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The act of creating for any artist is an assertion of his or 

her individual tty and this i.s especi.al ly true of the American folk 

artist in the 20th century. My interest in folk. art grew from the 

observation that a great many people without formal training in the arts 

produce vital imaginative visual works. The intent of thfs paper is to 

give an overview of wh.at's happeni'ng in folk. art, to gi.ve examples, to 

raise questions about an important art form and to explore the life and 

work of Uncle Jack in depth. 

It is hardly surprising that arriving at a definition of 'folk art' 

presents a ~roblem. Since until recent decades the old folk paintings 

and sculptures -- crude wood carvings, primitive portraits and land-

scapes, styltzed mourn'ing pictures, samplers and lnn signs, weather vanes 

d h.. 1 · .. · 1 t cons ,·_.de.re.d 'art' at a.1.1 . (· 1 ) an w l r i g i gs. - - we re s· 1 mp y no . However, 

in the 1 a ter 20th century, as the idea of progre.ss in a 11 areas of 

life have been questioned, both scholars, artists and the public have 

shown increasing interest in 'folk art'. We have come to recognize 

it as thriving independently of, though. in proxtmity to, the fine arts 

and to value tt highly as one of many varieties of expression. (2) 

In a sense, the concept of 1 fo1 k art' was i.nvented by 19th 

and 20th century western art historians, who established an evolutionary 

sequence of art styles, customarily fractured into periods. They called 

any art that did not fit comfortably into those periods 'folk'. 'Folk 

art', outside this sequential pattern, generally utilitarian and made 

by artists who lack academic training, was usually cons.idered to be of 
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inferior aesthetic merit and was ignored. (3) We now consider the 

beginnings of American fo1k art to occur just at that moment when a 

craftsman in metal, wood, clay or fabric shape an object to provide a 

creative element that ignore just utility. Craft crosses over into 

art. The concerns with ideas, energy, irony, mystery, traditi ona 11y 

the realm of 'fine art,' are equally the concerns of modern American 

folk art, liberating and celebrating materials and bringing attention 

the transformation of life into things and things into 1ife. (4) Art 

exists, and in many forms. Exp1oring ideas and concepts and transforming 

them into something concrete that has meani'ng and content which is 

central to your being, _ is a primary concern for all arti.sts and i.s 

important to all thinking people with the desire to understand their 

existence in the universe. 'Folk artists' merge tradition, change, 

feeling, learntng and self-realization i.nto forms of art. It offers 

futures that are open to all who respond to the touch of materials and 

the satisfaction of creative endeavor. The 'folk artist' comes to his 

or her calling free. There will a1ways be those who wi.11 turn their 

hands to giving form to things yet unshaped and bring order to what ts 

seemingly chaottc. (5) 

Man-made objects are marvelous things. Each one is essentially 

the physical embodiment of an idea. Creative expression does not occur 

in a vacuum; every designer is influenced by the requirements and 

barriers of his environment, his culture and his skills. Folk art 

thrives in rural settings, among peasants, artisans, and shopkeepers, 

but it also prospers in cities and among the rich. It is sometimes 

difficult to disttnguish between the so-calle.d, fine artist and the so-

called folk artist. 'Folk art' is traditional, enduring time, but 
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tradition is not static, enslaving and unchanging. What passes from one 

generation to the next is not an art work to be imitated but flexible 

ability to create new artworks that look. and feel right in terms of 

past experience. (6) To speak of any art work as traditional is to admit 

the reality of historical continuity. It 1 s maker accepted the past, 

but in a manner allowing for infi'nHe variation. They depend on their 

cul tura 1 surround tngs and hi story or meaning. (7) 

Objects of 'folk art• are in fact, more or less centrally located 

between the conceptual poles of the aesthetic and the practical. (8) 

It's aestheti'c quality is obviously revealed i.n applied 'decoration, 1 

such as carving on a chest or inlay on a rifle stock.. Forrna.1 considera-

tions in proportion are pulled together wi'th function with the chest 1 s 

traditional shape and tn the rifle's graceful balance to create some-

ting special that reve.als the intui.tive percepti'ons of balance, unity, 

rhythm and gestalt. As a whole the piece functions separately with 

aesthetic magnitude apart from the elements that are. brought i.nto it. 

For example, if your life depended on hunting for survival, your rifle is 

a very important part of your existence. The aesthetic qualities func-

tion as a force that help in your survival that bring object and 

individual clos~r. 

Why do folk artists create? They ere.ate because they are driven 

by the same i.mpul ses that 1 ead a 11 artists to se.ek. a means of expres-

s ion. They parti.cipate tn the same creattve joy as· their more 'sophisti-

cated' artists. They see the sa.me vis.ions, but why does_ anyone create? 

Because we're all searching for answers or seeking the rtqh.t questions 

to ask ourselves, which could therefore lead to a better understanding 

of how we fit in the universe, but paradoxically, maybe its just a force 
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inside all of us that needs no questions but action for understanding. 

A story is told of Rodin that when asked how he 
carved a hand out of a block of marble he replied, 
'I don't make the hand -- it's there inside. I 
just cut away everything that isn 1 t hand. 1 Mil es 
Carpenter, who runs a rickety icehouse and water-
melon stand in southern Virginia, has carved a 
grand fifteen-foot snake from the limb of a tree, 
and he wi 11 readily tell you why he did it. 1 I 
saw the limb lying on the ground and there was the 
snake -- right inside. What I did is, I let him 
out.' (9) 

Few folk artists seek fame, and many speak depreciatingly of their 

work. They tell you it's "just whittlin', just something to pass the 

time." And yet others have the overwhelming sense of destfoy that has 

stirred the greatest geniuses of the ages. William Edmundson, who lived 

in Nashville, Tennessee, until his death in 1951, was an unlettered man 

who worked at a variety of humble jobs. In his fifties he began carving, 

and with a feverish devotion and intensity, he made hundreds of lime-

stone figures. He had no problem explaining to people why he did it: 

Thes~ here is miratles I c~n do. Cari't nobody 
do these but me. I can't help carving. I just 
does it. It's like when you're leaving here 
and you 're going home. We.11, I know I'm going 
to carve. Jesus has planted the seed of carving 
in me. (10) 

The competence within folk art has often been described as child-

like. Nearly fifty years ago Henri Focillon dealt with the same matter 

in his introductfon to "Art Populaire. 11 Focillon described children, 

primitives, and folk artists as 

'Those who conceive before they see.' Presenta-
tion of images, in their case, is dominated by 
rattonality, as opposed to empiricism, and by a 
powerful instinctual need for order. (11) 

The term such as 'naive,' may be used to communicate some sense 

of the attitude of the artist. Naive art is the record of an 
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uncomplicated response. It cannot be learned, but it can be understood. 

The naive artist uses an unconscious and intuitive approach to the 

problem of communication. He does not disguise his techniques. He 

shares everything from the beginning. He works without concern for 

alternatives, and he has no fear of doing things poorly, but can also 

consider the tdea of quality in his work. He does not have to practice 

to improve. He willingly uses whatever materials are at hand to give 

form to his ideas. He ts often more interested in his own creative 

process than in the finished product. His vernacular expression does 

not go through styles or fashion cycles since it is nearly immutable. 

His role as an artist may begin and end wtthin the process of painting 

a single sign, or it may involve a lifelong dedication to a creative 

vision. This naive art is a rich source of conceptual ideas and un-

expected visual forms. Personal philosophy and political beliefs often 

motivate the naive artist to use his art as a means of one-to-one com-

munication. (12) In comparison, which is hard not to do as a so-called 

'trained artist,' I think we need to question the idea of progress and 

what this difference between the so-called 'naive or folk artist' and 

the 'sophisticated artist•. I've talked about baste needs and concerns 

that all artists tend to share, but what really is the distinction? 

Maybe the idea of what progress is, is one of the major di:fferences. 

The folk artist doesn't seem to be caught up in the fast pace, 

materialistic, technologi'cal oriented computer age. Our soci.ety is a 

complex world of nuclear threat and T.V. addicts and information 

bombardment that is inescapable. The •end product• seems to be of 

ultimate importance, not individuality or even quality but the increased 
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desire for new ideas and for faster and cheaper objects. The arms race 

is an example of this concept. We, as Americans, are pouring money into 

objects, not ideals; we are beginning to trust our machines more than the 

human power of thinking or involvement. Maybe the folk artists' life 

isn't as complex, but possibly they are closer to the reality and basics 

of life and just probably that's why we're so intrigued by it. They 

seem to put importance on the creative act itself rather than swiftly 

getting to an end product of lost fulfillment and satisfaction. Con-

ceivably art is the act of creating and not the end product, and it's 

likely the satisfaction comes from doing and involvement. 

Jesse Fuller is a so-called 'folk artist;' he has surrounded his 

farm with signs that proclaim his views and concerns. The signs are 

occasionally sto 1 en and they weather in ti.me, but they are re.painted 

and new thoughts are added, keeping the project alive. Individual words 

and ideas are emphasized by changes in size and through a personal kind 

of color coding. Along one of San Francisco's crowded residential 

streets is this breathing space of brightly colored signs. It is a 

private garden full of painted sculputre and lively slogans proclaiming 

messages such as 'Love thy neighbor' and 'Wake up America. 11 The project 

is the work of Peter M. Bond, a ninety-year-old phi.losopher and artist, 

who paints the signs in his basement studio. The garden is a visual 

presentation of a philsophic system. (13) Naive art can offer both 

the viewer and the artists an occasion for contemplation. We cannot 

predict when or where it will appear, but of one thing we can be certain, 

there undoubted 1 y wi 11 a 1 ways be peop 1 e who fee 1 the need to make some-

thing original, and their work will always enliven and humani'ze the 

environment. 
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There are some naive 'masters' whose dedication and passion for 

self-expression have resulted in some remarkable creative achievements. 

Ed Root of Wilson, Kansas, devoted nearly half of his ninety-two years to 

creating dozens of concrete yard sculptures, light fixtures, plaques, 

and planters. His cast cement forms are richly surfaced with embedded 

bits of broken glass, tile, and found objects. Some of the larger 

forms are hollow and contain displays which can be viewed through small 

concealed openings. Not many artists, naive or professional, devote 

an entire lifetime to a single project. The 'Garden of Eden' in Lucas, 

Kansas, is a monument to a rare kind of creative endurance. Although 

the project was never ~ctually completed, S. P. Dinsmoor worked for over 

forty years on an environmental sculpture that involved designing and 

constructing cement buildings, life-size trees and figures, a mausoleum, 

and cement replicas of the American flag. The size and complexity of 

the 'Garden of Eden' can only be compared to the more recent 'Watts 

Towers' monument constructed by Simon Rodia in Los Angele.s, California. 

In both the 1 Watts Towers' and the 1 Garde.n of Eden, 1 the arti.sts chose 

to create their linear structures using reinforced cement. Maximum 

flexibility of design was possible with this inexpensive material that 

could be prepared as time and funds permitted. (14} Out in the country, 

up the hollow, and in big ctty apartments gifted but untutored men and 

women are working tn the same tradition as their predece.s.sors of a 

century or two ago. Some find inspiration in recent events, others in 

memories of times past. Most often the mel})ories are of happy occasions 

or of everyday events which have acquired patina of ease and pleasure. 

Folk artists are selective in what they choose to record, some find a 

rich source of inspiration in religion, in mystical visions, and in 
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familiar stories. American folk art is alive and well in the last 

quarter of the twentieth century and i't may we 11 be in your neighbor 1 s 

front ya rd . ( 1 5 ) 

John William Dey or 'Uncle Jack' as most people call him, is a 

retired policeman who lives in Richmond, Virainia, and he estimates that 

he•s done 650 pai'nti:ngs in the twenty-five or thirty years he's been 

at it. His work has a distinctive hard, glossy finish. The secret is 

the medium, tester's airplane paint. The paintings are a patchwork of 

landscape and dream, or remembered scenes overlaid with fantasy and humor. 

Uncle Jack is a precise and meticulous artist with his own rigid 

aesthetic . . 

When I've finished with a painting, I put a bright 
light on it, and I go over the ~hole thing with a 
magnifying glass to see if anything's wrong. Some-
times a picture just doesn't look like it's level, 
and then I have to put something on to anchor it, 
something like a cow or a rabbit. 

When he was eighteen, Uncle Jack spent a year working in a lumber camp 

in Maine. 11That was back in 1933, 11 he says. 11 1 was crazy about it up 

there. I paint about it a lot, the outdoors and the old cabins and the 

snow. 11 Many of Uncle Jack's paintings are snow sce.ne.s. 

When you paint a winter landscape you have to fill 
it all up because it's so bare, you have to put 
all the branches on the trees, and then you have 
to put something up front. 

Uncle Jack wants it understood that the act of creation properly starts 

with the frame. A tireless hunter of antique and secondhand shops, 

he has collected frames of all shapes and sizes. 

Once you pick the frame, then you put in a piece 
of wood and start painting. At first I used to 
use oil paint with a little bit of house paint 
too, but now I 1 i ke the a i rp 1 ane paint. I buy· ·it 
in a model store. When I f1rst started painting, 
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I took an old man and I put him on a rocking 
chair with a whiskey jug in his hand and I 
called it 'Wife's Away.' Early on I made a 
masterpiece. 

Uncle Jack has a house filled with frames and an imagination bubbling 

with plans. 

In this Mexican frame I'm going to do a picture 
of the Reverend fishing, and there will be a 
moose and the old chicken house and a lake. I 
can see it in my head. You know, tf you're 
painting it's quiet, you finish one thing and 
the other idea is right there waiting. · Some-
times I wake up at three o'clock iri the morning 
and an idea has stepped into my mind. Here t 
am with close to eighty-four frames. In this 
big one I'm going to do a picture of Charlie 
Chaplin. In this one I'm going to do another 
masterpiece with everything in it. I' 11 put 
the Reverend slam bang in the middle and all 
the people around, and the animals and some 
crows and rabbits, maybe a moose, and the 
lake. You know, when I was a lumberjack I 
wanted to be the best lumberjack, and when I 
was a policeman, I wanted to be the best police-
man, and now I want to be the best painter·. 
What I don't have isn't ideas, I don't have 
enough· time to do them all. 

One of Uncle Jack's large recent paintings shows Adam and Eve in the 

Garden of Eden. The lake is glassy blue, there are pine trees on the 

mountain, and a waterfall drops sharply into the middle of the lake. 

The tempter has become a red-haired woman with horns who is· saying, 

the dialogue is written on the painting: "Please just try it. You 

will like it. 11 On the apple tree a sign says: "Forbidden tre.e." 

Eve is exclaiming: 11 ! can't believe I ate the whole apple. I just 

can't believe I ate that whole thing. 11 (16) My own analysi.s of Uncle 

Jack's attitude about his art emulates a positiveness and yet humorous-

ness and seriousness at the same time. He wants us to feel good about 

his art and about life. I have not been able to find a reproduction 
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of his painting in color but just from the black and white reproduction 

the painting seems to be alive with vivid and brilliant colors that 

vibrate in the li"ving landscape. The images themselves say vivation 

with birds in flight with outstretched wings that seem to symbolize 

freedom. The birds are larger than the people and are close enough that 

we are made to feel that we could be in flight with them. The viewer 

is ever positioned abovethe :landscape on the same level with the birds 

to heighten that feeling. The people almost seem inferior to us, the 

viewer. It is as tf Uncle Jack is trying to mak.e us aware that we're 

all given the choice of freedom in understanding our spirituality. We 

know the conclusion of Adam and Eve and ultimately the inevitability of 

all of us. We are caught in Uncle Jack's perception of paradise, and 

yet it's a paradise that many of us might create in our minds so it 

fills a satisfaction from the beginning. Centrally located is a huge 

1 ake being fi 11 ed with mountain water and a forest fi 11 ed with b 1 ossoming 

flowers and green trees that act like window curtains which invite us 

into the action. Adam and Eve are nude and almost insignificant with 

the same kind of flatness that the signs take on. Uncle Jack is creat-

ing a clear picture of his perception of paradise and reality. The 

many uses of symbols, words, and images help in clarifying our own 

illusion of paradi'se adding intrigue. The painting represents a special 

moment and yet we get an idea of the passage of time. He uses a nara-

tive and we as observers react and read into the memories of the 

reality and fantasy of life. Uncle Jack has a keen sense of balance, 

unity, sensitivity, humor, tradition and chi.ld-li:ke quality about his 

art. He is truly an arti:st of tremendous quality. 
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Uncle Jack and other folk artists have passion and excitement about 

art and their own creative expressions wb.ich give me joy and added hope 

about the art world and our society. 'Fo 1 k art 1 is a rich source of 

conceptual ideas and unexpected visual forms, it is a valuable and tn-

spirational resource not only for me but for everyone who wi11 allow 

themselves to partake. 'American folk art' ts alive and well in the 

1 ast quarter of the twentteth century and tt may well be in your 

neighbor's front yard. 
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