NEW EXHIBITION TAKES DEEP DIVE INTO LIFE’S WORK OF JOEL BARBER
PIONEERING COLLECTOR SAW UNIQUE AMERICAN ART FORM IN DECOYS
SHELBURNE, Vt. (Sept. 5, 2019)—The culmination of five years
of research, a new exhibition at Shelburne Museum explores the
life, collection and artwork of Joel D. Barber (1876-1952), a
pioneering wildfowl decoy collector who saw in them a unique
American art form.
Joel Barber & the Modern Decoy opens on Saturday, Sept. 14, with
a public opening reception from 7 to 8 p.m. on Friday, Sept. 13. A
decoy carving demonstration is scheduled for Saturday, Sept. 14
from 1 to 3 p.m.
Featuring more than 100 decoys, drawings, historical photographs
and watercolors from Shelburne Museum’s extensive collection and
archives, the exhibition takes a comprehensive view of Barber’s
fascination with decoys, starting with a red-breasted merganser
decoy he came across in a sail loft on the South Shore of Long
Island in 1918.
He wrote and illustrated a groundbreaking book, Wild Fowl Decoys,
published in 1934, where he introduced his designs for the perfect
“modern” decoy. The book remains a primer for collectors today.
The exhibition features plans he drafted for so-called “modern”
decoys.
“As an early collector, Joel Barber’s life was subject to considerable folklore. This exhibition sheds light on and
paints a picture of the collector based on insights from the hundreds of documents in his archives housed here at
Shelburne Museum,” said Chief Curator and Francie and John Downing Curator of American Art Kory Rogers.
“Barber was truly devoted to what he called floating sculpture, and committed to sharing his passion with the
public through exhibitions, his publications and publicity.”
Shelburne Museum is home to the first major public collection of decoys amassed as artwork. Joel Barber’s
collection of more than 300 decoys forms the nucleus of this renowned collection. Barber’s extensive archives of
more than 600 documents is also housed at the museum.
Joel Barber & the Modern Decoy opens on Saturday, September 14, and runs through January 12, 2020, in the
Colgate Gallery, Pizzagalli Center for Art and Education.
About Shelburne Museum: Founded in 1947 by pioneering folk art collector Electra Havemeyer Webb (1888–
1960), Shelburne Museum is the largest art and history museum in northern New England and Vermont’s
foremost public resource for visual art and material culture. The Museum’s 45-acre campus is comprised of 39
buildings including the Pizzagalli Center for Art and Education and Webb Gallery featuring important American
paintings by Andrew Wyeth, Winslow Homer, Grandma Moses, John Singleton Copley, and many more. For
more information, please visit shelburnemuseum.org.
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