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‘Painting What Is There’
Joan Brownstein on The Art in Folk Art

Joan Brownstein shows John Fiske how to look at American folk art.

Joan Brownstein in her studio.

“Joan, you said that a folk artist painted what he knew was there, not the experience of seeing it. I think I see what you mean,
but…”

“Yes,” Joan explained, “let’s go back to the old art school analogy: look along a railroad, and you see the tracks coming together
at a point in the distance, even though you know they’re parallel all the way and never meet. Which do you paint, what you know
or what you see? The academic artist reproduces the process of seeing, the folk artist is more likely to paint what he or she knows
is there.”
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Pair of portraits by an unidentified artist, dated 1822 in pencil, in original grain-painted frames. The man holds a set-square, the
woman a book. Joan R. Brownstein, American Folk Paintings. Exhibited at the Museum of Early American Folk Art, NYC,
Collector’s Choice, 1969, Eckley Collection.

The artist and the painting
Joan Brownstein is a leading dealer in folk art, particularly in American folk portraits. She is also an abstract artist, and we began
our conversation in her studio because she believes that being an artist herself enables her to see more clearly what folk artists 
were doing when they painted. 
“I can’t paint as much as I used to,” she told me. “I need to focus on it almost to the exclusion of anything else, and being a dealer
doesn’t allow me to do that. I am, though, definitely an artist who deals in folk art, not an art dealer who paints.”
Joan told me that she used to be a landscape painter, and that her graduate thesis was on atmospheric space in early landscape
painting. 
“There’s a bit of a paradox here,” she laughed, “because the one thing you will never find in folk art is atmospheric space!” 
“Painting abstract compositions, however,” she explained, “does help me see folk art as a visual construct; that is, as a work
whose meaning is right there within the frame, and does not depend upon the process of how we see whatever it is we are
painting.”
“I’m also an art historian,” Joan continued, “and this helps me see folk art in the context of more academic art, and not see it as a
thing apart. Folk art is, after all, art as well as folk.” 
Joan wanted to make clear to me that she also approached folk art from a more cultural direction. 
“I think that most of what I know about history, especially social history, comes from the study of art,” she said. “Who were these
folk artists, what background or training did they have, who were their customers? What economic, social and political factors
were at play in their work? We certainly mustn’t forget this angle, even though right now we’re talking about the art of folk art.”
Some art historians believe that lack of contact with European art allowed, or even forced, American folk artists to re-invent what
would otherwise have been standard teachings, but Joan believes there’s a better explanation than that. The American experience,
she told me, created a need to firmly define the physical world in the face of so much that was new, unexplored and undefined.
Ultimately, she thought, both factors probably played a role in the development of American painting, which is distinctly
different from European, particularly in the period we’re talking about here, which stretches from the last quarter of the eighteenth
century to the popularization of photography in the mid-nineteenth.
All American artists, but especially folk artists, wanted to record what was in front of them as clearly and correctly as they were
able. So we get back to the point that folk artists wanted to paint what is there, rather than to recreate what can be seen.
Joan paused here, and suggested that we move to the spacious living room. We sank into a deep leather couch in front of a
“designer” glass and chrome coffee table. 
Joan, and her husband, Peter Eaton, who deals in early American furniture, had designed their ultra-modern home to be a neutral
space within which their collections could be free to speak for themselves. Pieces of antique Chinese furniture, pottery and glass 
surrounded us. A pair of American folk portraits hung on the wall behind us; on the table in front of the couch were piles of art 
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books and photographs of folk portraits that Joan owned or had recently sold. 
“Let’s look at some paintings,” Joan said, “and I’ll try to show you what’s actually involved in painting what you know is there.”

An exceptional example from a rare group or portraits of women in 
white dresses by Ammi Phillips. This well planned composition 
shows a young woman seated in a paint-decorated chair, her arm 

resting on a piece of classical furniture with a mahogany 
cross-banded top edge and a pendant ring, foliate-backed brass 
drawer pull. Identical elaborately lace-trimmed dresses with tied 
sleeves and either red or pink shawls are seen on other women in 
this group. Pearly tones and delicate drawing are here combined 

with the incisive character portrayal seen in PhilipsÕ best work. In
its original gilded, leaf-and-berry decorated, and labeled frame. New 

York State, 1823 or1824. Private Collection.

Is light there?
“Take light,” Joan said, “is light there or not?” In a concrete sense it obviously isn’t but it affects how we see what is there. 
“A folk artist would never paint that,” Joan said as she opened a book on geometric abstract art and pointed to a vertical cylinder,
one side of which was bathed in light while the other was in deep shadow, causing it to merge with its dark background, thus
making it appear three-dimensional. “The folk artist would know that that cylinder was the same color all over, and that’s how he
or she would paint it, ignoring its change in value (light/dark factor). Folk artists know that there are shadows, but each shadow is
often painted as concrete, defined by lines, almost as an object in itself – there is usually no gradual merging of light into
darkness.”
The Hathaway painting of the boy (p. 22) is interesting in that it follows an English academic formula - the painted oval spandrel
format. Hathaway tries to use shadows in the face, but they are exaggerated and don’t follow its form appropriately, nor do they
have a directional light source. Look at the shadow around the figure – it surrounds the boy, but it’s unrealistic as a shadow.
Folk art doesn’t reproduce texture well, she explained, because texture is an appearance created by the play of light on a surface.
Equally, highlights are not well understood and are seldom used, nor is reflected light. All this means that folk art does not create
three-dimensional volumes in space, because that would involve accepting that light falling on an object changes its basic
appearance, making some parts appear different from others. Painting light involves painting what you see rather than what’s
there. 
“This is the result of the artist’s choice, a decision made,” Joan looked up at me, “not of his presumed lack of ability, or naivety.”
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The Thayer sisters, Mary (left) and Eliza Anne (right), in their Westfield, MA, home in 1847 by Joseph Whiting Stock. Now in 
the Westfield Atheneum. Exhibited: Joseph Whiting Stock, 1815-1855, Smith College Museum of Art, 1977. Published: 
Joseph Whiting Stock, 1815-1855, Smith College Museum of Art, 1977, by Juliette Tomlinson, pp. 24 and 43; and The 
Paintings and Journals of Joseph Whiting Stock, Juliette Tomlinson (ed.) 1976, p. II:22.

Lines and light
There is a book Joan told me of that explained different approaches to painting. It was Heinrich Wolfflin’s Principals of Art
History, which was published in 1922. It had helped her understand American folk art better than anything published since and is
still used in most college art history programs.
In it, Wolfflin sets out a number of fundamental choices that painters make. One is the choice between being linear and being
painterly. The way Joan explained it, it seems as though this was perhaps the most important to understand for folk art. Folk 
artists generally choose linear. Edges are paramount, and forms are often outlined. Painterly art de-emphasizes edges, letting them 
merge into each other, so that lines are less apparent and less continuous. This means that light plays a far more important role.
“Look at these hands,” Joan walked over to the portraits, by an unidentified artist, that were hanging on the wall behind us (p.
24). “Hands are notoriously difficult to paint, but what counts for this artist are the lines between the fingers, and the lines around
the woman’s fingernails. Look at this shadow of the man’s fingers on the set-square – it’s almost a flat object, separate from the
fingers. It’s like the shadow around Hathaway’s boy. There’s no merging of light through to dark; that’s linear, definitely not
painterly.”
Lines are incredibly important in folk painting, and the best artists can do wonderful things with them. Look at Ammi Philips’
portrait of the woman in a black dress (p. 25), and follow his long, curving line running around the edge of her bonnet, along the
edge of her organdy collar, and defining the shape of her sleeve, her waist, and the curve of her skirt. “What a wonderful line,” she
enthused.
Lines separate the various objects or elements in the painting, so that each has its own form. Elements on both sides of a line are
equally defined by it. Look at the background behind the woman’s head in this portrait. It forms two negative spaces, one in each
top corner. Each is a visually interesting shape in its own right, and is defined by the lines that separate it from her head and
shoulders. These negative spaces fully occupy the two upper corners of the painting, they’re not just a featureless background.
That’s what lines do. 
Color works in the same way as lines. Look at the pink shawl in Ammi Phillips’ portrait of the lady in the white dress (p. 25). If
Phillips had chosen to be painterly here, he would have shown a faint pink reflection from the shawl onto the dress, because that
was the effect of light that he would have seen. He knew, though, that the shawl and the dress were separate elements with a line
between them – one was pink and one was white, so that’s what he painted.
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An unusual and highly stylized pair of pastel, charcoal and watercolor portraits of ÒMr. and Mrs. Broadhill of Chestnut StreetÓ
(Philadelphia.) The pictures resemble smaller-scale profile portraits and are primarily conceived as black and white images, like 
silhouettes, though color is used sparingly in the faces and quite dramatically in the womanÕs striped dress. Paper on original
canvas mounts with the sittersÕ names and address inscribed on the back of one. 19 Ó x 23 Ó framed. Joan R. Brownstein,
American Folk Paintings.

 

Planes and depth
Another choice the painter has to make, Joan continued, is that between what Wolfflin calls painting that is planar in character
and painting that depends on spatial recession.
“Planar?” I asked, baffled by the word. 
“Yes,” Joan said. “Folk art arranges objects on parallel planes (or often only one plane), one behind the other, the primary plane
and then the secondary plane, parallel to it and only just behind it. The planes of the main subject matter and of the background are
close together. That’s planar painting.” 
Depth is something that we perceive in painting, rather than something concrete that is there. Spatial recession is a continuum of
depth from foreground to background that visually draws the viewer into the painting. There’s nothing continuous between the
planes of folk art, so we are not drawn into it, but stand back and observe what’s there.
“I showed you some of my abstract paintings,” Joan reminded me. “They’re planar in a way: they are layered. I paint one layer,
then another over it, then I take some of the second layer off to reveal what is underneath, it’s about covering and revealing, layer
after layer after layer. It’s a visual construct of different layers, different planes, but in my paintings some of the layers merge with
others, creating a more continuous experience of spatial depth. That’s different from how one sees folk art, as a visual construct of
separate and shallow planes.”
One consequence for the folk artist of choosing planar painting is that the compositional forms that are available are ones that are
built on vertical and horizontal lines, or circular forms, because these elements work on a flat plane. Diagonals create perspective 
and spatial recession, they create a continuum of depth and draw you into the painting; they create the illusion of movement. Folk 
art, with its flat planes, is very fixed, very still. It invites you to observe it, not enter it.
Look at the Phillips’ lady in a white dress again. There’s a line down the center, through her face, the rose and the cuff on her left
sleeve. There’s a horizontal line through her elbow, bosom and the puffed sleeve, and there’s the small oval of her face within a
larger, less defined oval stretching from her head to her lower arm and up to the outside of her arm which rests on the Federal
server. Nothing connects the primary plane, which contains the figure, to the secondary plane of the background; there’s nothing
to pull you into the painting or to create deep space.
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Watercolor and ink portrait of two girls with a squirrel, c. 1840, 
inscribed on back of its original, mustard-painted frame, ÒPainted

by Sarah Ann Parsons, Stratford, New Hampshire.Ó It shows a
wonderful use of lines, particularly around the faces, and an 
abstracted use of shading in the folds of the dresses. Private 

collection.

Closed, unified and clear
Closed or open is another choice. Folk art is closed: it’s a self-contained entity within the frame, everything you need to see is
there. There’s a central focus to the painting, which gives it a sense that it is complete. Open-form works suggest that the
painting is an impression of a larger reality, and that important things exist outside the frame. The Impressionists often painted
in this way. Figures were painted walking out of the scene. It was like a snap- shot of real life, which is not neatly composed and
complete.
Folk art has a unified composition. There are not multiple points of interest leading the eye to different parts of the work at
different times. It is also clear: everything is presented with an equal clarity, as opposed to more academic art where there is a 
hierarchy of importance that determines where the artist places more emphasis in the picture, although some areas are painted in 
more decorative detail than others. 

The American in American folk art
Joan was very persuasive in her account of how Wolfflin’s pairs of polar opposites give us a way of looking at painting that
separates folk from academic characteristics, and that explains some of the differences that developed between the American style
and its European antecedents. 
“I think,” she said, “that Wofflin helps us recognize that the characteristics that art historians describe as particularly American
are in fact most clearly seen, and most emphasized, in American folk art.”
“So folk art is the most American art?” I asked.
“Yes,” Joan replied, “I really believe it is. Most art historians describe John Singleton Copley as the first great American painter,
especially in his works from about 1765-1774. We forget that there is a previous limner tradition (from which the folk artist
emerges), which precedes him and with which he shares many characteristics and attitudes.”
I began to gather up my notes, thinking that Joan had reached a very neat summary and completion of the points she had been
making, but she hadn’t. 
“I have a tendency to argue any point, even if I’m the one who made it,” she grinned at me, “and as helpful as Wolfflin is, it’s
tempting to use him to make distinctions that are finally too neat and tidy, too simple.”
“Look at Ammi Philips,” she continued, “or Joseph Whiting Stock, two of our great folk portrait painters. They don’t just make
‘either/or’ choices in their paintings.” 
Joan pointed to the pair of portraits of the Thayer sisters by Stock (below). 
“Like Philips,” she said, “Stock often painted faces that were close to painterly portraiture – there’s some depth and shading in
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them, some rounding of forms. There’s even a faint play of light – see the shadow under Eliza Ann’s jaw? It’s almost merged the
outline into a continuum of light and shade. It’s getting close to representing how we would see the sisters if we were in the room
with them. The bodies and the furniture – they’re more folky, flatter, reduced to linear constructions.”
“Then look at the landscapes through the windows,” she told me. “They’re on a third plane, behind the secondary plane of the
drapes, the wall and the window. They’re not flat, however, not perfectly planar. There are diagonals at work in them, creating the
illusion of a spatial recession toward the far horizon. There’s still nothing connecting the three planes of the painting to each
other, but the third plane gives some illusion of depth within itself. These paintings are not either linear or painterly, they’re not
either planar or of recessive depth, but they move between the two as Stock wants them to.”

Boy with a fife. A rare example of the work of Rufus Hathaway, 
painted in Massachusetts during the 1790s. Private Collection. 

The art of folk art
The point she really wanted to make, Joan emphasized to me, was that we need to think about folk art as determined by choices and
not only by ability, or rather the lack of it, and certainly not exclusively so. Folk art isn’t what it is because the artists lacked the
ability to make it something else, something that an academic critic might say is “better.” 
“Knowing how artists work,” she said, “I’m quite sure that artists like Philips and Stock were quite comfortable choosing to paint
faces in a more painterly fashion, and bodies and other elements in a more linear, folky manner.” 
“I like approaching folk art from the position of an artist, and from that of an art historian,” said Joan, “because it helps me to
understand folk art through the process of painting, the choices that the artist made as he or she created the work. I don’t agree
with the approach that sees folk art purely as ‘charmingly naïve,’ as though the artist unselfconsciously produced something that
reflected his lack of training, his lack of sophistication or his limited talent. That really doesn’t advance our understanding at all.”
Joan leaned back into the depths of the couch. 
“It’s the choices that painters made that matter, they come before talent or skill, and they are what have made American folk art
what it is,” she said. “The choices they made have resulted in an American folk art that is linear, planar, of closed form, unified in
composition and clearly defined. It’s an art that focuses on the subject rather than on the way that we see it; it is defined by its
different approaches and intentions, it’s not deficient because of what it doesn’t do, but more dynamic for the clarity of its
vision!”
This time I did gather up my notes and my recorder. Joan had made her point as succinctly and clearly as any interviewer could 
hope for. 


