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Trio mark birthday
with a new gallery
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Folk art’s stm

I Dealer Robert Young explains
its genuine, honest charm

“ONE of America’s pre-
eminent specialists told me
many years ago “folk art
should draw you in and solicit
a desire to touch it. Great
folk art will also make you
smile’. Many years later, |

still haven't really found any
better definition.”

Robert Young has struggled for years
to put into words what attracts him to
the particular mélange of folk art and
vernacular furniture for which he and
his wife Josayne have become so well
known over the past 30 years, both in
dealing and in designing interiors.

As he says, there is no definitive
reference book for folk art, no chronology
of style or development, and there are
also no specific markers of quality: “In
some cases the wholesale disregard of
perspective, construction or composition
can be the vital and magical ingredient ”

But most of us have seen examples of
the sort of derivative or imitative pieces
which are “immediately conspicuous for
a clumsy “faux primitive’ quality”, and
Robert laments how such pieces have
stained the genre of folk art.

But @enuine, honest pieces, those with
that extra something, can truly hold their
own. In a nutshell, the Youngs look for
“extraordinary pieces with individuality
and integrity”.

“They need to be confidently and
unself-consciously executed,” says
Robert. “They must reflect the hand of
the individual who created them. They
are best left alone, proudly bearing their
scars and bruises and not sanitised by
cleaning or clumsy restoration. So these
qualities are uniquely subjective and

almost entirely visual. If you find pieces
that satisfy most of these criteria and add
in a touch of sound provenance you have
the ground rules.”

With the lack of established guidelines
in this market for “good, better, best”,
Robert offers this advice for those
starting out collecting folk art: “Tread
boldly... driven primarily by an enthusiasm
and sensitivity for the works that attract
you. The only equipment you need is an
‘eye’ and the confidence to back it.”

Context also plays a significant role

“They are best left alone,
proudly bearing their
scars and bruises and not
sanitised by cleaning or
clumsy restoration”
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Above: a .1850 English folk art sculpture of a
pug dog, in hand-carved wood with much of the
original painted surface, 8in (20cm) high, £2500
from Robert Young.

Left: an early ‘lobster pot’ form child’s high chair,
British, probably Welsh, ¢.1760, in solid ash and
elm with traces of the original painted surface, 2ft
10in (86¢m) tall, £7500 from Robert Young.

in how we see these objects. An ancient
weathervane sitting in a farmyard or atop
a barn may go unnoticed by most of us,
but when taken and hung indoors so that
its silhouette, scale and weathered surface
are suddenly emphasised, it becomes a
sculptural object that might as easily have
been produced by an avant garde artist
of the early 20th century and is equally
at home among contemporary art or
vernacular furniture of the same period.
This is certainly a field that you either
get or you don't — in Robert's words,
it’s all about response — and indeed it
is sometimes tarred with the ‘shabby
chic’ brush. To understand what Robert
is on about you must really pay a trip to
Battersea (or at least to his website) for
his 14th annual exhibition of antique
folk art, which opens on Thursday, May
9 at 11am and runs until May 18 at 68
Battersea Bridge Road. As has been
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Right: this English
naive school
depiction of a

Bird's Eye View of
the Market Street
Wymondham and
its Vicinity, complete
with the bird whose
eyes we are seeing
through, embodies
the sort of raw charm
that folk art dealer
Rabert Young seeks
out. The ¢.1850,
20in x 2ft 2in (51 x
65cm) framed oil on
panel was formerly
in a London private
collection of folk
art, was illustrated
in James Ayres’
book £nglish Naive
Painting 1750-1900
and is now priced at
£18,000 in Robert's
annual exhibition.

normal for the past few years, works are and a Georgian nest of seed drawers, chosen for their sculptural appeal, of nine C— - - -
available for sale now on receipt of the still with its original ‘sugar bag blue” unusual Northern European washboards — — . -
catalogue, before the show itself opens. paint, sit alongside such folk art staples and five 19th century sheep bells from - - . —
Included are 80 pieces of furniture, as weathervanes, decoy birds, naive the West Country which, hung en masse, . - s
paintings and objects ranging in price portraits and love tokens, both British would no doubt make a graphic display. B o bme ' o

from £850 to £28,000. Large pieces and continental. Such kooky selections are very much the - . -

such as trestle tables, stick-back chairs There are also a couple of groups, Robert Young way. . . — -
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