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Earl Cunningham:

Painting

an American

Earl Cunningham seated on table in
back room of Qver Fork Gallery, 1970.
Photograph by Jerry Uelsmann

Eden

isenchanted with life, King Arthur and Queen

Guinevere in Lerner and Loewe’s musical
Camelot wonder how simple folk cope with reality.
Their speculations about the so-called simple folk
are indicative of many sophisticates who periodical-
ly indulge in fantasies about an uncomplicated
world. Such an indulgence was voiced in a review of
the groundbreaking 1924 Whitney Studio Club
exhibition that featured the work of American self-
taught artists. Apropos this exhibition, the critic
Charles Messer Stow commented, “In the midst of a
sophisticated existence it is refreshing to turn to
something that totally lacks sophistication. And
these early paintings give that refreshment.”' But the
folk and their attitudes are not nearly as naive as
Lerner and Loewe’s musical and Stow’s review sug-
gest and as new historians intent on an
upstairs/downstairs reversal of traditional hierar-
chies are discovering. The popular culture specialist
Fred E. H. Schroeder has pointed out: “The expres-
sive forms of popular arts . . . must be simple, but
the underlying ideas, concepts and philosophies may
be most profound. . . . It is my contention that the
popular audience, if it is given a choice, will always
tend toward the more profound meanings, so long as
the aesthetic demands of simplicity and clarity of
expression are not violated."”

This book on the art of Earl Cunningham
(1893-1977)—a marine painter working mostly in
Maine and Florida from the teens to the 1970s—
will examine his not-so-simple vernacular art from a



number of contexts, including the artist’s personal
world, the realm of intuitive art, and mainstream
culture. Rather than segregating his Edenic views
into a separate realm where they can mainly be
appreciated as charming and idiosyncratic, this
study will examine them in relation to some of the
major historical and cultural debates of their time:
the significance of belief in a country attuned to
skepticism, American isolationist views versus the
country’s international commitments, and the role
of the past in a culture dedicated to both the present
and the future.

According to Robert Bishop, who was director
of the Museum of American Folk Art, which
cosponsored in 1986 the New York City showing of
Cunningham’s paintings, this artist is a “truly great
painter” whose work is “not in many ways unlike
that of [Henri] Rousseau from France.” He consid-
ered Cunningham remarkable for “his technique
[which] is considerably more painterly than that
possessed by most 20th century self-taught artists”
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and “a master colorist.” Regarding the Cunningham
exhibition as “the rediscovery of a major twentieth
century American folk artist,” Bishop wrote, “Today
his work remains at the forefront of the ‘historical
fantasy’ evolution of twentieth century American
folk art.” Bishop thought that Cunningham would
achieve as important critical standing as Grandma
Moses, an assessment that the artist himself would
have disputed, since he regarded Anna Mary
Robertson as important but not daunting competi-
tion. Cunningham collected clippings on Grandma
Moses and no doubt studied her paintings to see

how he could improve on her style.®

Cunningham was a painter with messianic zeal
about his work, which he wanted to be the basis of
a museum. In the 1960s he told the photographer
Jerry Uelsmann that he hoped to create a total of
one thousand paintings for this museum.” Sometime
in the 1920s this self-taught painter first began to
build a museum on his twenty-five-acre farm in
Maine, which he named “Fort Valley.” Located near
the road but situated in a draw with a pond, the
farm, which he purchased from his family, was both
protected and accessible to traffic. According to
Robert Cunningham, his nephew, Earl “always had
irons in the fire and was full of ideas and excite-
ment.” He may have intended his first house on the
property to be a museum since it contained many
collections, which were destroyed in a fire that took
the house in the 1920s.” He later continued to pur-
sue the idea and in 1940 purchased a fifty-acre farm
in Waterboro, South Carolina, where he subse-
quently raised chickens for the United States Army
during World War I1. After the war Cunningham
relocated to St. Augustine, where from 1949 until
his death, in 1977, he operated an antique shop and
an art gallery, which served as a temporary muse-
um. He called this combination business/museum
“The Over Fork Gallery.”"” His friend Charles
Brigham has related that the antique shop itself was
organized as a museum, and sometimes Cunning-
ham would take people on tours through the shop,
telling them stories as if they were visiting a history
museum. He once admitted to Brigham that he had
been refused a job as a curator somewhere in Maine,
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Earl Cunningham standing in front of Over Fork
Gallery, 1970. Photograph by Jerry Uelsmann

but Brigham did not give this story much cre-
dence." According to another friend, John Surovek,
who was director of the Museum of Arts and Sci-
ences, Daytona Beach, where Cunningham’s second
retrospective was held, Cunningham was the direc-
tor, docent, art historian, and author of his collec-
tion of paintings."

Although he sold a variety of antiques in his
shop, Cunningham was reluctant to let go of his
paintings. To Surovek he stated, “Every one of my
paintings are brothers and sisters. [ can't separate my
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family of paintings.””* He even made a sign stating,
“These paintings are not for sale,” which he dis-
played prominently in the gallery. On occasion he
traded paintings for necessary services and such
goods as a used car and wood," but he sold only
a small percentage of his works because he wanted
to preserve them for his museum. He evidently
believed that the sum total of 450 extant works that
he managed to keep in his possession until the end
of his life represented an important statement about
the world. In addition to his reluctance to part with
his paintings, Cunningham was not receptive to
commissions. According to Surovek, Cunningham
would not incorporate the Daytona Museum of
Arts and Sciences into a painting even though he
would have been generously paid for his efforts.'
Cunningham’s gallery on St. George Street was
an almost sacred enterprise that he was unwilling to
share with the great numbers of people frequenting
his shop in the heart of historic St. Augustine’s
tourist district. Only a few visitors were allowed
into the locked gallery adjoining the shop. It was



located in a space that had been a restaurant, and a
few booths remained from that time. Whenever
Cunningham decided to open the gallery, he would
close the antique shop, even if he had to ask
prospective customers to leave. Then he took the
honored guests into the museum.

A curmudgeon with a sense of humor, Cunning-
ham, who became known as “the Crusty Dragon of
St. George Street,”"® admitted that the locked door
made his museum all the more intriguing. He rel-
ished telling the story of the former major and U.S.
senator Walter B. Frazier, who “bought a spring and
called it the Fountain of Youth and built a six-foot
fence around it, and . . . used to say, ‘You can take
the Fountain, just leave me the fence.'""’

Cunningham might have joked about the muse-
um, but he was also deadly serious about both it
and his identity as an artist. He was fond of wearing
a beret as a way of reinforcing his artistic identity.
When he painted, he also wore an artist’s smock
with a crest on the back bearing the name “Over
Fork.” The crest, with the addition of the words
“Over Fork Over,” was the same family seal that he
used to advertise his gallery. This crest served as a
wry badge of approval, and, strangely enough, it
legitimized both the museum and the shop, which
Cunningham had indicated on a number of occa-
sions was operated solely for financial reasons. To
imply his primarily mercenary attitude toward this
business without alienating customers, Cunningham
used “Over Fork” as the name for his gallery.'

Even though Cunningham left no written
record about his museum, his collection of paintings

Earl Cunningham working on wooden angel sculpture

¢. 1972. Photograph by Robert Mullis
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fortunately has been preserved almost in its entirety.
An investigation of major themes in this collection
reveals some important concerns of this self-taught
painter whose art offers an important alternative to
the values and concerns of mainstream culture. In
works filled with a sense of fantasy about the past as
well as a subtle and disarmingly charming critique
of the present, Cunningham presents a new symbol-
ic genesis of America. His paintings re-create the
past to give a halcyon view of what America could
have been and might still be. In many of his paint-
ings Cunningham symbolically reenacts the begin-
nings of America by bringing early Norse explorers
and Native Americans together with the late-
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century sailing ves-
sels of his youth. To reinforce the great antiquity of
the Norse ships, the artist would often paint patches
on the sails. An individual tormented with inner
conflicts and deep suspicions about others, Cun-
ningham used his art as a way of reaffirming an
Edenic view of the world. His own inner turmoil
makes the harmonies of these works all the more
significant because they represent momentary
victories over the doubts plaguing him.
Cunningham wished to honor his artistically
constructed memories in his museum. These mem-
ories are significant fabrications that reorder reality
to meet the artist’s present needs. The sense of nos-
talgia pervading these works is key to the way that
Cunningham re-presents the world rather than
merely reflects it. Although the term “memory
painter” often is used for such individuals as Cun-

ningham, in his case it is particularly confusing

because it suggests that his creations are mere
reflections of his youth rather than a highly symbol-
ic and necessary reconstitution of it. To call him a
memory painter would thus trivialize and invalidate
his creations by implying that his broad cultural
reassessments are merely charming and inaccurate
recollections.

In order to understand the problematic implica-
tions of the term memory painter, it is helpful, for
the purposes of comparison, to consider the case of
Anna Mary Robertson Moses, a contemporary of
Cunningham who came to be regarded as a special
disseminator of nostalgia. In keeping with this role,
Mrs. Moses, who signed her works simply with her
last name, was called Grandma Moses by both the
press and her gallery, even though her own grand-
children called her at first “Bonny” and later—prob-
ably as a concession to the media—"Gram.”"® In
order to jog her memory about her youth, Mrs.
Moses relied on Currier & Ives lithographs, which
were then widely reproduced, as well as a host of
mass-produced images, including greeting cards and
illustrations in magazines and newspapers. Her nos-
talgia is thus a socially and culturally encoded con-
struct that depends as much on the popularity of
the American past, beginning in the 1930s, when
American Regionalist art became important, as it
does on her own memories of her childhood in rural
upstate New York. The term memory painting is
thus inadequate to describe Moses’ paintings and
also Cunningham’s work because it considers mem-
ory to be a true reflection of past reality rather than
a distinct re-creation of the past that frequently
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Over Fork Over, Cunningham's coat of arms. Qil on
board, 24x 20"

compensates for the inadequacies of the present.
Although Cunningham usually is labeled a folk
artist, this study will avoid the terms folk artist and
naive painter. The first term is inaccurate in its
assumption that there is a common folk tradition
from which Cunningham and other like-minded
artists originate. While folk art adequately charac-

terizes established groups such as the Shakers and
the Moravians, it is less appropriate for such self-
taught painters as Cunningham because it implies
that he subscribed to a vocabulary of forms com-
monly accepted by a distinct subculture. Robert
Bishop stated that “to confuse Earl Cunningham
with folk art seems rather naive these days. His con-
tributions were that of a unique visionary artist."*
To regard Cunningham as a folk artist denigrates by
implication his individuality and originality. The
term naive is also problematic because it connotes a
simplicity of thought that is inconsistent with the
nature of Cunningham'’s art, particularly the com-
plexity of his symbols, the range of his artistic
sources, and his sophisticated use of color. While
Cunningham was innocent of such established aca-
demic techniques as one-point perspective and the
classical way of rendering human anatomy, he was
sophisticated in his use of a number of ideas ger-
mane to modern art. The term that suits Cunning-
ham is “vernacular art.” John Hubenthal has

summarized its special usage:

Vernacular art is not folk because it is at best mar-
ginal to tradition. It is not popular because it is
outside the system of mass production which is
inherent in the industrial nature of popular cul-
ture. It is not outsider because it is not severely
marginalized with regard to its culture. It is not
fine art because it lacks the self-conscious historici-
ty of the art of the elite. It is the spontaneous art of
people who are within the contemporary system
without patronage.”
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In recent years a number of folk-life specialists
have become highly critical of the ways that folk art
has been colonized by mainstream culture in general
and by modernist aesthetics in particular. Among
these critics, one of the most articulate is Simon J.
Bronner, who has pointed out that aesthetic consid-
erations have trivialized folk art by keeping it exotic
and strange. In addition, Bronner believes that such
judgments have masked a series of latent desires to
keep the folk suppressed. “The folk art object,”
Bronner has written, “is converted into the fine arts
system of painting and sculpture, patronage and
appraisal, dominance and control.”? He also has
pointed out the inadequacies of the term folk art:
“For those stressing the art, folk represented an
appealing romantic, nativist qualifier used in the
marketplace. For those stressing the folk, it repre-
sented a sense of community and informal learning
examined in academe.”” Despite the cogency of
Bronner’s arguments, he himself is guilty of romanti-
cizing the folk by describing them in terms of “an
integral type of learning and social exchange, view-
ing folk as a constant, dynamic process, and
characterizing folk as part of vitally functioning
communities which often downplay individual capi-
talist competition.”' Although it is commendable to
see the folk in relation to themselves, their own cri-

Interior of Over Fork Gallery with Earl Cunningham,
1970. Photograph by Jerry Uelsmann

teria of excellence, and their distinct set of symbols,
as Bronner suggests, much of the art currently desig-
nated as folk, such as Earl Cunningham’s paintings,
cannot be segregated from mainstream culture:
Cunningham’s work was made for museum viewing,
and his style indicates a familiarity with modern art.

Thus when considering his work one should
resist such pronouncements as the following one by
Charles Brigham: “In Earl Cunningham’s work,
there is no real knowledge, no aesthetic theory that
lies behind his work. It is all a spontaneous effusion
of a high mark.”” Despite Brigham’s sincerity and
enthusiasm, his belief in an unmediated vision is
unrealistic and inconsistent with the nature of art as
a means of establishing a common identity. While it
is unrealistic for a critic or an art historian to sub-
scribe to the idea of a pure vision, such a conviction
is often an essential working premise for many
artists who need to regard their vision as unique in
order to maintain it.

Cunningham’s naiveté was very knowing. As
Surovek has stated, “Cunningham was the most
unaffected affected guy in the world.” He has point-
ed out that this artist was aware of people’s critical
remarks about the flamingos that were out of pro-
portion with his houses but was unwilling to accede
to their criteria. Although hurt by these remarks,
Cunningham took comfort in Picasso’s freedom of
expression, which he often compared with his
own.” In his work and in his life, Cunningham man-
ifested a mixture of simplicity and sophistication
that is characteristically twentieth-century even
though it is disconcerting to anyone trying to apply
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Earl Cunningham'’s business cards

traditional labels such as naive and folk artist. This
mixture of simplicity and sophistication makes
Cunningham appear to be postmodern, but he is
involved with belief rather than doubt. When Cun-
ningham signed a painting “American Primitive"”
and later when he had business cards printed with
the designation “Primitive Artist,” he inadvertently
set up a tension between intuitive art and later post-
modern neoprimitives such as David Bates and Hol-
lis Siegler. His knowledge of his status indicates a
sophistication that is at odds with the usual expec-
tations concerning vernacular artists, and it points to
the fluidity of language in the twentieth century,
when naiveté and sophistication can no longer be
considered as polarities. By using the term “Primi-
tive Artist” to refer to himself, Cunningham doubles
the codes for vernacular art with the goal of using
one to reinforce the other. This designation, howev-
er, which is characteristically used by a member of
the mainstream culture to refer to someone who is
marginalized, serves the reverse function of ques-
tioning the authenticity of his work. The doubling
of sophisticated and vernacular codes continues in
his reappropriation of the so-called folk-art forms
used by many modern artists, including the Fauves,
and in his reliance on the tradition that includes
Edward Hicks, Grandma Moses, and Joseph Pickett.
Depending on one’s point of view, Cunningham’s
approach can be considered an appropriation of
modernism, a reappropriation of the vernacular that
modern art itself had appropriated, a revival of the
American folk-art tradition as seen in the works of
Hicks and others, and a survival of nineteenth-



century traditions that Cunningham himself contin-
ues. Of course his approach is representative of all
these attitudes, considered singly or in combination.
Although Cunningham was self-taught, he was defi-
nitely not naive; and although he was knowledge-
able about his status as a vernacular artist, he
remained an intuitive painter who attempted to syn-
thesize his experiences in a visual form. The prob-
lem for traditional scholars who are accustomed to
regarding vernacular as a marginalized activity is
that Cunningham was both trusting enough to fol-
low his convictions and yet self-aware; he was both
marginalized and mainstream at the same time.

Such knowing naiveté is evident in Cunning-
ham’s use of both housepainter’s and artist’s sup-
plies. Since he enjoyed scavenging, he availed
himself of the used lots of house paint that he
acquired for sometimes two dollars a box. Surovek
remembers seeing in the artist’s studio twenty to
thirty cans of paint that Cunningham had found at
garage sales. He believes that the pinks, greens, and
yellows in many Cunningham works may have been
commercial paint. According to Surovek, if Cun-
ningham had a paint color available, then he would
use a lot of it in his paintings.”® Cunningham appar-
ently used artist’s tube colors in conjunction with
the house paint. In the studio at his death was a
large variety of costly brushes and a range of palette
knives. His oil paints included tubes of colors sold
by Grumbacher, Schmincke & Co. Dusseldorf,
Sheffield Colors, and Winsor & Newton.

The majority of Cunningham's works are paint-
ed on Masonite. The smoothness of this material

was important to him, perhaps because of the final
polished surfaces it permitted him to achieve. These
enamel-like surfaces distilled and purified his scenes,
making them appear permanent and inevitable. The
smoothness also allowed him to indulge in a wealth
of details with the assurance that they would be
pristine and intense. His polished surfaces encase his
forms in a chrysalis of jewel-like light that protects
and separates them. This glossy surface functions
almost like quotation marks that set this artist’s
images at a remove from prosaic reality: action is
suspended, creating the effect of a constant state

of being—an inevitability that is a subtle and yet
strong force in the art.

Cunningham enriched this smooth surface with
a variety of techniques, which included scratching
through paint to determine forms, using feathered
brushstrokes, combing in such shapes as foliage, and
laying on heavy impasto for rocks and the bark of
certain trees. Frequently he allowed the underpaint-
ing to show through the top layer of semitranslu-
cent color and thus change the perceived tone of a
given hue and give his work a distinct harmony. This
preference for underpainting and for scratching and
combing colors allies Cunningham with the tech-
niques of Henri Matisse and helps to support the
claim that Cunningham was aware of the subtleties
and range of mainstream avant-garde art.

Deeply serious about his art, Cunningham took
time to carefully work out compositions, as his
extant drawings show. On a number of these draw-
ings the artist posed questions for himself and for
others. On a study of Mackinac Island (circa 1950),
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he asked a member of the Michigan Historical Soci-
ety, which commissioned it, “Does this want to be
here—just say yes or no in letter. Have not put it
in.” At other times he noted changes that he intend-
ed to make in the oil version of the composition.
And he often jotted down reminders of exactly
which colors he planned to use when translating

a drawing into a painting.

Although some artists consider frames to be
mere decorative accessories and allow their dealers
or clients to choose them, Cunningham’s concern
with the frames for works such as Flamingo Bay,
Springtime Squall, and Blue Water Cove indicates his
belief in them as crucial aesthetic components. He
made all the frames for his paintings. The most
important ones were modeled on American Empire
ogee frames, which had mahogany veneers. Cun-
ningham’s variations, without veneer, are similar to
the stripped-down pine and poplar wood frames of
the “Early American” revival style of the 1940s and
1950s, except that Cunningham’s frames are highly
varnished or decorated with colorful, free-form
shapes resembling military camouflage. The shiny,
heavy frames are imposing; they circumscribe and
separate Cunningham’s world, keeping it special and
semiprivate.

Although Jerry Uelsmann “can’t imagine Cun-

" the artist did come in

ningham reading art books,
contact with modern art and accepted a number of
its tenets. Surovek has referred to Cunningham as “a
Socrates of the first order, who learned everything
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you can learn from language,” and so he may have

picked up important information about modern art

Flowers and Birds. 1965. Graphite and charcoal on
paper, 15X 103"
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from visitors to his antique shop and other painters
in the St. Augustine area. Even if Cunningham did
not read art books, as Uelsmann suggests, he could
have become acquainted with modern art from the
surprising number of articles on the subject that
were published in Life magazine beginning in the
late 1930s. Uelsmann remembers that in Cunning-
ham’s antique shop there were stacks of Life, Col-
lier’s, and National Geographic, “so many in fact that
it was dangerous.”’

In addition to Life, Cunningham had the oppor-
tunity to know some modern works of art through
large reproductions. In one of the photographs of his
antique shop taken by Uelsmann in 1970 appears a
framed reproduction of a late Maurice de Vlaminck
that was being offered for sale. Considering the
existence of this image in his antique shop, it is pos-
sible that Cunningham sold over the years second-
hand reproductions of popular works by Vincent
van Gogh, Matisse, and the Impressionists. Access
to these reproductions would have exposed him to
some of the basic concepts of modern painting and
might explain his penchant for strong colors.

Cunningham also could have come in contact
with a number of basic attitudes about modern art
by watching such Walt Disney animated films as
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) and Fanta-
sia (1940). At some time between the late 1930s
and early 1950s Cunningham made paintings of
Disney's seven dwarfs. This art suggests that he saw
Snow White and was enthusiastic about its strong
color and sense of fantasy.”? Because the artist did
not take commissions, the choice to re-create the

dwarfs was no doubt his own. Cunningham’s knowl-
edge of this film is an important clue to his overall
work because it indicates a familiarity with expres-
sionistic ideas, which are evident in the forest scene
early in the film, when the huntsman takes Snow
White outside the palace. In this segment the forest
begins to take on some characteristics of Charles
Burchfield’s early paintings, particularly the repeat-
ed outlines around trees and plants that suggest spir-
itual emanations and sometimes reveal incipient
anthropomorphic features. Even though the latter
does not occur in Cunningham’s work, the repeti-
tion of outlines is readily apparent in some of his
earlier paintings and relevant to his overall style.
Although this device in Burchfield’s work indicates
connections with both synesthesia and the art of the
Russian Expressionist Wassily Kandinsky, who
wished to establish equivalences between color,
shape, and sound, in Cunningham’s work it points
to the art’s attempt to get beyond surface appear-
ances and reveal a more profound cross section of
life itself. Snow White and Fantasia could also have
served Cunningham as short courses in modern art’s
seemingly arbitrary intense colors, which originated
in the work of Van Gogh, Paul Gauguin, and the
Fauves.

It might seem farfetched to align this self-taught
artist with the highly sophisticated ideas of the
French Symbolist movement, which provided Gau-
guin and Matisse, among others, with the rationale
for using saturated hues. But if one recognizes how
profoundly these Symbolist concepts permeated
popular culture, including animated cartoons, mass-
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media advertising, and fashion, their indirect impact
on Cunningham seems far more plausible. The rea-
son for pointing out their relevance to his art is not
simply to elevate his paintings by association, even
though that might be a residual effect, but to point
out how Cunningham has claimed for vernacular art
certain avant-garde concepts that have become dis-
seminated throughout the culture.

In his work Cunningham invokes some of the
original Symbolist concepts, such as the absolute
reality of the abstract components of painting. This
belief in the reality of art’s formal language has a
source in Stéphane Mallarmé'’s thought. A major
Symbolist poet, Mallarmé was fond of asserting that
poems are made of words not ideas. By this state-
ment he meant that poetry must be separated from
prose, and the “inner alchemy of the word” must be
preserved. Following Mallarmé, modern painters
realized that works of art are made with colors and
shapes that must be freed of many encumbrances
created by fictive illusions in order to communicate
directly. Although Cunningham never relinquishes
the realm of appearances, he does revel in the
abstract power of color as his saffron oceans, rasp-
berry bays, and chocolate waterways all indicate.

While Cunningham was susceptible to the
abstract power of strong color, he had only a rudi-
mentary education and consequently did not use
philosophical concepts to explain the ideas that his
works manifest. In conversations with Uelsmann he
would defend the colors of his skies and bodies of
water as actual.* Although Cunningham may have
fervently believed in the veracity of his color, he

may also have confused two different orders of reali-
ty informing his work: one being external references
to nature and the other the truth of his intuitive
vision, which he was compelled to manifest in his
art. This seeming contradiction between actuality
and a transcendent reality recapitulates many
aspects of the classical philosophical debate between
Aristotle’s ideas on the substantiality of concrete
particulars and Plato’s theory of forms.

This debate about the nature of reality, which
the Platonists view as a nonsensible entity
approached through pure reasoning and the Aris-
totelians consider grounded in both the sensible and
the mutable, is of central importance to the study of
vernacular art. Its first important application to the
study of intuitive art occurs in the book Santos and
Saints: The Religious Folk Art of Hispanic New Mexi-
co by the Jesuit priest Thomas J. Steele.* Steele
notes that Platonic ideas are philosophic equivalents
for spiritual being, which places importance on
sacred persons and “pattern-setting actions.”” He
writes: “The important thing is not a flow of knowl-
edge—of explanation—from the more intelligible
[the spiritual] to the less intelligible [the earthly],
but a validating participation of the greater holiness
of the greater (saint or saving event) by the lesser
(santo or cultic ritual).”® In other words, the sacred
ritual or the work of art (in this case, the santos) is a
vector pointing to a transcendent realm; it is impor-
tant because of its connection to an elevated spiritu-
al plane and because it can ensure a continued
relationship between ordinary mortals and the saint
or spiritual state to which it alludes. Steele refers to
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this spiritual state as “folk Platonism,
that the preeminence of the transcendent truth over
the cultic ritual or object representing it can result
in an unfortunate situation in which “the artifact or
the religious ritual [can] deteriorate into an unimag-
inative and mechanical imitation.”*® He elaborates
on this idea, saying: “The santo is like a commis-
sioned portrait, where the subject’s likeness is the
dominant consideration and the artist’s style and
artistic ideals are less autonomous than when he is
working from his own inclination.”” In the realm of
secular, intuitive art, this Platonism takes the form
of an autonomous concept that the artist must ren-
der to the best of his or her ability.

Even though Steele does not deal with secular
objects in his book, his “folk Platonist” theory can
be applied to them with little difficulty. Although in
the religious work of art the importance is shifted
from the actual object to the Platonic realm of non-
sensible form, in the secular, vernacular work of art
significance is placed on the power of the original
concept, which can be comprehended only through
the work of art. Unlike santos, which can be effec-
tive sacred objects even when uninspired, the secu-
lar, vernacular objects must convey the artist’s belief
in his or her vision in order to be effective. The
vision, in other words, must be powerful enough to
inspire the vernacular artist to surmount the diffi-
culties of a rudimentary technique. Because there is
no religious orthodoxy to validate the secular intu-
itive artist's vision, artistic quality is a key factor in
assessing the significance of this vision.

In his essay “'Suffer the Little Children to

Come unto Me': Twentieth Century Folk Art,”
Donald Kuspit elaborates on Steele's concept of folk
Platonism® by emphasizing the role of feeling and
by addressing the problem of the typical and the
commonplace that so often occurs in vernacular art.
In regard to feeling, Kuspit points out that “the [ver-
nacular] artist became so intoxicated with the idea
(not simply reality) of them, that only a toy home
or a toy animal could do them justice, for only that
toy made their Platonic intelligibility and necessity
visible.”*" Thus feeling allows the vernacular artist

to dispense with aspects of visual reality in order to
emphasize the concept.

Although he does not mention Robert Mother-
well, Kuspit's attitude correlates well with the
thinking of this Abstract Expressionist, who
described abstraction as a form of emphasis:

One might truthfully say that abstract art is
stripped bare of other things in order to intensify it,
its rhythms, spatial intervals, and color structure.
Abstraction is a process of emphasis, and emphasis
vivifies life. . . . The need is for felt experience—
intense, immediate, direct, subtle, unified, warm,
vivid, rhythmic.”

Motherwell’s statement helps explain the fact that
the abstraction of vernacular art is a necessary coor-
dinate of the artist’s intense feelings.

In his conclusion Kuspit goes beyond the ver-
nacular artist’s intoxication with an idea to empha-
size the role of conviction: “Powerful belief has
Platonized both sign and idea. [The toy] is a Platonic
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idea in scarecrow form, remaining Platonic so
long as it is passionately believed to be uniquely
itself, and as such autonomous.”” Belief is thus
crucial, according to Kuspit, because it enables the
vernacular artist to view the commonplace as
representative of the transcendent. The vernacular
artist therefore reinvigorates clichés through a sin-
cere conviction in their importance and in the
process renders the specific in a more generalized
form that points to the ultimate reality of the
intuited concept.

In his essay Kuspit wrestles with the role of the
commonplace in vernacular art because it might
appear to contradict the folk Platonist theory he is
elaborating. He therefore presents the role of
clichéd ideas in vernacular art in a rather circuitous
manner:

The folk artist's ability to reveal the relevance of
what seems irrelevant—because it is common-
place—depends on his ability to read facts as fated
or to take what is culturally presented as fated to
be factual, thus making what is commonplace the
sign of an uncommon, because unique, fate. For
him the commonplace is the inescapable, which is
what makes it so profound and important. For the
folk artist, art is a way of making one’s peace with
what is given, and of recognizing that givenness as
something neither wantonly there nor wantonly
dispensable. It is uniquely and inevitably what it
is, precisely particular yet necessarily the case.
Each of its details testifies simultaneously to its
particularity and necessity.**

The danger of the commonplace in vernacular
painting is that the Platonic realm, which can only
be indirectly alluded to in works of art, could slip
into Aristotle’s concrete particulars, which would
result in a diminishment of the vernacular artist’s
contribution to knowledge. In that case the work of
art would be a far less adequate representation of
external reality than academic art, and its only con-
tribution to human culture would be its awkward
charm and rustic syntax—qualities that would sup-
port the patronizing delight that sophisticates have
taken in this so-called humble art.

The folk or vernacular Platonist theory, which
has been admirably developed by Steele and given
an important psychological dimension by Kuspit,
now needs to be carried a step further so that it can
be used to analyze specific stylistic characteristics of
this art as part of a world view rather than merely a
result of little or no formal training. In this painting,
belief overcomes the great obstacles stemming from
lack of training and even uses the obstacles, imper-
fectly understood, to reinforce vernacular Plato-
nism. Some of the stylistic qualities occurring in
this art include a lack of facility with perspective,
which works in tandem with arbitrary scale, intense
color, reliance on schemata, and predilection for
symmetry and patterns to create a situation in
which each object imperfectly signals the artists’
originary concept or feeling. The use of multiple
foci in vernacular art helps to disembrace objects
from their representative function and to secure
their Platonic role as signs. Because the objects in
vernacular paintings often are seen from different




vantage points, they deconstruct the Aristotelianism
of Renaissance perspective, which apportions a rela-
tive and consistent scale to all objects in a painting
by subsuming them all under a unified point of
view. Instead of the Renaissance view, vernacular
paintings emphasize painted objects as inadequate
representations of reality, thus suggesting truth
rather than manifesting it. What holds these random
vantage points together in an individual work of art
and makes it an arresting image is the artist’s convic-
tion that it must be painted. In this type of art the
ultimate reality of the mind/spirit must be acknowl-
edged even though it can only be implied through a
host of different vantage points, including the bird’s-
eye point of view that indicates an omniscient
artist/creator or a divine viewpoint. Predominant in
many of Cunningham’s paintings this vantage point
helps to transform his world into a storybook realm.

In addition to using the bird’s-eye point of view,
Cunningham frequently curved the horizon, as a
former seaman might, to reinforce the fact that the
world is round. Because this curved horizon is seen
in conjunction with Cunningham’s highly personal
transformation of scale, it appears more a sign than
an illusion and thus supports the Platonic realm so
important to his art. When Surovek asked Cunning-
ham why the horizons were curved in his paintings,
the artist took the question as a criticism of his view
of the universe and responded matter-of-factly that
Surovek must be one of those people who believe
that the earth is flat.”

Among the codes of conviction of vernacular
art, balanced and symmetrical compositions are par-

ticularly important. The symmetry that occurs so
often in vernacular painting bespeaks a world order
and an underlying harmony. In Cunningham’s art,
symmetry functions as an assumed center of balance
that is respected but not rigidly followed. In place
of bilateral symmetry, he looks for variety through
repetition and harmony within the limitations of
balancing the right side with the left, the top with
the bottom, or the upper left with the lower right.

In art, symmetry connotes a special orientation
to the world. In contrast with unbalanced composi-
tions, symmetrical ones imply a desire to invoke tra-
dition. Since symmetrical compositions change a
dynamic and chaotic world into a predictable and
balanced one, they assume the force of an absolute
and reflect an understanding of history as a recur-
ring law rather than an irreversible line of unique
events. This predictability reinforces the idea of a
fundamental, unchanging state, and it points to a
timeless and permanent world consistent with a
transcendent, Platonic realm. When symmetry
serves as a basic compositional structure in Earl
Cunningham’s paintings, it bespeaks a desire to rein-
force a transcendent order as the ultimate reality.
Symmetry is thus a device for manifesting the con-
cept of universals over particulars and a way of
pointing to a golden age that transcends the acci-
dents of time. For Cunningham, symmetry was a
system for transforming his unique experience into
a universal equation.

Closely related to symmetry is pattern, which
plays an equally important role in making the world
conformable to one’s expectations. Whenever
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objects, be they plants, houses, or clouds, are trans-
formed into patterns, they become predictable and
thus affirm an overall schema for the world. Pat-
terns served an important function for Cunningham
because they made his dreamscape predictable and
were therefore psychologically reassuring. In his art,
Cunningham created multiple borders of plants
around islands and land masses, he balanced sloops,
cutters, and schooners so that they formed meaning-
ful designs, and he articulated even skies and birds
so that they participated in an overall governing
plan. Patterns order his dreams with identifiable and
repeated elements that help to establish rhythmic
harmonies throughout a given work. These har-
monies, consisting of variations of elements within
strictly defined limits, make the patterns seem
inevitable, as if they, too, are reflecting the ultimate
reality of a transcendent Platonic reality or Edenic
view of the world. The sense of rhythm pervading
these works may have a source in Cunningham'’s
enjoyment of music: he played the harmonica well
and enjoyed such old songs as “Old Black Joe,” “Red
River Valley,” and “Home on the Range.
In order to comprehend the meaning of his pat-
terns, it is helpful to look at Neolithic art that Cun-

b

ningham collected in the form of Mound-Builder
pottery. The repetition and regularity of patterns

Earl Cunningham in Mariner's Room of Over Fork
Gallery, 1970. Photograph by Jerry Uelsmann

apparently first began to assume great importance
for societies dependent on the yearly agricultural
cycles of planting, tending, and harvesting crops.
The predictability of patterns decorating the pot-
tery and textiles of these cultures, which are divided
into distinct zones, may reflect a desire for regular
high crop yields, a pride in the geometric harmony
of straight lines of plants, and a concern about accu-
rate land divisions.

While Cunningham was in all probability
unaware of the social basis of the Neolithic Native-
American art, his own painting is involved with a
similar desire for predictable patterns and for rigid
limitations. Cunningham’s obsession with order was
also reflected in his antique shop, where everything
from brass fittings for sailing vessels to bottles,
cards, and buttons was neatly and obsessively orga-
nized. Uelsmann remembers that in Cunningham’s
shop there were at least twenty mason fruit jars
filled with small items such as marbles and screws,
as well as many notebooks containing such late-
nineteenth-century printed material as German
Valentines and greeting cards decorated with flow-
ers. Because of his desire for order, Cunningham
even organized these cards into different series. He
arranged images of roses, for example, according to
size. While this sense of order partially stems from
Cunningham’s seafaring days, when every object
aboard ship had to be accounted for and given a
place, his continuance of it in his art and in his
antique shop indicates a desire to maintain control
over his environment.

Ironically, limitations provided Cunningham
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