and Bloomington’s 
own Nancy Hiller.

“I’m delighted that my piece was 
chosen, because it’s so ‘out there,’” says 
Hiller of her early 20th-century Spanish 
Renaissance-style display cabinet. “Being 
in the show gives me more opportunity 
to do exactly what I wanted to with the 
piece in the first place—to educate.”

Hiller first hit upon the idea of building an interpretation of the 
cabinet a few years ago when she saw an original 1920s version on display 
at the Monroe County History Center. Fascinated by what she describes 
as the piece’s “gaudiness and awkward design,” Hiller did some digging 
and learned that the cabinet was mass-produced by Showers Brothers 
Furniture—a Bloomington furniture company that was one of the world’s 
largest during the early 20th century. 

With help from an IU ArtsWeek grant in 2012, Hiller designed and 
built a contemporary version of the cabinet using locally sourced materi-
als, including quarter-sawn oak harvested from a tree felled by a tornado, 
burly silver maple from a hardwood dealer in Spencer, and a decorative 
screen she made from medium-density fiberboard packing material.

“I wanted the piece to educate 
people about how the artifacts we use, 
including mass-produced furniture, 
are made by actual people who put 
their dreams and aspirations into their 
work,” says Hiller. “To contemporary 
eyes, the original cabinet may seem 
tacky with its pinned on ornaments and 
mismatched proportions, but it reflects 
the tastes and desires of the people who 
designed it and the people who bought 
it. There’s a human element in the 
process of making and selling that we 
too often forget, at our peril.”

Compared to the sleek contempo-
rary and classical designs of most pieces 
in “Fearless Furniture,” Hiller’s display 
cabinet is far from the most beautiful. 
But it’s no doubt one of the most un-
usual. “The cabinet definitely reflects 
my interest in not just the aesthetics 
but also the history and economics of 
furniture making,” says Hiller. 

The exhibition is on display until 
May 25, 2014. —Jeremy Shere
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