Love and Need
What Makes Folk Art Great

David Wheatcroft

in conversation with lohn Fiske

Painted Dower Chest, Dauphin County, PA, dated 1803, 277 x 48" x 22"

Thetithe of youtr book i5 The Authentic Eye. That's an
fratrigning chojce ard raives the greestion = what do you
mean iy “arbeniic'?

The chodce of the word *authentic” refers to the
unselfconscious integrity thar 1 find in rradicional emxh:
teenth- and nineteenth-century American folk ar. Many
if these early artists were constrained by both their sen-

sthilities and economic need. For me, the strongest folk

art abjects, including those in The Autbentic Eve, are the
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result of a unique marriage of social and economic
needs jolned o artistc impulse, To crib 4 phrase from
Robert Frost, "only where love and need ire one .05

the deed ever really done.”

Hotw 15 this idea of “fove and need” different fram the
treaclitions of fine art — doesn’t the impadse fo create
soretbine shring from the same sonrce?

There's a particular confluence of concitions that
anchors the context of traditional folk art and marks it as



something distinet from fine art. We can see love or passion in
both, but in fine art, need = in the sense of the utilitidan - is
ften not a part of the process. Accentuating the difference is
the fact that in folk art you mrely find what you ofien do in fine
art —a sense of the anist's professional ambitlon, lronically, in

folk art the object produced often exceeds the artist's inten-
tions, while in fine art inversely there are the grind intentions
thar are not often met. This unequal relationship between pro-
duction and conscious intenrions is a pervasive and defining
characteristic of Amencin folk art. The conventions of folk ar
were frequently shaped by economic need: the need on the
part of the artist 1o make a living, This Is not o say thae fine
artists didn’t need the financial reward of payment, but mther
that the pinch of economics in each of these tmditons pro-
duces contrasting responses

So perbaps you would describe the foll artis as an artisan
or craftspersan? Is there a difference in the social roles played
by folk artists and fine arilss?

Theere are some very broad historical rrends that cin help us
to better understand the contrasting social and emotional con-
text that nurtures the fine artist or the folk artist. In a sense, folk
art and fine art were not distinct entities untll the rise and con-
centration of populatons into urban centers, This social onzni-
zation of runl versus urban life helped o delineate the differ-
ences, although even today fine art and folk ant sl exist in o
contnuum that produces many gray areas,

Throughout much of human history, art has been tethered 1o
religion and politics, lluminating a communal vision or glorify-
ing either mystical or earthly powers. For lierully thousands of
yiesirs, artists worked for others: They labored for the crown or
the church, under a system of apprenticeships and guilds
Broad soctal changes thar began in the Renaissance and blos-
somed in The Enlightenment engendered a new sense of social
and culturdl identity, The amist as a celebmted individual per-
sonality began 1o evolve. By the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies this new identity, a sophisticated wode view and member
ship in an elite and ideal practice thoroughly pervaded the fine
art tradition

Toward the end of the nineteenth century the evalutionary
track of fine art again changed: a small group of Europeans
embriced a sort of individual reformartion, consciously rejecting
former social conventions and the conflnement of artistic possi-
Bality 1o economic need. The seeds of the twentieth CEntury's
ant-art art movement were sown and cultivated. What began as
reformation, developed into a full Blawn cult of disdain for the
useful or the readily sold, Separating himsell from the everyday
world, the fine artist became bath philosopher and possessor of
a unigue and alternative vision; someone elevated beyond mere
artisan of journeyman. Much of contemporany arg exises in a
barogue evolutionary cul-de-sac, a place where visual expres
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Tavern Sign, painted wood, South Hadley, MA, 1825-1830, 367 x 567

sion 5 often abandoned in Bivor of an art form that is marked by
self-involved mvings and ephemerl or non-meaterial actions; all
supported by kirgon-Laden apologies, This state of affairs pro.
vidles o dmmatic counterpaint 1o the unselfconscious and dinect,
distilledd and authentic expressions of the mditonal folk artist.

Serdent's fealle cfronad rerbaced foadle aortises do, afsont ety process in
crecing works u_,f:lfuﬂ.- art gl wibal you mean e yor
describe “need” as an fenprcartaant element

in the works illustrated in The Authentic Bye the object’s con-
text or function aften contribured heavily o its form. The painter
of the vern sign for the Village Hotel, for example, needed o
ateruct clients to the business as well as create 2 satisfying visual
irmage. Function dictated that the painting would be-hung high
enough 1o be viewed both from a distance and from: the ground
below. In choosing his images, the sign painter embraced power-
ful sentimenis of patrotism that pervaded the young American
nation following the War of 1812, The elements of the sign were
not defined in liveral dewil mther, the eagle, the Oag and the
hoat were conceived as both symbol and image in service o the
kacal inn. This task of simplifying for both functional as well as
cronomic reasons, finding the “less that will suffice,” is one of
the brogdd trenids found in much of vrditiondal folk an

The same ichea can be found in the form of weathervines. The

purpase of the object-seen both from i distance and from below,
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influences its shape, Some of the most imporant and valuable
American weathervanes were produced by small manufacturers
intent an making a lving from their trade, they nevertheless cre-
atecl beauriful forms. Thedr designs reflect the functional need

for a simple, bold image s well as the economic forces at play,

Vit el abowt simplifving for finctional and ecoromic rea-
seants = “The less that will suffice.™ Gart yore (iliestrare this point
teefth another image from your bool?

The influence of economic need is well illustrated by the work
ol Srurtevant Hamblin, His Portradft af a Young Boy (illusteed
here) is the type and size of work that was Hamblin's stock in
trade. 1t's o work that would have taken litle more than an hour,
cermainly less than twio to execure, The necessity of working
gpuickly produced @ freshness; vou can siill see much « of the
hrushwork which Is assured and to the point. Economic need
engendered a discipline, a set of conventions that allowed the
artist 1o work quickly Yer he was still able to create appealing
paintings that artracted and satisfied his clientele. Aside from the
economy of brushwork, there's an economy of selection,
Hamblin chose o paint only the features thar were necessary -
jusit what wis needed for an effective portrait of that child, but
no more. The ripples on the Rabrc of the pants are not literal
There's just sufficient indication, enough paing o suggest the
fabric withour describing unneeded detil



Heomblin wes a faivly prolific painier, why did vor chonse
this partictlar work o foclude in the book?

In this portmie everything comes together (o make @ gnei
puiinting. The subject is appesling @ young boy with @ oy The
fce is paimted with subithe, strong colors and it exudes sin unusu-
ally liveral expression. The Fcial features are pilnted with greater
attention than the body, which s executed more economic ally

Incickenmally, I must dispel an old myth here: foll porteitists
dlich meo padnt a genenc body first and then put on an indivic)
head. They no douabe had 2 system foe the bodies in the sense of
limiting choices, but they still had room o particularize each por-
trait and attempt 1o get the head o fit with the body. As nobody
has ever found 3 “Blank™ G canvas or pane] with only a beaclbess
body), we can safely say thar this was simply not the practice of
the folk portsit artist. This myth likely arose as 3 response 1o the
uneguel artention o detaill and sometimes the disproportionate
siaie of the head thae ks foundd tn many folk portoins

Getting back to your question about this portrait — Hamblin
s placed his subject slightly off-center, the visual welght of the
bow's right Bend and left hip keep the composition fust n bal-
ance, The aesthetics of this ponrsic are wermlic, everything from
the abbreviated checkering of the jacket right down 1o the juice
of the paint application, itall works together

Artists like those of the Prioe-Hamblin school found thedr
clicnrele among the growing mididle class of New Englanders.
Their patrons were not connoisseurs or collectors with larpe
amouris of tme and money at their disposal. This sociil con
struct dictaced thar the painer needed 1o work uickiv and fora
living wage. The time spent on a painting was related o the
potential mke-home pay: Perbaps a paortrait dicdn’e hie all the high
nctes, bt unless it was a disaster for the customer, we cin
assume that this group of artists ansiously collected their fee
and wenl on 1o the next one

Wy do some paintings bave an attvibution to Hamblin or
Price. while aotbers are descrifed as part of the Prior
Hearrebline School? Wiy core sonse words move valiwabhle or SHC-
cessfud than ctbrs?

There™s often confusion about which membser of the schoal
painted which pormmit. There were at least five painters assoc
ated] with this group of portrsitisis: Willkem Matthew Prior and
Sturtevant Hamblin were brothers-dn-law, and George Hartwedl
was related. There was also Willkim Kennedy and ar leist one
anonymous artist dubbed both the “pointed fnger” and the
“clomble swag™ artise Prior, Hamblin and Harowell were the most
consistent performers, bur all were capable and even the lesser
lights could hit it right on any given day, There are many misa-
tributions of these artists and people most often assume they
have a Prior, perhaps becase he is best known. Kennedy and
the “ouble swag amise” are genenlly felr to be inféor ro Prior,
Hamiblin and Harowell Telling ehem spart B an scquired skill
that calls for keen attention 1o many details including the stylis

tic execution of hands, ears and Facil features

The fmvigroes o the coper ef the boolt ane ipeeite bold, care yvou

il s something abel these peifmiings?
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Sturtevant |. Hamblin: Porfrait of a Young Boy, oil on academy
hoard, New England, c. 1840, 19 5/8" x 13 7/8",

The palr of portsits of 3 man and woman that are lustrted
on the cover of the book Gud here) are o ree and early exam
e of American folk ary, Mos [rEinthngs from the early 1700s
exhibit a distinctly English influence and signs of formal trmining
or apprenticeship. Keep in mind that at this stige in our history
the: colonists lived either in the port cities along the east coast
or i sl rural communities with sporadic access o European
culture, The portrains shown here would nor likely have been
acceptable in a city such as Philadelphia or Boston where mstes
favored Anglo-Navored art, and a need 1o be Bshionable could
[y inchulged

These portraits are the work of an artst unanchored from
cosmopolitin constraints whe provided his customers with a
L Lae rendition of the time-honored tedivion of formal por-
traiture, | don't think its going too Gir to claim that in this dip-
tych we can see something distinctly American issuing from the
sowcial context that germinared folk art in the rurml areas of a
voung nation. Eich of these [rarintings On s own is wonderfully
arranged, but as o diptyeh they are even more effective. The fig-
ures of the man and woman are extremely stylized. Here the

mrmum deal does the masimum work, Some might oriticize
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Pair of Portraits, oil on pine panels, New London County, CT, 1720-1730, 327 x 19" each panel.

the painting of the hands, saying that the artist lacked skill and
dicn’t understand anatomy. Pertiaps this is true, but more
important is his sense for the anatomy of the painting and his
intuitive understancing of composition,

How does the work of artists in the more cosmopolflan
areas differ from the work of folk artists in the countryside?

A striking cxample of the cross pollination of city and country
can be seen in the illustration of the wll case clock. Think about
painting a clock like that, There 15 no sense of being con-
strained by the traditions of clock case making. There is no sim-
ularion of wood or imid use of calor here. The maker wis nol o
member of a hide-bound system and he was not dwelling in
one of the fashionable centers but was living inan isolated val-
ley of central Pennsylvania. This freed him 1o incorporate a vari-
ety of elements that are gleaned from almost 5O years of stylistic
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developments thar took place in metropolitan areas, The feet,
molclings and decorative elements are sampled from mid-cigh-
reenth-century cabinetry designs through the Empire style of
the mid-nineteenth century, The attitude of this clock case
maker, unencumbered by the dgid aesthetic and soctal traci-
tions that might tie the hands of a Phitadelphia artisan, found o
happy marriage of a half-cenury of stvles, Amazingly and
uniguely the rosettes on the broken arch are repeated seven
more times on the dock case. The distinctiveness of this plece
of furniture hits you between the eyves and vet it is still a clock -
with a bonnet, a wioist, and feer I still had o perform as a clock
and it does. This design would have appeared as o monstrous
hodgepodge to a skilled formal clockmaker or his Philadel phia
client, Considering these prejudices it i truly amazing that this
beauriful monster has somehow impressed each peneration
enough to preserve and pass it on



