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ABSTRACT

This w ork  is an exp loration  of the life and  art of Bill T raylor, a self- 
tau g h t a rtist from  A labam a.

Born in to  slavery  circa 1855, T raylor lived m ost of h is life on the  
G eorge H artw ell T ray lo r P lan ta tio n  in  Benton, A labam a. M oving  to 
M ontgom ery  late in  life, T raylor took u p  d raw ing  after he cou ld  no  longer 
w o rk , c rea ting  u n iq u e , v iv id  im ages from  a ro u n d  1939 th ro u g h  to  his 
dea th  ten  years later. H is art w as collected and  p reserved  by  w h ite  artist 
C harles S hannon  w ho kep t the w ork  in storage un til the  1970s. Revived 
an d  m erch an d ised  d u rin g  a p e rio d  of strong  in te rest in  b lack  folk art, 
T ray lor's a rt quickly  cap tu red  the  a tten tion  of the com m ercial a rt w orld . 
H is w ork  is now  a "hot" com m odity  in  an  established and  g row ing  m arket 
(selling for betw een  ten  and  fifty thousand  dollars), and  has been  acquired  
and  exhib ited  by  a num ber of m useum s and galleries, b o th  in  the  U nited  
States and  abroad.

" 'P o s t-H u m o u sly  H o t': Bill T ray lo r 's  Life an d  A rt" o ffers an  
e x p an d e d  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of the  a rtis t and  his w o rk  by  en la rg in g  the  
co n tex t of critical and  scho larly  ap p rec ia tio n . O rg a n iz ed  in to  th ree  
chap ters , the  w ork  places T raylor's p as t in a h istorical context, d iscusses 
the  re la tionsh ip  betw een  his a rt and  A fro-C hristianity , and  add resses  the 
influences of the com m odification  of his w ork  w ith in  the  art m arket. In 
the  en d , th is w o rk  a ttem p ts  to m ove beyond  c ircum scribed  know ledge  
received  from  Shannon  and  the m arketp lace  in o rd er to in sp ire  fu rth er 
scho larsh ip  on Bill T raylor and  o ther self-taught artists.

v



INTROD UCTIO N

I w as "introduced" to Bill T raylor by Professor M echal Sobel in 

Septem ber 1992. At the first m eeting  of a graduate-level h isto ry  course 

on  slavery  in Am erica, M echal Sobel show ed the class a book she had  

d iscovered  called Bill Traylor: H is A rt -- His Life (1991), ed ited  by  tw o 

N ew  York art dealers, Frank M aresca and  Roger Ricco. B ursting  w ith  

e n th u s ia sm  for the a rt and  the artis t, M echal Sobel to ld  us she h ad  

p u rc h a se d  a second copy of the  book  so tha t she could  cover her 

a p a r tm e n t w alls w ith  its pages. She w as astounded  by her find  and  

w an ted  Traylor's art to su rround  her.

M echal Sobel was taken both  by the art and the story it told. W hat 

in tr ig u ed  her w as no t sim ply th a t Bill Traylor, an aging ex-slave w ho 

lived  m ost of h is life on the T raylor p lan ta tio n  in B enton, A labam a, 

m a d e  these  incred ib le  p a in tin g s  an d  d raw in g s ou t of b its  of u sed  

ca rd b o a rd  w hile hom eless on the streets of M ontgom ery in the 1940s. 

M echal Sobel, m aking connections betw een Bill Traylor's life, his a rt and  

her ow n  scholarship, saw  a story that w as yet to be told. She ou tlined  the 

sp iritu a l elem ents that she believed directly  linked Traylor's a rt to W est 

A frican culture and religion, and encouraged her studen ts to explore the 

connections for them selves. This thesis is m y response to her call.

" 'P o s t-H u m o u sly  H o t': Bill T ray lo r 's  Life an d  A rt" is the  

cu lm ina tion  of tw o years of research and  w riting. My s tudy  began  w ith

1
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M aresca and  Ricco's book on Traylor w hich, true  to the observation  th a t 

the "coffee-table a rt book" is the "principle vehicle for the p o p u lariza tio n  

of scholarship," rem ains the m ost com prehensive source on T raylor's art 

and  life.1 D eterm ined to expand the scope of analysis beyond  tha t w hich  

th is  p u b lic a tio n  rep re se n ts , m y research  took  m e to  M o n tg o m ery , 

A labam a an d  w h a t rem ains of the G eorge H. T ray lor P lan ta tion . In 

M on tgom ery  I m et ga llery  d irec to r M iriam  Fow ler w ho , a long  w ith  

M arcia W eber, an art dealer in M ontgom ery, had  been  do ing  research  on 

T ray lo r for a n um ber of years. P art of the M ontgom ery  a rt scene for 

decades, these tw o w om en read ily  shared  their research, experience and  

know ledge, h a p p y  to have  som eone p ick u p  w here  they  left off. They 

d irec ted  m e to the  T ray lor p lan ta tio n  w here , b ased  on  in fo rm atio n  

p ro v id ed  by  G. H. T raylor's descendan t M rs. Rosa T raylor w ho  is still 

liv ing  there, I located tw o b roken  dow n cabins th a t had  a llegedly  been  

slave quarte rs  and, later, housing  for share croppers. The cabin th a t Bill 

T raylor occupied had  according to Mrs. Traylor, fallen apart long ago.

C h a p te r  one is the  re su lt  of g a th e rin g  p ieces of sc a tte re d  

b io g ra p h ic a l in fo rm a tio n  on  T ray lo r in  o rd e r  to p ro v id e  a m o re  

com plete p ictu re  of his life. The story of Traylor's past has been  based  on 

the  m em ory  of C harles Shannon, the w hite  artist w ho becam e T raylor's 

friend  and  p a tro n  and  p reserved  his large body  of w ork. By using  bo th  

p r im a ry  an d  seco n d ary  sources — from  T ray lor fam ily  o ral h is to ry  

in te rv iew s to  scho larsh ip  on  A frican A m erican h isto ry  — ch ap te r one

1 Johannes Fabian and Ilona Szombati-Fabian, "Folk Art from an A nthropological 

Perspective," pp. 247-292 in Perspectives on American Folk Art. Ian M. G. Quimby and 

Scott T. Swank, eds. (NY: W. W. Norton /T he Winterthur Museum, 1980), pp. 252-253.



3

establishes an account of Bill T raylor's past that is based on h isto ry  ra th e r 

th an  m em ory . Since there  is only  a sm all am oun t of arch ival m ateria l 

available, it is n o t possible to com pletely  recreate Bill T raylor's p e rsona l 

h is to ry . E ven  w ith  such  m ate ria l, ho w ev er, as R aym ond  W illiam s 

observes in  The Long R evolution, it is difficult to achieve a "felt sense of 

the  w ays in w hich  the p a rticu la r activities . . . com bined in to  a w ay  of 

th in k in g  and  living." W illiam s exp la ins th a t an  ad d itio n a l e lem en t is 

needed  to achieve a sense of actual lived experience:

W e can go som e w ay  in  re s to rin g  the  o u tlin e s  of a 

p a rticu la r o rgan ization  of life . . .. Yet even these, as w e 

recover them , are usually  abstract. Possibly, how ever, w e 

can gain  the sense of a fu rther com m on elem ent, w h ich  is 

n e ith e r the  character no r the  p a tte rn , b u t as it w ere  the  

actual experience th rough  w hich  these w ere lived.2 

In  resto ring  the  outline of Bill T raylor's past, h is art p rov ides the  fu rther 

com m on elem ent that allow s a g lim pse of life as he experienced it.

C hap ter tw o focuses on T raylor's art and  artistic process. O pen ing  

w ith  a b rie f o u tlin e  of the  scho larsh ip  and  critic ism  on T ray lo r, the  

c h ap te r 's  p a rticu la r  concern  is en la rg in g  o u r p e rsp ec tiv e  of T ray lo r's  

w ork . Focusing  on  the sp iritu a l n a tu re  of m any  of h is p a in tin g s  and  

d ra w in g s , th is  section  exp lo res the  e lem ents of A fro -C h ris tian ity  in 

m u ch  of h is w ork . As th is d iscussion  dem onstra tes, Bill T ray lo r's  a rt 

p ro v id e s  v iv id  v isu a l ev id en ce  of re s ilien t A frican  in flu e n ce  on  

A m erican  culture. The im portance of Traylor and  his w ork  is p ro fo u n d

2 A s quoted by Joseph J. Ellis in After the Revolution: Profiles of Early American Culture 

(NY: W. W. Norton & Co., 1979), p. 39.
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for, as au th o r Alice W alker m ain tains, in learn ing , creating  and  life in 

general, "m odels in art, in  behavior, in g row th  of sp irit and  intellect . . . 

enrich  and  enlarge one's view  of existence:"

W hat is alw ays needed  in the appreciation  of art, or life, is 

th e  la rg e r p e rsp ec tiv e . C onnections m ad e , or a t least 

a ttem p ted , w here  none  existed  before, the  s tra in in g  to 

en co m p ass  in  one 's  g lance  a t th e  v a rie d  w o rld  th e  

com m on  th read , the  un ify ing  them e th ro u g h  im m ense  

d iversity , a fearlessness of g row th , of search, of looking, 

th a t enlarges the p rivate  and  the public w orld .3 

'"P o st-H u m o u sly  H ot': Bill T raylor's Life and  A rt" a ttem pts to en large 

o u r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of Bill T ray lo r by  e x p lo rin g  the  p r iv a te  w o rld  

suggested  in his art as w ell as its links to the public w orld  it w as created 

in .

C h ap te r th ree  considers the  p a rt of the  pub lic  w o rld  th a t has 

b ro u g h t Bill T raylor to ou r a ttention. Recently declared "post-hum ously  

hot" in  a p o p u la r m agazine article on "outsider art," Bill T raylor's w ork  

is n o w  v a luab le  m erchand ise  in  a th riv in g  a rt m arke t.4 D ealers and  

galleries devo ted  to th is art now  ou tnum ber the artists them selves, and  

th e ir  p rev a len ce  reflects the  p ro life ra tio n  of co llectors a t b o th  the  

in stitu tiona l and  p rivate  level. The abundance of recent publications on 

se lf-taugh t art, inc lud ing  catalogues, coffee-table art books, period ica ls 

an d  n ew sle tte rs  also dem onstra te  the d ram atic  g row th  of th is m arket.

3 Alice Walker, In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens (NY: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich  

Publishers, 1983 [1967]), pp. 4, 5.

4 Amanda Lovell, "Art & Soul," Mirabella (November 1993): 50.
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N ot su rp rising ly , m any  A m erican m useum s have also begun  to devo te  

p a rticu la r a tten tion  to these artists in recent years. A lthough  tw en tie th - 

cen tu ry  A m erican  se lf-taugh t a rt has n o t been  em braced  by  the  en tire  

m u s e u m  c o m m u n ity , a n u m b e r  of m u se u m s  h a v e  h a d  v e ry  

(com m ercially) successful exhibits, m ost no tab ly  L. A. C oun ty  M useum  

of A rt's  "Parallel V isions: M odern  A rtists an d  O u ts id e r A rt" (1992).

A udience response  and  com m ercial in terest has been  so strong  the  first 

A m erican  m u se u m  d ev o ted  so lely  to se lf-tau g h t a rt, th e  A m erican  

V isionary A rt M useum , w ill soon open in Baltim ore, M aryland.

C harting  the rise of T raylor's art from  a non- to a ho t-com m odity , 

th e  fina l c h a p te r  d iscu sses h o w  th e  e v o lu tio n  of th is  m a rk e t h a s  

d e te rm in ed  Bill T raylor's artistic  repu ta tion . Since h is a rt w as rev ived  

and  m erchand ised  by  C harles Shannon in the late 1970s, w e have  com e 

to u n d e rs tan d  T raylor and  his art from  w ith in  the  context of the m arket. 

The p rocess of designating  and  consecrating Traylor's w ork  follow s the  

p a tte rn  of co m m o d ifica tio n  o u tlin e d  in  Jo h an n es F ab ian  an d  Ilona  

S z o m b a ti-F a b ia n 's  s tu d y  of fo lk  a r t  d e m o n s tra tin g  th a t  "U n d e r 

cond itions th a t govern  ou r rela tionsh ip  to a rt in the W estern  w orld , a rt 

app rec ia tion  is a lw ays also, and  som etim es n o th ing  bu t, a rt app ra isa l."5 

C h ap te r th ree  d iscusses how  critical d iscourse  on  se lf-taught a rtists and  

the ir w ork  has been  influenced by  this rela tionsh ip , illu stra ting  the  need  

to m ove beyond  the  confines of the m arket in o rder to g ran t se lf-taugh t 

art and  artists the  scope they dem and.

"T ost-H um ously  H o t7: Bill T raylor's Life and  Art" is u ltim ately  an 

exp lo ra tion  an d  celebration of Bill T raylor's p lace in and  con tribu tion  to

5 Fabian and Szombati-Fabian, p. 254.
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A m erican  culture. Like the scholarsh ip  Toni M orrison  recognizes in  her 

a r tic le  "U n sp ea k ab le  T h in g s  U n sp o k en ,"  th is  w o rk  a tte m p ts  to  

"[disentangle] received know ledge" by  p riv ileg ing  the im ag ination  of the 

artist:

N o w  th a t  A fro -A m erican  a rtis tic  p re sen c e  h a s  b een  

"d isc o v e re d "  a c tu a lly  to  e x is t, n o w  th a t  s e r io u s  

scho larsh ip  has m oved  from  silencing the  w itnesses and  

e ra s in g  th e ir  m ean in g fu l p lace  in  an d  co n tr ib u tio n  to 

A m erican  cu ltu re , it is no longer accep tab le  m ere ly  to 

im ag ine  u s and  im agine  for us. W e have  a lw ays been  

im ag ing  ou rse lves . . . .  W e are the subjects of o u r ow n 

n a rra tiv e , w itn esse s  to  an d  p a rtic ip a n ts  in  o u r  o w n  

e x p e rie n c e , a n d , in  no  w a y  c o in c id e n ta lly , in  th e  

experience of those w ith  w hom  w e have com e in contact.

We are not, in fact, "other." W e are choices.6 

By choosing  to exam ine the  h isto ry , c reativ ity  and  im ag ina tion  of Bill 

T ray lor w e expand  ou r u n d e rs tan d in g  of h is a rt and  life. Like looking 

in to  a kaleidoscope, th is w ork  aim s to insp ire  an  a rray  of v iew s on  the 

a rtis t an d  the  art. For in  the  p rocess of fu rth e r  ex p lo ra tio n , w e can 

ach iev e  a m o re  c o m p re h e n s iv e  v is io n  of th e  A frican  A m erican  

experience, en rich  o u r perspective of the  A m erican self, and  gain  un ique  

insigh t in to  the cu ltu re  in w hich w e all participate .

6 Toni M orrison, "Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-Am erican Presence in 

American Literature," M ichigan Quarterly Review vol. 28, no. 1 (Winter 1989): 208.
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In her 1979 essay "Zora N eale H urston: A C au tionary  Tale and  a 

P a rtisan  V iew /' Alice W alker challenged: "We are a people. A peop le  

do  no t th row  their geniuses aw ay . A nd if they are th row n aw ay, it is ou r 

d u ty  as artists and as w itnesses for the fu ture to collect them  again for the 

sake  of o u r children , and , if necessary, bone by bone."7 The sam e year 

W alker's essay w as pub lished  Bill Traylor's genius w as m ade public  in a 

o n e-m an  show  at the R. H. O osterom  gallery  in N ew  York, p rec ise ly  

th irty  years after his death. T raylor's art had  not been th row n aw ay, b u t 

ra th e r tucked  aw ay in the attic of Charles Shannon, a young local w hite  

a rtis t w ho  befriended  Traylor in the late 1930s.8 Since then, as Shannon 

n o ted  a lm ost ten years later, "Traylor's w ork  has carved ou t for itself a 

p lace  in  the sto ry  of A m erican art." In constructing  this story , critics 

h ave  p laced  the art, not the artist, at center stage for, as one critic w ro te, 

"T ray lo r's  w ork  lives its ow n life and  like all good art, s tands on  its 

ow n ."9 So w hile canvas by canvas the art has been collected and  coveted, 

the  h is to ry  of the artist has rem ained lost, its im portance ignored.

7 Walker, p. 92.

8 Shannon's relationship with Bill Traylor is discussed further at the end of this chapter 

as w ell as in chs. 2 and 3.

9 Diane Finore, "Art by Bill Traylor," The Clarion (Spring-Summer 1983): 31, 48.

7
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This is n o t to say, how ever, th a t the  s to ry  of A m erican  a rt is 

w ith o u t an  account of Bill T raylor's life. The b iograph ica l in fo rm ation  

cited  in articles, review s and  catalogues for decades has been  based  on 

C h a rle s  S h an n o n 's  s to ry  of the  a rtis t 's  life. B ruce C h am b ers , for 

ex am p le , in  A rt an d  A rtis ts  of the  South , a c k n o w le d g e s  C h a rle s  

S hannon 's cen tra lity  to his u n d e rs tan d in g  of T raylor's life and  art. H e 

n o te s  S h an n o n 's  "w ritings an d  co n v ersa tio n s ab o u t h is fr ien d , Bill 

T ra y lo r , p ro v id e d  th is  a u th o r  w ith  th e  n e c e ssa ry  b io g ra p h ic a l  

m a te r ia l ." 10 Sim ilarly, in  a 1983 article in The C larion . D iane  F inore  

sta ted , "Certainly, Shannon is the  only person  today  w ho  can answ er any 

questions abou t old Bill."11 Even the m ost com prehensive  p u b lica tion  

on  T raylor, Bill Traylor: H is A rt — His Life, ed ited  by F rank M aresca and  

R oger Ricco, relies solely on Shannon 's in te rp re ta tion  of the p a s t as the 

in te rv ie w  fo rm at of the  section  called  "R em em bering  Bill T raylor" 

suggests. Sim ilarly, in the  sho rt in troduction  to this section the  ed ito rs 

s ta te , "Shannon is responsib le  for the  encouragem en t, co llection , and  

p rese rv a tio n  of Bill T raylor's rem arkable  body  of w ork. H e is also the  

p rim a ry  source of in fo rm ation  on the artist's  life h isto ry , c ircum stances 

a n d  a rtis tic  p rac tices ."12 As these an d  m any o ther articles on  T raylor 

a ttest, ou r know ledge and  u nders tand ing  of Bill T raylor's past, as w ell as

10 Bruce W. Chambers ed., Art and Artists of the South: The Robert P. Coggins Collection 

(Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1984), p. 112.

11 Finore, p. 44.

12 Frank Maresca and Roger Ricco, eds., Bill Traylor: His Art — His Life (NY: Knopf, 

1991), p. 3.
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o u r  in te rp re ta tio n  of h is  a rt has been  b ased  on  C harles S h an n o n 's  

m em o ry .

M e m o ry  as a w ay  of in te rp re tin g  the  p ast, how ever, is qu ite  

d istinc t from  h is to ry . In her article "M ythos, M em ory and  H istory," Fath 

D avis Ruffin notes tha t "Each k ind  of narra tive  m ode reflects a d ifferen t 

tak e  on  p a s t experience." M em ory, she exp la ins, is a "p erso n ally  

va lida ted  version of the past," a type of narra tive  in terp reta tion  based  on 

"the in d iv id u a l o r co llective  m em ories of p eo p le  w h o  h av e  liv ed  

th ro u g h  a set of experiences." H istory , on the o ther hand , is a research- 

based  version  of the p ast w hich  "em erges from  the academ ic experience 

of . . . h isto rians and  other scholars."13 Both m eans of in te rp re ta tion  are 

c ru c ia l to a c o n te m p o ra ry  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  p a s t, a n d  o u r  

u n d e rs ta n d in g  of T ray lo r' s p a s t, th e re fo re , can  be e n la rg e d  by  

in tro d u c in g  d ifferent "takes."

This chapter, then, reflects efforts to collect and  preserve the artist, 

"bone by  bone," in o rder to p resen t a h isto ry  of Bill T raylor. Bone by  

bone ap tly  describes th is process for w h a t w e uncover are pieces of the 

p ast w hich  do not necessarily fit together or sup p o rt each o ther to m ake a 

cohesive w hole. G iven the lack of inform ation and  archival m ateria l on 

T ray lor, in fact, the task  of reconstructing  a com plete skele ton  of h is 

p e rso n a l h is to ry  is v irtu a lly  im possib le. In o rd er to recreate  a basic 

ou tline  of his life, therefore, general sources on the black experience in

13 Fath Davis Ruffin, "Mythos, Memory, and History," pp. 506-611 in M useum s and 

Communities: The Politics of Public Culture. Ivan Karp, Christine Mullen Kreamer, and 

Steven D. Lavine, eds. (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), pp. 510- 

511.
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A m erica have  been  u sed  to fill the gaps left by  the  d e a rth  of specific 

in fo rm a tio n  on  Bill T ray lo r. W hile  it c rea te s  a ra th e r  jag g e d  

co m p o sitio n , th is  v a rie ty  of m ateria l w o rk s to g e th e r to  in fo rm  the  

h istorical version  of Bill T raylor's past tak ing  shape here.

V alid ity  as w ell as d isto rtion  occur in  all m odes of in te rp re ta tion , 

in c lu d in g  h is to ry .14 Even the w ritten  record is no t sacred, as the  search 

for Bill T raylor's date  of b irth  has p roved . W hile all records p o in t to the 

T ray lor P lan ta tion  in L ow ndes C ounty , A labam a, as Bill T raylor's p lace 

of b irth , h is b irth  date  has no fixed po in t of reference. A 1949 bap tism al 

reco rd  cites h is year of b irth  as 1855, ye t accord ing  to Shannon , Bill 

T raylor claim ed to be bo rn  in 1854.15 A lthough  the  1880 census agrees 

w ith  th is  da te , th e re  are  a n u m b er of o th ers  th a t do  not: th e  1870 

L ow ndes C oun ty  census establishes h is year of b irth  as 1853; the  1900 

census records T raylor's b irth  date  as A pril 1856; the  1920 M ontgom ery  

C o u n ty  cen su s n o tes  h is  y ear of b ir th  as I8 6 0 .16 The 1860 p re ­

em ancipation  census inform ation  on the T raylor p lan ta tio n  confuses the 

issue even  further. Since du rin g  the  an tebellum  period  enslaved  blacks 

w ere  n o t lis ted  by  nam e (census records show  only  age, g en d er and  

color), w e can only m ake a reasonably inform ed guess as to w hich  record

14 Ibid.. p. 510.

^  For Traylor's reference to his age according to Charles Shannon, see Maresca and Ricco, 

p. 5. Baptismal record is from the St. Jude Church in Montgomery, Alabama. He had been  

baptized into the Catholic church in January 1944 by Rev. Jacobe. This church was part of 

the St. Jude Charity H ospital (also referred to as the Oak Street H ospital) w here  

Traylor stayed while he was ill and where he died in October 1949.

16 The 1890 census was destroyed and information from that census year is unavailable.
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m igh t refer to Bill Traylor, and  none of these corroborate a da te  from  the 

o th e r reco rd s .17 W hat w e are left w ith , then , is a range of possib ilities 

ra ther than  a fixed date telling w hen  Traylor's life began.

The lack of know ledge about the origins of self and  the  inability  to 

au then ticate  one's existence in tim e p resen t m arked  the  beg inn ing  of life 

in  slavery. As H enry  Louis Gates acknow ledges in F igures in Black, there 

is an  in trica te  rela tionsh ip  betw een  ou r u n d e rs tan d in g  of tim e and  ou r 

sense of self:

A sense of self as w e have defined it in the W est since the 

E n ligh tenm en t tu rn s  in  p a rt u p o n  w ritten  records. . . .

O u r idea of the self . . .  is inextricably in terw oven  w ith  ou r 

id eas  of tim e  as it is w ith  the  uses of lan g u ag e . In 

an tebellum  A m erica, it w as the dep riva tion  of tim e in the 

life of slave tha t first signaled his or her sta tus as a piece of 

p ro p e rty .18

C oun tless slave n a rra tiv es and  oral h isto ries a ttes t to  the  fact th a t the 

m eans to accurately  estab lish  and  record orig ins w ere  n o t availab le  to 

m ost m en  and  w om en born  into slavery. In The N arra tive  of the  Life of 

F re d e ric k  D o u g la ss , p e rh a p s  the  m ost w e ll-k n o w n  slave  n a rra tiv e , 

Frederick D ouglass begins:

17 Of the thirteen adults and five children of color listed on the Traylor plantation in 

the 1860 census there are two possible ages and birth years for Bill Traylor, one record of a 

male, age 8, bom  in 1852, and another for a male, age 10, bom  1850.

18 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Figures in Black: Words. Signs and the "Racial" Self (NY: 

Oxford University Press, 1987), p .100.
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I w as born  in Tuckahoe, . . .  in Talbot C ounty, M aryland. I 

have no accurate know ledge of m y age, never hav ing  seen 

any authentic  record containing it. . . .  I do no t rem em ber 

to have ever m et a slave w ho could tell of h is b irth d ay .

T hey se ld o m  com e n e a re r  to  it th a n  p la n tin g -tim e , 

harvest-tim e, cherry-tim e, spring-tim e, or fall-tim e.

The dep riva tion  of know ledge w as a m ethod  of reinforcing  slave status. 

Frederick D ouglass explains, "By far the larger p a rt of the  slaves know  as 

little  of the ir ages as horses know  of theirs, and  it is the w ish  of m ost 

m aste rs  w ith in  m y know ledge to keep their slaves th u s ignoran t."19 In 

th is  en v iro n m en t, m em ory  w as m ost often  the  on ly  reco rd  of one 's 

o rig ins.

P articu la rly  in  the  in te rp re ta tio n  of slavery 's p as t, m em ory  and  

h is to ry  are  inex tricab ly  linked . "Slavery's tim e," w rite s  G ates, "was 

d e lin e a te d  by  m em o ry  an d  m em o ry  alone. O ne 's  sense  of one 's  

existence, therefore, depended  u p o n  m em ory. It w as m em ory  above all 

else tha t gave shape to being itself." Even after em ancipation, freed blacks 

w ere "slaves . . .  to his or her ow n pow er of recall,"20 for even  the  w ritten  

record , w ith  its roots in  slavery, could no t necessarily  reveal the orig ins 

of self.

Yet w hile  m uch  of the  p a s t rem ains inconclusive, the  w ritte n  

record  has p ro v id ed  g reater dep th  and  b read th  to Bill T raylor's h istory .

19 Frederick Douglass, The Narrative of the Life of Frederick D ouglass. An African 

S lave pp. 243-33 in The Classic Slave Narratives. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., ed. (NY: 

M entor/Penguin, 1987), p. 255.

20 Ibid.. pp. 100-101.
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State, county , in stitu tiona l records, as w ell as fam ily  archives, link  his 

p ast to the h isto ry  and  developm ent of the U nited  States. For a lthough  

A frican  A m ericans have  a un ique  h isto ry  w ith in  th is coun try , as Fath 

D av is R uffin  an d  o th e r scho lars h ave  co n c lu d ed , " their h is to ry  is 

co n n ec ted  a t the  ro o t w ith  v ir tu a lly  all a spec ts  o f th e  A m erican  

experience."21

The late  e ig h teen th  cen tu ry  b ro u g h t changes th a t d ram atica lly  

affected  the  lives of b lack and  w h ite  A m ericans in  the  decades th a t 

follow ed. H aving  established their country 's independence and  created a 

governm ent based  on the consent of "the people" (defined as w h ite  land- 

h o ld in g  m ales), A m ericans w ere charged  w ith  the energy  of b u ild in g  

th e ir republic. W hile one no tion  of "republicanism " he ld  th a t v irtu o u s  

ind iv idua ls should  w ork  and  be w illing to sacrifice for the com m on good 

of the  repub lic , an o th e r version  "em phasized  in d iv id u a ls ' p u rs u it  of 

ra tio n a l se lf-in terest."  T hose w ho  b e longed  to the  la tte r  schoo l of 

th o u g h t be lieved  the new  n a tio n  and  its econom y could  on ly  benefit 

from  ag g re ss iv e  d ev e lo p m en t: "W hen rep u b lica n  m en  so u g h t to

im prove  their ow n  econom ic and  social circum stances, the en tire  na tion  

w o u ld  benefit."22

S e lf-im p ro v em en t and  econom ic gain  w ere  tied  to  th e  lan d , 

especially  in  the  p lan ta tion  econom y of the South. W hile the  in d u stria l 

rev o lu tio n  and  influences of an  ex pand ing  m arke t econom y c rea ted  a

21 Davis, p. 507.

22 Mary Beth Norton, David M. Katzman, Paul D. Excott, Howard P. Chudacoff, Thomas 

G. Paterson, and William M. Tuttle, Jr., eds., A People and A Nation: A History of the 

United States (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1986), p. 156.
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d iv ers ified  n o rth e rn  econom y, the  so u th e rn  econom y re lied  so le ly  on  

com m erc ia l ag ric u ltu re  from  its se ttlem en t th ro u g h  the  an te b e llu m  

p e rio d . The econom ic p a tte rn s  of the  South  w ere, of course, d eep ly  

affected by  o ther m arkets. In the w ake of E ngland 's b u rg eo n in g  textile 

in d u s try  and  the inven tion  of Eli W hitney 's cotton gin, for exam ple, the  

a g r ic u ltu ra l  econom y  of th e  S ou th  sp re a d  w e s tw a rd  a n d  g a in e d  

m om en tum . "Cotton grew  so swiftly," w ro te  W. E. B. D u Bois in B lack 

R econstruction  in A m erica.

. . . th a t the  9,000 bales of co tton  w hich  the new  na tion  

scarcely no ticed  in  1791 becam e 79,000 in 1800; and  w ith  

th is  increase , w a lk ed  econom ic rev o lu tio n  in  a d o zen  

d ifferen t lines. The cotton  crop reached  one-half m illion  

bales in 1822, a m illion bales in 1831, tw o m illion in 1840, 

th ree  m illion in 1852, and  in the year of secession, stood at 

the  th en  enorm ous to tal of five m illion bales.23 

By the  early  1800s, cotton w as the p rim ary  sou thern  crop, and  its territo ry  

began  sp read ing  from  the seaboard states w estw ard.

The d ram atic  g row th  in  A labam a's pop u la tio n  from  1830 to  1860 

clearly  dem o n stra te s  the  eno rm ous im pact the  cotton econom y h a d  on  

the  sta te  (see fig. 1). A long w ith  m any  o ther am bitious p lan ters, G eorge 

H artw ell T raylor of South C arolina em igrated  to A labam a in 1826 at the 

age of 25. H is first land g ran t is recorded in January 1828, and  by  1833, the 

beg inn ing  of the cotton boom  in A labam a, he ow ned 388 acres of land  in 

L ow ndes C oun ty  near Benton, forty m iles outside of M ontgom ery.

23 W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America. 1860-1880 (NY: Antheneum , 1992 

[1935]), p. 4.
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FIGURE 1: CENSUS FIGURES FROM 1820-186024

C ensus Total W hite Total E nslaved

Year Population Black Population*

1820 85,451 41,879

1830 190,406 117,549

1840 335,185 233,532

1850 426,514 342,844

1860 526,271 435,080

* Note: This figure does no t include free blacks 
w ho  com prised  a sm all percen t (betw een .66 and 
1.35 percent) of the total black popu la tion  d u ring  
the  an tebellum  period .

L ow ndes C oun ty  and  the su rro u n d in g  counties w ere  in  the  h eart of the  

"black belt." This region  w as nam ed  p artly  for its rich soil and  p a rtly  for 

its dense  b lack  p o p u la tio n , for w ith  the w h ite  p lan te rs  cam e en slav ed

24 Figures come from Alabama census records (U.S. Deceminal Census Publications) as 

w ell as from James Benson Sellers, Slavery in Alabama (Birmingham, AL: University of 

Alabama Press, 1950), pp. 40-41, 179.
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blacks. By the m id -n ineteen th  cen tury , A labam a's black belt he ld  m ore 

th an  70 percen t of the state 's slave popu la tion .25

T he e v e r- in c re a s in g  s lav e  p o p u la t io n  sh o w n  ab o v e  m ak es  

o b v io u s  the  u tte r  d ep en d en ce  of th e  co tton  econom y on  the  slave  

econom y. In  h is book  S lavery  in  A lab am a. Jam es B enson Sellers 

rem arked  that, "slavery m ust have seem ed to the  p ioneer of A labam a as 

m uch  a necessity  as the eating  of b read  and  the  d rink ing  of w ater. The 

p ioneers . . . h ad  to hack out their hom es and  farm s from  a w ilderness. . . 

. S lave lab o r w as the  qu ickest, cheapest, and  som etim es on ly  h e lp  

availab le ."26 The nonm echanized  p lan ta tion  econom y of the South  w as 

estab lished  and  expanded  th rough  the exploitation of the enslaved.

W hite  se ttlers ' d rive  to im prove th e ir cond ition  h ad , of course, 

d isas tro u s  consequences for enslaved  A frican A m ericans. W ith  w estern  

ex pansion  and  the  g row th  of the so u thern  ag ricu ltu ra l econom y cam e 

th e  in s titu tio n a liz a tio n  of s lavery  w h ich  caused  th e  ru p tu re  of th e  

A frican A m erican  fam ily unit. Fam ilies th a t had  been  estab lished  in  the 

easte rn  seaboard  states for generations w ere split u p  and  b rough t or sold 

"dow n river." In her jou rnal from  1838-1839, Fanny  K em ble reco rded  

the  h o rro r she felt as she w itnessed  one of her new  h usband 's  slaves beg  

h is  m aste r n o t to  g ive h im  to an o th e r p la n te r  w ho  w as m ov ing  to 

A labam a. W ith  "an absolu te  cry of despair," Kem ble w rote, "alm ost in  a 

sta te  of frenzy," the  b lack m an  cried th a t he  w ou ld  ra th e r kill h im self

25 A la b a m a :  A Guide to the Deep South, compiled by workers of the Writer's Program of 

the Work Projects Administration in the state of Alabama (NY: Richard H. Smith for the 

Alabama State Planning Commission, 1941), p. 4.

26 Sellers, p. 17.
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th a n  leave  th e  G eorg ia  p la n ta tio n  th a t h a d  long  b een  hom e to h is 

p a ren ts  as w ell as his ow n wife and  children .27 Fanny Kem ble convinced 

h er h u sb an d  no t to separate  the fam ily. H u n d red s  of th ousands of o ther 

slaves, how ever, w ere forced to m ove w est, som e w ith  b u t m ost w ith o u t 

th e ir  fam ilies. R ecords have  d e te rm in ed  th a t th e  m ajo rity  of w h ite  

m ig ran ts w ere "younger sons of eastern  slaveholders, w hose inheritance 

in c lu d ed  on ly  a p o rtio n  of the fam ily 's slaves, or sm all farm ers w ho  

ow ned  ju st one or tw o blacks."28

By the 1820s, the m ajority  of slaves in A m erica w ere  second- or 

th ird -g en era tio n  A frican  A m ericans. Since the  foreign  slave trad e  w as 

b an n ed  in  the M ississippi T erritory in 1798, and  banned  ou trig h t in 1808, 

th e  n u m b e r of firs t g en e ra tio n  A fricans in  A labam a w as sm all by  

co m p ariso n . A s la te  as 1859, how ever, th e re  is ev idence  of "fresh 

A fricans" b e in g  im p o rte d  in to  slave  s ta te s  by  illegal tra ffick e rs .29 

A p p ro x im ate ly  400 su rv ivo rs of the slave sh ip  "W anderer," ow n ed  by  

C harles L am ar from  G eorgia, for exam ple, w ere d isp e rsed  th ro u g h o u t 

v a r io u s  s o u th e rn  s ta te s . A n th ro p o lo g is t  C h a rle s  M o n tg o m e ry  

in te rv iew ed  an d  p h o to g rap h ed  seven of these su rv ivo rs in  1895. L iving 

in G eorgia and  South  C arolina, those in terv iew ed still u sed  their A frican 

nam es an d  read ily  shared  stories of their na tive  A frica, d iscussing  the

27 Frances Anne Kemble, Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation in 1838-1839 

(1863) as quoted in Norton, p. 298.

28 Sellers, p. 201.

29 Ibid.. p. 192.
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la n g u a g e  a n d  th e ir  m em o ries  of th e  p e o p le  an d  th e ir  c u s to m s .30 

A nother sh ip , "Clotide," arrived  in M obile Bay in 1859 w ith  116 A fricans. 

E m m a L angdon  Roche in te rv iew ed  nine su rv ivo rs  liv ing  n ear M obile, 

A labam a in 1913. Fifty-four years after their arrival, these su rv ivo rs also 

u sed  the ir A frican nam es, add ressed  each o ther in  the ir na tive  "Takar" 

lan g u ag e , and  re ta in e d  m any  of th e ir A frican  cu sto m s.31 A lth o u g h  

sm all in  n u m b er in  com parison  to second- and  th ird -g en era tio n  A frican 

A m erican s , th ese  su rv iv o rs  re p re se n te d  th e  p e rs is ten c e  of A frican  

language and culture in  the U nited States du rin g  and  after slavery.

A lth o u g h  the  fo reign  trad e  d id  exist th ro u g h o u t the  h is to ry  of 

slavery  in the U nited  States, in terstate  trade  w as the m ain  source of the 

p h e n o m e n a l rise  of the  slave p o p u la tio n  in  m ost s ta te s , in c lu d in g  

A labam a. C ensus figures from  1850 and  1860 show  S ou th  C aro lina , 

G eorgia, an d  V irginia as the  place of orig in  for the m ajority  of A frican 

A m ericans b ro u g h t in to  A labam a as slaves. F u rth e r de ta ils  on  th e ir 

o rig in s  an d  m ig ra tio n , h o w ev er, rem a in  u n k n o w n . Jam es Sellers 

co m m en ted :

30 See Charles J. M ontgomery, "Survivors from the Cargo of the N egro Slave Yacht 

"Wanderer,"" Am erican A nthropologist 10 (1908): 611-623; Tom H enderson W ells, The 

Slave Ship "Wanderer" (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1967); John W. 

Blassingam e, The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum  South (NY: 

Oxford University Press, 1979 [1972]), pp. 27-29; Emma Langdon Roche, Historic Sketches 

of the South (NY: The Knickerbocker Press, 1914), pp. 1265-128; Voices of Triumph: 

Perseverance (VA: Time Life Books, 1992), p. 72.

31 Blassingam e, pp 27-29; W ells, pp. 86-87; W ells refers to this ship as the "Clotilda," 

see p. 86.
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N o one know s how  m an y  of the  slaves w ere  b o rn  in 

A labam a, h o w  m an y  w ere  im p o rted  by  m aste rs , ho w  

m any  w ere  b ro u g h t in by  traders. N o one know s exactly 

w h ere  th ey  cam e from . But one does know , w ith  o u t

q u estio n , th a t, once in A labam a, m ost of th em  stay ed

th e re .32

The sto ry  of the  w hite  T raylor fam ily 's em igration  is m uch  easier 

to trace th an  the arrival of black Traylor fam ily in A labam a. T here are

no records detailing  the orig ins of George H artw ell T raylor's slaves. It is

u n c lea r w h e th e r he  b ro u g h t slaves w ith  h im  from  S outh  C aro lina  or 

w h e th e r  they  w ere  p u rch a se d  once he w as estab lish ed  in  A labam a. 

G eorge H artw ell T raylor's descendants, how ever, vaguely  rem em ber the 

o rig in s of Bill T ray lo r’s p a ren ts . "Some peop le  believe," w rite s  Rosa 

Lyon T raylor, "his m o ther w as Sally from  [Virginia] and  his fa ther w as 

W illiam  from  G eorg ia ."33 B aptism al and  census reco rds confirm  th is 

inform ation . Bill T raylor's 1944 bap tism al record from  St. Jude 's Catholic 

C hurch  cites Bill Traylor from  G eorgia and  Sally Traylor from  V irginia as 

h is paren ts. Furtherm ore, the 1870 census records Bill T raylor, age 17, as 

h ead  of h ouseho ld  liv ing  w ith  Sally T raylor, age 50, and  Em et T raylor, 

age 15, and  the 1860 census records of the Traylor p lan ta tio n  list a black 

fem ale, age 40, w hich  could  be Sally T raylor.34 There is no w ay  to trace

32 Sellers, p. 172.

33 Letter from Mrs. Rosa Lyon Traylor (wife of George Hartwell Traylor's grandson) to 

Mrs. Antoinette Beeks (great, great-granddaughter of Bill Traylor) dated July 8, 1992.

34 W illiam Traylor, Sr.'s year of birth is unknown so it is not possible to locate him  in the 

list of slaves on the Traylor plantation in 1860. Bill and Emet Traylor, m ost likely Bill
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the  h isto ry  of the fam ilies his pa ren ts m ay have left beh ind , b u t it is clear 

th a t by  the 1860 census, Bill T raylor's fam ily had  at least tw o generations 

estab lished  on the G eorge H artw ell T raylor p lan tation .

The 1860 census records show  the T raylor p lan ta tio n  at its peak . 

W ith  on ly  e igh teen  slaves, the  p lan ta tio n  w as re la tiv e ly  sm all. The 

w h ite  T ray lo r fam ily  recalls th e  p la n ta tio n  as h av in g  all the  typ ica l 

b u ild in g s  of a sm all, self-suffic ient p lan ta tio n : a sm all e s ta te  fo r the  

p lan te r 's  fam ily and  several slave cabins, as w ell as a sm oke house, dairy , 

co tto n  g in  and  b a rn s .35 The fam ily -size  farm  w as p re d o m in a n t in  

A labam a th ro u g h  the  1860s, how ever, as w as the  case th ro u g h o u t the  

an teb e llu m  South . The sm all p e rcen t of w ealth y  A labam a p la n te rs , 

how ever, he ld  the  m ajority  of econom ic and  political pow er. By 1860, 

the  larger p lan te rs , approx im ate ly  one-th ird  of one p e rcen t of the  to ta l 

w h ite  popu la tion , held  one-th ird  of the p rivately -held  land , one-th ird  of 

the  declared  w ealth  of the state and  ow ned  one-th ird  of the slaves. A nd, 

as Sellers observes, "The p a tte rn s  an d  p rac tices assoc ia ted  w ith  th e  

in stitu tio n  of slavery  in their sta te  w ere largely of their m aking."36

Traylor's brother, w ould have to be the 10 (bom  1850) and 8 (bom  1852) year olds in the 

1860 census which, as noted earlier in this chapter, do not match the birth dates cited in 

the 1870 census. A listing for Sally Traylor, age 60, appears separately from Bill Traylor, 

age 22 (living alone), in the 1880 census.

35 Maresca and Ricco, p. 5; Letter from Mrs. Traylor to Mrs. Beeks; Rosa Traylor Oral 

H istory Interview w ith Marcia Weber, audiotape (1992), courtesy of M iriam Fowler, 

Alabama State Council on the Arts, Montgomery, AL; Sellers, p. 20.

36 Sellers, pp. 40, 42-43.
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Little is know n  of Bill T raylor's experience d u rin g  slavery . Born 

in  the  1850s, he spen t som ew here betw een  n ine and  fifteen years on  the  

p la n ta t io n  p r io r  to  em a n c ip a tio n . U n lik e  th e  ex p erien ce  of s lav e  

ch ild ren  on  m any  of the larger p lan tations, T raylor w as p robab ly  in  daily  

contact w ith  the  w hite  T raylor fam ily as w ell as his ow n fam ily. In  1860 

G eorge  H a rtw e ll T ray lo r ow n ed  th irtee n  a d u lt slaves: e ig h t fem ale

slaves, be tw een  the  age of 18 and  45, and  five m ale slaves, b e tw een  19 

and  40 years of age according to the state census. The w ork  perfo rm ed  by  

th ese  slaves on  the  T raylor p lan ta tio n  p robab ly  v a ried  acco rd ing  to a 

n u m b er of factors includ ing  age, ability, gender and  season. W hile m any  

s tu d ie s  h av e  sh o w n  th a t s laves ' w o rk  d u tie s  w ere  n o t n e ce ssa rily  

restric ted  by gender or condition  (e.g., pregnancy), the m ajority  of h ouse  

slaves, for exam ple, cooks, house  m aids and  n u rsem aid s ("m am m ies"), 

w ere  u su a lly  w om en. Since it w as sm all, the m en and  w om en  of the  

T ray lo r p lan ta tio n  m ost likely  shared  the  labor of the  fields, farm  and  

househo ld . Slave children , of w hich  there  w ere five betw een  the  ages of 

fou r m o n th s and  ten  years o ld  on the  T raylor p lan ta tio n  in  1860, w ere  

o ften  assigned  sm all du ties b u t generally  w ere left to p lay  on the ir ow n 

o r u n d e r  the superv ision  of an  o lder slave w om an  or child. By the  end  

of s lavery  Bill T raylor w as m ost likely w ork ing  in som e capacity  on the  

p lan ta tio n  since m ost slave ch ild ren  en tered  the w ork  force as half h an d s 

in  early  adolescence (age 10 to 14). As E ugene G enovese w rites in  R oll. 

Tordan. Roll. "P lan ta tion  reco rds and  slave n a rra tiv es  [testify] th a t no  

slave d id  any w ork  before the age of ten; tha t m ost d id  no t w ork  un til the
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age of tw elve; and  th a t they  d id  ligh t field  w o rk  for the  first years 

th e re a fte r ."37

T he fac t th a t Bill T ray lo r s ta y e d  on  th e  p la n ta t io n  a fte r  

em an cip a tio n  and  rem ained  there  w ell in to  h is eigh ties m igh t sug g est 

th a t he  h ad  stro n g  ties w ith  b o th  the  black an d  w h ite  T raylor fam ily. 

M any freed  p erso n s chose to rem ain  on the p lan ta tio n  after the  C ivil 

W ar, an d  fam ily  and  com m unity  seem ed to be m ajor factors in  th e ir 

decision. O ne ex-slave from  M ississippi recalled  the black com m unity  

on  the p lan ta tion  celebrating their freedom , b u t claim ed, "It d id n ’ feel no 

d iffrun t; w e all loved ou r m arste r an ' m isus an' stayed  on w id  'em  jes' 

lak  no th in ' h ad  happened ." A Tennessee w om an, R osaline Rogers, age 

38 a t th e  tim e of em ancipation , and  the  m o th er of fo u rteen  ch ild ren , 

e lected to stay on to keep her fam ily together: "I w as given m y choice of 

stay ing  on  the sam e p lan tation , w ork ing  on shares, or tak ing  m y fam ily 

aw ay , le tting  them  ou t for their food and  clothes. I decided  to s tay  on 

th a t w ay; I could have m y children  w ith  m e."38

Yet em ancipation  caused a w ide variety  of reactions am ong slaves. 

M any chose to leave beh ind  the oppressive place w here  they h ad  lived as 

slaves. Patience, a freedw om an from  South C arolina, exp lained  she felt 

she h a d  to leave in o rder to feel tru ly  free: "I m ust go, if I stay  here  I'll

37 Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love Labor of Sorrow: Black Women. Work and the Family 

From Slavery to Present (NY: Basic Books, 1985), p. 32; Eugene D. Genovese, Roll. Tordan, 

Roll: The World the Slaves Made (NY: Pantheon, 1974 [1972]), p. 502.

38 Cited by Jones, p. 47 from Philip D. Morgan, "Work and Culture: The Task System and 

the W orld of Lowercountry Blacks, 1700 to 1880," W illiam  and Mary Quarterly 39 

(October 1982): 563-399.
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n e v e r k n o w  I'm  free."39 Som e slaves cou ld  n o t believe freedom  h ad  

fina lly  com e an d  left the  p lan ta tio n  tem p o rarily  in  o rd e r to te s t th e ir 

liberty . M any freed persons, how ever, w hether by  choice or by  necessity , 

re tu rn e d  to p lan tations.

A long  w ith  the  ties of com m unity , lim ited  op tions in fluenced  the  

freed  persons decision. As one A labam a freed  w om an  explained , "d idn ' 

m an y  of us go, 'cause w e d in ' know  w here  to of w ent."40 R em ain ing  

w ith  the  m aste r w as one of the few  w ays Bill T raylor and  the  h u n d re d s  

of th o u sa n d s  of o th e r  freed  p e rso n s  in  th e  S o u th  c o u ld  s u p p o r t  

them selves. In  m an y  reg ions, in c lu d in g  L ow ndes C o un ty , A labam a, 

large  p lan te rs  b a n n ed  together to p rev en t black laborers from  ob ta in ing  

the ir ow n  land  or going to w ork  for o ther large p lan ters  in  the  area 41 In 

all cases, blacks w ere  fighting against the sen tim ent that, as one A labam a 

res id en t p u t it, "slavery [w ould] be regalvan ized  in som e shape or other." 

This feeling , ex p ressed  in  a 1866 R epo rt of the  Toint C o m m ittee  on  

R e co n stru c tio n , w as su p p o rted  by  the testim ony of Judge H u m p h rey  of 

A lab am a  w h o  no ted : "There is rea lly  no  d ifference , in  m y  o p in io n , 

w h e th e r w e ho ld  them  as abso lu te  slaves or ob tain  their labor by  som e 

o ther m ethod . O f course, w e prefer the old m ethod. But th a t question  is

39 Cited by Jones, p. 51 from Orville Vernon Burton, "Ungrateful Servants? Edgefield's 

Black Reconstruction: Part I of the Total History of Edgefield County, South Carolina" 

(unpublished PhD dissertation, Princeton University, 1975), p. 136.

40 Leon F. Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long: The Aftermath of Slavery (NY: Knopf, 

1979), p. 212.

41 Ibid.. pp. 322-323.
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n o t now  before us!"42 A nd  w hile  the F reedm an 's B ureau  adv ised  freed  

p e rso n s  to m ake labor con tracts to in su re  th e ir new  righ ts , the  b lack  

la b o re r  w as  s till la rg e ly  a t the  m ercy  of th e  la n d h o ld in g  w h ite s . 

"Em ployers," as Jacqueline Jones w rites, "retained  un lim ited  au th o rity  in 

u s in g  v a rio u s  fo rm s of p u n ish m e n t and  felt free to d is re g a rd  th e  

ag reem ents at first sign of recalcitrance on the p a rt of their laborers."43

A fter the  C ivil W ar, the  federa l g o v e rn m en t's  rec o n s tru c tio n  

p ro g ram  d id  little  in  term s of g iv ing  freed  p erso n s the  o p p o rtu n ity  to 

b rea k  the  d e p en d e n cy  on the  w h ite  p lan te r. The B ureau 's  co n trac t 

sy s te m  is o n ly  o n e  e x a m p le  of th e  g o v e rn m e n t 's  in e ffe c tiv e  

m an ag em en t of the  slave 's tran s itio n  to  fu ll citizen . U ltim ate ly , the  

"failure  of the  federa l go v ern m en t to in s titu te  a co m p reh en siv e  lan d  

co n fisca tio n  a n d  re d is tr ib u tio n  p ro g ram ,"  as Jacq u e lin e  Jones h a s  

ob se rv ed , "com bined w ith  so u th e rn  w h ites ' system atic  refusal to sell 

p ro p e rty  or ex tend credit to the form er slaves, m ean t th a t the m ajority  of 

b lacks w o u ld  rem ain  econom ically d ep en d en t u p o n  the  g roup  of peop le  

(if n o t the  ind iv iduals) w hom  they  had  served  as slaves. . .. M ost freed  

peo p le  rem ained  concentra ted  in the C otton  Belt, in  the  vicin ity  of the ir 

enslavem en t . . ,."44 In the w ake of the hostility  and  d iso rder fo llow ing 

the  C ivil W ar, a n d  the  federa l g o v e rn m en t’s con fusion  over h o w  to 

m anage  reconstruction , Southern  legislators d id  all they  could  to restric t 

the  s ta tu s of blacks.

42 As cited by Du Bois in Black Reconstruction, p. 140.

43 Jones, p. 55.

44 Ibid.. p. 52.
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W. E. B. D u Bois' d iscussion  of w h a t could  have  been , creatively  

suggests the a ttitudes and  legislation tha t com bined to restric t the  rights 

of b lack  c itizen s . In  h is  essay , "L ooking  B ackw ard" in  B l a c k  

R econstruction  in  A m erica. D u Bois constructs a fictional sta tem en t by  a 

sm all, fictional g roup  of "determ ined and  c learth ink ing  [southern] m en" 

w ho, in 1863, acknow ledged,

The N egro  is free and  to m ake his freedom  real, he m u st 

have  land  and  education . H e m ust be gu ided  in  h is w ork  

an d  d ev e lo p m en t b u t g u id ed  to w ard  freedom  and  the  

righ t to vote. Such com plete freedom  and  the bestow al of 

suffrage m ust be a m atter of som e years, b u t at p resen t w e 

do  n o t w ish  to take advan tage  of th is and  re ta in  political 

pow er based  on the non-voting parts of ou r popu lation . . .

. A nd  in  an tic ipation  of th is developm ent, w e p ro p o se  to

pass a reasonable code of law s recognizing the new  sta tu s

of the N egro .45

Instead  of "a reasonable code of law s recognizing the new  sta tu s of 

the  N egro," the  South  passed  the  Black C odes. This leg islative  effort 

m ad e  blacks free in nam e only. The codes, D u Bois com m ented , "were

d e lib e ra te ly  d e sig n ed  to take  a d v an tag e  of every  m is fo rtu n e  of the

N egro :"

The N eg ro 's  access to the  land  w as h in d e re d  and  

lim ited; h is righ t to w ork  w as curtailed ; h is righ t of self- 

defense w as taken  aw ay, w hen  his righ t to  b ear arm s w as 

s to p p ed ; an d  h is em p loym en t w as v irtu a lly  red u ced  to

45 Du Bois, Black Reconstruction, pp. 165-166
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con tract labor w ith  p en a l se rv itu d e  as a p u n ish m e n t for 

leav ing  h is job.46

M ississippi, for exam ple, declared  th a t all blacks over the age of 18 found  

w ith o u t a job after "the second M onday  in January  1866" w o u ld  be fined 

o r ja iled . A labam a gave the  fo rm er m aste r the  firs t o p tio n  in  the  

app ren tic in g  of a child. Every region, state, and  tow nsh ip  estab lished  its 

ow n  specific codes w hose function  w as to exercise control over the  labor, 

lives, an d  fam ilies of black A m ericans.47

W ork ing  on  land , u su a lly  b o rro w ed  b u t occasionally  th e ir ow n, 

w as one of the  few  w ays blacks could  w ork  in d ep en d en tly  an d  re ta in  at 

least som e control over their ow n labor and  their fam ily. In  his decision 

to rem ain  on  the  T ray lor p lan ta tion , Bill T raylor jo ined  a g rea t n u m b er 

of b lack  laborers w ho  en te red  the sou thern  w orkforce as sharecroppers . 

H is fondness for w ork ing  the  land  is suggested  by  S hannon 's anecdo te  

concern ing  one of T raylor's draw ings: "One fine sp rin g  day  I w en t by  

an d  [Traylor] w as d raw in g  a m an  p low ing . H e sa id , "I w a n te d  to be 

p lo w in g  so b ad  today , I d raw 'd  m e a m an plow ing.""48 S harecroppers 

w ere  usua lly  g iven  a p o rtion  of land, a house, tools, seed and  food w hich  

they  w ou ld  p ay  for w ith  a p o rtion  of their crop.

W hile  d ev e lo p ed  as a com prom ise  b e tw een  w h ite  lan d o w n ers  

w ho  refused  to give u p  the ir land  and  black laborers w ho  w an ted  to farm  

it, th e  sh a re c ro p p in g  sy stem  p ro v e d  d isa s tro u s . W ith  d isc rim in a tio n  

to w a rd  blacks in  the  local m arket, and  the over-dependence  on  cotton  in

46 Ibid.. p. 167.

47 Ibid.. pp. 174-175.

48 Maresca and Ricco, p. 29.
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the  foreign  export m arket, race rela tions as w ell as the  econom y of the  

S o u th  cam e to  su ffe r g rea tly . S till, w ith  th e  ex tre m e ly  lim ite d  

o p p o rtu n ities  open  to the black w orker, fam ily sharecropp ing  seem ed to 

be one of the  m ore sa tisfy ing  options. As one observer n o ted  in  1866: 

"T hose a p p e a r  m o st th r iv in g  a n d  h a p p y  w h o  a re  a t w o rk  fo r 

th e m se lv e s ."49

Bill T raylor seem ed to have w orked  bo th  for h im self as w ell as the 

w h ite  T raylors. H e w as, for instance, listed  as a farm  labo rer on  th e ir 

land  in  the  1880 census, and  as the flagm an on the 1888 su rvey ing  team  

h ired  to m ap  the land  h a n d ed  d o w n  to G eorge H artw ell T ray lo r’s son, 

M arion  H artw ell T raylor (born 1862). A ccording to  M rs. Rosa T raylor, 

M arion  H artw ell T ray lor's dau g h te r-in -law  w ho has lived  on  the  land  

since h e r m arriag e  to John  B ryant T raylor in  1935, T ray lo r lived  an d  

w o rk e d  on  the  land  before  she a rrived . W hile she d id  n o t k n o w  or 

rem em ber h earin g  abou t h im  or h is fam ily, she w ro te  to Bill T ray lo r’s 

g rea t g ra n d d a u g h te r  th a t he  "probably  ran  the  g rist m ill, m ilked  cow s 

an d  raised  cotton."50

Bill T ray lo r ra ised  m o st of h is o w n  fam ily  on  th e  T ray lo r 

p lan ta tio n . A m arriag e  license from  L ow ndes C o u n ty  show s T ray lo r 

m arried  L aurissa  D unklin , a 19 year o ld  black w om an  from  the  nearby  

D u n k lin  p la n ta tio n , A u g u s t 3, 1891. W hile som e of Bill T ray lo r 's  

d escen d an ts  claim  th a t he h ad  tw o  w ives, census records m en tion  on ly

49 As quoted by Jones, p. 46, from John Townsend Trowbridge, The South: A Tour of Its 

Battlefields and Ruined Cities. A Toumev Through the Desolated States, and Talks with  

the People (Hartford, CT: L. Stebbins, 1866), p. 232.

50 Letter from Mrs. Traylor to Mrs. Beeks.
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one m arriage. The 1900 census lists Lorisa as h is w ife of n ine  years;51 

how ever, the  b irth  years of the o lder ch ild ren  suggest th a t som e of the 

n in e  ch ild ren  listed  m ay n o t have  been  from  th is m arriage: P au line ,

b o rn  1884; G eorge, b o rn  1885; Sallie, b o rn  A u g u st 1887; N u tie , b o rn  

O ctober 1887; R ubin, born  1892; Easter, bo rn  1893; Erline, b o rn  1895; Lillie, 

b o rn  1896; and  C hild , b o rn  1898. W hile it is possib le  th a t som e of the  

o ld er ch ild ren  w ere bo rn  to them  before they  w ere m arried  or th a t they  

w ere  Bill T ray lo r’s ch ild ren  from  ano ther rela tionsh ip , the  p rox im ity  of 

b ir th  d a te s  for Sallie and  N u tie  su g g ests  th a t th ey  m ay  h av e  b een  

ad o p ted .52

T here w ere  o ther T raylors in  L ow ndes C oun ty , som e of w hom  

m ay  have been  relatives, b u t the ch ildren  Bill T raylor and  his w ife raised  

cou ld  have  been  e ither paren tless k in  or nonkin .53 Bill T raylor allegedly

51 The spelling of Traylor's wife's nam e differs from record to record and includes 

variations on the following: Lorisa, Laurissa and Laura.

52 The duration of this relationship w ould have been some time between 1881 (since the 

1880 census show s him living alone) and 1891. But since the 1890 census records were  

destroyed, Bill Traylor's living arrangements and marital status cannot be verified at 

that time.

53 The surveying record lists a black man named Richard Traylor as one of the tw o chain 

bearers. The 1900 Lowndes County census listed him as Dick Traylor, bom  in 1848, married 

to Emma, bom  1875, with three children. This census also lists a Tom Traylor, bom  1862, 

married to Martha, bom  1870, with no children. Furthermore, as noted earlier, the 1870 

census lists an Emet Traylor living with Bill Traylor and his mother.
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to ld  S hannon  th a t he  h ad  "raised tw en ty -o d d  ch ild ren ."54 C ited  and  

frequen tly  m isconstrued  in countless articles over the past tw o decades, 

th is s ta tem en t can perh ap s be explained  by d iscussing  the rea lity  of the 

th o u san d s of o rphaned  children  in the South after the Civil W ar.

A fter em ancipation , m any  freed  persons took o rp h an s or o th er 

p a ren tle ss  ch ild ren  in to  the ir ow n  fam ilies after slavery . H e rb e rt G. 

G u tm an  in The Black Fam ily in  Slavery and  F reedom  no tes th a t w hile  

relief o rgan izations and  black charitable institu tions d id  m eet the  needs 

of som e of th is popu lation , the atten tion  of ind iv iduals and  fam ilies w as 

the  m ost im portan t factor in the care of these children. The flood of five 

or ten  th ousand  orphans expected at the w ar's end  by  the D epartm en t of 

th e  G u lf's  B u reau  of Free L abor n ev er cam e. A frican  A m erican s , 

C onw ay  explained , took in th o u san d s of o rphaned  kin  and  nonkin : "I 

fin d  th e  co lo red  p eo p le  th em se lv es tak in g  in to  th e ir  fam ilies th e  

o rp h an ed  ch ild ren  of their form er friends and  neighbors th u s sav ing  us 

the  necessity  of bearing  large expenses in  caring for them ."55 A n o th e r 

relief official m arveled  at the generosity of the m any blacks w ho adop ted  

these  children: "It is rem arkable to w itness how  m uch these poor peop le  

do  for o rp h an  ch ild ren . W e often find  them  w ith  one, tw o  a n d  th ree

54 Maresca and Ricco, p. 8. Note that m any of articles in the bibliography on p. 185 of 

this book m ention that Traylor either "had fathered" or "raised" more than tw enty  

children. One article (Finore, p. 44) states that he "elected to stay on [after 

emancipation], marrying and fathering between 20 and 25 children."

55 As quoted by Herbert G. Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom. 1750-1925 

(NY: Vintage Books, 1977 [1976]), p. 228, from Thomas Conway, The Freedm en of 

Louisiana. Final Report of the Bureau of Free Labor (1865), pp. 14-15.
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h e lp le ss  ch ild ren , n o t th e ir  ow n , b u t  a deceased  b ro th e r 's , s is te r 's , 

d a u g h te r 's , son 's, cousin 's , an d  n o t u n fre q u e n tly  a d eceased  frien d 's  

c h i ld ." 56 T his p a tte rn  c o n tin u ed  w ell a fte r th e  w a r a n d  in to  th e  

tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  as the  search  for em p lo y m en t o r d e a th  left m an y  

ch ild ren  paren tless and  in the care of friends or relatives.

A ccord ing  to C harles Shannon, it w as in  the  late  1930s, on ly  after 

all h is ch ild ren  m oved  aw ay  and  the  w hite  T raylors he  knew  d ied , th a t 

Bill T ray lo r m oved  in to  M on tgom ery . S hannon  recalls: "E xp la in ing

w h y  he  finally  left the  p lan ta tion , he to ld  m e, 'M y w h ite  folks h a d  d ied  

an d  m y  ch ild ren  sc a tte re d ' so he cam e in to  tow n."57 M arion  T ray lo r 

w ho , as Rosa Traylor no ted  in the m arg ins of his genealogy, "sort of grew  

up" w ith  Bill, d ied  in  1904. H is w ife, ho w ev er, su rv iv e d  h im  by  a 

n u m b e r of y ears  a n d  rem ain ed  on  the  p la n ta tio n  u n til h e r d e a th  in  

M arch  1943.58 It w as som etim e b e tw een  these  tw o  d ea th s  th a t Bill 

T ray lor left their land.

W hile the  lack of com m unity  seem s certain ly  to have  been  a factor 

in  h is  decision  to  leave the  p lan ta tio n , it w as likely  th a t the  n e ed  to 

su p p o r t  h im se lf also m o tiv a ted  h is m ove to M on tgom ery . W ith  the  

dep recia ting  value  of land  and  cotton, as w ell as o ther crops, p overty  w as 

the  rea lity  for the  m ajority  of farm ers and  ru ra l people . B etw een 1910 

a n d  1930 an  e s tim a te d  tw o  m illion  b lacks, eager to m ake  lives for

56 As quoted by Gutman, p. 228 from Yorktown Superintendent to the editor, Friends' 

R eview . XX (1867), p. 380.

57 Maresca and Ricco, p. 8.

58 Shannon states that Mrs. Marion Hartwell Traylor died in 1934 but her death actually 

occurred in 1943.
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them selves and  escape the b ru ta lity  of ru ra l sou thern  racism , m ig ra ted  to 

the  city. E m ploym ent oppo rtun ities in u rban  areas d u rin g  W orld  W ar I 

p ro v id ed  m uch  of the incentive for th is m ass m igra tion  in  the 1910s. By 

the  1920s, p ro d u c tio n  and  consum ption  w ere  at an  all-tim e h igh , and  

A m erica 's  fu tu re  looked  b rig h t. Yet the  g lare  of the  co n su m erism  

d o m in a tin g  A m erican  cu ltu re  left the  n a tio n  b lin d  to  ris ing  d eb t and  

w a rn in g s  of a fa ilin g  eco n o m y  w h ic h  fo re sh a d o w e d  th e  G re a t 

D ep ress io n . T h o u sa n d s  of p e o p le  m o v ed  to u rb a n  a reas  seek in g  

em ploym en t and  an  aging  Bill T raylor m oved w ith  them .

A lthough  it is n o t clear exactly w hen  T raylor m oved  in to  the  city, 

1920 census records p lace h im  in M ontgom ery  liv ing  w ith  h is w ife and  

th ree  sons, M ack, age 18, John H enry , age 13, and  Plank, age 10. W hen 

th is m ove occu rred  and  w hether it w as p e rm an en t is u n k n o w n  for the  

on ly  o th e r reco rd  th a t has been  located  is a 1936 h ea lth  d e p a rtm e n t 

rec o rd  w h ic h  sh o w s Bill T ray lo r rece iv in g  a id  from  th e  O ld  A ge 

A ssistance P rog ram , and  liv ing at 111 M onroe Street (the Ross C lay ton  

F u n e ra l P a r lo r  a cc o rd in g  to  th e  C ity  D irec to ry ) in  M o n tg o m ery . 

In fo rm a tio n  fro m  h is  g ra n d c h ild re n  p lac es  T ray lo r co m in g  in to  

M ontgom ery  as early  as 1911, w hen  his youngest son W illie w as b o rn  in  

the  city. Yet it is n o t u n til 1933 — the  sam e year F rank lin  D elano  

R o o se v e lt 's  N a tio n a l R ecovery  A d m in is tra tio n  a n d  P ub lic  W orks 

A d m in is tra tion  w ere  in itia ted  — tha t h is g ran d d au g h te r, M rs. M argarete  

E. T ray lo r S taffney, recalls v isiting  h im  w h ile  he  w as "liv in g  on the  

streets of M ontgom ery." M rs. Staffney, a round  the age of n ine  or ten  at 

the  tim e, rem em bers h im  living first in the back of the  Peking Pool H all 

n ex t to the  P ek ing  T hea ter on  M onroe Street. Som etim e la te r, Bill
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T raylor m oved  in to  the back of the Ross C layton  F uneral P arlo r on  th a t 

sam e street. By the tim e of his next m ove to a little w hite  shan ty  on  Bell 

S treet, he  h a d  a g o v e rn m en t re lief job fix ing  sh o es .59 This job w as 

p ro b ab ly  one of the  m any  pub lic  w orks p ro g ram s w hich , th ro u g h  the 

p re s id en t's  1935 E m ergency Relief and  A p p ro p ria tio n  Act, found  w o rk  

for jobless ind iv iduals .

O ne anecdote M rs. Staffney tells is how  Bill T raylor fixed a p a ir of 

shoes for h e r w hile  w ork ing  his "relief" job. She also rem em bers how  

h e r g ran d fa th e r 's  a rtw o rk  lined  the  railings of the  w a lkw ay  u p  to the  

sh an ty  he lived in on Bell Street in M ontgom ery. In an  in terv iew  at the  

1992 T raylor fam ily  reun ion  M rs. Staffney recalled how  peop le  w alk ing  

by, b o th  black and  w hite , w ou ld  adm ire  them . She no ted  "any one they  

w an t, th ey  w o u ld  get. Some peop le  give 'em  a d im e, som e give 'em  a 

q u a rte r , som e w o u ld  give 'em  fifteen cent and  som e w o u ld n 't g ive em  

noth in ." It seem ed, a relative near her m used , as if he w a sn 't bo thered  

e ither w ay. H e ju st liked to m ake them  and hang  them , using  a little b it 

of s tring  p u sh ed  th ro u g h  holes in the top of w ha tever piece of cardboard  

he  h ad  found  to create on. M rs. Staffney con tinued , "I believe he  d id n 't 

know  the  w ay  of m oney. H e d id n 't know  w h at m oney  w as because he

59 Charles Shannon's m em ories, on pp. 3, 4, and 8, have Bill Traylor's liv ing  

arrangements recorded quite differently from what the family remembers. In this section 

I am relying on Bill Traylor's fam ily records and m em ories rather than Charles 

Shannon's. Information from interview by Miriam Traylor with granddaughters, Mrs. 

Myrtha L. Delks and Mrs. Margarete E. Traylor Staffney, and other descendants of Bill 

Traylor at the Traylor Family Reunion, audiotape courtesy of Alabama State Council on  

the Arts (August 1992).
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w as b o rn  a slave and  he stayed  on  tha t m an 's p lan ta tio n  u n til the  last 

one w as dead ."60

Bill T raylor relied  at tim es on  the su p p o rt of the  go v ern m en t b u t 

a p p a re n tly  b e n e f ite d  from  th e  k in d n e ss  of fam ily , f r ie n d s  a n d  

a cq u a in tan ces after age, rh eu m a tism  and  the  econom y left h im  w ith  

little  m eans to su p p o r t h im self in  the  late  1930s th ro u g h  th e  1940s. 

D uring  this period  a recession h it and  by the 1940s federal relief p rog ram s 

w ere  cut drastically . Relief officials in M ontgom ery  den ied  Bill T raylor 

assistance once they  found  th a t h is d au g h te r Sarah H o w ard  lived  in  the 

area on Bragg Street, and  he w as forced to rely on her, on  and  off, d u rin g  

th is tim e. H e also w en t to stay  w ith  ano ther d au g h te r in D etro it d u rin g  

W orld  W ar II b u t w as no t h ap p y  there  and  re tu rned  to M ontgom ery . H e 

to ld  one g ran d d a u g h te r  th a t he "w ould ra ther be in  M ontgom ery  w ith  

n o th in g  to ea t th a n  in  D e tro it."61 H is g ra n d d a u g h te rs , h o w e v e r, 

rem em ber h im  being  qu ite  u n h a p p y  liv ing at A un t Sarah 's, n o tin g  th a t 

she w as n o t very  w arm  and  quite "feisty." R em arking on w h y  the fam ily 

d id  n o t save any  of the ir g ran d fa th er's  w ork  M rs. S taffney com m ented , 

"A unt Sarah  w as so feisty  th a t she p robab ly  th rew  th em  all aw ay ."62

60 Traylor Family Reunion audiotape.

61 Maresca and Ricco, p. 22. Note that Traylor also had relatives in Detroit, N ew  York, 

Philadelphia and W ashington. According to the testim ony of his granddaughters, Mrs. 

Staffney and Mrs. Delks, as w ell as a letter from 1946 to Shannon from Traylor's daughter 

in Detroit, quoted on Maresca and Ricco, p. 22, Bill Traylor was not happy aw ay from  

M ontgom ery although his children and relatives did try to get him to stay with one of 

them so he w ould be taken care of.

62 Traylor Family Reunion audiotape.
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U sed  to be ing  in d ep en d en t, Bill T ray lor it seem s w as h a p p ie s t s ittin g  

beh in d  a table on  M onroe Street creating his ow n un ique  im ages.

It w as in M ontgom ery in  the 1940s Bill T raylor th a t d id  m ost of his 

creating . W ith  tim e on his hands, a t a round  the  age of e ighty-five, Bill 

T ray lor began  d raw in g  and p a in ting  on a daily  basis. H is w ork  suggests 

an  in cred ib ly  active and  creative  m in d , fu ll of sto ries, m em ories an d  

w isdom . Bill T ray lor m ost likely  tu rn ed  to a rt w h en  loneliness an d  a 

lack of pu rp o se  pervade  a his life. O ne of his g ran d d au g h ters  rem em bers 

th a t he  w as often  sad. "He used  to cry all the  time," she exp la ined  in  an  

in terv iew . D uring  her visits w ith  h im  at A un t Sarah 's in the  early  1940s 

M rs. Staffney recalls, "If he w as talk ing  to you  his m ind  w asn 't w ith  you. 

H is m in d  w as alw ays long gone."63

M any self-taught artists w ho  beg in  to create late in  life, as cu ra to r 

R oger M anley  has w ritten , "have gone th ro u g h  a p e rio d  d u rin g  w h ich  

they  have  h ad  to question  their sense of self-w orth as h u m an  beings, and  

m ak in g  th e ir a rt has h e lp ed  them  to red iscover th a t feeling." In  h is 

research , M anley found  th a t approx im ately  180 of the  200 ru ra l a rtists  he  

in te rv iew ed  "reported  feeling a sense of loss and  depression  im m edia te ly  

befo re  b eg in n in g  the ir creative  w ork." M ost of these  a rtis ts , like Bill 

T raylor, h ad  prolific periods of creativity. The few  ind iv idua ls th a t locate 

th e ir  sense  of p u rp o se  in the ir art, as M anley  sta tes, "have a k in d  of 

en o rm o u s p ro d u c tiv ity  th a t w ou ld  be im possible to su sta in  w ith o u t the  

com m itm en t tha t com es from  hav ing  a real need  to fulfill."64

63 Ibid.

64 Roger M anley, "Separating the Folk from their Art," N ew  Art Examiner (September 

1991): 27.



35

A lth o u g h  no  one is certain  w h en  he b eg an  to d raw , critics for 

decades have  cited Shannon 's "discovery" of Bill T raylor in  the sp rin g  of 

1939 as the  beg inn ing  of Traylor's artistic career. C harles Shannon recalls 

see ing  Bill T ray lo r for the  first tim e in  the  h e a r t of w h a t h e  called  

M ontgom ery 's "black territory." Traylor w as som ew here betw een  83 and  

89 years  o ld  and  S hannon  w as 24. S hannon  recalls, "He h a d  a w h ite  

beard  and  w as ben t over. It looked like he m igh t be draw ing . W hen I got 

close to h im  I could  see tha t he h ad  a little  s tra igh t-edge  stick and  w as 

ru lin g  lines w ith  the  stub  of a pencil on a sm all piece of cardboard ."65 

C h arles  S hannon  an d  o th er m em bers of the  N ew  S ou th  School an d  

G allery began  v isiting  him  regularly  after tha t po in t, and  becam e a source 

of su p p o rt for T raylor's art.

The N ew  South School and  G allery in M ontgom ery, A labam a w as 

founded  in M arch 1939 by  a group  of young  artists and  idealists w ho  w ere  

deep ly  in terested  in  m odern  art. A long w ith  p ro v id in g  a p lace for them  

to exh ib it an d  p ro m o te  the ir ow n w ork , th is g ro u p  fo u n d ed  the  N ew  

South  to help  o thers w ho w ere less fortunate. N ew  South  m em bers "felt 

the  n eed  to go beyond  the m ainstream  of a rt in  A labam a and  use their 

ta len ts to m ake a sta tem ent about the poor and  underpriv ileged ." It w as, 

as one m em ber explained , "a you th fu l cause . . . n o t only  . . . because all 

th e  in te llectuals in  N ew  York w ere  in to  th is thing," b u t because  as an

65 Maresca and Ricco, p. 3.
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a rtis t "You w o u ld  prac tically  n o t belong  to y o u r society  if you  w eren 't 

in v o lv e d ." 66

In tellec tuals in  N ew  York and  their co u n te rp arts  e lsew here  w ere  

keen ly  in te res ted  in  the  connections be tw een  A m erican  "prim itive" or 

"folk" a rt a n d  m o d ern  art. The concept of folk art, as K enneth  A m es 

exp la ined  in  a 1989 sym posium , "was given its m ost in fluen tia l shape  by  

a coalition of artistic and  cu ltu ra l activists [during  the  1920s an d  1930s]. 

T hey  a d o p te d  the  idea  of folk a rt b o th  to  leg itim ize  m o d e rn  a rt in  

A m erica  an d  to coun te rac t cond itions associated  w ith  m o d ern iza tio n , 

im m ig ra tio n , an d  the  G rea t D ep ression  th a t th re a te n e d  to  o v e rtu rn  

social o rder."67

H olger Cahill, one the  early  prom oters of folk art, set the  tone for 

its inclusion  in the  a rt w o rld  in the catalogue for the  1932 M useum  of 

M o d ern  A rt lan d m ark  exhib ition , "A m erican Folk A rt: The A rt of the  

C o m m o n  M an  in  A m erica , 1750-1900." In  th is  c a ta lo g u e  C ah ill 

exp la ined , "Folk a rt m ay  be called p rim itive  in the  sense  th a t it is the  

sim ple , unaffected  and  childlike expression of m en and  w om en  w ho  h ad  

little  o r no  school tra in ing  in  art, and  w ho d id  no t even  know  th a t they  

w ere  p ro d u c in g  art." M oreover, C ahill a sse rted , "Folk a rt c an n o t be 

v a lued  as h igh ly  as the w ork  of o u r greatest pa in ters and  sculp tors, b u t it

66 Virginia Van der Veer Hamilton and Miriam Fowler, eds., N ew  South. N ew  Deal and 

Beyond: An Exhibition of N ew  Deal Era Art. 1933-1943 (Montgomery, AL: The Alabama 

State Council on the Arts, 1990), p. 10.

67 Kenneth Am es, in "Folk, or Art? A Symposium," The M agazine Antiques 135 (January 

1989): 277.
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is certain ly  en titled  to a p lace in  the h istory  of A m erican art."68 C ahill's 

concept of folk art, influenced by  the aesthetics of fine art, w as em braced 

by  the m ajority  folk a rt enthusiasts.

C harles Shannon an d  the  N ew  South w an ted  to estab lish  a p lace 

w here  folk a rt could th rive  in the South, and  Bill T raylor becam e one of 

the ir "native talents." The form al articles of the organization , d rafted  by 

seven  charter m em bers in M arch 1939 p ledged  to "broaden the  cu ltu ra l 

life of S ou therners of all classes; encourage native  ta len t to w a rd  m ore  

and  h igher p roduction ; develop a w ider m arket in the South for arts and  

crafts; p ro v id e  a center, open  at all tim es, for those in te res ted  in  the  

a r ts ." 69 As one of their ad o p ted  artists, m em bers v isited  T ray lor and  

m ad e  su re  he w as w ell and  h ad  enough  supp lies to continue w ork ing . 

The g roup  also organized  a one-m an exhibition of his w ork  in  early  1940. 

In  the  exh ib ition  catalogue the  m em bers lau d ed  T ray lor's a rt as bo th  

p rim itive  and  folk. The roots of his creativity , they  explained , "lie deep  

w ith in  the g rea t A frican tradition" yet his expressions are also p a rt of the 

larger context of A frican A m erican folk culture: "Bill T raylor's w orks are 

com plete ly  u n in flu en ced  by  o u r W estern  cu ltu re . S trictly  in  the  folk

68 H olger Cahill, "American Folk Art" in American Folk Art: Art of the Common Man in 

American. 1750-1900 (NY: M useum  of M odem  Art, 1932) as quoted by Gene M etcalf in 

"Black Folk Art and the Politics of Art," pp. 160-193 in Art. Ideology, and Politics. Judith 

H. Balfe and Margaret Jane Wyszomirski, eds. (NY: Praeger, 1985), pp. 179-181.

69 Charter members include Jean and George Lewis, Charles Shannon, Blanche Blazer 

(Shannon Angell), Mattie Mae Knight, Paul Sanderson and Emily Chilton. Articles of 

the N ew  South School and Gallery as cited by Hamilton and Fowler, p. 7.
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id io m  . . . th ey  are  as u n se lfconsc ious an d  sp o n ta n e o u s  as N eg ro  

sp ir itu a ls ."70

W hile  the  g roup  fo lded  soon  after T ray lo r's  N ew  S ou th  show , 

m em b ers  of th e  g ro u p  rem a in e d  in v o lv ed  w ith  h im  lo n g  a fte r  it 

d isso lved  an d  h ad  an  enorm ous im pact on  Bill T raylor's artistic  career. 

A rt su p p lies  w ere  the p rim ary  benefit of the  m em ber's  in te res t in  Bill 

T ray lo r 's  w o rk , b u t  en co u rag em en t and  m ate ria l su p p o r t  w ere  also 

im p o rta n t to  h is p ro d u c tiv ity . A rtis t Jay Leavell, for instance, w as a 

reg u la r source for Bill T raylor's supplies. Leavell w as a sen ior in  h igh  

school w h en  he jo ined the  N ew  South in 1939. H e w orked  as a d isp lay  

m anager for J. J. N ew berry 's departm en t store and, according to h is w ife, 

Jo Leavell Flem ing, u sed  to b ring  Bill T raylor all k inds of pack ing  boxes 

and  d isp lay  boards as w ell as p a in t supplies. M oreover, she no ted  th a t 

Jay Leavell h ad  a h an d  in  teaching Bill T raylor to w rite  his nam e (see fig. 

2 ).71 A fter M r. Leavell's d ea th  in  1983 a n u m b er of T ray lor o rig ina ls 

w ere found  in  his attic by  his wife and are now  in a varie ty  of p riva te  and  

pub lic  collections.

The largest b ody  of Bill T raylor's w ork  w as collected by  C harles 

Shannon. Shannon  v isited  T raylor regu larly  and  w o u ld  take aw ay  the  

w o rk  th a t T ray lo r h ad  fin ished  since his last visit. In  1941 w h ile  an  

a rtist-in -residen t a t W est G eorgia College he w ou ld  visit T raylor every

70 Maresca and Ricco, p. 19; Bill Traylor exhibition catalogue (M ontgomery, AL: N ew  

South School and Gallery, 1940).

7  ̂ Interview w ith Marcia Weber, an art dealer from M ontgomery, AL, w ho has done 

research on Traylor (March 1993). Shannon states that a black friend w ho used to visit 

Traylor often taught him to write his name (see Maresca and Ricco, p. 14).
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FIGURE 2: "D ogfight w ith  W riting"
(M aresca and Ricco, p. 155)
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w eekend  w hen  he re tu rn ed  to M ontgom ery. Shannon  explained: "His 

w ork  p iled  up  beh ind  the Coca-Cola box and  I w ou ld  take it and  store it 

to  p rese rv e  it. I w o u ld  see th a t he h ad  w h a t he n eed ed  to keep  h im  

going, and  he cam e to th ink  of him self as w ork ing  for m e."72

As T ray lo r's  friend  and  p a tro n , C harles S hannon  m ad e  an  early  

a ttem p t to p ro m o te  T raylor's w ork  d u rin g  a 1941 d u rin g  a trip  to  N ew  

Y ork. A frien d  w h o  h a d  con tacts at the  M u seu m  of M o d e rn  A rt 

(M OM A) h e lp ed  to a rrange  a sm all exhib ition  of T ray lor's w o rk  a t the  

F ie ldston  School in N ew  York. A fter the exhibition, T ray lor's w o rk  w as 

sh o w n  to d irec to r A lfred Barr and  M OM A m useum  staff w ho , w ith o u t 

co n su ltin g  T ray lo r or S hannon , sen t a check for $20.50 for som e of 

T ray lor's w ork  -- $2.00 for the  large d raw ings and  $1.00 for the sm aller 

ones. Shannon w as appalled  by  the unsolicited  offer an d  sen t back  the  

check w ith  a d em an d  th a t all the w ork  be re tu rn ed  to h im  at once. Soon 

after th is inc iden t Shannon  began  to have less d irec t invo lvem en t w ith  

Bill T ray lo r. S h an n o n  w as d ra fte d  in  1942 a n d  a fte r re tu rn in g  to 

M ontgom ery  in 1946, he only v isited  Traylor occasionally. H e con tinued  

to collect h is w ork  sporadically  un til 1947.

T h rough  the  w ork  of Shannon and  o ther N ew  S outh  m em bers, a 

couple  of h u m an  in terest pieces on T raylor w ere p u b lish ed  in the  1940s. 

Jou rna lis t A llen  R ankin 's stories have received som e a tten tio n  in  recen t 

articles on  T raylor m ainly , according to con tem porary  critics, because of 

the  "racist edge" of his w riting . In  his account of the 1940 N ew  South 

ex h ib it of T ray lo r's  w o rk , for exam ple, R ank in  w ro te  th a t m em bers 

"helped  h im  u p  tw o flights of stairs, in to  the b righ test, w h ites t room  he

72 Maresca and Ricco, p. 20.
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h a d  seen  since C hristm as m orn ings back in O ld M aster's house . There 

in  the  room  sat w h ite  people . A nd  there  all a ro u n d  the  w h ite  w alls 

h u n g  Bill's p a in tin g s ."73 Yet A llen R ankin  considered  h im self one of 

T ray lor's cham pions. Because of his story  in Colliers m agazine, R ankin  

repo rted  in 1946, Traylor's story  w as "picked up  by  N egro Digest" and  "art 

fanciers . . . from  as far aw ay as N ew  York and California" w ro te  R ankin 

to  ask  abou t the artist for years after it w en t in to  p rin t.74 A lth o u g h  his 

sen tim enta l, hyperbolic  condescending  p rose  is d istu rb ing , in h is articles 

R ankin  d id  exhibit som e respect for Traylor's art:

T rue, h is p ic tu res  looked  like th ings never ac tually  seen  

on  th is  earth . But if you  looked  at the  s tu ff aw h ile , 

som eth ing  h ap p en ed . The c rud ity  d isso lved  and  w ith  it 

th e  stiffness. A rhy thm ic  m otion  sw ep t over o ld  Bill's 

gu tte r canvases, and  som ething  m ore than  tha t -- a strange 

un ity  of com position  and  feeling for life.75

By late  1940s, Bill T ray lo r's  "feeling for life" w as w an in g . H is 

h ea lth  began  to  dete rio ra te  after he  lost a leg to "the shivers" (gangrene) 

a ro u n d  1943.76 In January  1944 he w as bap tized  into the Catholic faith  by  

Rev. Jacobe of the St. Jude C hurch  in M ontgom ery. By 1947 he w as quite  

sick ly  an d  sp en t p e rio d s  of tim e in the  p a rish 's  charity  h o sp ita l (also

73 Allen Rankin, "He Lost 10,000 Years," Colliers Qune 22, 1946): 67.

74 Allen Rankin, "He'll Paint for You — Big 'Uns 20 Cents; Lil 'Uns, A Nickel," Alabam a  

Journal (March 31, 1948).

75 Rankin, "He Lost 10,000 Years," p. 67.

7  ̂ Traylor Family Reunion audiotape.
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called  the  O ak  S treet H o sp ita l) .77 It is believed  he p a in ted  on  an d  off 

u n til h is d ea th  on O ctober 23, 1949.78 A llen R ankin 's 1948 article  in  the  

A labam a Tournal includes a p h o to g rap h  of Bill T raylor p a in tin g  u n d e r a 

fig tree  in  Sarah H o w ard 's  backyard  su rro u n d ed  by  his artw ork . "If you  

go," suggested  R ankin  in  his article, . . . take h im  p a in ts  and  card b o ard  

[and] he  w ill p a in t [for] you  . . . .  H e'll do it for 20 cents for "de b ig  uns," a 

n ickel for "de lil' uns." O ld Bill is too o ld  to consider h im self rare . H e 

ju s t w an ts  to  p a in t."79 It seem s th a t it w as his a rt th a t late  in  life gave 

h im  hap p in ess  and  pu rpose .

O ne g ran d d a u g h te r  m arks the  da te  of Bill T ray lor's d ea th  by  the  

b irth  of one of h is g rea t-g ran d d au g h te rs . The th ree  g ran d c h ild re n  still 

liv in g  rem em b er w h en  T ray lo r's  fu n era l w as, a lth o u g h  h is g ran d so n , 

C lem en t T raylor of Buffalo, N ew  York, w as the  only  one w ho  ac tually  

a tte n d e d .80 Their m em ories of h im  are all they  have for any  a rt th a t h a d

77 Baptismal and death records are from the St. Jude Church Baptismal Record Book, 

Vol. 1, p. 35, entry 12. M ost of Traylor's descendants were Baptists (Traylor Family 

Reunion audiotape). M oreover, Mrs. Rosa Traylor recalls her brother-in-law telling her 

that every Saturday "all the N egroes w ould  walk [many m iles]to a Baptist church in 

Benton" (Rosa Traylor Interview with Marcia Weber).

78 Traylor Family Reunion audiotape. Charles Shannon has incorrectly stated Traylor 

died around February 1947 (see Maresca and Ricco, p. 20).

79 Rankin, "He'll Paint for You;" photography by Albert Kraus. Kraus m eticu lously  

recorded the dates of his photographs.

80 Traylor Family Reunion audiotape. Traylor has three grandchildren, Mrs. Staffney, 

Mrs. Delks and Mr. Clement Traylor, and 18 great-grandchildren. The family is trying to 

trace other descendants w ho appear in the 1870-1920 Alabama State Census information.
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b een  left w ith  the  fam ily  w as long ago destroyed . M ost of T ray lo r's  

descendan ts m igrated  no rth  and  becam e quite d ispersed  in  the  years th a t 

fo llow ed  h is death . It w as n o t u n til 1984 th a t any  fam ily  m em bers 

realized  th a t he had  becom e w ell-know n in the art w orld .

M any of the  descendan ts h ad  n o t even  know n  he w as an  a rtis t 

u n til  T ray lo r's  g ra n d d a u g h te r , w ho  lives in D etro it, le a rn ed  th a t  a 

D e tro it m u seu m  p lan n ed  to exhibit som e of h is w ork . Shocked by  the  

rea liz a tio n , she co n tac ted  h e r d a u g h te r , M rs. A n to in e tte  Beeks, in 

A tlan ta , G eorgia, and  together w ith  o ther m em bers of their fam ily  they  

b e g an  to  de lve  in to  th e ir fam ily  h isto ry . They h a d  n e v e r h e a rd  of 

C harles Shannon un til they  learned  th a t he held  the largest collection of 

Bill T raylor's w ork. Eager to learn  m ore about their fam ous ancestor and  

in te re s te d  in  a cq u irin g  som e of h is a rt  for th e  fam ily , th ey  w ro te  

S h an n o n  for de ta ils . S hannon  fo rw ard ed  the ir le tte r to H irsch l an d  

A d le r G alle ries Inc., the  N ew  Y ork-based  com m erc ial g a lle ry  th a t 

rep re se n ts  h im , w ho  sen t back  a brief, bu sinesslike  resp o n se  to M rs. 

Beeks. The le tter q uo ted  the  cu rren t price range Bill T ray lo r’s w orks 

w ere  se lling  at, suggested  they  com e to the gallery  if they  w a n ted  to 

p u rch ase  any  and  thanked  them  for their in terest. W hile u p se t by  th is 

le tte r, th ey  took  no  action  u n til the fam ily  convened  at a reu n io n  in  

1992. By th en  fam ily  m em bers h ad  done  considerab le  resea rch  an d  

le a rn e d  th a t  T ray lo r 's  w o rk  h a d  ach ieved  co n sid erab le  s ta tu s  a n d  

com m ercial va lue  in the  a rt w orld . As a N ew  Y ork T im es jo u rn a lis t 

w ro te  in  a 1992 article on  the law suit, "G radually, they  becam e aw are  of 

the  acco lades h eap ed  on  th e ir rem arkab le  ancestor by  a rt critics and  

m u se u m  cu ra to rs , an d  lea rn ed  th a t he w as the  subject of n u m ero u s
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show s and  a book. They also d iscovered  tha t the body  of h is w o rk  cou ld  

be  w o rth  m illio n s of do lla rs."  A t th a t tim e, the  fam ily  b e lie v e d  

exp lo ita tion  w as involved. M rs. Beeks reasoned: "He h ad  lived all of his 

life in  a sub serv ien t role to a w h ite  m an. I ju st can 't im agine h im  n o t 

do ing  w h a t a w hite  m an  to ld  h im  to." A t the  reun ion  the  fam ily  h ad  "a 

v e ry  long , de libera te , em otional d iscussion" and  decided  to su e  b o th  

C harles S hannon  and  H irsch l and  A d ler G alleries u n d e r  th e  p rem ise  

th a t S hannon  sto le  the  w o rk  from  their ancestor. "R egardless of the  

m onetary  va lue  of the w ork," M rs. Beeks asserted , "the fact of the  m atte r 

is, it w as Bill T raylor's legacy, and  it belongs to us."81

The 1992 su it w as se ttled  o u t of co u rt in  O ctober 1993. In  a 

s ta te m e n t issued  by  b o th  p arties  in the  d isp u te , T ray lor's d e scen d an ts  

d ro p p e d  any  claim  to the  a rt and  reversed  the ir p osition  on  S hannon 's 

ro le  in  acqu iring  the  art. R ather th an  stealing  the  a rt an d  ex p lo itin g  

T ray lor, as the  su it a lleged, the sta tem en t ho lds th a t they  n o w  believe  

th a t Shannon  pu rch ased  the w ork  and  p layed  an im portan t, h e lp fu l role 

in  e s tab lish in g  Bill T ray lo r's  a rtistic  re p u ta tio n .82 In re tu rn , S hannon  

p la c e d  tw e lv e  p a in tin g s  in  t ru s t  fo r th e  fam ily . Bill T ra y lo r 's  

d e scen d an ts , how ever, w on  m ore  th an  a sm all collection of h is w ork . 

D iscovering  his a rt in sp ired  them  to expand  the ir know ledge  of th e ir

81 Richard Perez-Peha, "Link to Past, and Possible Fortune," N ew  York Times (December 

9, 1992): B1-B2.

82 Catherine Fox, "Traylor Folk Art Suit Settled," Atlanta C onstitution (October 31, 

1993): N4; Richard Perez-Pena, "Settlement Over Artwork by Ex-Slave," N ew  York 

T im es (October 7, 1993): B ll;  W ade Lambert, "Folk-Art Cases Settled," W all Street 

Journal (October 7,1993): B5.
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fam ily  h isto ry . Their efforts have  con tribu ted  g rea tly  n o t on ly  to  the ir 

know ledge  b u t to ours as they  add  their m em ories, research  efforts and  

u n d e rs tan d in g  to the sto ry  of Bill T raylor's life.

Born in to  slavery  and  a som etim es hom eless a rtis t on  the  stree ts  

of M on tgom ery , A labam a d u rin g  the  1930s and  1940s, aspects of Bill 

T ray lo r's  b io g rap h y  are the  s tu ff th a t m akes "outsider" an d  "folk" a rt 

catalogues. Yet T raylor's life h isto ry  ho lds m ore value than  the  m u seu m  

w all text or a coffee-table art book can convey. By exam ining  h is life in  

g rea te r de ta il, it is clear th a t h is p a s t is p a r t  of the  w o v en  fabric  of 

A m erican  h isto ry  an d  culture. M ore extensive research  an d  scho larsh ip  

can he lp  u s m ove beyond  the  rend ition  of T raylor's life th a t has been  the  

stap le  sto ry  in  the art w orld . A nd w hile  w e can, by using  b o th  h isto ry  

an d  m em ory , try  to get a sense of his past, the best w e can achieve is an 

a b s tra c t ren d itio n . A s D av id  B rad ley 's ch arac te r John  W ash in g to n  

m uses in The C haneysv ille  Inciden t, "w hat a m an 's  dy ing  really  m eans .

. . [is that] h is s to ry  is lost. Bits and  p ieces rem ain , b u t th ey  are  all 

seco n d h an d  tales and  hearsay , or cold official records th a t p rese rv e  the  

facts an d  spoil the  tru th  . . .." W hat is m issing , con tinues the  fictional 

h is to r ia n , is n o t o ften  the  m o st im p o rta n t d a ta , b u t  "the s tu ff  of 

background , the m ateria l of u nders tand ing , the real pow er of h istory ."83

C hap te r tw o  explores Bill T raylor's a rt w hich  p rov ides in sigh t in to  

ano ther d im ension  of h is life. P roducing  an estim ated  1,500 w orks of art 

d u rin g  the  last decade of h is life, T raylor's a rtist d rive and  m om en tum  is 

w o rth y  of in tense study . A lthough  the  next chap ter discusses h is artistic  

p ro d u c tio n  as a m eans of ro u n d in g  o u t ou r u n d e rs tan d in g  of his past, it

83 Bradley, p. 48.
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focuses m ain ly  on  the  legacy found  in  his w ork. For in the  a rt itself lies 

the  "real p o w er of history" w hich  enables us to  open  ano ther ch ap ter of 

Bill T raylor's story.
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It w as n o t un til the late-1970s tha t C harles Shannon and  his 

w ife Eugenia took Bill T raylor's art out of storage and  began p rep a rin g  it 

for pub lic  v iew ing. As C harles Shannon explained , "By then  the clim ate 

in  th e  a rt w o rld  h a d  ch an g ed  to one w e ju d g e d  w o u ld  be m ore  

resp o n siv e  to T ray lo r's  w ork. W e decided  to try  to get it o u t in the  

w o rld ."  T he S h an n o n s e m b a rk ed  on a "sev era l-y ea r p ro c e ss” of 

o rgan iz ing  and  catalog ing  T raylor's w ork .84 Shannon erased  d istrac ting  

sm u d g es from  canvases and  trim m ed them  for m ore su itab le  fram ing. 

H e also assigned  titles to T raylor's w ork and  g rouped  them  by "periods" 

in  o rd e r  to m ake  th e  collection  p resen tab le  in  accordance  w ith  the  

s ta n d a rd s  of the  a rt w orld . S hannon 's efforts ev en tu a lly  p ro p e lled  

T ray lo r's  a rt into the  spo tligh t of national and  in te rnational recognition, 

th ereb y  estab lish ing  "the aud ience that Shannon felt Bill T raylor alw ays 

d e se rv e d ."85

84 M eredith Walker, "Bill Traylor: Freed Slave and Folk Artist," Alabam a H eritage  

(Fall 1989): 31.

85 Ibid.. p. 31; See Maresca and Ricco, pp. 25-26 for Shannon's account of the preparation 

process. In a March 1993 interview with Marcia Weber, an art dealer from M ontgomery, I 

w as told that in the late 1980s Shannon gave her advice on how  to best prepare the dozen  

or so works by Traylor that she and Mrs. Leavell found in the attic of the Leavell's home 

shortly after Jay Leavell's death. Shannon explained that he used an eraser to clean up

47
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Yet in the  p rocess of "getting it ou t in the  w orld ," S hannon  left a 

p ro fo u n d  im pact on  h o w  w e u n d e rs tan d  and  in te rp re t Bill T ray lo r and  

h is  a rt. S h a n n o n 's  title s , "periods,"  in te rp re ta t io n  a n d  a n ec d o te s  

co n tr ib u te  to a received  b o d y  of kn o w led g e  th a t h as  d e lin ea ted  the  

con tex t of critical app rec ia tion  of T raylor's w ork . Ju s t as ren d itio n s  of 

T ray lo r's  life have  n o t strayed  far from  Shannon 's m em ory , d iscussions 

on  T ray lo r 's  a rt rem a in  en tren ch ed  in  C harles S h an n o n 's  p ro cess  of 

in te rp re ta tio n . C ritical reliance on S hannon  as "the p rim a ry  source  of 

in fo rm a tio n  on  th e  a r tis t 's  life h is to ry , c ircu m stan ces , a n d  a rtis tic  

practices" has resu lted  in  a circum scribed u n d e rs tan d in g  of the artist and  

th e  art. L ike ch ap te r one, th is ch ap ter is d ev o ted  to  m o v in g  b ey o n d  

received  know ledge and  expand ing  the  context of o u r app recia tion  of Bill 

T raylor and  his art.

In  h e r 1983 article  in  T he C la rio n . D iane  F in o re  co m m en te d , 

"T raylor's w ork  lives its ow n  life and  like all good art, s tan d s on  its ow n. 

It does n o t n eed  th e  sen tim en t of h is be ing  an 85 y ear o ld  ex-slave." 

C o n tra ry  to  th is  s ta tem en t, h o w ev er, m ost c o n te m p o ra ry  critics an d  

jo u rn a lis ts  still re ly  on  a sen tim en ta lized  version  of T ray lo r's  life sto ry  

in  th e ir d iscussions of h is w ork . A 1980 rev iew  of T ray lo r's  1979 one- 

m an  sh o w  a t the  R. H. O osterom  G allery  for exam ple , b eg in s , "The 

Y ankees ro d e  th ro u g h  the  slave quarte rs  w ith  the n ew s th a t the  slaves
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w ere  free . . .."86 Sim ilarly, the single reference to Bill T raylor in  a 1993 

M irab e lla  article on  "outsider" a rt no ted , "N obody w an ted  Bill T raylor's 

p a in tin g s . . . w hen  the form er slave w as on the  streets of M ontgom ery , 

sc ro u n g in g  u p  sh ir t c a rd b o a rd s  to  w o rk  on ."87 In  m an y  accoun ts , 

b io g rap h y  is n o t u sed  "fairly and  calmly" ra ther, as c u ra to r A lice Rae 

Yellin has w ritten , it w orks to focus a tten tion  on  the  eccentric an d  the 

u n u su a l as a w ay  "of engaging  v iew er interest."88 As critic D an C am eron 

n o ted  in a 1985 A rts M agazine  article , "b iographical o b se rv a tio n s  are  

m ean t to stress his role as an  outsider."89

In the fabric of critical d iscourse on Traylor, s trands of h is life sto ry  

are  in te rw oven  w ith  descrip tions of T raylor's creative process. As w ith  

th e  b io g rap h ica l ob serv a tio n s, critics, o ften  p a ra p h ra s in g  o r d irec tly  

q u o tin g  S h an n o n , re ly  on  in fo rm a tio n  p ro v id e d  by  h im  in  th e ir  

d iscussions of T raylor's art. D iane Finore, for instance, after n o tin g  tha t 

"T raylor sketched  on  any  p a p e r or cardboard  th a t cam e his w ay," cites 

S h a n n o n 's  an a ly s is  of T ray lo r 's  a rtis tic  ten d en cy : "In a re c e n t

sm udged canvases, erasing, among other things, traces of Traylor's finger and hand prints. 

He also noted that he had trimmed some works and removed the strings Traylor had used  

to hang the art in order to achieve a better fit in frames. Weber declined the advice  

noting that she wanted to keep it as close to Traylor's actual finished product as possible.

86 Gylbert Coker, "Bill Traylor at the R.H. Oosterom," Art in America (March 1980).

87 Lovell, p. 50.

88 Alice Rae Yellin, ed., Passionate Visions of the American South: Self-Taught Artists 

from 1940 to Present (N ew  Orleans, LA: N ew  Orleans M useum  of A rt/U n iversity  of 

M ississippi Press, 1993), pp. 8, 41.

89 Cameron, p. 47.
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conversa tion  Shannon recalled, 'Irreg u la r shapes w ou ld  set h im  off. H e 

resp o n d ed  to  the  shapes of cardboard  he w as using. Their jaggedness set 

off th e  ac tio n  of th e  w h o le  d e s ig n /" 90 The ex ten t of S h a n n o n 's  

m ed ia tin g  p resence  on  o u r u n d e rs tan d in g  of T raylor, how ever, is clear 

in  M aresca  a n d  R icco's Bill T raylor: H is A rt -- H is Life, th e  m o st 

com prehensive  w ork  on  the  artist. The tex tual p resen ta tion , a q uestion  

a n d  an sw er fo rm at invo lv ing  the  ed ito rs  an d  S hannon , w as in s is ted  

u p o n  by  Shannon w ho w ould  n o t agree to do the  book  if it w as h an d led  

an y  o th e r  w a y .91 This fo rm at a ssu re d  S h an n o n 's  co n tro l ov e r the  

p rocess of d issem inating  know ledge on  the  a rtis t and , in tu rn , it shapes 

the  audiences u n d ers tan d in g  of the  Traylor and  his art.

In fo rm ation  p ro v id ed  by  Shannon has con tribu ted  vo lum es to the  

d iscou rse  on  T raylor, how ever, it has for too  long been  a d e lin ea to r of 

scholarly  an d  critical inqu iry  in stead  of a su p p lem en t to it. D iscussions 

on  T ray lo r 's  "artis tic  d ev e lo p m en t,"  fo r exam p le , a re  in fo rm e d  b y  

S h an n o n 's  anecdo tes, titles and  cata log ing  process. In  an  a tte m p t to 

define an d  o rd er T raylor's creativ ity  for its m arketp lace debu t, Shannon  

g ro u p ed  h is w o rk  in to  p e rio d s  according  to their con ten t an d  aesthetic  

characteristics. Since, how ever, T raylor's creative life w as on ly  p a rtia lly  

tracked  by  Shannon, and  the w orks he collected w ere no t da ted , a precise

90 Finore, p. 44.

91 Interview with Marcia Weber (March 1992); According to Weber, Ricco and Maresca 

had originally wanted to include other peoples' perspectives and information on Traylor 

in the book, e.g., her ow n and other N ew  South members still living. Shannon allegedly  

refused to sign the release until the editors dropped this idea and agreed upon the 

interview  format.
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m easu re  of "developm ent," as w ell as efforts to a rran g e  the  w o rk  in to  

periods, shou ld  be regarded  as one m an 's in te rp re ta tion .92 Yet like m any  

articles and  catalogues th a t d iscuss T raylor's w ork , the  catalogue for the 

1988 exh ib ition  "Bill T ray lor D raw ings" at th e  C hicago Public  L ib rary  

C u ltu ra l C en te r ou tlines "the evo lu tion  of T ray lor's w ork" by  c iting  the  

"periods" T ray lo r w e n t th ro u g h  as an  artist: "C erta in  co n figu ra tions,

w h ich  S hannon  calls "figures in  construction" — abstrac t desig n s w ith  

fig u res  a n d  an im als  -- o ccu rred  m id w ay  or late  in  the  e v o lu tio n  of 

T ray lo r 's  w o rk ."93 By g iv ing  w orks specific titles an d  a rran g in g  them  

u n d e r  a d istinc t head ing , S hannon  stru c tu red  n o t on ly  how  the b o d y  of 

T ray lor's w o rk  w as to be v iew ed  as a w hole, b u t to a g rea t ex tent, how  

in d iv id u a l w orks w ere  to be in te rp reted .

S h a n n o n 's  in te rp re ta t io n s  in fo rm  th e  title s  h e  a s s ig n e d  to  

T ray lo r 's  a rt. S h an n o n , fo r exam p le  n a m e d  one  w o rk  "Blue M an  

R eading" for it show s a m an  sitting  in  a chair h o ld in g  a square  object 

h o u s in g  the  le tte rs "A" and  "B." This pa in ting , how ever, m igh t also be 

in te rp re ted  as a m an  d rink ing  from  a can of a p o p u la r b ran d  of beer, then

92 Although the beginning of Traylor's artistic career cannot actually be determ ined (it is 

assum ed he began in 1939 w hen Shannon "discovered" him), w e know Traylor did draw  

for the ten years that follow ed. Shannon visited him  occasionally for only three years, 

m ainly from 1939 to 1942. After that he saw him  only a handful of times and has noted  

that Traylor's later work "was not good and I didn't save it" (Maresca and Ricco, p. 5).

93 M ichael Bonesteele, "Creativity and the Natural Artist," Bill Traylor D raw ings 

(Chicago: Chicago Office of Fine Arts, 1988), p. 23.
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in  a b lue , red  an d  w h ite  can  labeled  "A nheiser Busch" (see fig. 3).94 

C ritic s  h a v e  n o t q u e s tio n e d  o r c h a lle n g ed  S h a n n o n 's  tit le s  a n d  

in te rp re ta tio n s .

L ike S hannon 's p e rio d s  and  titles, h is anecdo tes an d  m em ories 

a lso  in fo rm  the  c ritica l a p p re c ia tio n  of T ray lo r's  a rt. R elig ion , for 

exam ple, accord ing  to  Shannon, does no t en te r in to  T ray lor's w o rk  ju st 

as it d id  n o t en te r  in to  the  co n v ersa tio n s th ey  h a d  d u r in g  v isits . 

Shannon  sta ted  th a t in all h is tim e w ith  Traylor, "He never ta lked  abou t 

religion." T raylor's conversion to the Catholic faith  in  1944 suggests th a t 

T ray lo r m ad e  a conscious choice in  h is re lig ious life an d  w as d eep ly  

concerned  w ith  re lig io n .95 Follow ing Shannon 's lead , how ever, critics 

h av e  conc luded  th a t T ray lo r's  w ork  is p lan ted  firm ly  in  secu lar soil. 

D iane  F ino re  n o ted , for exam ple , "U nlike m an y  c o n te m p o ra ry  folk  

artists , there  is no  sense of relig ious im agery or revelation  in  [Traylor's] 

w ork." Sim ilarly, in  a recent rev iew  of M aresca and  Ricco's Bill T raylor. 

critic M ichael Rosen no ted  th a t "w hat em erges from  th is m ono g rap h  is a 

coheren t sensibility  of an ingenuous and  w itty  m an insp ired  by  the

94 Maresca and Ricco, p. 107. This figure reappears in other works alongside other 

drinking figures. See John Beardsley and Jane Livingston, eds., Black Folk Art in 

Am erica. 1930-1980 (W ashington. DC: Corcoran Gallery, 1982), p. 142. M y thanks to 

Sterling Worrell and Marcia Weber for their interpretation of this figure.

95 See Maresca and Ricco, p. 15. The accounts of the amount of conversation betw een  

Traylor and Shannon have varied from source to source. For the m ost part, how ever, 

Shannon has noted that Traylor w as a man of few  words; Traylor's 1944 baptism al 

records were only recently discovered in July 1993 by Miriam Fowler, then the Gallery 

Director for the Alabama State Council on the Arts, Montgomery, AL.



FIGURE 3: "Blue M an R eading"
(M aresca and Ricco, p. 107)
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secu lar w orld ." M oreover, a rt h isto rian  P e ter M orrin , a fter co m p arin g  

T raylor to "m asters" of the past, com m ents th a t T raylor's a rt differs from  

o ther con tem porary  black folk a rt because it is no t re levato ry  or biblical 

in  n a tu r e .96 It w o u ld  be sim p lis tic , of cou rse , to s ta te  th a t  these  

in te rp re ta tio n s  are  w holly  d e te rm ined  by  Shannon 's p rocess of ge tting  

th a t a rt o u t to the  w orld . Yet, at the  sam e tim e, the  effects of h is 

m e d ia tin g  p resen ce  canno t be den ied . T h ro u g h  a d iffe ren t analy tic  

a p p ro a ch , one th a t relies on in te rd isc ip lin a ry  sch o larsh ip  ra th e r  th a n  

S hannon  as a p rim a ry  source, it becom es clear th a t Bill T ray lor's a rt is 

d eep ly  sp iritua l. W hen he created , like p reacher, m usician  and  p a in te r 

A n d e rso n  Johnson , Bill T ray lor often  relied  on  h is "sp ritual eye:" "To 

lea rn  to  pain t,"  exp lains Johnson  "you have to be able to see w ith  the  

o ther eye . . . you r sp iritua l eye."97

A lain  Locke's 1925 essay, "The N ew  N egro," celebrated  the  n ew  

g e n e ra tio n  of y o u n g , v ib ra n t  A frican  A m erican s  w h o se  c re a tiv e  

expression  w o u ld  "prove the key to th a t reva luation  of the N egro  w h ich  

m u st p recede  or accom pany any  considerable fu rth er b e tte rm en t of race 

re la tionsh ips." In  th is essay Locke d id  no t fail to acknow ledge the  o lder 

g e n e ra t io n 's  p a r t  in  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t of A m erican  c u ltu re . "For 

generations," Locke observed , "the N egro  . . . has con tribu ted  n o t on ly

96 Finore, p. 46; M ichael J. Rosen, "Streetscapes," N ew  York Tim es Book R eview  

(February 12, 1992): 18; Peter Morrin, "Bill Traylor," Art Papers 14 (July-August 1990): 18.

97 Anderson Johnson as quoted in "In the Tradition of Folk Art," the 1993 Virginia Power 

calendar (Richmond, VA: Virginia Power, 1993), p. 8.
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m ateria lly  in labor and  social patience, b u t sp iritua lly  as w ell."98 W hile 

n o t p a r t  of the  g en era tio n  of the  "N ew  N egro" lau d e d  by  Locke as 

b rin g in g  in  "a sp ir itu a l C om ing  of Age," Bill T ray lo r's  d raw in g s  an d  

p a in tin g s  ho ld  a legacy of A frican A m erican self-expression and  sp iritua l 

d e v e lo p m e n t.

A lth o u g h  it is im possib le  to know  w h e n  Bill T ray lo r ac tu a lly  

began  d raw ing , it is likely th a t he d id  no t have the o p p o rtu n ity  to express 

an d  d ev e lo p  h is c rea tiv ity  u n til la te r in life. W e do  k n o w  th a t Bill 

T raylor d rew  and  p a in ted  for at least the last ten  years of h is life. It has 

been  estim ated  th a t T ray lor p ro d u ced  m ore th an  1,500 w o r k s ."  W hen  

liv ing  on  M onroe Street he  allegedly  d rew  nearly  every  day, from  d aw n  

u n til late  in to  the  n igh t. C harles Shannon has rem ark ed  th a t there  w as 

h a rd ly  a tim e he w en t by  and  found  T raylor no t w orking: "On su m m er 

even ings he  w o u ld  be s ittin g  there  at n ine  or ten  o 'clock sm ok ing  h is

98 Alain Locke, "The N ew  Negro," pp. 512-523 in Black Voices: An A nthology of Afro- 

American Literature. Abraham Chapman, ed. (NY: Mentor, 1968), p. 523.

"  Based on Charles Shannon's estimate (see Maresca and Ricco, p. 25). It is not possible  

to get an accurate count of the work Traylor produced. First, it is not know n w hen he 

actually began drawing; second, it is im possible to track how  m any w ere bought, 

destroyed or lost over the years. Charles Shannon destroyed a number of Traylor's later 

works noting that "the little work he did after his return was not good and I didn't save  

it" (Maresca and Ricco, p. 5). It has been suggested  that Traylor's daughter Sarah 

H ow ard also m ay have thrown away som e of his art w hile he w as living w ith her on 

Bragg Street in M ontgom ery (Traylor Family Reunion audiotape).



56

p ip e  a n d  d ra w in g ."100 G iven  the  in tensity  of Bill T ray lo r's  c reative  

process, his d raw in g  cannot sim ply  be explained as w ork  for id le  hands. 

H is a rt w as a d ev o tio n , an d  h is w ill to  c reate  su g g ests  a com plex  

re la tionsh ip  betw een  Bill T raylor and  his art.

Both the  creative p rocess and  the creations them selves p ro v id e  a 

m ean s to exp lo re  and  in te rp re t th is re la tio n sh ip . A m ong  the  m an y  

th in g s T raylor d rew  w ere  people , anim als, p lan t form s, h o u seh o ld  and  

farm  objects, an d  vario u s geom etric  shapes and  vessels. H is subjects 

w ere  som etim es the  sole object of h is focus yet often  w ere  invo lved  in 

abstract scenes or events. Bill Traylor: His A rt — H is Life gives the reader 

a g lim pse of the  w ide  varie ty  of subjects th a t cap tu red  T raylor's creative 

in terest. O n one page  the  reader finds scenes of lively v isual m ovem ent, 

w ith  people , th ings and  anim als in a flu rry  of activity , w hile  o ther pages 

rev ea l a still life of a jug  or a ren d itio n  of a farm  or c ircus an im al. 

Som etim es p a in tin g  in  a pa le tte  of b righ t com plim entary  colors of poste r 

p a in t, and  o ther tim es u sin g  single deep  hues of charcoal o r sketch ing  

on ly  in  pencil, T ray lor's creative process reveals a d istinc tive  u n tu to re d  

style. The w ay  Bill T ray lor d rew  an d  p a in ted  w as u n iq u e , d irec t and  

in ten tional. To create a d raw ing  Traylor used  a pencil and  alm ost never 

e rased . W ith  a s tra ig h ted g e  stick he w ou ld  trace his figures and  th en  

w o u ld  com plete  them  freehand  using  colored pencil and  charcoal (see 

fig. 4). W ith the supp lies b rough t to h im  by friends, pa trons and

100 Maresca and Ricco, p. 4. It is difficult to track Traylor's artistic productivity after 

1942. After this tim e he m oved betw een states to his children's hom es and his health  

began deteriorating. He probably was not drawing and painting as constantly as in the 

years before.
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FIGURE 4: Bill Traylor, M ontgom ery, A labam a, c. 1940
(courtesy of A labam a State Council on the  A rts)
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acquain tances, he even tually  a d d ed  p a in t to th is reperto ire . H e selected 

deep , rich  colors to enliven  h is w ork, only occasionally try ing  ou t paste ls 

and  softer hues.

In m any  of h is d raw ings T raylor's m ethod  is quite  obvious. W ith  

h is stick  he w o u ld  m ake an ou tline  of a figure  u sing  geom etric  shapes 

like boxes and  rectang les, and  then  he w o u ld  ad d  circles an d  h is ow n 

inven ted  shapes freehand  to fin ish  his d raw ing . In "W om an w ith  G reen  

B louse and  U m brella," for exam ple, the  tw o adjo in ing  q u ad ran g les  th a t 

form  the b o d y  of the w om an  are seen clearly th ro u g h  the  g reen  charcoal 

th a t becom es the u p p e r b ody  of the w om an  (fig. 5). The o ther elem ents 

th a t com p lete  the  d raw in g , th e  b u lb o u s ch in  an d  sp in d ly  nose , th e  

u m b re lla  w ith  its sm ooth  h an d le  and  p o in ty  tip , an d  the  b lack  heeled- 

shoes are  all c reative  o u tg ro w th s  in sp ired  by  his in itia l con figu ra tion . 

Yet in  o th er w orks, the  m anner in  w hich  his a rt is constructed  is m ore  

subtle. In  "Fem ale D rinker" sm ooth  curves and  soft con tortions take  the  

place of conspicuous lines and  angles (fig. 6). W e cannot be su re  w he ther 

the  difference be tw een  these w orks is d u e  to h is "artistic developm ent," 

artistic  in ten tion  or the types of m aterials u sed .101 W hat is certain  is th a t 

the  varia tions and  nuances of his style com prise a body  of w ork  tha t is

101 The term "artistic development" carries fine art connotations by im plying that as 

Traylor gained m ore expertise his art evolved into a higher, more refined product that 

better approximated fine art. Since, as noted earlier, the dates each work was constructed 

are not know n a chronology of his work cannot be ascertained, nor can a pattern of 

developm ent, in this sense, be extracted. Traylor was interested in expanding the scope of 

his art. In conversations w ith Shannon he m entioned that he was working on w ays to 

place a person and other objects in his drawings of houses (see Maresca and Ricco, p. 29).



FIGURE 5: "W om an w ith  G reen Blouse and  U m brella" 
(M aresca and Ricco, p. 113)
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FIGURE 6: "Female Drinker"
(Maresca and Ricco, p. 73)
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d istinc tly  h is ow n.

In  c re a tin g  th e se  im a g es , h o w e v e r , T ra y lo r  w a s  n o t  le ft 

un in flu en ced  by  the rich  v isua l w orld  th a t su rro u n d e d  him . A ccord ing  

to S hannon , T ray lor's p a in tin g  of an  e lep h an t w as in sp ired  by  a circus 

b illboard , an d  he d rew  "a cam el from  a pack  of cigarettes."102 As cu ra to r 

A lice Rae Yellin has recently  observed:

The v isu a l en v iro n m en t of the  [self-taught] a rtis t h a d  a 

c u m u la tiv e  a n d  g en era lly  u n reco g n ized  effect on  th e ir  

sensibilities and  creative expressions. Like o ther m em bers 

of the ir com m unities, the  artists  saw  an d  w ere  constan tly  

exposed  to h an d m ad e  road  signs, com m ercial poste rs  and  

b illb o a rd s , illu s tra ted  ca lendars, m agazines, n ew sp ap ers , 

church  art, and  larger-than-life public  sculp tures.

Like o ther se lf-taught artists, T raylor d id  no t copy these im ages, ra ther he 

inco rpo ra ted  their "design, com position, subject m atter, style, [and] scale" 

in to  h is know ledge-base and  aesthetic ideas.103

P erh ap s the  m ost in te resting  p a rt of Bill T raylor's creative p rocess 

w as h is choice of canvas. H e w o u ld  n o t use  new , w h ite  p o ste r board ; 

in s te a d  he  chose  m a te r ia l o th e rs  h a d  th ro w n  aw ay  -- s h ir t  a n d  

a d v e rtis in g  c a rd b o a rd s , c an d y  cartons, d ry c lean in g  b ag s (figs. 7, 8). 

C harles S hannon  recalled: "I b ro u g h t h im  poste r board , b u t he p refe rred  

h is cu t-u p  boxes an d  backs of w in d o w  cards. H e w o u ld  stick the  nice 

clean bo ard s I b ro u g h t h im  over in the corner and  after a w hile  they

102 Maresca and Ricco, p. 29.

103 Yellin, pp. 20, 48.
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FIGURE 7: "R adio”
(Maresca and Ricco, p. 81)



FIGURE 8: "Pigeon”
(Maresca and Ricco, p. 134)

S A N IT A R IL Y  
O  PACKED

jta
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w ould  be sort of ripened  . . . [and] he w ould  use them ."104 H e w orked  

w ith  cardboard , carry ing  bags, store d isplays and  o ther m aterials th a t he 

found  on the street or w ere given to him . Traylor seem ed in trigued  and  

insp ired  by  their odd  shapes and im perfections.

The sm udges, tears, stains, cracks in the  th ro w n  aw ay  m ateria l 

w ere incorporated  into his art and  appear to be as integral to his creative 

p rocess as they  are to his creations. In a pa in ting  of a m an p low ing , for 

exam ple, stains and  a streak of gray give the cardboard  dep th  and  tex ture 

(fig. 9). The so iled  canvas w orks h a rm o n io u sly  w ith  the  figu res he 

constructs to convey the sense that they  are on land, in the m idst of a 

field . O th er p a in tin g s  sim ply  b len d  sp lo tches and  p a tte rn s  in to  the  

creations. In one w ork  the letters on a box bottom  are b lended  in to  the 

p a tte rn  on  a w om an 's  d ress. In o thers a ro u n d  ro u g h  p a tch  on  the  

cardboard  becom es a spo t of land  upon  w hich a d rink ing  m an  sits and  a 

fa in t g ray  co lum n  de term ines a dogfigh t's  b a ttleg ro u n d . Like m any  

con tem porary  self-taught artists, T raylor "found v isual comfort" in w orn  

everyday  m aterial, and  these "artifacts in tu rn  influenced [his] aesthetic 

ju d g m e n t." 105

W hen d raw in g  T raylor w as u sua lly  su rro u n d e d  by  h is a rt an d  

often by  o ther m em bers of the black com m unity. Far from  being  a social 

ou tcast, he  seem s to have  been  very  m uch  in terested  in and  invo lved  

w ith  h is com m unity . Shannon has com m ented  th a t w hile  he w as on 

M onroe  S tree t "friends from  the  coun try" w o u ld  o ften  v is it h im . 

Shannon no ted  tha t Traylor's "work flourished  here." As Alice Rae

104 Maresca and Ricco, p. 11.

105 Drawings can be found in Maresca and Ricco, pp. 13, 57,133,168; Yellin, p. 55.



FIGURE 9: "M an w ith  M ule Plow ing"
(M aresca and Ricco, p .133)
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Yellin w rites, "The w ork  space for a self-taught a rtist does n o t have  the  

sam e conno ta tion  as a tra ined  artist's  stud io . W ork spaces are u su a lly  

w e ll-in teg ra ted  in to  daily  liv ing  spaces . . .."106 L iving in d e p e n d e n tly  

yetalso  p a rt of a com m unity , Bill T raylor seem ed hap p iest w hen  w ork ing  

on  h is a rt in  do w n to w n  M ontgom ery.

V isito rs rem em ber th a t T ray lor w as a lw ays su rro u n d e d  by  h is 

w o rk  b u t d isp layed  little  in terest in  it once it w as com pleted . A fter he  

fin ished  a d raw ing , he  w ou ld  often  p u t a s tring  th ro u g h  holes he  m ade  

in  the  top  an d  h an g  the  a rt a ro u n d  w here  he w orked . W hile T ray lor 

enjoyed being  su rro u n d ed  by  and d isp laying  his art, he  d id  no t ap p ea r to 

be too concerned either w ay  about keeping or selling his w ork. N or w as 

he concerned  w ith  tu rn in g  a p ro fit or w ith  the  value  a ttached  to  it by  

o thers. The sm all am oun t of m oney he received from  selling h is a rt w as 

u sed  to b u y  his next m eal. Also, he often exchanged w ork  for p a in t and  

o th er supp lies so he could  continue creating. Bill T raylor, th ough , w as 

ap p aren tly  am used  th a t people, m ostly  strangers, b ough t his w ork  "w hen 

th e y  d o n 't  ev en  n eed  'em ."107 Bill T ray lo r n e ed e d  them , or m o re  

precisely, it seem s he needed  to create them .

For Bill T raylor the value of his art w as in  the  act and  process of 

c reating . W hen  b ro u g h t to a sm all exh ib ition  of h is w ork  in the  N ew  

South  School and  G allery in 1940 he seem ed am used  by  som e of h is ow n 

w o rk  b u t w as m ore in te rested  in  getting  back to h is d raw ing . C harles 

S h an n o n  com m ented  in  Bill Traylor: H is A rt — H is Life: "N obody w as

106 Maresca and Ricco, p. 4; Yellin, p. 55.

107 Maresca and Ricco, p. 8.
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less im p ressed  w ith  Bill T raylor th an  he w as h im self."108 H is lack of 

in te res t in  h is fin ished  p ro d u c t w as, p e rh ap s, p rec ise ly  because it w as, 

sim ply , a p ro d u ct. Its p resence w as p leasan t b u t it could  n o t com pare  

w ith  feelings en g en d ered  in actually  creating  art. The artistic  im pu lse , 

the  p rocess of tran sfo rm ing  ideas into a v isua l form  of com m unication , 

w as w h a t w as valuable and  fulfilling for Traylor. M any self-taught artists 

have  expressly  s ta ted  th a t their a rt is abou t exercising the  p o w er of the  

m in d . A rtis t E dgar Tolson exp la ined , "You d o n 't  m ake it w ith  y o u r 

h a n d s . Y ou f o r m  it w ith  y o u r h an d s  . . .. You m ake it w ith  y o u r 

m in d ." 109 Sim ilarly , in  1990 T horton  D ial, Sr. s ta ted , "Art a in 't ab o u t 

pa in t. It a in 't abou t canvas. It's abou t ideas. Too m any  p eop le  d ied  

w ith o u t ever ge tting  the ir m ind  ou t to the w orld . I have  found  how  to 

get m y  ideas o u t and  I w on 't stop. I got ten  tho u san d  left."110 Like these 

artists, Bill T raylor created  in  o rder to express his inner though ts , beliefs 

and  feelings, and  T ray lor's a rt is a rich  legacy of the  w ork ings of h is 

m in d .

Bill T raylor's a rt p resen ts a v ision of the w orld  as he experienced  

an d  in te rp re te d  it. W hile no  s in g u la r in te rp re ta tio n  can convey  the  

d e p th  and  b read th  of his w ork, one aspect of his legacy is clear. T hrough  

h is w o rk  Bill T raylor expressed  a d istinctive A fro-C hristian  w orld  view . 

In  e x p lo r in g  th is  a sp ec t of h is  v is io n  w e n e e d  to  e s ta b lish  its

10  ̂ Ibid.. p. 19.

109 M ichael T. Hall, ""You Make it With Your Mind:" The Art of Edgar Tolson," The 

Clarion 12:2/3 (Spring-Summer 1991): 43.

110 Butler Hancock, "The Designation of Indifference," N ew  Art Examiner (October 

1992): 22-23.
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so c io h is to r ic a l lin k s  to  A frican  A m e ric an  c u ltu re . M ak in g  th is  

connection, w e w ill observe tha t Bill T raylor's w ork  stands as a sym bol of 

the  fusion  of A frican  ethnic  trad itio n s  w ith  A ng lo -E uropean  trad itio n s  

d u rin g  and  after slavery .111

P erhaps the  s trongest and  m ost pervasive  ev idence of th is ethnic 

in te rac tion  in A m erican  cu ltu re, A fro-C hristian ity  o rig ina ted  d u rin g  the 

tra n s itio n  of A fricans to  N o rth  A m erica  a n d  slavery . M ost of the  

A fricans b ro u g h t to N o rth  A m erica as slaves w ere  from  cen tra l and  

w e s te rn  p a r ts  of the  c o n tin en t, in c lu d in g  C o n g o -A n g o la , N ig e ria , 

D ahom ey, Togo, the  G old C oast and  Sierra Leone.112 For the m ajority  of 

peop le  in  these countries d u ring  the  period  of A m erican slavery , relig ion 

w as n o t separa te  b u t essential to all aspects of life. Religion w as p a rt of 

the  w oven  fabric of existence bo th  in the w orld  and  w o rld  v iew  of m any  

W est A fricans. W hile they  b ro u g h t a w ide  varie ty  of languages, cu ltu ra l 

be liefs an d  re lig ions w ith  them  to A m erica, the  v io len t ru p tu re  th a t 

com pelled  th em  to a d a p t to  the  new  w o rld  an d  w ay  of life fo rced  a 

certa in  creolization  of A frican ethnic trad itions. As Sterling Stuckey has 

w ritten , "A fricans of d ifferen t backgrounds and  relig ious practices m ade  

conscious efforts to find a com m on sp iritua l v ision."113

In h e r book  T rabelin ' O n. h is to rian  M echal Sobel has exam ined  

the  effect of th is fusion  on  the A frican w orld  view . "[I]n an early  phase  

of slavery," she w rites, "the core understand ing , or Sacred Cosm os, at the

311 See Sterling Stuckey, Slave Culture: N ationalist Theory and the Foundations of 

Black America (NY: Oxford University Press, 1987), pp 91-92.

112 Ibid.. pp. 10-11.

113 Ibid.. p. 257.
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h eart of the  w o rld  v iew s coalesced in to  one neo-A frican consciousness -- 

basica lly  s im ila r ye t a lread y  sign ifican tly  d iffe ren t from  W est A frican  

u n d e rs ta n d in g ." 114 A lth o u g h  Sobel's term  "neo-A frican consciousness" 

does n o t necessarily  convey the com plexity  and  d ivers ity  of the  A frican 

e thn ic  trad itio n s  th a t p e rs is ted  d u rin g  and  after slavery , h e r d iscussion  

h e lp s u s  to see how  A frican trad itio n s com bined  w ith  E u ropean  beliefs 

and  C hristian ity  to create a un iquely  A fro-C hristian  w orld  view .

In  h is read in g  of the  A fricanization  of C hristian ity  in  A m erica, W. 

E. B. D u Bois d iv id e d  the  "ad ap ta tio n  and  m ing ling  of h e a th en  rites" 

in to  th ree  m ain  com ponents: the  p riest, the  m usic and  the  re lig io n .115 

W hile  scho lars  a fte r D u Bois have  a d d e d  to o r e la b o ra ted  on  these  

c o m p o n e n ts , th e re  is a co n sen su s on  fo u r basic  e lem en ts  of A fro- 

C hristian ity : (1) a concept of a h igh  god; (2) the  im portance  of ecstatic  

experience; (3) the  belief in sp irits and  sp irit forces; and  (4) a v ision  of life 

after death .

O ver tim e an d  th ro u g h  genera tions these  e lem en ts d e m o n s tra te  

the  persistence  of A frican values in  the A frican A m erican  consciousness. 

For m an y  enslaved  A frican A m ericans, A fro -C hristian ity  becam e a v ita l 

so u rce  for ex p lan a tio n , o rd er, con tro l and  p o w er. M echal Sobel h as 

c o m m en te d  th a t  th e  A fro -C h ris tian  w o rld  v iew  "gave coherence  to  

p re w a r  slave  society. It p ro v id ed  the  possib ility  for m ean in g fu l lives 

w ith  m ean in g fu l goals . . . .  [And] it re ta in ed  the very  specia l Sacred 

C osm os of blacks, filled w ith  sp irit and  joy and  m o u rn in g  and  tim e past,

114 M echal Sobel, Trabelin' On: The Slave Tourney to an Afro-Baptist Faith 2nd ed. 

(Princeton, NI: Princeton University Press, 1988), p. xvii.

115 As quoted by Stuckey, p. 257, from W. E. B Du Bois' The Souls of Black Folk.
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all u se d  to u n d e rs ta n d  tim e p resen t."116 This trad itio n  h ad  a p ro fo u n d  

im p ac t n o t on ly  on  the  re lig ious realm , b u t on  all aspec ts  of A frican  

A m erican  cu ltu re. S terling Stuckey notes, "there is reason  to believe th a t 

the  rin g  sh o u t [an aspect of the  A fro -C hristian  conversion  experience] 

f ig u red  p ro m in e n tly  in  the  fo rm atio n  of slave  cu ltu re , w h a te v e r the  

d e m o g ra p h ic  rea litie s , from  th e  ea rlie s t p e rio d s  of s la v e ry  on  th e  

co n tin en t."  S tuckey  feels th a t th is  c o n tin u ed  tra d itio n  p ro v e s  the  

c o n tin u ity  of A frican  in fluence  over the  fo rm atio n  of slave as w ell as 

A frican  A m erican  cu ltu re  after the w ar. The values th a t g rew  o u t of th is 

r itu a l, S tuckey argues, w as a n u rtu r in g  aspect of the  slave com m un ity  

a n d  fo s te re d  th e  b e g in n in g s  of b lack  n a tio n a lism  a fte r  s la v e ry . 

"M oreover," he adds, "the shou t con tinued  to form  the p rincip le  context 

in  w h ich  black creativ ity  occurred."117

In  Bill T ray lo r's  a rt tw o  essen tia l e lem ents of the  A fro -C hristian  

Sacred C osm os are evident: the  ecstatic conversion  w here  the  "little me" 

leaves the  "big me" and  travels to G od, and  the sp irit force in  its Afro- 

C h r is tia n  fo rm s of v o o d o o , co n ju rin g  an d  fo lk lo re .118 The ecsta tic  

conversion  involves a type  of d ea th  and  reb irth  w here  the sinner "falls" 

or is struck  by  G od, h it over the  head , and  sum m oned  by  H is pow er. The 

sou l trav e ls  to G od leav ing  the  b o d y  beh ind . "Killed, the  seeker finds 

h im self at the  jaw s or b rink  of H ell, and  it is here  th a t he  sees h im self as

116 Sobel, p. xxiv.

117 Stuckey, pp. viii, 95.

118 M echal Sobel, "A nglo/A fro-A m erican Culture," course lecture, The C ollege of 

W illiam  & Mary (September 1992). Sobel "introduced" m e to Traylor via Maresca and 

Ricco's book and suggested I explore these elements in his work (see Introduction).
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tw ofold: a m an  in  a m an."119 A m essenger of G od, u sua lly  a sm all w hite  

m an , saves the  re p e n ta n t s inner as they  realize  the  existence of th e ir 

inner self, "the little m e inside the big me." They look d o w n  on  the shell 

of th e ir o ld  self rea liz ing  th a t they  have  been  saved  an d  are filled  w ith  

G od 's love and  pow er. The vo lum e G od Struck M e D ead  de ta ils  over 

sixty accounts of ex-slaves' ecstatic conversions w here  the  sim ilarities in 

th e  experiences p ro v id e  rich  ev idence  of the  su rv iv a l of th e  Sacred  

C osm os:

I d ied  and  saw  a deep  ho ld  and  a little m an  called  to m e 

say ing , "Follow me." I jo u rneyed  on . . .. I d o n ’t know  

how  I left b u t I do  know  how  I w en t to heaven. I declare to 

y o u  I saw  m yself in  tw o bodies. L ittle m e w as s tan d in g  

look ing  d o w n  on  the  o ld  d ead  m e ly ing  on  a coo ling  

board . W hile I w as in  the m ansion  I saw  a beau tifu l w hite  

b ed  and  one m an  cam e and  m ade  it for m e an d  tu rn e d  

an d  said  to m e, "That is yours."

I am  n o t he ll-scared  or dev il-d o d g in g  for I know  

th a t I have  d ied  and  don 't have to die any m ore.120 

Rich evidence of th is experience is also found  in  sp iritua ls and  is clear in 

the  fo llow ing song from  a m id -n ineteen th  cen tu ry  rev ival m eeting:

Sister (or brother), you  better get ready;

You got to die, you  got to die,

It m ay no t be today  or t'm orrow

H 9 Sobel, p. 112.

12° Charles Johnson, ed., God Struck Me Dead. The Am erican Slave: A Com posite  

Autobiography Vol. 19, 2nd ed. (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972 [1941]), p. 84.
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You never know  the m inu te  or the h o u r

But you  better get ready, you  got to d ie .121

Bill T ray lo r's  a rt celebrates the  sam e ecsta tic  experience. W hat 

C h arles  S hannon  re fe rred  to as "states" o r "hysteria" in  the  b ook  B ill 

T ray lo r is an  expression  of a p a rt of the conversion  process th a t leads the  

A fro -C hristian  to G od. The concept of the  sou l as separa te  and  d istinc t 

from  the  h u m a n  form  also figures largely  in  m ost of T raylor's d raw ings. 

W h a t S h a n n o n  a n d  o th e r  c ritics h a v e  seen  as "d ev ilish  k ids"  a re  

T ray lo r's  v isu a l ren d itio n s  of the  "little me," the  sou l of the  p e rso n  he 

h as d raw n . This is m ost obvious in  tw o w orks th a t S hannon  has titled  

"Big M an, Sm all M an" and  "A nim ated  Figure" (figs. 10, l l ) . 122 Both of 

th ese  d raw in g s  fea tu re  a large m an  an d  a sm all figure. In  "A nim ated  

F igure" a so lid  line  ex ten d s  th e  a rm s of th e  "little  m e" to  fo rm  a 

connec tion  b e tw een  the  legs of the  "big me." This line rep re sen ts  the  

v ita l sp iritu a l link. The connection  of the sp irit force to the  lo ins of the 

b ig  m an  suggests  the  regenera tive  p ow er of the  soul. S im ilarly , in "Big 

M an, Sm all M an" a sp iritu a l connection  is clear in  the  s im ila rity  of the  

f ig u res ' a p p ea ran ces . T heir p o s tu re s , h o w ev er, a re  sym bolic  of th e ir  

e ssen tia l d ifference. The large figure  is h u n ch ed  over, h o ld in g  h is  back  

a n d  p o in tin g  d o w n  to w a rd s  hell, w h ile  th e  sm all m an , th e  sou l, is 

p o in tin g  to heaven . This dynam ic  illu stra te s  the  sou l's  re la tio n sh ip  to  

G od (sp irituality), and  the body 's im perfect, w o rld ly  sta tus (depravity).

2̂1 Cited by Stuckey, p. 33 from W illiam John Faulkner, The Days W hen the A nim als 

Talked (1977).

A lthough som e titles allegedly came from com m ents m ade by Traylor, Shannon  

actually titled the work.



FIGURE 10: "Big M an, Sm all M an" 
(M aresca and Ricco, p. 103)



FIGURE 11: "A nim ated  Figure" 
(M aresca and  Ricco, p. 170)
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In  T raylor's w o rk  the "little me" p lays a sp iritua l role, acting as an  

in te rm ed ia ry  be tw een  the "big me" and  G od, as T raylor's "Preacher and  

C ongregation" v iv id ly  illustra tes (fig. 12). H ere the "preacher" s tan d s in 

a circle looking u p w ard , w ith  one arm  ou tstretched  and  a finger po in tin g  

to w ard s God. O nly one o ther da rk  figure, represen ting  the congregation , 

en te rs the  circle. The o ther pa le r figures hover ju st along the edge of the 

circle, seem ingly  w atch ing  over the sp iritu a l process. This circle, w ith  

the  su rro u n d in g  sp irits  and  sense of m otion , is rem in iscen t of the  ring  

sh o u t o r ring  dance, an  in teg ra l p a r t  of A frican A m erican  exp ressive  

cu ltu re .

For m any  denom inations of A fro-C hristianity , the ring  shou t is an  

in s tru m e n ta l p a r t  of the  m o vem en t to w ard s  ecstasy  a n d  conversion . 

Z ora  N eale  H u rs to n  acknow ledged  the  p revalence  of th is p h en o m en o n  

w ell a fter the  C ivil W ar. In  her w ork  as ed ito r and  su p erv iso r of the  

"N egro  un it" of the  F lorida Federa l W riters pro ject in  the  la te  1930s, 

H u rs to n  recogn ized  the  A frican roo ts of th is aspect of the conversion  

process:

[T]he N egro  has no t been  christian ized  as extensively as is 

genera lly  believed . The g rea t m asses are  still s ta n d in g  

before their pagan  altars calling old gods by  a new  nam e . .

.. [T]he cong regation  is res to red  to its p rim itiv e  a lta rs  

u n d e r  the  nam e of C hrist. Then there  is the  expression  

k n o w n  as "shouting" w h ich  is n o th in g  m ore  th a n  the  

A frican  "Possession" by  the gods. The god possesses the  

b o d y  of a w o rsh ip p er and  he or she is supposed  to know  

n o th ing  of their actions un til the god decam ps. This is



FIGURE 12: "Preacher and  C ongregation  
(M aresca and  Ricco, p. 88)
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still p rev a len t in  m ost N egro  p ro tes tan t churches and  is 

un iversa l in  the  Sanctified churches.123

H a ro ld  C o u rla n d e r  n o te d  in  A T re a su ry  of A fro -A m e ric an  

F o lk lo r e  (1976) th a t  "In m o st of A frica, d an ce , like  s in g in g  an d  

d ru m m in g , is an  in teg ra l p a r t  of supp lica tion  . . .."124 Yet m ore  th an  

su p p lica tio n , the  A fro -C hristian  ring  sh o u t is a p rocess. As E d w ard  

C h ann ing  G annett observed  in the Sea Islands in  1865, the  p a rtic ip an ts  

use  song, dance, d ru m  beats to create a rh y th m  th a t w ill m ove them  to 

an  exalted state:

The "shout" is a p ecu lia r service in  w h ich  a d o z en  or 

tw en ty  jog slow ly ro und  a circle beh ind  each o ther w ith  a 

pecu liar shuffle of the feet and  shake of the arm s, keep ing  

tim e to a d ron ing  chan t and  h an d  clapp ing  m ain ta ined  by  

b y s ta n d ers . A s the  exercise con tinues, the  excitem en t 

increases, occasionally  becom es hysterical. Som e relig ious 

m eaning  is a ttribu ted  to it . . . .

C om paring  his descrip tion  w ith  M arshall S terns' observation  of a 

rin g  sh o u t in  South  C aro lina  in 1950, it is clear th a t the  trad itio n  has 

co n tin u ed  w ith  rem arkab le  sim ilarities:

123 Zora N eale Hurston, The Sanctified Church: The Folklore W ritings of Zora N eale  

Hurston (Berkeley, CA: Turtle Island), 1981), pp. 103-104.

124 Harold Courlander, A Treasury of Afro American Folklore: The Oral Literature. 

Traditions. Recollections. Legends. Tales. Songs. Religious Beliefs. Customs. Sayings and 

H um or of Peoples of African Descent in the Americas (NY: Crown Publishers, 1976), p. 

366.
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The dancers form  a circle in  the center of the floor, one in 

back of another. Then they  begin  to shuffle in a coun ter­

clockw ise d irec tion  a ro u n d  and  a ro u n d , arm s o u t and  

shou lders hunched . A fantastic rhy thm  is bu ilt u p  by  the 

rest of the group  stand ing  back to the walls, w ho clap their 

h an d s  and  stom p on the  floors . . . sudden ly  sisters and  

b ro thers scream  and spin, possessed by religious hysteria  . .

This is actually  a W est A frican  circle dance . . .  a 

com plicated and  sacred ritua l.125 

W hile  b o th  of these  d escrip tio n s  com e from  observances in  S ou th  

C arolina, the ring  shou t w as prevalen t th roughou t the U nited  States. As 

S te rlin g  S tuckey  no tes , "h ard ly  a s ta te  in  the  U n io n  w as w ith o u t 

p rac titioners du rin g  and  follow ing slavery."126

As w ith  the  ring  shou t, v ir tu a lly  no "slave area  w as w ith o u t 

sp ir i t-w o rk e rs , a n d  v ir tu a lly  no  s lave  w as w ith o u t co n tac t w ith  

sp irits ."127 The b lend ing  of W est A frican supplication  or sp irit w orsh ip  

w ith  E u ro -C hris tian  custom s and  relig ion  created  the  A fro -C hristian  

form s of folk relig ion  or conjure. C onjure (also called , am ong  o th er 

th ings, voodoo and  root w ork) p layed  an active p a rt in slave life. A lbert 

R aboteau, in his book Slave Religion, notes that conjure w as "a system  of

125 As quoted by Stuckey, p. 85, from Edward Charming Gannett, "The Freedman at Port 

Royal," North American Review 101 (1865): 10. Marshall Stems, The Story of Tazz (NY: 

Oxford University Press, 1956), pp. 12-13, as quoted by Stuckey on p. 17.

126 Stuckey, p. 95.

127 Sobel, p. 41.



79

m agic, d iv ina tion , and  herbalism  w id esp read  am ong the slaves."128 The 

n a rra tiv es  of ex-slaves, includ ing  H enry  Bibb, W illiam  W ells B row n and  

F rederick  D ouglass, as w ell as w h ite  slaveholder's journals and  accounts 

of slave  revo lts, p o in t to  the  cen tra lity  of the  con ju rers in slave  life. 

T hese accounts, and  m any  o thers, locate the roo t docto r's  invo lvem en t 

in  b o th  th e  b lack  a n d  w h ite  c o m m u n ity .129 The types an d  ro les of 

p rac titioners varied  greatly. Called conjurers, root doctors, herb  doctors, 

sp ir it-w o rk e rs , m ojo-m en  an d  d iv in e rs , all h a d  a specia l p o w e r, a 

su p e rn a tu ra l know ledge. In  her list of "certain rem edies an d  beliefs he ld  

in  com m on  th ro u g h o u t the  S outh  by  p rac titio n ers  of the  v a rio u s  'o ld  

re lig ions ' p o p u la r  w ith in  th is reg ion ,” Z ora N eale H u rs to n  reco rded  the  

belief tha t, "Persons bo rn  w ith  cauls, com m only called 'veils', over the ir 

eyes are  c red ited  w ith  su p e rn a tu ra l pow ers such  as healing  an d  be ing  

able to see ghosts."130 Black conjurers and  herb  doctors w ere recognized , 

feared  and  respected  by  blacks and  w hites alike. Practitioners w ere  often  

leaders in the  black com m unity .

The s tro n g est p rac titioners h ad  "conjure pow er" th a t cou ld  w o rk  

evil as w ell as good. It w as th is dual potential, as M echal Sobel suggests, 

th a t re in fo rced  th e ir pow er: "It w as recognized  th a t con jurers h a d  the  

p o w er to do . . . good acts, b u t their pow er w as no t w ielded  o u t of a desire

128 Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The "Invisible Institution" in the A ntebellum  

South (NY: Oxford University Press, 1978), p. 80.

129 See, for exam ple, Douglass' account on pp. 297-299 of his narrative. For more on  

conjurers and slave rebellions see Sobel, pp. 36-43; Raboteau, pp. 280-284; Hurston, pp 15- 

40; see also Blassingame, pp. 109-113.

130 Hurston, pp. 19, 21.
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to  be good or do  good. C onjurers could  use the ir p o w er for w h a tev e r 

e n d s  th ey  chose, w h ich  m ad e  th em  all th e  m o re  d a n g e ro u s ." 131 

D ep en d in g  on  th e ir s tren g th  and  position , p rac titio n ers  w ere  able to 

in te rp re t signs, read  dream s, adm in ister cures and  p ro d u ce  charm s. A 

w ide  varie ty  of ritua l libations -- cures, charm s or "tricks"-- w ere created  

o u t of a m ix tu re  of specia l m ateria ls , roo ts  an d  h e rb s  w h ich  w as 

"m oistened w ith  liquor to streng then  their pow er by  s treng then ing  their 

sp irits ."132

In Bill T ray lor's w ork  liquor and  d rinkers are a com m on them e. 

Som e p a in tin g s p e rh a p s  ap p ea r to recreate  the  v isib le life a ro u n d  h im , 

like, for in stance , the  A nheiser Busch can d iscussed  earlie r. In  one 

anecdote  Shannon has suggested  th a t d rink ing  h ad  once been  a p rob lem  

in  T ray lo r's  life: "The w h iskey  them e w as to  recu r often , b u t as for

T ray lo r h im self, he  said  "w hat little  sense I d id  have  w h isk ey  took  

a w a y ."133 M any of his o ther w orks express an abstract w orld  w here  a 

m oral b a ttleg ro u n d  su rro u n d s  the d rinkers. The p a in tin g  titled  "M an 

w ith  Yoke" (fig. 13), for exam ple, has tw o "little me" figures sitting  on  a 

yoke on  a b ig  m an 's  shou lders , seem ingly  figh ting  over w h e th e r he  

shou ld  follow  the p a th  of evil — suggested by the flask in his hand  -- or of 

the L ord -- sym bolized  by  the second "little me" figure po in ting  his long 

finger up  tow ards heaven.

Yet w hile  in tem perance and  m oralizing  m ay abound  in the action 

su rro u d in g  the d rinkers, o ther aspects of Traylor's w ork  link d rink ing

Sobel, pp. 42-43.

332 Raboteau, p. 278.

133 Charles Shannon, "Bill Traylor's Triumph," Art & Antiques (February 1988): 61.



FIGURE 13: "M an w ith  Yoke" 
(M aresca and  Ricco, p. 49)
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w ith  b o th  c o n v ers io n  an d  con ju re . "Fem ale D rinker,"  fo r ex am p le , 

d ep ic ts  a w o m an  d rin k in g  w h ile  in an  ecstatic d an c in g  s ta te .134 The 

fem ale figure is black and  quite  sm ooth  and  curved  com pared  w ith  m any  

of T raylor's o ther figures. Beautiful and  graceful, h e r figure seem s m ore 

of a celebra tion  th an  p a rt of a d ilem m a. R itual libations and  p rac tices 

inc lud ing  dance (the ring  shou t is the p rim ary  exam ple) w ere  o ften  u sed  

to m ove persons to ecstasy and  p rep a re  for their com m union  w ith  God. 

"Fem ale D rinker" suggests the joy of th is p repara tion .

The aspects of conversion  and  conjure becom e m ore  obv ious in  

"D rinking  B out W ith  Keg" (fig. 14) w here  the  fem ale d rin k er rea p p ea rs  

am ongst a m yriad  of characters, bo th  h u m an  figures and  souls as w ell as 

an im als . P o in tin g  h is  long  fin g er a t he r, a p p a re n tly  ch asin g  an d  

p re p a r in g  to h it her, the  "little m an" figures largely  in  the  action. As 

w ith  the  o ther w orks discussed  earlier, the fem ale d rinker seem s abou t to 

be "struck" by  G od th ro u g h  the  w ork ings of the "little me," the  soul. A n 

a ttac k in g  dog , h o w ev er, is also in tro d u c ed  in  th is scene, su g g e s tin g  

an o th e r e lem ent of conjure th a t involves sp irits  and  signs.

In  m an y  W est A frican  cu ltu res , an im als are  im p o rta n t s igns of 

b o th  good  an d  evil. A nd  as w ith  H arrie t Pow ers, a qu ilte r and  ex-slave 

b o rn  in  G eorg ia  in  1837, it is likely  th a t Bill T ray lo r in h e rite d  a n d  

ab so rb ed  a v a rie ty  of A frican  and  A fro -C hristian  values. A s S tuckey 

w rite s  in  h is in te rp re ta tio n  of Pow ers ' craft, "given the  p rev a len ce  of 

e thn ic  fo rm s in slave com m unities of the  South , she p e rh a p s  abso rbed  

the  va lues of an ethnic group  she w as no t bo rn  into as easily as she

134 See fig. 6.
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FIGURE 14: "Drinking Bout W ith Keg"
(Maresca and Ricco, p. 81)
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m ig h t have  taken  to those native  to one or m ore p aren ts ."135 W hile the 

A frican  heritage  of T raylor and  his paren ts  cannot be traced  th ro u g h  the 

w ritte n  record , T ray lor's a rt leaves traces of W est A frican  cu ltu re  th a t 

m ay  have been  passed  on from  his paren ts or o thers he  grew  u p  w ith . In 

"D rink ing  B out W ith  Keg," for exam ple, the  b ird , s im ila r to b ib lical 

doves and  ravens, seem s to  p lay  a m ed ia ting  role b e tw een  heaven  and  

earth . A spects of Y oruban cu ltu re  and  lore m ay have in fluenced Traylor 

in his creative use of the b ird  figure. In Flash of the  Spirit. R obert Farris 

T hom pson  no tes th a t the  Y oruba often associate the  b ird  w ith  the  m ind  

of a p e rso n  w h e re  h i s /h e r  sp ir itu a l p o w e r is h e ld . The b ird  o ften  

sym bolizes a g rea t source  of healing  po ten tia l or a sh e , "the p o w er-to - 

m ak e-th in g s-h ap p en , G od 's ow n  enab ling  ligh t re n d e red  accessible to 

m en  an d  w om en." The b ird  in  "D rinking  B out W ith  Keg," p e rh a p s  

"G od's ashe in  fea thered  form ," links the  p o w er of the  keg 's con ten ts 

w ith  a sou rce  of p o ten tia l hea lin g  and  sp iritu a l rev iv a l.136 For in  the 

en v iro n m en t th a t su rro u n d s  the  fem ale d rin k er evil — m ost exp lic itly  

sign ified  by  the  a ttack ing  dog  -- po ten tia l danger an d  d iso rd e r abound . 

M eanw hile , the  dog  suggests links to o ther W est A frican cultures. Some 

K ongo m ystics, for exam ple, see the dog as a Janus-like figure, a sp iritua l 

link  to  h ig h e r w o rld s  and  h ig h er gods w ho, like the  con ju rer, can  do

135 Stuckey, p. 91.

336 Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit: African and Afro-American Art and 

P hilosop hy (NY: Random H ouse, 1983), p. 5; on birds and ashe see, pp. 7-9, 47-51. See 

also Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro-American Literary 

Criticism (NY: Oxford, 1988), pp. 7-8.
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b o th  good and  h arm .137 In  any case, the attacking dog  clearly suggests an  

u n w a n te d  presence, p e rh a p s  a curse. The bo ttle  of the  fem ale d rin k er 

m ay  ho ld  the  charm  ("spirit") necessary  to w ard  off h a rm fu l tricks and  

sp irit forces.

Even those A fro-C hristians w ho d id  n o t believe in voodoo  or the  

p o w e r  o f th e  c o n ju re r a d h e re d  s tro n g ly  to b e lie fs  a n d  p rac tic e s  

concern ing  signs an d  sp irit forces. "Signs or po rten ts,"  w rites  M echal 

Sobel, "w ere connected  w ith  v irtua lly  every  aspect of life, in c lu d in g  the 

w e a th e r, cooking , w o rk , love, ch ild ren , h ea lth , b ir th  a n d  d e a th ."138 

C onjure w as transferred  in to  a legacy of folklore w hich, a long  w ith  tricks 

and  m ojos (charm s), a ttem pted  to m ake sense of life, to o rder and  control 

reality .

Rich a llusions to A frican A m erican folklore can  be fo u n d  in  Bill 

T ray lo r's  stories and  art. D ogs, snakes, b ird s, and  o ther an im als figure  

largely  in  the  expression  system  of the sto ry teller as w ell as in  T raylor's 

a rt. A n im als are  n o t m erely  o rnam en ts b u t p a r t  of the  action , causal 

agen ts in  m uch  of T raylor's w ork. The a ttacking  dog  m en tioned  above 

d em o n stra te s  the  cen tra lity  of anim als in T raylor's creative expressions. 

S h a n n o n  reco u n ts  s to ries  T ray lo r to ld  h im  w h ere  an im als  tak e  on  

h u m a n  qualities. The tw o  he m en tions in  M aresca a n d  Ricco's book  

concern  frogs an d  m ules, b o th  trickster figu res in  A frican  A m erican  

fo lk tales. In  fo lklore, the  m u le  is a sym bol of the  b lack  m an  an d  the  

o b se q u io u s  ro le  he  w as som etim es fo rced  to  p la y  d u r in g  s lav ery . 

T ray lo r 's  w o rk  titled , "H e's Sullin," and  h is ta le  ab o u t th is  m u le  is

137 Thompson, p. 121.

138 Sobel, p. 73.
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rep resen ta tive  of the  type  of folktales su rro u n d in g  th is figure. A ccording 

to Shannon, T raylor explained  th is w ork  to him: "He's su llin '. H e w o n 't 

w ork . M inute he sees a p low  he start sw inging  back. You can 't m ake h im  

go. G its h is  p r id e  from  h is m am a."139 In m an y  A frican  A m erican  

fo lk tales the  m u le  is u su a lly  invo lved  in a test w ith  the  m aste r w here  

the  m ule  ou t-w its the w hite  m an. Stories of resistance and  subversion  as 

w ell as lessons on life w ere created o u t of tales b ro u g h t over from  Africa 

an d  ad ap ted  to the life in Am erica.

Tales about "Brer Rabbit," "Brer Fox," "Tar Baby" an d  m an y  o thers 

are  p a rt of an  oral trad itio n  th a t is bo th  h istory  and  art. Yet like T raylor's 

art, o ra l expressive cu ltu re  is com plex and  am biguous, and  the  sto ries 

h a v e  no  d e fin itiv e  e n d .140 A nd  w h ile  b o th  the  A frican  A m erican

Maresca and Ricco, pp. 26-27. Although Traylor chose to express him self visually  

rather than orally, he seem ed quite cognizant of the African American oral tradition by 

the explanation he gave to Shannon of the difference betw een his w hite and black 

figures: "He placed his little stick dow n on the profile of one of his figures and said, "now 

you see there, w hen the stick touches the nose and the chin but it doesn't touch the lips, 

it's a w hite man." H e said, "If it touches all three, it's a black man" (Ibid.. p. 14). The 

black figures alone, it seem s, hold the oral potential of the trickster figure as discussed in 

Roger D. Abrahams, ed., Afro-American Folktales: Stories From Black Traditions in the 

N ew  World (NY: Pantheon Books, 1985), pp. 3-33. See also Gates, Signifying M onkey, pp. 

xxiv-xxv.

14(1 For details on folklore concerning frogs, m ules and other animals see Courlander, pp. 

419-420, 466-474; see also Abrahams, parts I-VII; Virginia Hamilton, The People Could  

Fly: American Black Folktales (NY: Knopf, 1985). See Abrahams' introduction, pp. 3-33, 

for d iscussion  of how  folktales are stories that have no end due to the ever-changing
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s to ry te lle r  a n d  Bill T ray lo r in v en tiv e ly  exp ress th e ir  v e rs io n  of th e  

A frican  A m erican  self an d  cu ltu re , T ray lo r's  a rt  m oves b e y o n d  folk 

cu ltu re  by  creating  his ow n un ique  v isual form.

As he tu rn ed  ragged, im perfect pieces of cardboard  from  the street 

in to  w o n d erfu lly  v iv id  creations, Bill T raylor ren d e red  b o th  a life an d  a 

w o rld . T ray lo r's  a rt re so u n d s w ith  W. E. B. D u Bois' m essage  in  T h e  

Souls of Black Folk on  the im portance of such a discovery:

[T]here m u st com e a loftier respect for the sovereign  h u m an  

so u l th a t  seek s a f re e d o m  fo r e x p a n s io n  a n d  se lf­

developm en t; th a t w ill love and  ha te  and  labor in  its o w n  

w ay , u n tra m m e le d  a like  by  o ld  an d  new . Such  so u ls  

aforetim e have in sp ired  and  gu ided  w orlds . . . the  rich  and  

b itte r  d e p th  of the ir experience, the  u n k n o w n  trea su res  of 

th e ir  in n e r life, the  strange  ren d in g s  of n a tu re  they  h av e  

seen , m ay  give th e  w o rld  new  p o in ts  of v iew  an d  m ake  

the ir loving, liv ing  and  do ing  precious to all h u m an  hearts.

A n d  to  them selves in  these  days th a t try  th e ir sou ls, the  

chance to soar . . ..141 

T h ro u g h  his a rt Bill T raylor gave h im self "the chance to soar," an d  his 

w o rk  g ives us the  chance to b e tte r  u n d e rs ta n d  his "loving, liv ing  an d  

do ing ."  By g iv ing  u s  a u n iq u e  perspec tive  on  the  A frican  A m erican  

experience, Bill T raylor and  his a rt rep resen t a significant con tribu tion  to 

the  s tu d y  of A m erican art and  culture.

nature of African Am erican folktales and the impact of teller's artistic license; also on 

the importance of the role of the tale teller, educator and artist in the black comm unity.

141 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (NY: Signet, 1982 [1903]), pp. 138-139.
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B row sing th rough  w om en 's  m agazines w hile  w a itin g  to get m y 

hair cut one day, I w as su rp rised  to find a pain ting  by Bill T raylor on  the 

pages of the N ovem ber 1993 issue  of M ira b e lla  m agazine. T ray lo r's  

p a in tin g  w as included  in an a rtic le  on  "ou tsider art" by  jo u rn a lis t 

A m an d a  Lovell. The location  of T ray lo r's  w ork  w ith in  a p o p u la r  

m agazine  laden  w ith  m an u fac tu rers ' advertisem ents, p e rfu m e  sam ples 

and  tear-ou t subscription form s suggests the curren t s ta tu s  of T raylor's 

w ork  as a m uch sought-after com m odity  in an established  and  g row ing  

art m arket. Lovell w rites, "N obody w an ted  Bill T raylor's p a in tin g s  . . . 

w hen  the form er slave w as on the streets of M ontgom ery, scroung ing  up  

sh irt cardboards to w ork on. N ow , like [other "outsider" artists], he 's 

p o st-h u m o u sly  hot."142

In the opening caption  of the article the ed ito rs g libly rem ark  to 

their readers, "O utsider A rt is easy to love b u t dam n near im possib le  to 

exp la in . A m anda Lovell tries, anyw ay  . . .." Lovell's ex p lan a tio n  of 

"outsider" art centers on the success it is cu rren tly  enjoying  in  the  a rt 

m a rk e t. L ovell, of co u rse , d o e s  a llu d e  to th e  d is a d v a n ta g e d  

circum stances of m any of these artists, and  attem pts to th is term  u sed  to 

d e fin e  th e ir a rt by com paring  it to a rt b ru t, folk a r t  a n d  v a rio u s  

m o v em en ts  w ith in  fine art. H ow ever, to convey its essence  to h e r 

aud ience , she lists various new  m useum s, exhibits and  books th a t have

142 Lovell, pp. 48, 52.
88
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a risen  o u t of consum er in te res t in the  subject. She also cites a r tis ts ' 

financial success stories, n o tin g  th a t som e "name" w orks, Bill T ray lo r's  

in c lu d e d , "fetch  m id -fiv e -f ig u re  p rices ."  The re a so n  b e h in d  th e  

inclusion  of th is article in a p o p u la r m agazine, after all, is th a t th is a rt is 

cu rren tly  in  vogue and , as Lovell tells her readers, "it m ay  w ell be the  art 

of th e  n ineties."143

Like A m anda  Lovell and  h er readers, Bill T raylor's co n tem p o rary  

aud ience  has com e to u n d e rs tan d  his art from  w ith in  the  context of the  

m arke t. The a rt m ark e t has b ro u g h t Bill T ray lor to o u r a tten tio n  and , 

like C harles S hannon 's titles and  anecdotes, it shapes o u r u n d e rs tan d in g  

of T ray lo r and  his w ork . "[T]he v icissitudes of T raylor's p o sth u m o u sly  

estab lished  rep u ta tio n  as an artist," as one lone critic acknow ledged , "are 

a lm ost w ho lly  de te rm ined  by  the  m arketp lace  and  its acolytes."144 This 

s tu d y  of T raylor and  his art w o u ld  n o t be com plete, then , if w e d id  n o t 

a d d re ss  the  m arke t and  the  com m odification of T raylor's w ork  w ith in  it. 

For, as a n th ro p o lo g is ts  Johannes F ab ian  an d  Ilona  S zom bati-F ab ian  

m ain ta in , " . . .  the  character of a rt in the  W est as m erchand ise , folk a rt 

n o t be ing  an exception, is the m ost basic, if no t the m ost salien t, qua lity  

to  w h ich  a critical reflection m u st address itself."145

M aresca and  Ricco's book on  Traylor best expresses the  no tion  th a t 

Bill T ray lor's w o rk  is, p e rh ap s first and  forem ost, m erchandise . W ith  its 

coffee-table book  p ricing  and  packaging , it rep resen ts the  p innacle  of the 

com m od ifica tion  process th a t T raylor's w o rk  has gone th ro u g h . C ritic

143 Ibid.. pp. 48, 52.

444 Norm an Girardot, "Cave Man," Folk Art Messenger (Spring 1992): 6.

14:5 Fabian and Szombati-Fabian, pp. 252-253.
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N o rm an  G ira rd o t com m ented  th a t the  "book calls a tten tio n  to itself as 

an  arresting , an d  in som e w ays d istu rb ing , physical artifact and  cu ltu ra l 

c o m m o d ity ." 146 This book  stands as a sym bol of the  ab so rp tio n  and  

consecration  of T raylor's w ork  by the art m arket.

T he a b s o rp tio n  a n d  c o n se c ra tio n  o f T ra y lo r 's  a r t  b y  th e  

m arke tp lace  fo llow ed a process of designation .147 D esignation  involves 

the  d iscovery of an  object as w ell as the assessing and  assigning the  va lue  

of th e  object once it h as been  deem ed  "a w o rk  of art." '"A rt'," as 

R a y m o n d  W illiam s w rite s  in  M arx ism  a n d  L ite ra tu re , is n o t "a 

categorically  separa te  d im ension , or b ody  of objects," d istinct from  o ther 

m a te r ia l p ro cesses , n o r  is "the aesthetic" an  "iso lab le  ex tra -so c ia l 

p h en o m en o n ."  R ather, each  are d e riv ed  from  and  co n ta in ed  w ith in  

social p rocesses , p ro d u c ts  of the  "variab ility , the  re la tiv ity , a n d  the  

m ultip lic ity  of actual cu ltu ral practice." The process of designating  value  

can  be  u n d e rs to o d  as v a ria b le  re sp o n se s  to  a specific  "aesth e tic  

s i t u a t i o n . " 148 In  th e  d isc o u rse  on  a rt, th e  te rm  "value ,"  as 

an th ro p o lo g is ts  Johannes Fabian and  Ilona Szom bati-Fabian have  n o ted , 

carries an  equ ivocal m ean ing  invo lv ing  b o th  aesthetic  and  com m ercial

146 Girardot, p. 6.

147 In the use of the idea of "designation and consecration" I am relying on the work of 

French sociologists Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Darbel; see The Love of Art: European Art 

M useum s and Their Public, translated by Caroline Beattie and N ick  M erriman  

(Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 1991), p. 177.

148 Raymond W illiams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 

1992 [1977]), pp. 153-154,157.
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v alue  since "art app recia tion  is a lw ays also, and  som etim es n o th in g  b u t, 

a rt app ra isa l."149

W hile he  w as "discovered" by  Shannon in the  late 1930s, h is w o rk  

d id  n o t h o ld  va lue  w ith in  the  m arke tp lace  u n til S hannon  rev iv ed  an d  

m erch an d ised  h is collection of T raylor's a rt in  the  early  1980s. M aresca 

and  Ricco's preface gives us a g lim pse of the  designation  process as they  

b rin g  the  re a d e r in to  the  w o rld  of the  c o lle c to r /d e a le r  em b ark in g  on  

w h a t folk a rt scholar Jean L ipm an has referred  to as "the h u n t."150 The 

e d ito rs  recall th e ir  firs t e n co u n te r  w ith  T ray lo r 's  w o rk  in  C h a rle s  

S hannon 's a p a rtm en t in  1981. In  th is section they  refer to S hannon  n o t 

by  nam e b u t as "the seller," and  suggest th a t a lthough  they  h ad  the  good 

taste  to recognize the aesthetic va lue  of T raylor's w ork , at th a t tim e they  

w ere  n o t su re  they  cou ld  convince the  m arke t to  fo llow  th e ir su p e rio r 

ju d g m e n t.

F rom  the  m o m en t w e b eg an  to leaf th ro u g h  [T raylor's 

d ra w in g s ] , w e w ere  s tu n n e d . H e re  w a s  so m e th in g  

d iffe ren t, g rea t, an d  tru ly  u n ex p ec ted . . . . But w e 

h esita ted  an d  becam e practical. W ho w o u ld  u n d e rs ta n d  

a n d  a p p re c ia te  th is  w ork?  W hat w o u ld  th e  costs of 

m ark e tin g  be? H esita ting  to m ake a decision, w e left the

H 9 Fabian and Szombati-Fabian, p. 254.

150 jean Lipman, "The Museum's Good Friend: Effie Thixton Arthur, 1902 to 1979," The 

Clarion (Spring 1980) as cited by Julie Ardery in "The D esignation of Difference," N e w  

Art Examiner (September 1991): 29.
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ap a rtm e n t an d  shortly  thereafte r the  seller consum m ated  

a deal w ith  som eone else.151 

Sketched  in th e  con tex t of b u y ers , se llers, c o n su m m ated  d ea ls  an d , 

im plicitly , fo rtunes m issed  and  m ade, th is section v iv id ly  illu stra tes the  

im p o rtan ce  of com m ercial v iab ility  in  the  assessm en t of T ray lo r's  art. 

Inc luded  in the  pages devo ted  to a lav ish  celebration  of T raylor and  his 

w o rk , the  p reface  conveys the  idea  th a t ob jects c an n o t be  d eem ed  

aesth e tica lly  w o rth y  u n til th ey  are accep ted  by  th e  m ark e tp lace  an d  

considered  com m ercially  w orthy .

In  T raylor's case, the  p rocess of com m odification  began  w ell after 

his death . D uring  his lifetim e, as Lovell po in ts ou t to M irabella  readers , 

"there w as no  m ark e t for th is k ind  of th ing ."152 W hile T raylor d id  sell 

or trad e  h is w ork , th is transaction  w as no t p a rt of a w ork ing  m ark e t b u t 

ra th e r w as based  on  a system  of fair exchange. T raylor often  ba rte red  his 

w o rk  for p a in t  o r o th e r a rt su p p lies . W hen  o ffered  m oney  for h is 

d raw in g s, the  a rtis t u sed  it to b u y  his m eals for the  d ay  or to pu rch ase  

w h a t he  n eed ed  to con tinue d raw in g .153 This type  of exchange is sim ilar 

to  th a t  o c c u rr in g  w ith  c o n te m p o ra ry  fo lk  a r t is ts  in  S h a b d a  in  

so u th e a s te rn  Z aire  w h e n  a n th ro p o lo g is ts  Johannes F ab ian  a n d  Ilona  

Szom bati-Fabian d id  their research in the 1970s. In their article "Folk A rt 

F rom  an  A nthropo log ical Perspective" they  explain:

151 Maresca and Ricco, p. xi.

152 Lovell, p. 52.

153 X oa  certain extent, m any contemporary self-taught artists have continued to operate 

under a similar sort of balanced exchange system. See Manley, p. 28.
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T he tra n s a c tio n  is n o t far rem o v ed  f rom p r im itiv e  

exchange. Like o th e r c ra ftsm en  in  these  to w n s, the  

pa in ter sells his p roduct at a price just h igh  enough  to give 

h im  a daily  incom e com parable to th a t of o ther w orkers 

an d  artisans. . . . The price of the p a in tin g  reflects the  

v a lue  of m ateria ls  (and  therefore  varies w ith  sizes) and  

the  a rtis t 's  labor. A sep ara tio n  be tw een  u se /e x c h a n g e  

v a lu e  an d  m ark e t v a lu e  (one th a t w o u ld  p e rm it the  

"circulation" of pain tings) has n o t yet occurred .154 

Bill T raylor d id  no t "know the w ay  of m oney," as his g ran d d au g h te r M rs. 

Staffney sta ted , in  the m odern  sense of m arket va lue .155 Traylor d id  no t 

sep ara te  va lue  from  function , as is clear in  h is o ft-repea ted  sta tem en t, 

"Som etim es they  buys ’em  w hen  they  d o n ’t even  need  'em ."156

D u rin g  th is  p e rio d  Shannon  d id  a ttem p t to in tro d u ce  T ray lo r's  

w o rk  to the  a rt m arket. As the 1941 exchange be tw een  S hannon  and  

M O M A  d irec to r A lfred Barr suggests, how ever, the m arke t at th is tim e 

w as n o t able to deem  th is w o rk  com m ercially  w orthy . B arr's offer of 

$2.00 for large w orks and  $1.00 for sm aller ones, w as rejected by  C harles 

S hannon  w ho expressed  "revulsion at A lfred Barr's im perious a ttem p t . 

. . to  pu rch ase  som e of T raylor's d raw ings . . . for a m ere  p ittance ."157 

W hile a sm all coterie of dealers and  collectors w ere devo ted  to A m erican

154 Fabian and Szombati-Fabian, pp. 252-253.

155 Traylor Family Reunion audiotape.

156 Maresca and Ricco, p. 8.

457 See Maresca and Ricco, p. 25, for an account of this attempted transaction; Girardot, p. 

6 .
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p rim itiv e  and  folk art, T ray lo r's  a rt d id  n o t qu ite  fit in to  th is  niche. 

A cco u n ts  of th e  1932 M O M A  "A rt of the  C o m m o n  M an" e x h ib it 

estab lishes the  fact th a t the ir in terests lay  in  trad itio n a l folk a rt objects 

like w hirlig igs, sam plers, chests, quilts and  lim ner portra its .

W ith o u t a m ark e t to sell the  w o rk  to, C harles S hannon  p u t his 

collection of T raylor's w ork  in to  storage. As Shannon explained: "In the 

la te  forties and  for years to com e, [abstract expression ism ] com plete ly  

d o m in a ted  the  a rt clim ate. W ork  such  as T ray lo r’s w as n o t g iven  the 

tim e of day." W ith no m arke t for h is p roduct, Shannon "stored it aw ay, 

keep ing  ou t a few  d raw ings for [his] ow n enjoym ent."158

A m ark e t for b lack  a rt began  to develop  in the  1970s. As a rt 

h is to rian  G ene M etcalf has no ted , d u rin g  this period  the  black aw areness 

m o v e m e n t a n d  A m erican  fo lk lo r is ts ' in te re s t  in  m a te r ia l  c u ltu re  

com bined  to generate  a real concern "for A m erican folk art defined  by  its 

'b la c k n e s s . '" 159 As d iscussed  in  ch ap ter one, A m erican  folk a rt an d  

p rim itiv e  a rt h ave  enjoyed  a lucra tive  com m ercial au d ien ce  since th e  

1920s.160 By the 1980s, M etcalf w rites, "black art (especially w h en  it could  

be labeled  as black folk  art) h ad  becom e a m arketab le  com m odity  in  the  

estab lish ed  folk a rt w o rld ."161 A ssessing the responsiveness of the  a rt 

m ark e t d u rin g  the  late 1970s, S hannon  "set abou t catalogu ing , cleaning,

158 Maresca and Ricco, p. 25.

159 Metcalf, p. 182.

160 See chapter one, pp. 34-40.

161 Metcalf, p. 183.
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an d  o therw ise  p u ttin g  the body  of w ork  in o rderly  condition  to p rep a re  it 

for pub lic  exposure."162

The one-m an  show  for T raylor in 1979 at the new ly  estab lished  R. 

H . O o ste ro m  ga llery  in  N ew  Y ork m et w ith  m in im al success; it d id , 

ho w ev er, e n g en d e r som e com m ercial in te rest in  T ray lor's w ork . In  the  

ro le  of "the seller," S hannon  "consum m ated  a deal" w ith  a com m ercial 

gallery  soon  after th is show . T hrough  the  increased  exposure  g a ined  by  

th is  agency , T ray lo r's  w o rk  w as se lec ted  to becom e p a rt  of th e  1982 

C orcoran  G allery  exhibit "Black Folk A rt in  A m erica, 1930-1980." O ne of 

T raylor's pa in tings, in fact, w as used  for the catalogue's cover. A nd , after 

be ing  ha iled  as "the star of the  show " by  N ew  York Tim es critic V ivien 

R aynor, T raylor's "ascendance in to  art-heaven" w as assu red .163

T ray lo r 's  w o rk  has a scended  in  the  a rt w o rld  d u rin g  the  p a s t 

decade  because  a m arke t for h is w o rk  h ad  developed  an d  th rived . The 

p rocess of designation  involves the  recognition  of a corpus of like objects 

th a t can  be re fe rred  to in  o rd e r to  leg itim ate  the  v a lu e  of an  object. 

F a b ia n  a n d  S z o m b a ti-F ab ian  rec o g n ize  tw o  o p p o s in g  m o v e m e n ts  

invo lved  in  the  p rocess of art evaluation . W hile one im pu lse  assigns a 

specific va lue  b ased  on  in d iv id u a l objects' aesthetic  qualities, a second  

im p u ls e ,  " so c io lo g iz in g ,"  s e a rc h e s  fo r  g e n e ra l  " c o n te x ts  a n d  

connections,"  w ay s to ach ieve ab strac t co m p arab ility  b e tw een  v a lu e d  

objects. In  the  case of T raylor's art, the  corpus has varied  according  to the

162 Maresca and Ricco, pp. 25-26. See chapter tw o for a discussion of the effect of his 

"preparation process" on our understanding of Traylor and his art.

163 N ew  York Times critic Vivien Raynor proclaim ed Traylor "the star of the show  in  

her 1982 review  (Finore, p.43); Cameron, p. 46.
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context in w hich  it is being assessed. H is art w as orig inally  m erchand ised  

in a m ark e t th a t revo lved  a ro u n d  black folk art. Since th en  it has been  

d iscussed  and  m arketed  in the context of p rim itive  art, b lack art, m o d ern  

art, naive art, a rt b ru t and  ou tsider art.

The issue of assigning a w ork  of art or an a rtist to a specific corpus 

is qu ite  p rob lem atic . "O utsider," for exam ple, is one of a m an y  term s 

u sed  to define a type  of artist w ho is se lf-taught and , in m ost cases, w orks 

in  a m an n e r, a n d  from  a p osition , th a t d iffe ren tia te s  th em  from  the  

trad itio n s  of the  m ainstream , academ ic a rt w orld . W hile the  term  w as 

orig inally  advanced  by  Roger C ard inal w ho took u p  the  cause of a rt b ru t 

(the devo tion  of F rench a rtis t Jean D ubuffet), its defin ition  has evo lved  

since the pub lication  of his 1972 book, O u tsider A rt.164 The term  w as no t 

taken  u p  on  a large scale un til the defin ition of "folk art" w as called in to  

question  by  a n u m b er of scholars in the late 1970s.165 By the 1980s, m any  

co llec to rs, d e a le rs  a n d  sch o lars , u n ab le  to c o m fo rtab ly  s itu a te  the  

id io sy n c ra tic , u n iq u e  a rt of som e so-called  folk  a rtis ts  w ith in  th is  

com m unal, r itu a lis tic  canon, em braced  the  idea  of the  "outsider" w h o  

defied folk as w ell as m ainstream  art trad itions.

16  ̂ Roger Cardinal, Outsider Art (London, England: Praeger, 1972); Following Dubuffet, 

Cardinal recognized art brut, the art of the insane, the innocent, as "outsider" art; see pp. 

16-17, 29-30.

16  ̂ s eG/ for exam ple, Ken Ames' comments in "Folk, or Art: A Symposium,"and Ames'

Beyond Necessity: Art in the Folk Tradition (NY: W. W. Norton, 1977); Daniel Robbins,

"Folk Art W ithout Folk," Folk Sculpture. USA. Herbert H em phill, Jr., ed. (N ew  York:

Brooklyn M useum, 1976).
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A s w ith  the defin ition  of folk art, how ever, the  term  "outsider art" 

has b een  the  sub ject of m u ch  h ea ted  debate. W hile som e advoca tes 

s ta u n c h ly  d e fen d  o r m u te ly  accep t the  te rm  "ou tsider,"  o th e rs  h av e  

p ro c la im e d  it p e jo ra tive , d em ean in g , c lass-b iased  an d  to ta lly  m ark e t 

d r iv e n . C u ra to r  R oger M an ley , fo r ex am p le , w rite s  th a t  "W hen 

rep resen ta tiv es from  the a rt m arke t m ake contact w ith  a rtists th ey  label 

O u tsiders, all too often  these dealers and  collectors are on ly  acting  o u t of 

a sense of w h a t w ill sell or increase in  value. The term  "O utsider" itself 

sets u p  an  im ag inary  category w hich  seeks to m ake acceptable a range  of 

e x p lo ita tiv e  p rac tices ."166 Sim ilarly, som e of the  few  a rtis ts  th a t have  

b e en  c o n su lted  on  th e  m a tte r  h av e  ex p ressed  th e  n o tio n  th a t su ch  

te rm in o lo g y  is inco n g ru o u s and  unnecessary . G eorg ia  a rtis t R everend  

H o w ard  Finster, for exam ple, has stated,

"As far as I 'm  co n ce rn ed , th e re  a in 't  no  o u ts id e rs  of 

any th ing . If yo u 're  an artist, you 're  an  artist. If yo u 're  a 

m echanic, y o u 're  a m echanic. If you 're  a farm er, y o u 're  a 

fa rm er. A in 't no  o u ts id e r  fa rm er, a in 't  no  o u ts id e r  

m echanics. T hat's ju st som eth ing  tha t som eone's go u p  to 

class th ings. I ignore it."167 

C u ra to rs , dealers, collectors, scholars and  fine artists, how ever, con tinue  

to  u se  te rm s like "outsider" and  the  debate  over p ro p e r  te rm in o lo g y  

w ages on. The strugg le  to label and  define th is art, how ever, has taken  

precedence  over serious s tu d y  of these artists and  their creative lives.

166 M anley, 26.

167 As quoted by Tessa Decarlo and Susan Subtle Dintenfass in "The Outsiders," Los 

A ngeles Times M agazine (October 11,1992).
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T his p re d ic a m e n t fo llow s the  p a tte rn  o u tlin e d  in  F ab ian  and  

Szom bati-Fabian 's s tu d y  of folk art w here  "a science of folk a rt seeks its 

m ean in g  b en ea th  the  surface of its im ages and  b eh in d  the  backs of its 

p ro d u c e rs ." 168 In "Folk A rt from  an  A nthropological P ersp ec tiv e /' they  

rea so n  th a t "the logic of th e  m arket"  th a t c reates th is  p a tte rn  fo r it 

requ ires the  abstrac tion  of the  social, h istorical and  political significance 

of a r t  objects. "C oncre tization ,"  w rite  Fabian  an d  S zom bati-F ab ian , 

"jeopard izes the  cu rrency  v a lu e  of a co rpus . . .."169 In  the  p rocess of 

d e s ig n a tio n , in  o th e r w o rd s , leg itim iza tio n  of an  object th ro u g h  its 

co rp u s  assoc iation  m u st be abstrac t so th a t the  va lue  of an  object can  

rem ain  p e rp e tu a lly  fluid.

The "logic of the m arket" is by  no  m eans ben ign , for b o th  artistic  

id en tity  and  critical reference are com prom ised .170 P lacing a p a rticu la r 

a rtis t in  a p a rticu la r co rpus in  o rder to judge  the value  of the ir w o rk  in 

the  m arke tp lace , for exam ple, im poses an artistic id en tity  on  th em  th a t 

m ay  be  in a p p ro p r ia te  o r m is lead in g . H o w ard  F in ste r d oes n o t see 

h im self as an  "outsider" ye t dealers m erchand ise  h is a rt to a successfu l 

m a rk e t a cco rd in g  to h is s ta tu s  as a "v isionary ." M oreover, as th e  

d isc u ss io n  in  c h a p te r  tw o  h as rev ea led , by  accep tin g  th e  a b s tra c t 

know ledge  received from  w ith in  the m arketp lace w e can only  achieve a 

c u rs o ry  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  a r t is t ,  th e  a r t  a n d  th e  m a te r ia l

168 Fabian and Szombati-Fabian, p. 292.

169 Ibid.. see pp. 253-254 which includes their discussion of "the logic of the market."

170) Hancock, p. 21.
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c ircum stances in w h ich  the  a rt w as p ro d u ce d .171 W ith the  contro l over 

the  artistic  iden tity  firm ly in the h ands of the dealer, collector or scholar 

w h o  p resen ts  th is a rt to the  w orld , an  in d iv id u a l's  artistic  ta len t an d  

u n iq u e  v ision  becom e an incidental p a rt of the  label assigned  to them  in 

the  m arke tp lace . The "sensibilities of the  "p ro tec to r/"  as a rtis t Bessie 

H arvey 's  s ta tem en t suggests, becom e the defin ing  force beh ind  the  w ork  

once it leaves the hands of its creator and  enters the m arketplace:

"We ju s t tak e  th e  w aste  th a t n o b o d y  d o n 't  w a n t o r 

co u ld n ’t care less about, and  w e see beau ty  in  it. A nd  w e 

b rin g  o u t the  beau ty  w e find in  th is junk  (as they  call it).

Then, w hen  w e b ring  it ou t — O h boy -- it is som eth ing  big  

and  new  then , and  w e d o n 't get no cred it for w h a t w e 've  

done. Except they take ou r nam e and  p u t it ou t and  m ake 

it b ig  so they  can b u y  the w ork  from  us for n o th ing  and  

sell it for som ething . A nd they keep the som eth ing  and  

w e still get the no th ings."172 

T hough  th is art w ou ld  probably  no t be d iscovered or recognized  w ith o u t 

th e ir efforts, it is necessary  tha t the s tu d y  of se lf-taught a rt like folk a rt 

"confront the  dam age caused by  collectors . . .."173

171 Fabian and Szombati-Fabian, p. 259. The authors believe that the only w ay to "go 

beyond the logic of the market" in the study of objects that are designated as art, one m ust 

"gain access to the concrete material conditions of their production."

172 Hancock, p. 25; Scott Crocker and Toshiaki Ozawa, "Boneshop of the Heart," (1990) 

as quoted by Manley, p. 25.

173 Fabian and Szombati-Fabian, p. 262.
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B essie  H a rv e y 's  s ta te m e n t d irec tly  re fe rs  to  th e  in e q u itie s  

in v o lv e d  in  th is  m a rk e t sy s tem  an d  th e  e x p lo ita tio n  th a t a lm o st 

inev itab ly  resu lts . H er com m ents m irro r Fabian and  Szom bati-Fabian 's 

obse rv a tio n s th a t the  logic of the  m arke t "leads to g rav e-ro b b ery  and  

c u ltu ra l th iev ery  on  a g ran d  scale; it creates a k ind  of m ark e t w here  

p ro fits realized  by  in term ediaries are in no relation  to the  benefits th a t go 

to p ro d u ce rs , i.e., it creates a k ind  of explo itation  th a t can be explained  

b u t n o t excused by  the  m echanics of a free m arket."174 The explo itation  

of these  a rtis ts  has received  an  in o rd in a te  am o u n t of m ed ia  coverage 

recen tly , in c lu d in g  a recen t "60 M inutes" expose a n d  an  "L.A. Law" 

e p iso d e  b a sed  on  th e  1992 la w su it a g a in s t S h an n o n  b y  T ray lo r 's  

descendan ts . As a n u m b er of articles detail, ethics and  exp lo ita tion  are 

u rg e n t, v a lid  issu es th a t those  in v o lv ed  w ith  se lf-ta u g h t a r t  m u s t 

a d d re s s . To focus solely  on  th is aspect of se lf-taugh t art, how ever, as 

collector Butler H ancock has rem arked , erodes "the artist's  righ ts to equal 

critical rep resen ta tion" and  relegates the iden tity  of the  a rtis t to  th a t of 

v ictim  or p o ten tia l v ic tim .175

Like artistic iden tity , critical reference has also been  skew ed by  the  

w o rk in g s  of th e  m a rk e t. O ne sy m p to m  is th e  p re v a le n c e  of 

"possitiv is tic"176 labeling w hich  praises the art w ith  adjectives th a t carry  

n ega tive  connotations: lovable, qua in t, child-like, p rim itive , w itty , raw . 

C ollectively , as John  M ichael V lach has n o ted , "these w o rd s  fo rm  a

174 Ibid.. p. 254.

175 Hancock, p. 25; see also Manley, pp. 25-28 for a discussion on exploitation.

176 I am using the term as defined by Fabian and Szombati-Fabian, pp. 288-289.
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d ialect of derogation  . . .."177 Those engaged in this critical d iscourse  rely 

on  the  "lazy, easy  b randnam e" term inology  of th is d ialect, w rites  Toni 

M orrison , "w hen the h a rd  w ork  of analysis is deem ed too h a rd , or w hen  

the  critic does no t have access to the scope the w ork  d em ands."178 It is 

the  "attitudes of the beholder," as Fabian and  Szom bati-Fabian explain , 

n o t the  "attributes of objects" th a t fuels th is "ideological verdict." Critics 

like  M o rriso n , F ab ian  a n d  S zom bati-F ab ian  rea lize  th e  p e rn ic io u s  

in fluence  of th is fram e of critical reference.179 W hile it acknow ledges 

the  existence of self-taught art, th is type of critical d iscourse consigns the 

a rt to an  inferior status.

A n o ther sym ptom  of the  effects of the m arke t can be  fo und  by  

ex am in in g  the  focus of critica l reference. In  "The D e sig n a tio n  of 

Indifference," for instance, B utler H ancock decries the  critical focus on 

w h a t he calls "safe" art in  response  to a com m ercial m arke t th a t favors 

"non-controversial" art. H ancock argues th a t th is creates an  inaccura te  

critical p ic tu re  of the art of the self-taught for there  are m any  self-taught 

a rtis ts  w ho  confron t con troversia l issues and  "hot" topics in a m an n er 

th a t equals the  w ork  of fine artists .180 M oreover, he asserts, th is n a rro w  

focus allow s the "avant-garde" a rt estab lishm ent to deny  the im portance  

of self-taught art:

T he "d es ig n a tio n  of d ifference" by  a sm all fie ld  of 

e n th u s ia s ts  pa les in  co m p ariso n  to the  d esig n a tio n  of

177 John Michael Vlach, "The Wrong Stuff," N ew  Art Examiner (September 1991): 24.

178 Morrison, p. 209.

179 See Vlach, pp. 23-24; Morrison, p. 208, Fabian and Szombati-Fabian, pp. 289-292.

180 Hancock, p. 21-22; Ardery, p. 31.
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ind ifference as p racticed  w ith  a vengeance by  a p o w erfu l 

a rt h ie ra rch y  th a t is com m itted  to, an d  in v ested  in , the  

p ro p o s itio n  th a t there  is no  v iab le  a rt to c o n sid e r o r 

p ro te c t w h e n  it d o es n o t com e o u t of an  a p p ro v e d  

com m ercial or academ ic m ovem ent.

C ritical reference, H ancock im plies, can reinforce the  hegem ony  of h ig h  

c u ltu re  c a te g o rie s  th a t  iso la te  se lf - ta u g h t a r t is ts  in  s u b o rd in a te  

p o s itio n s .181

In  a 1991 article in  A m erican  A rt. m u seu m  d irec to r  K in sh ash a  

H o lm a n  C o n w ill ra ise s  som e im p o r ta n t  q u e s tio n s  re g a rd in g  th e  

ab u n d an ce  of critical in te res t in  A frican  A m erican  se lf-taugh t a r t  over 

the  a rt of tra ined  black artists:

W hat is it abou t th is a rt th a t is so engag ing  th a t cu ra to rs, 

collectors, dealers, critics and  tra ined  artists have  devo ted  

m ajor exh ib itions, pub lica tions, h o u rs  of d iscussion , an d  

p a ss io n  to  its  s tu d y  an d  acq u is itio n ?  Is it m ere ly  

coincidence th a t so m any  of the artists are sou thern , poor, 

b lack , an d  w ith o u t fo rm al tra in in g , and  th a t those  w ho  

collect the ir w ork  are often  w hite, educated , and  affluent?

W hy a re  som e of th e  sam e in d iv id u a l co llec to rs an d  

in s titu tio n s  a p p a re n tly  less in te re s te d  in  the  w o rk s  of 

tra in ed  b lack  artists. . .? . . .  Is the  w o rk  of se lf-taugh t

a rtis ts  som ehow  m ore "authentic" . . .?182

181 Vlach, p. 24.

182 Kinshasha Holm an Conwill, "In Search of an "Authentic" Vision: D ecoding the 

A ppeal of the Self-Taught African -American Artist," American Art 5:4 (Fall 1991): 3-4.
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Issues of class, race and  hegem ony, w hile p e rh ap s  on ly  p a rt of the  reason  

beh in d  the  acceptance of one type of artist over ano ther, are suggested  by 

th is  te n d e n c y . G iv en  th e  fac t th a t  c ritic a l fo cu s le a d s  to  th e  

m arg in a liza tio n  of som e types of artists  and  the  e levation  of o thers in 

th e  a rt m ark e t, ho w ev er, it is c rucial th a t w e engage  in a d isco u rse  

devo ted  to exploring  and  expand ing  critical criteria so th a t all art is can be 

accorded scope it dem ands.

C u ra to r Alice Rae Yellin has com m ented , "Self-taught a rtis ts  have  

em erg ed  in to  th e  a rtis tic  m ain stream , b u t it h as b een  tra in e d  a rtis ts , 

collectors, dea le rs an d  scholars w ho  have coaxed them  out. T hey have  

n o t so u g h t the  art w orld ; the  art w o rld  has com e to them ."183 For m any  

se lf-taugh t a rtis ts  still alive today , the a rt w orld  now  com es to them  in 

d roves -- in cars, on  to u r buses, th ro u g h  the m ail or te lephone  -- and  the 

d e m a n d  for the ir w ork  has forced them  "to tu rn  the ir creative  energ ies 

to  ru n n in g  re p e titiv e  m a ilo rd e r  o u tfits ."184 The a rt m ark e t has n o t 

s im p ly  fo und  a recep tive  consum er aud ience  for the ir art, it has a ltered  

th e ir p riv a te  w o rld s  and  effected how  they  are perce ived  by  the  pub lic  

w o rld . T h o u g h  the  n a tu re  of th is  in fluence  is d iffe ren t fo r "p o st­

h u m o u sly  hot" a rtis ts  like Bill T raylor, as w ith  liv ing  a rtists, the  m arke t 

in fo rm s o u r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e ir  w o rk  an d  th e ir  lives. W e n o w  

e n co u n te r the ir w ork  on  the  sanctified  w alls of m u seu m s as w ell as in 

com m ercial a rt galleries, exhibition catalogues, n ew sp ap er and  m agazine  

artic les, coffee-tab le  a rt books, ca lendars, an d  even  p o p u la r  te lev ision

183 Yellin, p. 19.

184 M anley, p. 25.
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p ro g ra m s . T he a rt of th e  se lf-tau g h t com es to u s  as d e s ig n a te d , 

consecrated  m erchand ise  of the  a rt w orld .

C reated  a t the  slow  beg inn ings of se lf-taugh t a rt's  p o p u la rity  and  

em braced  by  the a rt m arke t d u rin g  the p ast decade, Bill T ray lor’s art now  

re igns as som e of the h ighest p riced  and  m ost sough t after m erchand ise  

in  th is m arket. W hile the cost of and  in terest in  T raylor's a rt has g row n  

over the  years, the  scattered  critical and  scholarly  w o rk  on h im  an d  his 

w o rk  is s tu n ted  by  com parison . Yet if se lf-taught a rt is tru ly  "one of the 

las t fro n tie rs  in  tw en tie th -cen tu ry  A m erican  art," as C o rco ran  G allery  

c u ra to r  Jane L iv in g s to n  h as p ro n o u n c e d , sch o la rly  d isc o u rse  m u s t 

expand  and  critical criteria m u st evolve so that the process of exp lo ra tion  

does n o t p lu n d e r  w h a t it seeks to p reserv e  in  th e  n am e of m an ifes t 

d e s tin y .185

185 Jane Livingston, "The Art of the Self-Taught/The Art of Our Time," in Yellin, p. 28.



CON CLU SION

In an article on the  1992 T raylor fam ily  law su it against C harles 

S hannon  and  the com m ercial gallery  rep resen tin g  h im , H igh  M useum  

cu ra to r C arrie Przybilla com m ented  tha t the case raised  questions abou t 

exp lo ita tion , a"tho rny  issue" th a t h a u n ts  se lf-tau g h t a r t .186 Believing 

th a t Bill T ray lor h ad  been  taken  ad v an tag e  of by  a w h ite  a rtis t, the 

T ray lo r fam ily  su it w as concerned  m ore  w ith  con tro l th an  financia l 

rew ard s . T ray lo r 's  re p u ta tio n  and  a rt h ad  been  C harles S h annon 's  

do m ain  for decades, and  the  law su it w as a challenge to h is exclusive 

righ ts to this legacy. The legacy, according to the fam ily, is no t m erely  the 

art, w hich  is estim ated  to be w o rth  m illions of do llars, b u t the sto ry  of 

th e  a rt an d  the  a rtis t  w h ich  has u n til n o w  d is in h e r ite d  T ray lo r 's  

descendants.

This d is in h eritan ce  is p e rh a p s  the  m ost p o ig n an t aspect of the 

law su it. Like the T raylor fam ily, m any se lf-taugh t a rtis ts  are den ied  a 

p a rt of and  in their legacy once it has en tered  the a rt m arket. As a rtist 

Bessie H arvey 's com m ent suggested  in chap ter 3, the ir creations escape 

th e ir contro l once it leaves their hands. A esthetic contro l is tran sferred  

to th e  h a n d s  of those  w h o  d esig n a te  the  object "art," e s tab lish  its 

com m ercial va lue  and  subsequen tly  "speak" for the a rt (even w h en  it is

186 Susannah Vesey, "Drawn into Controversy," The Atlanta Toumal (January 3, 1993): 

A10.
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"so s tro n g  th a t it speaks for itself"). Ignoring  the  p ro d u ce rs , th is  a rt 

becom es the  dom ain  of the consum ers.

This type  of contro l restricts the content and  context of the  objects 

w e apprecia te . O u r u n d e rs tan d in g  of T raylor's p ast has been  de linea ted  

by  the  m em ory  of one m an. C hap ter one adds to th is u n d e rs tan d in g  by 

p re sen tin g  a h isto rical accoun t of Bill T ray lor's life. S im ilarly , ch ap ter 

tw o  o u tlin e s  h o w  a tte m p tin g  d iffe ren t connec tions can  e x p a n d  o u r  

ap p rec ia tion  of T raylor's art. Specifically ad d ress ing  the  sp iritu a l n a tu re  

of h is w o rk  and  its ties to A fro-C hristian ity , w e are able to a d d  a new  

chap ter to the  in te rp re ta tio n  of h is art. Yet, as chap ter th ree  d iscusses, it 

is on ly  by  m ov ing  bey o n d  the  know lege received  w ith in  the  con tex t of 

the  m arke t th a t w e are able to enlarge ou r perspective  of Bill T raylor and  

h is art. U ltim ately , one of the  p rim ary  goals of th is w o rk  is to call the  

b o u n d arie s  of received know ledge into question  and , by  ra is ing  "thorny" 

issues, inv ite  the p ro life ra tion  of d iscourse on Bill T ray lor in  particu la r, 

an d  se lf-taugh t a rt in  general, so th a t th ro u g h  in q u iry  an d  debate , w e 

m ay  enrich  and  en large  o u r v iew  of A m erican culture.
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