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Theodore Clement (T.C.) Steele was born in Owen County, 
Indiana on the 11th of September in 1847 to Samuel and Harriet 
Steele. He was a renowned Indiana artist, best known for his 
detailed portraits and later, his impressionistic landscapes. 
Throughout his career, Steele would recall the rolling hills of his 
childhood home, and would gain inspiration from the hills and 
streams of Southern and Western Indiana. Later on in life he 
created the Brown County Art Colony and spurred the 
development of artwork in Indiana.   
 
Steele taught himself to draw long before he attended the 
Waveland Collegiate Institute in the fall of 1859.  It was here that 
Steele received his first formal training in drawing and began 
painting with oils. Teachers at the institute took notice of Steele’s 
ability and in following years he helped teach other students to 
draw. In 1865, when he was 18 and still a student, the school 
listed him as the teacher of drawing and painting in the 
preparatory department. 
 
T.C. Steele married Mary Elizabeth “Libbie” Lakin on February 
14, 1870.  At this time, Steele was earning his living as a portrait 
artist and received commissions from Lafayette, Bainbridge, and 
Rushville. In order to pursue more commissioned portraits, he 
and Libbie moved to Battle Creek, Michigan.  In 1873, they 
moved to Indianapolis where he set up a studio. Steele’s work 
interested his cousin William Richards as well as the wealthy 
patron, Herman Lieber. These two, along with other families 
helped to raise $1300, which allowed the Steele family to live in 
Munich so that he could study from 1880 to 1885. This is where 
Steele learned to paint en plein air and see French 
impressionistic artwork. Steele’s work evolved as he later took 
elements of impressionism and added them to his own paintings. 
After the World’s Columbian Exposition in1893, Steele changed 
his style of painting, utilizing a much brighter palette, looser 
brushwork, and attention to atmospheric effects.  
 
A few years later, Libbie, who was always an active and helpful 
force in Steele’s life, died in 1899 of tuberculosis. In 1905, Steele 
married Selma Neubacher, the assistant superintendent of the 
Indianapolis schools. That same year, they purchased 200 acres 
of land in Brown County, where he would build the house and 
studio known as “The House of the Singing Winds”. They resided 
in Brown County until Steele’s death on July 24th, 1926.  


