
     A discussion of women in the arts of Muncie first begins with one man: There is one man 
who is connected to all of the women in Muncie art scene. From 1876 to 1880, John Ottis 
Adams had an art studio in downtown Muncie. Adams worked as a portrait painter during this 
time. After studying in Germany, Adams returned to Muncie in 1887 to teach classes. In 1889, 
Adams and William Forsyth formed the Muncie Art School. The school closed in 1891. Adams 
also taught in Fort Wayne and became the chief instructor at the John Herron Art Institute in 
Indianapolis in 1902. Adams and Forsyth belong to a famous group of artists called “the Hoosier 
Group” along with T.C. Steele and others known for their Midwestern landscapes. 
     An early student of J. Ottis Adams was a young woman named Susan Ryan. The Ryan family 
was a prominent family in Muncie at the turn of the 20th century. The Ball State University 
Libraries Archives and Special Collections in Bracken Library houses the Ryan family collection of 
letters, photographs, and other documents. But one of the most important artifacts for learning 
about the family’s avid interest in the arts is the personal diary of Susan Ryan’s younger 
brother, Thomas. 
     Thomas began keeping a daily record at the age of 14 in 1886 when the Ryan family lived at 
603 East Jackson Street. In his diary, Thomas details being encouraged to read books, draw 
architecture and plans, participate in the boys’ choir, practice woodworking, attend lectures 
and shows, and play and listen to music. And he records his purchases of paper and drawing 
books. Thomas and his brother and two sisters were all very engaged in art and music. 
     Most of the Ryan family’s interest in the arts and cultural participation was encouraged by 
Thomas’ mother, Lida Ryan. Born in 1841, Lida Jenkins Ryan moved to Muncie in 1865 with her 
husband John and young daughter, Susan. Lida’s mother died when she was 3, so she was 
raised mostly by her grandparents in a strict household with only one small, secret book and no 
music. But in the winters, Lida attended school and could read and write quite well by the age 
of 8. In fact, she was a self-taught, multifaceted artist, writer, and musician. 
     John W. Ryan, Lida’s husband, wrote a memoir of her life, detailing his wife’s passion for 
literature, music, and art. He chronicled her introduction to music as a child: Lida spotted a 
classmate’s guitar, and it was the first musical instrument she had ever seen. So she saved 
money to buy one of her own and taught herself how to play it. 
 

Music was not only a beautiful and fascinating accomplishment, but it was an element 
of her soul. Far and near she organized and taught classes, which afforded her great 
pleasure and enabled her to promote the pleasure of others. 
 

     In 1861, Lida quit teaching to attend Muncie High School, where she studied math, 
astronomy, botany, and Latin. She married John Ryan in 1863 and continued to teach music and 
art classes in their home and studio. John and Lida built a custom home that still stands today 
at 208 South Monroe Street in Muncie. 
 
     John and Lida had six children, but two of the infants did not survive. In the memoir, John 
described Lida’s heartbreak. Lida’s talent as a writer is evident in a poem she wrote to her 
daughter Mildred on her first birthday in 1869. The beautiful poem reflects her loss and 
renewed joy: 
 



Hail ethereal sprite formed of Heaven’s holy light 
How came’st thou loitering here? 
Did some angel say as ye wandered this way, 
Thou’st needed on this sad sphere? 
For years I had lain the victim of pain 
Hope had grown to be naught but a name 
But when I saw thy infant eye and heard thy soft low cry 
A new impulse to live o’er me came. 
Today it’s one year since thou wert here 
And like a rosebud the surprises unfold 
May fortune and fame in Jesus’ sweet name 
In the future bring thee happiness untold. 

 
     But we learn the most about the Ryan family’s interest in art from Thomas’ diary. In fact, 
Thomas writes about some family artistic or musical activity nearly every 
day. And Lida had an art studio where she worked and taught art and music in the Ryan home, 
so Thomas kept track of her students in his diary. 
 

February 13, 1888: After supper Mama and I went to the Rink to hear the music, which 
Miss Love had tonight. It was very nice generally. 
 
February 27, 1888: Mama is fixing up the studio today, and tonight Walter and I helped 
put up pictures, etc. and it looks very nice. 
 
February 29, 1888: This morning I went and got some letter paper and violin strings for 
Mama, and she wrote a good many invitations for the party they are going to give. This 
afternoon we practiced several pieces on the harp, violins, and guitar to play tomorrow 
evening. This evening Roll came up and Susie took him up in the studio and they played 
a little on the harp. 
 

     And finally Thomas describes the grand opening party at his mother’s studio: 
 

March 1, 1888: Today I stayed home and helped the folks get ready for the party. At last 
we got all ready for the great party. At 8 o’clock the guests began to arrive, and the 
evening was replete with amusements and social conversation. At 10 o’clock 
refreshments were served, and it seemed to all go pretty well. Popcorn, ice cream, 
lemonade, egg kisses, macaroni, three kinds of cake, candied oranges, lemons 
 

(Thomas also records the number of suitors his two sisters have each Sunday. On one particular 
Sunday, the sister had over 30 suitors visiting the Ryan house). 
 
     Lida Ryan and her children also participated and hosted music and art clubs, women’s clubs, 
conversation club, self-improvement clubs, bicycle clubs, and something called the Dante club, 
and other social activities.  



 
     All of John and Lida’s children were talented artistically, but it was their oldest daughter 
Susan who became the most accomplished. Susan Delaney Ryan Marsh (1865-1959) studied 
under J. Ottis Adams at his Muncie Art School, and she also studied art formally in Cincinnati 
and New York City. Susan was the founder and first president of the Muncie Art Students 
League (1892 with J.Ottis Adams). She founded the Muncie branch of the National League of 
American Penwomen and was president of the Pegasus Poetry Club. 
     Susan also participated in the Muncie Matinee Musicale, founded on January 12, 1889 by a 
group of young women who loved good music. 35 women joined the traditional Wednesday 
afternoon sessions. The Boston Symphony Orchestral Club was the first artists’ concert 
presented by the women’s group. But the group also invited to Muncie symphony orchestras 
from Mexico, Russia, and other countries around the world. 
     In 1889, Susan married John Rollin Marsh, the son of a prominent banker, and moved into a 
home at 616 East Adams Street. With encouragement from Susan, John Marsh took up 
photography. His photographs in the Ryan/Marsh collection include home interiors and 
exteriors, families, and picnics. And Mr. Marsh built a photography studio at 218 East Adams 
Street. 
     The family was also gifted in the written word. In Thomas’ diary, John Ryan’s memoir about 
his wife, and personal correspondence we can see that the Ryans were very talented writers, 
too. The Archives in Bracken Library has a letter that John Rollin Marsh wrote to Susan when 
she was on vacation with their children. He eloquently and vividly expressed how he missed his 
family and signed the letter “Oceans of love to you and the children.” 
     In 1895 the Muncie Times held a contest for local artists to create a work of art to be 
featured on a special Thanksgiving edition of the newspaper to be printed on silk fabric. Susan 
was the winner, and the newspaper is now housed in the Archives and Special Collections in 
Bracken Library. 
     Susan’s career was impressive. And at that time she was working as a painter, music teacher, 
and art teacher while having two babies. Susan also managed to sew many of her family’s 
clothes. And in 1905 when the luxurious Delaware Hotel opened in downtown Muncie, Susan 
was commissioned to decorate the ballroom and provide artwork for the lobby. Susan received 
national recognition for a set of mini paintings that she created on ivory. Her works were 
displayed in the Hoosier Salon juried art show and were housed in the Student Center and art 
museum at Ball State University. 
Like her mother before her, Susan Ryan had an art studio and school in her home. In fact, after 
Susan’s marriage to John Marsh, the Marsh family home became a sort of conservatory for the 
artists of Muncie. (Show painting with photo in the corner and picture of her husband). 
     Susan Ryan’s younger sister Mildred was also an accomplished musician, painter, and writer. 
Mildred’s specialty was the harp. After Mildred’s family moved to Chicago, she was still listed as 
a satellite member of the Arts Students League and the Muncie Art Association. Mildred’s 
family donated her wedding gown to the Chicago Historical Society. 



     Susan and Mildred remained very actively involved in 
Muncie culture throughout their lives. And the Ryan 
family was well connected with other prominent Muncie 
families involved in the arts-- Ball, Maring, Wysor, Tuhey, 
McCulloch, Neely. If you’re familiar with Muncie, you’ll 
recognize these names shared with the names of 
buildings, streets, and parks. 

The Ryan Family 


