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REBECCA WALLERSTEINER speaks to Robert Young, who believes
that “folk art is simply our native art, the fruit of human creativity”

WHEN | ARRIVE to
interview folk art dealer
Robert Young, he greets me
warmly and offers me tea. A
delicate blend is served in
hand-painted teacups and
two hours then flash past as
Robert shares his passion
for folk art with me in what
must surely be the cosiest
gallery in London. Sinking
into a comfortable chair and
sipping tea, being surrounded
by walls painted in bright

primal colours encourages
one to regress to childhood. “Part of folk art’s allure is that
it appeals to the child in us,” agrees Robert, as | admire a
whimsical wooden rocking horse and decoy ducks.

Robert goes on to tell me that he became

interested in antiques as a schoolboy and his first
purchase was a sculptural-looking dugout chair which
he saw in a shop window. This was the beginning of
his lifelong love affair with folk art. He was just 22
when he started dealing and during the past 40 years
he has done much to raise its profile and increase its
popularity. Robert has a particular love of weathered
wooden pieces such as Welsh love spoons, trade signs,
toys and painted furniture, which were often made as
gifts, or simple tokens of love. “We spend much time
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looking for unusual, individual, beautifully made pieces
that capture our imagination,” Robert says, “and it is the
imperfections that make something sexy.”

In 1978, Robert founded Robert Young Antiques
in Battersea with his French wife Josyane, who shares
his passion. They both love the area for its little shops
and businesses and the nearby river. Staying put for
so0 long helped their business to grow thanks to clients
who like to return to a familiar place and develop their
collections over decades. “Even in the early years we
always looked for original pieces, with quality, detail and
patinated surfaces caused by the passing of time, and
most importantly, soul,” explains Robert, who trained at
Sotheby’s and La Sorbonne. In their cracks and marks,
these pieces embody the history of how they were
used. “When we began dealing in the 70s, there was
little demand for rustic art and painted furniture and
we toured the country looking for unusual, well-made
pieces.” At that time, some dealers and collectors felt
that folk art was not refined enough for the major fairs
but this has now changed with pieces often selling for
several thousands of pounds at art and antique fairs, like
Chelsea’s prestigious Masterpiece London, held in the
grounds of the Royal Hospital.

“One of our highlights at Masterpiece this year
is a hand-carved Noah’s Ark, with a complete set of
pairs of miniature carved wooden animals. Part of the
timeless appeal of this Ark is the evidence of the years of
enjoyment it has evidently given.” Its original paintwork
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