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James Whitcomb Riley in Mooresville

• “The Perce Building” (Mooresville Moments #4), by Mooresville
Public Library (video): https://youtu.be/CyQsZNwRLQ0

• Although famous Hoosier poet James Whitcomb Riley (1849-1916)
grew up in Greenfield, Indiana, in Spring 1874 he moved to
Mooresville to live with his aunt and uncle, Jim and Ann Marine, while
he worked as a sign painter in a shop located at 25 South Indiana
Street downtown. The building is known as the Perce Building (for
owner Dr. B. H. Perce, who had it constructed around 1865).

https://youtu.be/CyQsZNwRLQ0


The Perce Building (built ca. 1865)



Examples of  Signs Painted
by James Whitcomb Riley



• In addition to sign painting, Riley
wrote articles and humorous
quips for the local newspaper,
the Mooresville Enterprise, as
well as for other Morgan County
newspapers. When trade was
slack, Riley would slip around the
block to hang out with local
photographer and Civil War
veteran Jarvis P. Calvert at his art
and photographer studio on East
Harrison Street.J. P. Calvert

James Whitcomb Riley (ca. 1874)



James Whitcomb Riley’s “Business Card” (1871)

Source:
Elizabeth Van 
Allen, James 
Whitcomb 
Riley:  A Life.  
(1999)  
Bloomington:  
Indiana 
University 
Press.



Painter Before Poet • The Press remembers James Whitcomb
Riley’s career as a sign painter

Detroit (MI) Free Press, Monday, March 2, 1885, p. 4. Elkhart (IN) Daily Review, April 2, 1888, p. 3.



Painter Before Poet • The Press remembers James Whitcomb
Riley’s career as a sign painter (con’t.)

St. Louis (MO) Post-Dispatch, Monday, December 21, 
1885, p. 4.

Selma (AL) Times-Argus, Friday, December 18, 1885, 
p. 2.



Painter Before Poet • The Press remembers James Whitcomb
Riley’s career as a sign painter (con’t.)

Princeton (IN) Clarion-Leader, Thursday, March 19, 1885, 
p. 4.

Warsaw (IN) Times Union, Saturday, August 8, 1959.



Painter Before Poet • The Press remembers James Whitcomb
Riley’s career as a sign painter (con’t.)

[by S. B. McManus in the Warsaw (IN) Times, reprinted in the Evansville (IN) Journal, March 20, 1889, p. 5]



James Whitcomb Riley’s Comedy Routine:  
“The World’s Only Blind Sign Painter”

(from the Pittsburg [PA] Despatch, reprinted in the Knoxville [TN] Daily Chronicle, Friday, August 14, 1885, p. 7)



Questions?

• William R. Buckley, information director, adult
reference services, Mooresville Public Library

• billb@mooresvillepublic.lib.in.us

mailto:billb@mooresvillepublic.lib.in.us
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