
1                                                          Visionary Voices of the South           Saturday, March 26, 2016

 

Video Audio

 

vintage video footage of 

artists juxtaposed with 

beautifully shot art

Correct spelling in graph-

ic

 Opening sound bites of artists

Visionary Voices of the 

South

Open IN THE BEGINNING IT WAS A STORY,  BURNING TO 

GET OUT ANYWAY IT COULD.  AND IN THE SOUTH, 

WHERE THE SOIL IS RICH WITH BLOOD AND 

PASSION, A PERSON CAN’T HELP BUT TELL HIS OR 

HER  SIDE OF THINGS.

GRAFFITI ON RAIL-

CARS.

 LOIS:  It’s been with us from the darkness of 

the cave and cave painting to the graffiti on the walls of rail-

road cars that drive across the state of Tennessee and across 

all of America. 

THORTON DIAL 

WORKING

BORN FROM SCRAPS, TRASH, JUNK AND BROKEN 

BITS,  IT BECOMES ART.  NOT BECAUSE  A 

COLLECTOR OR GALLEY OR MUSEUM DEEMED IT 

TO BE SO. BUT BECAUSE DEEP DOWN IT SPOKE 

THE TRUTH. 

Rich:   Its right there with Rock and Roll, this is a piece of 

Americana that is not going to go away. 
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Lois:  Self-taught art is the art from inside - it’s a type of raw

art that people create because they can’t not create it. They 

can’t not create it.

Carol:  They’re also creative in terms of  the content and 

what they want to  say  and they say it in this incredible way.

It’s an art that has much to teach us. 

Rich Roberts:   The artist -- if they are true to themselves, 

their art will be true for a thousand years.  

SELF TAUGHT SOUTHERN ART WAS BORN IN THE 

BACKWOODS.   IN A PART OF THE COUNTRY 

WHERE THE PAST IS A CREATIVE FORCE  -- THAT 

HAUNTS AND INSPIRES.   

OFTEN HIDDEN BY POVERTY AND ISOLATION, THE 

SOUTHERN SELF TAUGHT ARTIST TAKES REFUGE 

IN A WORLD IMAGINED  WHERE THE ACT OF 

CREATING IS ENOUGH.  

Jimmy Hedges: They were doing this art work.  

They were just doing this stuff to heal themselves, to nurture

themselves, maybe to make a political statement, maybe to 

make a biblical statement.  But they were not anticipating to 

be in a gallery or anything like that.    They didn't consider 

themselves artists.
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 Rich Roberts:   This is the home of Mr. 

Alvin Jarret. He lives in Rockville Tennessee. 

THE LATE 70’s AND EARLY 80’S WAS THE HEIGHT 

OF DISCOVERY OF THE SOME SOUTH’S GREATEST 

SELF TAUGHT ARTISTS. WELL INTO THEIR YEARS, 

MANY EXPERIENCED FOR THE FIRST TIME AN AP-

PRECIATION FOR THEIR WORK. 

05:05:59  Jimmy Hedges:   The early collectors were people 

who were extremely passionate about meeting the artist.  

And the artists were very interesting and inspirational.  It 

was just to say a very positive feel.   Every part of it was 

wonderful.

03:37:20 RICH ROBERTS:  You’re definitely not going into

a gallery You’re going into their home and... and you’re vis-

iting them in.... in a place where they’re comfortable.

03:35:02 RICH ROBERTS:  The people that I remember go-

ing to see, you’d drive up to the yard and there’d be four or 

five hundred pieces of yard art.  

03:35:52 RICH ROBERTS: The artists, themselves, were all

characters.  they had a spirit about them that they were ex-

pressing through their art, but it was also their character and 

their personality.

Jimmy Lee Sudduth  
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R.A. Miller ( correct 

graphic)

 Rich:  “what made you start painting?”

R.A.  “I don’t know, now you’ve asked me something I 

don’t know”

Mary T Smith

Mose Tolliver 

Rev Anderson Johnson

Rich:  The artist that I met and had a chance to have an expe-

rience with   Back in those times it was very meaningful, it 

was really neat. 

03:38:32  RICH ROBERTS  Bessie was, she was well into 

her years when I visited her.. but I think she had an under-

standing that this was a gift that she was sort of giving to the 

world.  And there was definitely value to it.
Bessie Harvey: Bessie:   I walk through the blood of christ and that’s my 

footprints. leaving the cross. 

Jimmie Hedges:  I go meet Bessie Harvey up in Alcoa, Ten-

nessee and, Lord have mercy, she—I mean, she held my 

hands and prayed and it was just a real emotional, touching 

thing.  And I said, you know, right then, forget my art.  

These people are so wonderful and interesting.   This was 

what I want to do for the rest of life is work with these peo-

ple.   They didn’t have an agenda, they weren’t trying to be  

in New York and be a famous artist.
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BUT FAME EVENTUALLY FOUND MANY OF THE 

SOUTHERN SELF TAUGHT ARTISTS

IN 1976 THE REVEREND HOWARD FINSTER WAS 

CALLED  BY GOD TO PAINT SACRED ART.   AND HE 

DID UP UNTIL HIS DEATH IN  2001 COMPLETING 

OVER 46,000 WORKS.   

 Lois:  I’d never quite met anyone like him. 

Finster:  “Y’all having a good time today?  How many of 

you went to church this morning, Yea I didn’t go to church 

either.  

Man from crowd:  “We’re in Church now

Lois:  He had that happiness and that joy of what he believed

to be born again, but he also had a serious side about him. 

Finster:  “ I  haven’t  got much longer to preach and that’s 

why I’m getting down to a short message, and my short mes-

sage is - Believe in Jesus and you shall be saved.”  

CAROL CROWN:  I can remember, he was visit-

ing here in Memphis one time.  And he looked at me and 

said, "All they want me to do is make art.  And all I want to 

do is preach."
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FOR THE REVEREND HOWARD FINSTER ART WAS 

HIS PULPIT AND  THROUGH  HIS ART HIS MESSAGE 

REACHED MILLIONS.   IN THE 1980’S FINSTER  

BECAME AN ICONIC VOICE OF THE SOUTH 

Lois:  He loved popular culture, now that’s an amazing 

thing, he loved god and he loved Elvis. 

HIS WORKS WERE CELEBRATED BY ROCK BANDS, 

MUSEUMS AND EVEN JOHNNY CARSON.

LOIS:   And I don’t think he loved the Talking Heads but 

they loved him.    02:59:46:21 I’m not sure he loved Johnny 

Carson but Johnny Carson enjoyed meeting him. 

CAROL:  He was grounded in tradition, the tradi-

tion of the Southern Christian, but he was also was an extra-

ordinary genius.  Quite different from anything else,  you 

could find in the South.  It's sort of like, you know, it's Jesus,

Coca-cola, and  Howard Finster.  
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 Louis     He was a spectacular artist. He was a 

man that the art came from a visceral raw edgy part of his 

life. It came from the rough edges of living in the backwoods

of Georgia from teaching and preaching the word of god as 

he perceived it.

Carol:  The most common fault, I think, about people look-

ing at his art is they fail to read what he has written on it.  

And if you will read it, sometimes it takes a, you know, 

magnifying lens, you'll find more to appreciate.

ART INSPIRED BY GOD IS NOTHING NEW. 

CAROL CROWN:  I think you could go back to 

Plato and find the same kind of concept.  That art is made 

through the inspiration of God.  
AND THE SOUTH HAS ALWAYS HELD THE BIBLE 

HIGH AND THE LORD CLOSE TO ITS SOUL.  WHEN 

ASK ABOUT RELIGION IN THE SOUTH, WILLIAM 

FAULKNER REPLIED- ITS JUST THERE.  

Carol Crown

You know, there's—there is a church on a—almost every 

corner here.  [Laughter]  Um, and people do grow up know-

ing those stories, So I think religion is a kind of bond, a kind 

of factor that you have to consider when it comes to creativi-

ty in the South.
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THE DEEP CURRENTS OF GOD AND RACE RUN 

THROUGH MUCH OF THE SOUTH’S SELF TAUGHT 

ART.  AND MANY OF THE ARTISTS ARE  DRIVEN BY

VISIONS,  EVEN COMPELLED BY THE VOICE OF 

GOD.   AND HOWARD FINSTER WAS NO EXCEP-

TION.

FINSTER:  The bible says young people should have dreams

and visions and then in the last days old men should have vi-

sions and dreams and I’m one who had it come to pass at 

both ends of the line.  So its the bible fulfilling.  

CAROL:   He talks about having religious visions.  

01:52:08  He talks about, you know, Elvis coming to visit 

him and see him.

Finster:  You know you can pretty well tell when somebody 

walks up behind you, you can just feel it. And that’s what 

happened,  he walked up behind me. 

Finster: And I happened to think, that’s Elvis Presley. I’ve 

gotta say something’, what am I gonna say, and I said how 

about stayin’ awhile with us

Finster:  He said to tell me he was real busy. Too busy to 

come to this place. And uh, so I began after that then I began

to try to think of something to say to him. And I’ve always 

liked Elvis, I thought he was one of the best singers I’d ever 

heard, he just didn’t sing enough of the right kind of songs
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01:51:25 CAROL CROWN:   He's not a crazy.  Or if he is, 

he's the best crazy I've ever known.  Maybe this thing he' 

standing at, um, the border between both worlds.   

 02:33:34:10 Louis A:  There is a very thin line between ge-

nius and between the mad man, between the person who can 

create the most incredible images of his life experience. The 

same way you might define Picasso or Van Gogh,

RECOGNITION OF THE SELF TAUGHT SOUTHERN  

ARTIST BY THE MAIN STREAM  HAS BEEN A LONG 

TIME COMING.   THE FIRST TIME THE ART WORLD 

TOOK NOTICE WAS IN 1937. 

Carol: William Edmundson, son of our Tennessee 

artists was shown at the Museum of Modern Art.  He 

was the first black man, the first self taught artist to 

have his works there 

Edit out 02:36:35:01 Lois:  He was selected to be exhibited at the 

Museum of Modern Art in 1938 and wasn’t even allowed to 

go to his opening. 
CAROL :  Another artist that they exhibited in new york was

Bill Traylor  Edmondson and Traylor are like the creme de 

la creme they are extraordinary artists. 
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BUT INTEREST IN THE SOUTHERN SELF TAUGHT 

ARTIST DIED OFF WITH THE ONSET OF WWII AND 

IT WASN’T UNTIL THE 1980’S  THAT THE ART 

WORLD WOULD TAKE ANOTHER LOOK.   In 1982, 

THE CORCORAN GALLEY, IN WASHINGTON DC  

LAUNCHED  THE MONUMENTAL BLACK FOLK ART 

IN  AMERICA  EXHIBIT AND WITH IT A RENEWED 

INTEREST IN THE SOUTHERN SELF TAUGHT ARTIST

WAS IGNITED.   

HEDGES:04:47:27   The thing that turned people on, turned 

contemporary artists on to the artwork was that it was origi-

nal, it was full of emotion, it was inspirational
02:31:15:08 Lois:  It has influenced modern art probably 

more than anything else has.  It’s part of the confluence of 

the streams that come together to create modern art. 

IT TOOK FIVE DECADES FOR THE ART WORLD TO 

CATCH ON TO THE GENIUS OF THORTON DAIL, 

HOWARD FINSTER, BESSEY HARVEY, PURVIS 

YOUNG AND THE LIKE.  AND ALL THE WHILE  

THESE ARTISTS CONTINUED TO WORK, CREATING 

MASTERPIECES OUT  OF NOTHING.
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CAROL CROWN 01:26:01  This improvisation.  Using 

what you got when you got it to make something, uh, and 

something that is creative.  I think you see that in the blues.  

I absolutely think you see it in the visual tradition of the 

South.  It binds them together.  

Lois:   Thornton [ph.] Dial he makes his world out of sticks, 

long before he started to be recognized as a great artist, he 

was working with sticks.02:41:49:26 Howard Finster was 

working with tractor paint, Homer Green was working with 

found objects in his backyard and chopping them up with a 

chainsaw and then painting them so it’s all about time and 

place for the folk artist, 

 04:59:47.  Jimmy Hedges:  Purvis, he just found paint in the

garbage can and painted with it.  It may have been old, it 

may have been bad, or whatever.  (Purvis could care less)

Lois:  It was about a time and it was about a place and it was

about what’s available, not just what could I do if I had ev-

erything because they didn’t. They had this, they had what-

ever was there in front of them.
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AND WHATEVER THEY HAD ON HAND WAS 

ENOUGH  TO CREATE.  BOTH BLACK AND WHITE, 

MEN AND WOMAN, THE SOUTHERN SELF TAUGHT  

ARTIST HAS GIVEN US  A NATIONAL TREASURE, 

WHOLLY AMERICAN AND DEEPLY SOUTHERN.   

AND IN THE END,  IT WILL BE UP TO US TO AN-

SWER THE QUESTION.  

CAROL CROWN  01:40:34  Why is any art important?  

Why look at it at all?  And I think we have to agree that it 

has to do with the human heart.  That you can look and un-

derstand, uh, perceive what have value and merit to others, 

and maybe to learn from those experiences

 01:41:04  CAROL CROWN   When that image comes and 

you're looking at it, your heart gets lifted up.  Your mind is 

expanded. And that's why we look at art, to learn from the 

past and enjoy it.
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03:08:39:15  LOIS: It’s so much a part of the mainstream of 

America, what we are of the guttural desire to be all that we 

can be, no matter where we get it, where it comes from, 

whether it comes from the earth or a junkyard or from tractor

paint that you dipped your finger in and see god in.n     

03:09:13:24 It tells you about life as it is in the real world 

and folk art is as real as any art ever is, ever will be, or will 

ever become.

Harvey:  We come to the world we her but a short while and 

then we go. 
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