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R E M E M B E R I N G  M A R G A R E T  Z U E H L K E  R O B S O N 

It is impossible to predict what someone will hold close to their heart — why some things become 

cherished as others recede from view. Filtered through a kaleidoscope of perspective, experience, 

emotion, intention, spirituality, and psyche, every object becomes a puzzle piece to a mottled 

inner existence, with one foot in the world of the maker, another in the world of the person who 

later valued and saved it, and the nexus of that creative force sometimes offering a more pro-

found understanding when considered together. Therein lies the mystery and surprise of the 

collector’s vision. 

My mother, Margaret Elizabeth Zuehlke, was full of surprises, as a person and eventual collec-

tor. Born in 1932, she grew up in rural Minnesota in the 1930s and 1940s, during the lean years of 

the Great Depression. Her divorced mother taught piano to provide for Margaret and her three 

older siblings (Fig. 1). They weren’t poor, but they lived close enough to the poverty line to know 

want. As a young girl, Margaret survived on licorice gum and Shirley Temple movies (Fig. 2).
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Catholicism and small-town mores shaped her formative years, providing a potent under

pinning of stricture, superstition, and shame. A single-parent household in that era was often 

viewed with pity and judgment. This hardscrabble upbringing in Faribault — just south of  

Minneapolis — where she and her siblings shucked corn for extra money and Margaret later 

worked at a canning company, didn’t expose her to much beyond what she might have learned  

in school or seen at the local movie theater. As a regular churchgoer and a product of Catholic 

schools, it seems likely that Margaret’s exposure to arts and culture was limited to the religious 

art and iconography she encountered. She was hardly primed to become an art collector (Fig. 3).

Margaret did collect people. All stripes. This theme infused her life. Her world would expand 

dramatically in the decades ahead, but she steadfastly remained as conversant with blue-collar 

tradesmen as with heads of state. Early on, she harnessed an ability to connect with people at 

any station in life. She took a genuine interest in everyone. She asked questions. She had real 

affection and respect for the tradesmen and service providers in her life, often giving them 

endearing sobriquets such as “Art the Carpenter” or “Polly the Faux Painter.” Their craftsman-

ship grew important to her. The world she sought to inhabit placed high value on personal 

creativity, often rooted in frugality but never lacking flair, and on people who were adept  

at using tools and materials close at hand rather than purchased. Process, as well as product, 

mattered.

“Margie,” as some called her, majored in business and economics, graduating from the 

University of Minnesota in 1954. Afterward, she relocated to Chicago, where she began a successful 

and somewhat trailblazing career in banking. She was one of the early women executives in 

a prefeminist society, holding what the Chicago Daily Tribune called, in a 1958 article about her, 

“a ‘man’s’ job”; the Chicago Sun-Times later featured a piece as well (Fig. 4).1 These years before 

Fig. 1. Margaret with her siblings, 
Faribault, Minnesota, ca. 1930s; 
left to right: Mary, Margaret, Jim, 
and Tom Zuehlke Fig. 2. Margaret 
(right) and her childhood best 
friend playing dress-up in Margaret’s 
grandmother’s wedding gown, 
late 1930s Fig. 3. Margaret, gradu-
ation day, Faribault High School, 
Minnesota, 1950 Fig. 4. Chicago 
Sun-Times article highlighting 
Margaret as a woman entering 
the male-dominated profession 
of banking, February 7, 1959. 
Photos by Jack Lenahan
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she met my father are little known to me. They were, however, punctuated with secrets, loss, 

and grief — themes that would shadow-shape Margaret’s outlook on life. I discovered, only after  

my mother died, that she had put her first child up for adoption before she married my father. 

Three decades later, she would lose a second to an accidental overdose. A third child would come 

out as gay, which produced in my mother an attendant loss of expectations. What became a prom-

inent, conventional existence on the surface often shielded complexities that later inspired 

deeper interpretations.

The presidential nomination of John Fitzgerald Kennedy captivated Margaret, whose enthusi-

asm and organizational acumen were quickly noticed — certainly by Sargent Shriver, who became 

a personal friend and tapped her to run a key district in the campaign. My mother left her banking 

career to join “Operation Kennedy” in 1960, serving as executive director of Citizens for Kennedy- 

Johnson. She interacted with Kennedy and his family firsthand, including JFK’s sister Eunice, who 

had married Shriver in 1953. Margaret was with them all in Hyannis Port on election night (Fig. 5).

Less than a month after Kennedy was elected this country’s first Catholic president, Margaret 

Zuehlke married my father, John Edwin Robson (Fig. 6). They had met two years earlier when residing 

in the same Chicago apartment building. As the story goes, my father made frequent pretense  

of bumming household goods like salt and sugar from Margaret and her roommates — until my 

mother suggested he summon the courage to ask one of them out. Margaret’s connection to 

Shriver, who kick-started the Peace Corps in 1961 and ran on the Democratic ticket as the vice 

presidential candidate in 1972, lasted several years into her marriage. Their correspondence reveals 

her efforts to help him get the Peace Corps off the ground, including recommending personnel 

and organizing conferences. Their affiliation tailed off over time, but the impact of these forma-

tive experiences remained a lasting source of self-confidence for Margaret.
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M A R R I A G E

I don’t know how my mother felt about giving up her professional identity for marriage and 

motherhood, not to mention the constraints those roles entailed in the 1960s. I do know she 

threw herself into these new responsibilities with gusto and excelled in the details of domestic 

life. My brother, Matthew, was born in 1962; I followed in 1965. My father, a Yale-educated, 

Harvard-trained lawyer and nonpracticing Jew from the Chicago suburbs, bore the burdens  

of a young attorney with ambitions. He busted his backside while my mother took the reins  

at home, raising the children and managing the household. Whatever career aspirations  

she harbored were set aside. She never returned to full-time employment, and domesticity 

became her default creative outlet (Fig. 7).

In 1966, my father’s decision to leave his law firm and take a post in the Lyndon B. Johnson 

administration set their lives on a new trajectory. It was the first of several government positions 

he would hold, the subsequent posts all served under Republican presidents (Fig. 8). Between 

Washington stints, my father worked variously as a lawyer, business executive, and academic, 

oscillating between the private and public sectors for decades. Our family moved frequently between 

Washington, DC, and Chicago, living also in Atlanta, San Francisco, Santa Fe, and finally back in 

Chicago, where my mother spent the final two years of her life.

How did art fit into this itinerant equation? It had unassuming beginnings. John and Margaret 

revered the American democratic experiment. Every Fourth of July, my father read the Declaration 

of Independence aloud at the breakfast table to whoever was present. They had come of age in  

the 1950s, when the United States emerged from World War II as the preeminent economic and 

military superpower. The country had a new self-confidence and far-reaching optimism. In the art 

Fig. 5. Margaret talking with  
John F. Kennedy on election night, 
Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, 
November 8, 1960  Fig. 6. Margaret 
and John Robson on their wedding 
day, Chicago, 1960  Fig. 7. Robson 
family, late 1960s; from left: 
Matthew, Margaret, John, and 
Douglas  Fig. 8. Surrounded by  
his family, John Robson (center)  
is sworn in as chairman of the Civil 
Aeronautics Board by Supreme 
Court Associate Justice William H. 
Rehnquist for President Gerald R. 
Ford (far right), at the White 
House, April 1975
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world, New York asserted its growing prominence with the rise of abstract expressionism, as artists 

Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, Mark Rothko, and others tilted attention away from Paris.

Those artists were too avant-garde for my parents’ taste — and frankly out of their price range. 

By inclination or circumstance, their early collecting telegraphed patriotism, and veered toward 

the folksy and accessible (CAT. 1). In those early days, my father played a substantial role in their 

collaboration. The antiques and Americana they used to furnish their home reflected the almost 

preordained, white-shoe environment in which they lived. This gradual amalgamation of hand-

made objects and antiques mirrored my parents’ lives and characters. They were predictable people 

with midwestern roots that appreciated the enduring form and function of everything from a rusted 

weathervane to fly-fishing rods and reels (accumulated from another shared endeavor). Reflecting 

on it now, I wonder if discovering art together served an unspoken and subconscious purpose during 

their forty-year marriage: it helped transcend their political, religious, and socioeconomic differences, 

providing an emotional bridge that preserved their independence.

A seminal, early influence on my mother was a DC socialite named Martha Bartlett, wife of 

Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist Charles L. Bartlett.2 The couple’s claim to fame was introducing 

John F. Kennedy to Jacqueline Bouvier — though it was Martha who had first made Bouvier’s acquain-

tance. Raven-haired and covered in freckles, Martha was the epitome of preppy. The Bartletts lived 

nearby, and Martha decided to take my mother, a Washington neophyte, under her wing to help 

her navigate life “inside the Beltway.” This education ranged from dinner party tips to decorating 

advice to social networking. I believe this association solidified my mother’s interest in American 

antiques, which dovetailed with the burgeoning patriotism in the Robson household.

The 1960s and 1970s likewise coincided with my mother’s on-the-job training as a hostess 

for the insiders with whom my parents began to fraternize. During these and later Washington 
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iterations, my mother threw elaborate, largely home-cooked dinner parties for top journalists 

and elected officials, vice presidents, Supreme Court justices, the head of the Federal Reserve, 

and many others.

In the holiday season, Margaret transformed our kitchen into a makeshift peanut brittle factory. 

She would order pounds of raw peanuts, large bags of sugar, and other ingredients, followed by 

a monthlong process from Thanksgiving to Christmas, during which my mother slathered the 

fragrant, sticky substance across the kitchen counters to cool. The result was a homemade treat 

that she mailed or delivered to friends and dignitaries around the world, including President Johnson. 

The whole process was ambitious, industrious, and disruptive, which presaged the same leanings 

that drove her collecting.

As she melded into the milieu of high society, Margaret never shed the small-town sensibility 

that grounded her character (Fig. 9). She developed her own kind of sophistication, one that would 

blend urbanity with commonsense pragmatism. Her well-regarded dinner parties were hands-on: 

she cracked and roasted the nuts, shopped for the delicacies, set the tables, and picked and arranged 

the flowers. A true midwesterner, she pulled off corn husks herself, as she had as a child. With increasing 

skill as the years went on, she could pull off one hell of a dinner party (Fig. 10).3

E A R L Y  C O L L E C T I N G

My childhood memories of art collecting were of parent-only excursions to go “antiquing” in the 

mid-1970s, when we lived in Chicago. Antiquing was becoming more mainstream at this time; 

my parents took road trips to rural Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Indiana. Dressed in blue 

jeans and flannel shirts (or something equally comfortable and utilitarian), my parents would 

gleefully stake out small-town shops or roadside stands. The objects they returned with —  

Fig. 9. Margaret Robson (right), 
early 1970s  Fig. 10. Margaret 
Robson featured in “How to 
Throw a Party That Works,” 
Chicago Magazine, December 1980 
Fig. 11. The Robson home in Santa 
Fe, New Mexico, 2011, showing 
artworks, including Stephan W. 
Polaha’s carved wooden eagle 
(CAT. 4) and Elijah Pierce’s 
Elephant (CAT. 42), on the table in 
the foreground Fig. 12. Margaret 
with cast-iron eagle sculpture 
(CATS. 2, 3) in Chicago, 2013
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furniture, quilts, weathervanes — slowly populated the living room and common areas of our 

home, offsetting the staid chintz slipcovers and curtains with character and color. 

These missions remained regular events during turns in Washington and elsewhere as well. 

Happenstance discoveries and an eclectic aesthetic, shaped in large part by those early forays 

into small-town America, persisted and came to define my mother’s collection, from a pair of 

large cast-iron eagles from the White Eagle Oil Company to Stephan W. Polaha’s carved wooden 

figures, to walking-stick snakes and more (Figs. 11, 12; CATS. 2–4).

Yet gradually, their collecting expressed something else, something multidimensional and 

primal. It reflected a more informed and complex understanding of the society in which they lived. 

It represented a comfort with their own identity as well as a subtle aversion to the parameters of 

custom and a willingness to embrace difference. They were a hard-to-categorize couple — on the 

one hand, extremely conventional, but in art, increasingly beyond definition.

It was in the late 1970s, with our lives back and forth between Chicago and Washington, when 

my parents became acquainted with Carl Hammer and his then wife, Trish.4 Hammer was dabbling 

in antiques and teaching high school in the Chicago suburbs, having not yet committed to running 

a full-time gallery. “We were exchanging ideas and the folk movement was altering,” recalls Hammer. 

“We were working from the antiques world and trying to put it into a contemporary art context.”5

As their interests expanded beyond antiques and Americana, my parents became increas-

ingly drawn to the stories of artists, as well as the expansive array of reasons they had made 

what they did. One of the first such artworks my parents acquired was by an artist who would 

enthrall them for years to come. It was around 1983 when they purchased a pencil drawing by  

Bill Traylor, which he had made in the late 1930s (CAT. 5). Traylor, who had been born enslaved in 

rural Alabama, took up drawing and painting in his late eighties, devising spare but compelling 
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narratives to tell his own story. Traylor’s intense, abstract 

configurations on discarded pieces of cardboard revealed 

both late-life industry and a unique vision that struck 

a powerful chord for my parents. Was it Traylor who  

awoke in them a critical understanding of that universal 

human impulse to transcend the limits of identity through 

creation?6 

Gradually, their art collection became a shared means  

of expression, a way both to inject beauty and pleasure into 

daily life and to live with thought-provoking and expectation- 

thwarting objects and images. Across the country, notions 

about art and artists were expanding, and as curator Leslie 

Umberger details in this volume, museums and individual 

collectors were waking up to an untapped wellspring of 

creativity that extended well beyond the mainstream.7 For 

collectors, passions were percolating, many fueled by the 

1982 exhibition at the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Black Folk Art 



25

CAT. 1.
Eddie Arning 

Untitled  

(American Flag) 
ca. 1964 

CAT. 2.

Unidentified artist 

Untitled (Cast Iron  

Eagle from White  

Eagle Oil Company)

ca. 1920

CAT. 3.

Unidentified artist 

Untitled (Cast Iron  

Eagle from White  

Eagle Oil Company)

ca. 1920

CAT. 4. 

Stephan W. Polaha 

Eagle

ca. 1975 

CAT. 5.

Bill Traylor

Untitled (Mule, Dog, and  

Scene with Chicken)

July 1939
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in America, 1930–1980, which most certainly influenced my parents. By the time our family 

relocated to Atlanta in the late 1980s, my parents — increasingly my mother on her own —  

were connecting with various “pickers,” such as Georgia-based Jimmy Allen.8

Allen turned Margaret on to the work of woodcarver Ulysses Davis. Becoming interested  

in Davis signaled another early inflection point at which my mother markedly pivoted from 

decorator to connoisseur — from gravitating toward tradition-based objects to those that, 

instead, expressed highly unique visions. An African American raised in rural Georgia, Davis, 

a barber by trade, carved exquisite objects. His creations embody the storytelling atmosphere 

inherent to the southern barbershop, ranging from quotidian to wild without ever owing anyone 

an explanation. An artist like Davis, whose subjects ranged from portrait busts to phallic totems 

and beasts of lore, was a perfect bridge (CATS. 6–8). If social norms had largely scripted much of 

my mother’s life, the realm of collecting was improvisational theater, free-form and uncontained. 

“She loved the off-ness of it,” says longtime friend and interior designer Berta Shapiro (Fig. 13).9

Subsequent moves from the South back to the mid-Atlantic and then to the West Coast 

amplified my mother’s interest in the creativity she saw from region to region. She started to 

attend auctions and work regularly with galleries such as Phyllis Kind, Ricco/Maresca, and Cavin- 

Morris.10 She collected works by European artists, including the Swiss painter, writer, and musician 

Adolf Wölfli and Italian artist Carlo Zinelli, both figures in art brut, whose stories and artworks 

were compelling in equal measure (CATS. 9, 10). But it was artists from her own country that drew 

CAT. 6.

Ulysses Davis

George Washington

ca. 1940s 

CAT. 7.

Ulysses Davis

Lincoln

1940

CAT. 8.

Ulysses Davis

Where Life Comes From 

ca. 1950–90
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her in a more meaningful way. Margaret’s stalwart 

belief in liberal democracy and individuality served  

as a through line to her expanding collecting vision.  

“I think she really believed in the ideal of ‘America’ as  

an expansive and democratic place,” says Shari Cavin, 

who has run Cavin-Morris Gallery in New York with her 

husband, Randall Morris, for more than three decades. 

Cavin recalls Margaret collecting works that reflected this 

Stars and Stripes inclination, notably by Jon Serl (see 

CAT. 100), but with her own take on what that meant: 

Jon Serl was eccentric, and extremely individualistic, but 
for Margaret, this was part of a bigger idea — that unique 
and true selves were more important than adherence to 
norms or ideals. Serl said he started to paint because he 
was trying to capture a grittier American life before World 
War II. He felt that the texture of the country became 
homogenous after World War II; it was flattening out. 
His paintings were a way of honoring what American 
individuality meant, before advertising and the 
desire for possessions turned the country bland. 
He championed the underbelly of America. 
I think she picked up on that, the paradox 
of a postwar national identity that 
superficially promoted individuality but  
in reality, rarely embraced anyone that 

veered too far off the path of “normalcy.”11

While living in the Bay Area in the 1990s, 

Margaret learned about Creative Growth Art 

Center, the innovative studio for develop-

mentally disabled artists.12 She became an 

instant supporter and early collector of work 

by artists including Judith Scott, Donald 

Mitchell, and Kerry Damianakes.13 Her 

instincts were bold. “Margaret was one  
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of the first with Judith Scott’s work to say, ‘I’m buying this,’” recalls Tom di Maria, the longtime 

face of Creative Growth who now serves as its director of external relations. “Judith was barely 

a blip on the map at that time. It’s hard to remember how gutsy that was.”14 

Scott was afflicted by the genetic disorder Down syndrome; this, in addition to being deaf, 

severely limited her means for language or other modes of communication. The environment  

at Creative Growth allowed Scott to defy these constraints. She spent her days making three- 

dimensional pieces, layers of wrapped, multicolored fibers that both shrouded and teased objects 

trapped inside. Scott’s mental isolation made her flowing abstractions all the more complex, 

confounding, and, to many, utterly dismissible. Her sculptures prompted profound questions 

about the meaning of art, the role of the maker’s identity and intentions, and, ultimately, the 

human need to communicate by any means possible. My mother was instantly riveted by Scott 

and her creative drive — sensing, decades before many others did, the importance of this artist, 

who challenged every possible convention for contemporary art.

Di Maria remembers that Margaret also championed his early efforts to position Creative 

Growth at art fairs — a tack not always met with open arms by established galleries.15 “She under-

stood that this moment [the late 1990s] was a fundamental shift in how outsider artists could be 

seen and collected,” he says. “She had a contemporary outlook. . . . [Margaret] wasn’t afraid to dive 

in with artists, either; I remember an interaction with her and Dan Miller where he was spelling 

out words and she was just fascinated. She wanted to get in there and get her hands dirty.”16 

Di Maria’s impression of Margaret was that of a woman who wasn’t captivated by “white cube” 

gallery types and felt confident taking risks without second-guessing herself.17 “It was a fun time, 

an adventure, and she didn’t need someone to tell her what was interesting,” he recalls. “She liked 

to champion the underdog. Maybe she saw herself as an underdog in relation to the art world.”18

F U L L  S T E A M  A H E A D

It was during this fin de siècle period in San Francisco that my mother demonstrated how much her 

perspective had broadened, seeing beauty even in the increasingly prevalent and poignant handmade 

signs of the homeless; it further contextualized her appreciation of the work of self-taught artists 

and spoke to her growing awareness of creativity as a powerful and ever-present force. These objects 

also resonated with her curiosity in fringe and ephemera — in this case the most utilitarian of artistic 

endeavors from people spanning the fiercely independent to those in urgent need of help: one moment 

to catch the eye, solicit aid, or trigger an ironic smile of a passerby.

Artistic expression entered Margaret’s life in unexpected ways, especially when it could illuminate 

voices that might otherwise go unheard. Social consciousness and detours from expectation became 

CAT. 9. 

Adolf Wölfli

Blatt Aus Heft #15

1917 



CAT. 10. 

Carlo Zinelli

Untitled

(recto/verso) 

September 26, 1968
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another connective arc of her collection. Long-standing friend and art lover Richard Sinkoff saw 

her character as one that ultimately dovetailed perfectly with her collecting endeavor: “She had 

a great deal of empathy for people who stood outside society.”19

Yet three decades into collecting, my mother and father didn’t think of themselves as art 

insiders, even as their collection grew. “We are not collectors,” my father is quoted as saying in 

a 1999 book describing how people live with their art. “To be a collector sounds pretentious . . . .  

These paintings are part of our life. . . . I think that it is the humor and earthiness in them that  

I like more than anything.”20

When my father died in 2002, art became my mother’s raison d’être. It focused her energies. 

It crystallized her own personal journey. She still engaged with her established social sphere, but 

like many of the artists she may have identified with, she resisted pigeonholing forces. She had 

already left her small-town upbringing for the big city. She married a Jew, despite a habituated 

sense of Catholicism. Her children challenged mainstream trajectories and her own expectations —  

from musical tastes to sexual orientation. To her credit, she attended Grateful Dead concerts and 

accompanied me to gay pride parades. She responded to her life and familial experiences — and 

grew. Outwardly, my mother developed strong but varied political affiliations at different times 

in her life, but she could be hard to pinpoint. More than anything, she was independent. Cavin, 

the gallerist, remembers this spirit in the way Margaret responded to the “extraordinary individ-

uality” of artists, “that spirit that says, ‘I must make this, I am here, this is who I am.’”21

To Margaret’s disappointment, she had no grandchildren, but compensated with a tapestry  

of relationships with younger adults and godchildren. Art became her progeny. At some point after 

my father’s death, I became aware that my mother didn’t really collect art — she cohabitated with 

it. Art was her paramour, her intimate. It provided an ongoing and vibrant conversation. “She 

often talked about how to live with the art,” says Brooke Davis Anderson, who worked closely with 

Margaret during her curatorial tenure at the American Folk Art Museum in New York.22

To wit: My mother called a carved figure by Calvin and Ruby Black by name — Gladys —  

and seemed to have a running dialogue with her (see CATS. 111, 112). A mummy-like sculpture  

by Judith Scott hung somewhat ominously in her bedroom — a circadian reminder of the secret 

value of objets trouvés (CAT. 11). She placed a weighty, outdoor-scale, limestone birdbath by 

William Edmondson in the center of her Chicago apartment, where she bestowed upon it two 

utilitarian functions: to conceal a pipe opening in the floor, and as a delicate staging ground for 

her unopened mail. An eight-foot-tall self-portrait of Howard Finster towered in the vestibule, 

like a friendly sentry (see CATS. 31, 86). She delighted in stuffing chili peppers into a carved wagon 

with mules (made by an unknown artist) as the centerpiece for her “chili pepper” dinner parties 
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in Santa Fe (CAT. 12). There was a joy and gentle irreverence in the way she employed the artworks 

that surrounded her. They were friends and family.

Ultimately my mother extended her interest in art and artists beyond collecting. She was 

a staunch advocate for the loosely defined genre encompassing folk, self-taught, and differently 

abled artists. She supported galleries, sat on museum boards, and was known for attending  

any and all lectures and symposia.23 In the last years of her life, my mother supported the 

self-taught ecosystem with gifts to museums, including the Art Institute of Chicago, the John 

Michael Kohler Arts Center in Wisconsin, and Atlanta’s High Museum of Art.24 “She was relent-

less as a patron,” remembers Anderson, who further notes that while collectors of self-taught 

art were not uncommon by the 1990s, it was rare for a patron to also realize the critical need for 

scholarship in this area — and act on it. “She had a way of community-building that almost no 

one in the outsider art world was doing.”25 

By the time my mother died, she had created in her home small tributes to artists who had 

transformed their own humble, personal surroundings into special places: a cluster of items from 

Howard Finster’s Paradise Garden; a bold mixed-media construction by Wisconsin artist Simon 

Sparrow that explodes like a glitter bomb in one’s eye; and the whimsical but irresistible pile of 

cast-iron railroad spikes — each one hand-painted with dots and tiny faces — from the Michigan 

art environment of Albert “Kid” Mertz (see CATS. 58, 87–91, 113). Margaret placed equal value  

on works by little-known artists and those who became, in the late twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries, “blue-chip” sellers, such as Chicago’s Henry Darger, and Martín Ramírez, who died 

alone in a state hospital in California. Religion and Americana remained themes that drew her, 

from Eddie Arning’s drawing Untitled (American Flag) to David Butler’s Untitled (Mary with Baby 

Jesus) (see CATS. 1, 37). Anyone opening a closet door to discover her trove would have been 

mesmerized by its eclectic depth. 

CAT. 11.

Judith Scott

Untitled

1994

CAT. 12.

Unidentified artist 

Untitled (Twenty Mule 

Team)

20th century 
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F A M I L Y  A F F A I R

In 2014, at age eighty-two, my mother died rather unexpectedly. She hadn’t formulated a specific 

plan for her now more than hundred-object collection.26 Like a newborn dropped at my door-

step, it was something I didn’t think I was prepared to nurture. Over the years, my mother had, 

of course, baited my interest by declaring (in that provocatively ironic way of hers), “Someday 

you’re going to have to deal with all this.” I wondered: Was it a puzzle she’d bequeathed to help 

me piece together her life? She had offered me little direction, either verbally or conceptually, 

about how she wanted it carried forward. Perhaps she expected it to speak for itself, to channel 

something she couldn’t fully articulate, a Judith Scott sculpture writ large. 

What could I draw upon? Beyond my mother’s influence, I trace personal art edification back 

to my undergraduate days at Yale — notably, Vincent J. Scully Jr.’s dazzling lectures that canvased 

prehistoric times to the Renaissance, and Robert Farris Thompson’s flailing “guerilla scholarship” 

orations on New York mambo (“Master T,” as we knew him), which included guest appearances 

from the likes of Keith Haring, best known for his graffiti-inspired drawings, which adorned  

New York’s subway stations in the 1980s.27 Otherwise, I formed my artistic education mostly 

by osmosis, absorbing a rudimentary foundation for collecting simply by exposure. Everything 

my mother surrounded our family with impacted me over time, from Chicago artist Joseph E. 

Yoakum’s luminous landscape drawings to the compelling root figures Bessie Harvey made in  

her adopted home state of Tennessee. I attended museum exhibitions, both with and without  

my mother. Before and after her death, I waded into the water and began to acquire artworks, 

mostly by artists from the Bay Area, where I live. My own association with Creative Growth, 

during and after the time our family lived in California, provided connective tissue to artists  

Fig. 13.  Margaret Robson (left) 
and Berta Shapiro, mid-1980s 
Fig. 14.  Laura Craig McNellis, 
1992; photo by Libba Gillum 
Fig. 15.  Douglas with his mother, 
Margaret, Santa Fe, New Mexico, 
2005; photo by Scott Saraceno 
Fig. 16.  Douglas in his San 
Francisco home with Judith 
Scott’s Untitled (Medicine Bottle) 
(CAT. 96), 2021; photo by Scott 
Saraceno
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my mother had exposed me to early on, particularly Judith Scott and Dan Miller, whose intense 

paper drawings became my first acquisitions from the Oakland-based studio-cum-gallery. 

The learning curve accelerated exponentially after my mother died. My profession as a sports

writer hadn’t positioned me particularly well for art connoisseurship or caring for and crafting 

a collection. Thus began a more intense process of delving into the realm of self-taught art and 

artists, to better understand and manage the array my mother had cared so much about. I read. 

I reached out. Almost without warning, I realized that I was both responsible for and energized 

by carrying my mother’s torch forward.

Practically speaking, I didn’t have the space or the wherewithal to make use of or manage the 

ongoing stewardship of so many artworks, and I knew that the legacy of the artists who had made 

them should factor into the fate of these objects. I decided to place most of the collection in the 

care of the Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM) in Washington, DC, and to promise to 

the Museum a number of works that were important to me personally, that I still wanted to live 

with. This made sense, and more importantly, it felt right. My family had connections to Washington; 

I had spent some of my childhood there, and I knew the Smithsonian’s reputation as a world-class 

art institution. But SAAM was also a pioneer — the first major art institution to embrace self-taught 

makers, to regularly include their work in the Museum’s galleries and position it as an important 

element of American art, not as the work of “lesser” makers. It seemed the ideal place for buttressing 

scholarship, the ongoing care the artworks would need, and a far-reaching public embrace of art 

beyond the mainstream.28

In the ensuing years, I suppose I honed my own eye. I tapped into knowledgeable resources —  

curators such as Brooke Davis Anderson and Leslie Umberger; gallerists including Shari Cavin, 

Carl Hammer, and Frank Maresca; visionary advocates like Tom di Maria; as well as other art 
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CAT. 13.

Laura Craig McNellis  

Untitled (Fudgesicles)

ca. 1982 

CAT. 14.

Laura Craig McNellis 

Untitled (White Plate  

with Sandwich)

ca. 1982

CAT. 15.

Dan Miller

Untitled (DM 847)

2016 

CAT. 16.

Dan Miller

Untitled (DM 848)

2016 

collectors and passionate supporters of self-taught artists I’ve met along the way. The ongoing 

input of consultant Caitlin O’Meara, who worked with my mother near the end of her life, has 

proven invaluable.29 I continued to collect artists my mother had cared about, such as Judith 

Scott and Dan Miller, but also discovered artists and works that spoke to me and that she 

adored, including Tennessee native Laura Craig McNellis (born 1957), who is on the autism 

spectrum and developed a painting practice when she was very young (Fig. 14; CATS. 13, 14).

If family lineage drew me to art beyond the mainstream, my own engagement is personal  

and entirely voluntary. Whether by the daring eccentricity of William Hawkins, the urgency  

of Dan Miller (CATS. 15, 16), Nellie Mae Rowe’s driving need to define herself and live creatively,  

or the intellect and precision of Achilles G. Rizzoli, I am moved in many facets. I respect the 

craftsmanship and clever reimagining of discarded materials. I value the singularity of vision  
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that can arise from blurred circumstances. I love the diversity that encompasses a tapestry  

of emotions and ideas — from skillful, goofy, and ingenious to joyous, reflective, and defiant.  

In a word, unabashed.

I need to feel some visceral connection to a piece. It must petition my senses, and not only 

visually. If known, the artist’s life — the lived experience that shaped that object or image into 

being — inestimably enhances the experience of encountering that work, as I believe it did for my 

mother. Grasping the human component of the story adds a critical layer of historical, emotional, 

and intentional context. When I connect with a piece of art, it usually evolves over time, changing 

as I do, providing new pleasures or perspectives.

Few in my personal sphere are familiar with the artists that interested my mother. This has 

created opportunities to educate and share, although, increasingly, it’s not uncommon for friends 

and guests at my home to recognize an artwork by better-known artists like Henry Darger or  

Bill Traylor. These artists have been encroaching on the mainstream contemporary art scene, 

particularly during the last two decades, as amply evidenced in media coverage, major museum 

exhibitions and acquisitions, and blue-chip gallery interest.

As with my mother, it’s impossible to predict how this artistic journey will unfold, what objects 

I will continue to hold dear. I have no precise destination in mind. I hope to complement what she 

achieved in her collecting and fold my own sensibility into the mix, a generational dovetailing of 

sorts (Figs. 15, 16). My focus will likely center on artists from the United States, not necessarily those 

born in this country, but more essentially, those whose lives and works powerfully embody a unique 

American experience. I realize, as I believe my mother did, that so much of the American story 

remains untold — and that what happened in this country at earlier moments can help us make 

sense of where we are today. The compelling visual language that Margaret collected, and that 

I now collect and care for, remains a whisper but is growing in amplitude. Making these artists 

heard is increasingly important in political winds that can shift in a moment. In times when 

difference and artistic expression stand on less firm ground, the artists in the Robson Family 

Collection are beacons of resistance and potential. Often operating on the margins of convention — 

 economically, socially, neuro-diversely — they defy the constraints that hem so many in. I value 

these distinct perspectives, these unique intonations. I hope this journey leads me to a greater 

appreciation of the artists I know, and to a discovery of new voices I have yet to hear.
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Carl Hammer Gallery, 39n5, 48

Carson, Johnny, 176, 202

Carter, Amy, 135

Carter, Jimmy, 134, 135

Carter, Rosalynn, 134, 135

Castle, Frank and Mary, 167

Castle, James, 166, 166–73, 174, 196, 228, 
249nn42–44, 252n3, 257; “icehouse books,” 
249n47; James Castle: A Retrospective 
(Philadelphia Museum of Art exh., 2008), 173; 
Untitled (various), 167, 168–73, 257

Cavin, Shari, 27, 31, 35, 40n10

Cavin-Morris Gallery, 26, 27, 40n10, 141

Chauvin, Derek, 233n4

Chicago Imagists (Hairy Who), 98–99, 102

Chicanx/Latinx art, 64, 165, 235n24. See also 
Ramírez, Martín

Chisholm, Shirley, 112, 241n73

Christian Science, 239n48

Civil Rights Acts (1964, 1968), 189, 192, 241n73

civil rights movement, 61, 92, 112, 180, 185, 192

Coconut Grove, Miami, Florida, 146, 245n139

Coincoin (Marie Thérèse Métoyer), 91

Cole, Thomas, 57

Columbus Gallery of Fine Arts/Columbus 
Museum of Art, 104, 239n57, 249n41

Community Mental Health Act (1963), 192

conjure culture, 71, 116, 125, 244n136

Conwill, Kinshasha Holman, 113, 236n18, 241n78

Cooke, Lynne, 58, 234n15, 235n17, 252n86

Cooks, Bridget R., 236n18

Corcoran Gallery of Art. See Black Folk Art in 
America

Corn, Wanda, 61

Cornell, Joseph, 202

COVID-19 pandemic, 11, 46, 196–97, 222

Crawley, Susan Mitchell, 109, 132, 241n76, 
243nn115–16

Creative Growth Art Center, 27–29, 34–35, 
40n12, 189–90, 192, 196, 222, 225–28, 231, 
251n75, 252n87

Cristero Rebellion, Mexico, 161

Crown, Carol, 177, 178

D

Dahl-Wolfe, Louise, 81, 83

Daigle, Claire, 225

Dallas Museum of Art, 136, 243n123

Damianakes, Kerry, 27

Danto, Arthur C., 54, 229

Darger, Henry Joseph, Jr., 33, 38, 41nn25–26, 154, 
154–60, 166, 186, 245–46n9, 246nn11–13, 
247nn16–21, 257; 137 At Jennie Richee (Verso: 
136 At Jennie Richee), 154, 156–57, 159, 257; The 
Story of the Vivian Girls . . ./The Realms (novel), 
154–55, 158, 246n13, 247n17, 247n21

Darger, Henry Joseph, Sr., 158, 246n12, 246n16, 
246nn18–19

Davis, Elizabeth, 135

Davis, Ulysses, 26, 48, 121, 126, 126–35, 135, 
243n115, 257–58; George Washington, 26, 132, 
134, 243n114, 257; Headhunter, 131, 132, 257; 
Immortality Board, 134, 243n117; Jimmy Carter, 
134, 135; Lincoln, 26, 132, 134, 257; in Missing 
Pieces: Georgia Folk Art, 1770 –1976 (Atlanta 
Historical Society exh., 1976), 134; Presidents 
series, 26, 126, 132–34, 243n116; Sputnik, 
126–32, 127, 257; Strong Man, 130, 132, 257; 
Uncle Sam, 133, 134, 258; Untitled (Cane), 133, 
135, 258; Untitled, 128–29, 132, 257; Untitled, 
131, 132, 258; Where Life Comes From, 27, 257

Day, Thomas, 68, 235n2

de Kooning, Willem, 21

deaf/hearing impaired artists, 10, 29, 166–67, 
172, 173, 189, 249nn43–44

Dempsey, Jack, 205

developmental disabilities, artists with, 10, 29, 
186–92, 251n73

di Maria, Tom, 29, 35, 40n14, 190, 222, 225, 
252n87

Dial, Thornton, Sr., 43, 180, 180–86, 228, 258; 
The Movie Star and the Tiger Need One 
Another, 181, 182, 258; Recalling the Pain, 184, 
185, 258; Tiger Colored Lady, 181, 183, 258

difference, as art marketing tool, 200
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disabilities, artists with (differently abled 
artists), 27, 33, 40n12, 49, 54, 65, 172, 173, 
186–92, 196, 225–28, 251n75, 252n87, 254n26. 
See also specific disabilities and specific artists 
with disabilities

disability rights movement, 192

Doriani, William, 61

Doss, Erika, 177–78

Douglas, Aaron, 86

Douglass, Frederick, 132, 134

Down Syndrome, artists with, 10, 29, 189, 190, 
251n73

Doyle, James, 122–25, 123

Doyle, Sam, 42, 121, 121–26, 134, 209, 242n101, 
258; Bull Dager, 124, 125–26, 258; F. Capers, 
123, 125, 258; First series of paintings, 122; 
James Doyle, St. Helena’s First Black Driver, 
123–25, 125; Penn series of paintings, 122; yard, 
display of paintings in, 121–22, 122

Drake, David “Dave,” 68–69, 74, 75, 77, 109, 
235n2, 235n4

Drake, Harry, 235n2

Driskell, David C., 136

Dubuffet, Jean, 152–53, 154, 244n136, 245n4, 
245n6

Dunievitz, Max, 165, 248–49nn36–38

Durfee, James, 161

E

Eakins, Thomas, 57

Early American Art (Whitney Studio Club exh., 
1924), 57–58

Edmondson, William, 31, 60, 64–65, 81, 81–86, 
165, 237nn19–20, 258; compared to other 
self-taught artists, 111, 119, 138, 153, 185; 
Crucifixion, 81, 83; Sculpture by William 
Edmondson (MoMA exh., 1937), 81, 83, 86, 
234n11; Untitled (Bird), 83, 84, 258; Untitled 
(Bird Bath with Figures), 31, 82, 83, 258; 
Untitled (Teacher), 83, 85, 258

“Encyclopedic Palace,” concept of, 195

enslavement/slavery, artists born into or 
descended from, 10, 23, 49, 55, 64, 68–69, 74, 
75, 80, 81, 87, 111, 136

environment-based artworks: Black, Calvin and 
Ruby, “Possum Trot” and Birdcage Theater, 
212, 212–14, 214, 253n14; Blagdon, Emery, 
Healing Machine, 218–19, 218–21, 228–29, 
253n18, 254n30, 255; Butler’s “yard show,” 
92–93, 93, 238n39; Sam Doyle’s display of 
paintings in yard, 121–22, 122; Finster’s 
“Paradise Garden,” 33, 174–76, 175–77, 178, 215; 
Hampton’s Throne of the Third Heaven of the 
Nations’ Millennium General Assembly, 11, 
62–65, 63, 64, 69, 140, 230, 233n7, 235n23; 
Hunter’s African House murals, Melrose 
Plantation, Louisiana, 87, 87–90, 89, 237n24; 
Mertz’s “Owl’s Rest”/ “Owl’s Roost”/ “Al’s 
Roost,” 214–15, 215, 253n16; off-site displays 
of, 254n30; Rowe’s “Playhouse,” 111, 112, 112–13, 
116, 241n77; Young, Purvis, Goodbread Alley, 
Miami, murals, 147

Ernst, Max, 152

Espinosa, Víctor M., 160, 165, 248n26, 248n29, 
248n31, 248n36

Esslin, Martin J., 225

ethnicity. See race/ethnicity

eugenics movement, 251n73

Everlasting Gospel Mission, 117

F

Fagaly, William A., 96, 117, 120, 238n37

Federal Art Project (FAP), 58, 164

feminist context, Judith Scott’s work positioned 
in, 190, 192

fine art, versus folk art and craftwork, 57, 234n7

Finster, Howard, 33, 43, 119, 174, 174–78, 175, 215, 
229, 230, 250n53, 250n58, 258–59; “Paradise 
Garden” created by, 33, 174–76, 175–77, 178, 
215; Self-Portrait, 176, 176–77, 258; Untitled 
(Bottles), 33, 176–77, 179, 258–59

Flagler, Henry Morrison, 244n138

Fleisher/Ollman Gallery, 141, 244n135

Fleming, Tuliza, 237n24

Floyd, George, 46, 47, 233n4

folk art and folk artists, 48, 53–58, 61–62, 80

Force, Juliana, 57–58

Ford, Gerald R., 21

Fowler Museum, UCLA, 69

Fulmer, Hal, 174–75

G

Gardner, Helen, Art Through the Ages (1926), 
102, 239n45

Garrett, Lee, 109–10, 110

Gasperi, Richard, 93, 96

gender identity: in Darger’s work, 154–55, 
246nn12–13; in Doyle’s work, 123, 124, 125–26, 
242n105; in Lawson’s work, 209; in Serl’s 
work, 193, 252n7

Gile, Selden Connor, Church, Rancho de Taos, 
259

Gioni, Massimiliano, 195–96

Goldwater, Robert, Primitivism in Modern 
Painting (1938), 60

Goodbread Alley, Miami, Florida, 147

Goodwine, Marquetta L. (Queen Quet), 126

Graber, Floyd, Untitled (The Fields Are White for 
to Harvest; and the Storms of Judgment Are 
Threatening), 259

Grateful Dead, 31

Great Depression, 17, 58, 81, 161, 180, 181, 203

Great Migration, 58, 62, 67, 90, 98

Gullah community, 121–22, 126

Gundaker, Grey, 77

Gunn, Lorri, 99

Guo Fengyi, 196
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H

Hairy Who (Chicago Imagists), 98–99, 102

Hall, Michael D., 160, 172; The Artist Outsider: 
Creativity and the Boundaries of Culture (with 
Metcalf, 1994), 153

Halpert, Edith Gregor, 57

Halstead, Whitney, 99, 102, 239n45

Hamlar, Deidre, 110

Hammer, Carl, 23, 35, 48

Hammer, Trish, 23

Hampton, James, Throne of the Third Heaven of 
the Nations’ Millennium General Assembly, 11, 
62–65, 63, 64, 69, 140, 230, 233n7, 235n23

Hanson, Philip, 99

Haring, Keith, 34

Harper’s Bazaar, 83

Hartigan, Lynda Roscoe, 147–49

Harvey, Bessie, 34, 110, 144, 185, 259; Untitled 
(Root Figures), 144, 145, 259

Hawkins, William Lawrence, 37, 41n26, 98, 106, 
106–10, 110, 240n60, 240n66, 259; Demolition 
of St. Mary’s Church, Boston, 107, 109, 259; 
White Dog, 108, 109, 259, 260–61

Hayes, Jeffrey R., 212

Hayward Gallery, London, 153, 252n3

hearing impaired/deaf artists, 10, 29, 166–67, 
172, 173, 189, 249nn43–44

Hemphill, Herbert “Bert” Waide, Jr., 61–62, 116, 
153, 230, 233n7, 241n81, 254n37; Twentieth- 
Century Folk Art and Artists (with Weissman, 
1974), 61

Henderson, Harry, 86, 237n19

Henry, Cammie, 87, 89

Hicks, Edward, 60

Higgs, Matthew, 190, 222–25

High Museum of Art, 33, 41n26, 111, 233n7, 
243n123, 251n71

Hirsch, Sidney Mttron, 83

Hobgood, John, 99

Hokule’a Borofsky, Amelia Rachel, 189

Holiness and Sanctified movement, 117

Holland, Sharon P., 125, 242n106

Holley, Lonnie, 181, 185, 193

homeless people, as artists, 29, 39n6

houses, decorated. See environment-based 
artworks

Hunter, Clementine, 87, 87–92, 110, 237n23, 
237n25, 259; African House murals, Melrose 
Plantation, Louisiana, 87, 87–90, 89, 237n24; 
The Last Surviving Slave, Uncle Israel Sudduth 
(African House mural), 89–90; Sugar Plan
tation, 91, 92; Uncle Jack (“Monument  
to the Good Darky” statue, Natchitoches, 
Louisiana), painting of, 92; Untitled  
(Magi Bearing Gifts), 88, 89, 259;  
Wedding (African House mural), 89

I

immigrant experience, artists reflecting on.  
See Besharo, Peter “Charlie” Attie; Ramírez, 
Martín; Young, Purvis

Interview magazine, 119

Ireson, Nancy, 104

J

Jabbour, Alan, 135

Janis, Sidney, They Taught Themselves: American 
Primitive Painters of the 20th Century (1942), 
61

Jentleson, Katherine, 60, 86, 111, 112, 116, 175, 
235n17, 237n20, 240–41nn72–74, 241n81, 
241nn84–85; Gatecrashers: The Rise of the 
Self-Taught Artist in America (2020), 60

Jim Crow, 10, 75, 80, 83, 132, 149, 180, 181

John Michael Kohler Arts Center, 33, 41n26, 
252n2

Johnson, James Weldon, 86

Johnson, Lyndon Baines, 14, 19, 20, 22, 39n4, 189

Jones, Phillip March, 181

K

Kallir, Jane, 151–52, 158, 234n4

Kandinsky, Wassily, 152

Kane, John, 60

Katz, Elias, 40n12, 189, 190, 252n87

Kelley, Mike, 112

Kennedy, John Fitzgerald, 19, 20, 21, 122, 134, 189, 
192

Kennedy, Robert F., 122, 134

Kiah, Virginia, 134

Kiefer, Anselm, 185

Kimmelman, Michael, 120

Kind, Phyllis, 26, 40n10, 165, 248n36

King, Martin Luther, Jr., 112, 122, 134, 180

King, Rodney, 47, 233n4

Kirwin, Liza, 175–76, 250n58

Klee, Paul, 112, 152

Knapp, Hazel, 61

Kogan, Lee, 89

Kongo-Angola traditions, 72, 141

L

Lapsley, John, 236n11

Latinx/Chicanx art, 64, 165, 235n24. See also 
Ramírez, Martín

Lauren, Jennifer, 246n9

Lawson, Edwin, 203–9, 259; Fashion 1955, 209, 
210, 259; Fashions 1899, 8, 209, 211, 259

Layton, Rachel E. C., 235n1

Leavell, Jay, 236n11

Leitch, Robert, 141, 244n135

Lerner, Kiyoko and Nathan, 41n25, 247n20

Lewis, Erma “Junior,” Last Supper, 259

LGBTQ+ community, 123, 124, 125–26, 242n105. 
See also gender identity

Light, Allie, 214

Lincoln, Abraham, 26, 122, 132, 134
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literacy issues: of African American artists, 68, 
75, 77, 138, 235nn2–3, 243n125; of neurodiver-
gent artists, 166, 172; of Ramírez, 161

Livingston, Jane, 96

Locke, Alain, 86, 237n20

Louis, Joe, 205

Ludins-Katz, Florence, 40n12, 189, 190, 252n87

M

Mabry, Thomas, Jr., 83

Macel, Christine, 196

MacGregor, John M., 154, 155, 246n12, 247n16, 
248n31

Maizels, John, 153

Mandal, Ananya, 251n73

Manley, Roger, 138

Maresca, Frank, 26, 35, 40n10

Margaret Z. Robson symposium series, 41n28, 
91, 231, 254n37

marginalized persons, art made by. See self-taught 
artists; specific marginalized communities

Mark, Norman, 239n48

Markowitz, Darryl, 244n129

Marsh, Betsa, 103–4

Marshall, Jennifer Jane, 60

Masters of Popular Painting: Modern Primitives of 
Europe and America (MoMA exh., 1938), 60, 234n15

McCarthy, Justin, 202, 253n10, 262; Jack 
Dempsey Loses Heavyweight Title to Gene 
Tunney 1926/James Braddock 1937 Is Defeated 
by Joe Lewis, 202, 205, 262; Marie Prevost, 52, 
202, 204, 262; Original, 202, 204, 262; Pancho 
Segura, 202, 205, 262

McKenzie, Vashti Murphy, 240n59

McLane, Roger, 110

McNellis, Laura Craig, 34, 37, 232, 234n2, 262; 
Untitled (Fudgesicles), 36, 262, 264; Untitled 
(White Plate with Sandwich), 36, 262

Melrose Plantation, Louisiana, 87–89, 91, 92, 
237nn24–25

memory jugs, 71–72, 73, 203

memory work, 71, 91, 236n8

mental illness, creativity, and art, 152, 155, 
160–61, 165, 172, 202, 245n2, 245n4, 245n6, 
248n31, 248n33, 253n10

Mertz, Albert “Kid,” 33, 214–15, 215, 253n17, 262; 
“Owl’s Rest”/ “Owl’s Roost”/ “Al’s Roost,” 
214–15, 215, 253n16; Untitled, 33, 215, 216–17, 262

Metcalf, Eugene W., and Michael D. Hall, The 
Artist Outsider: Creativity and the Boundaries 
of Culture (1994), 153

metonymy, in Black vernacular art, 77, 93, 134, 
243n120

Métoyer, Louis, 91

Métoyer, Marie Thérèse (Coincoin), 91

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 233n7, 251n72

Meunier, Paul, 245n2

Mignon, François, 89, 237n25

Miller, Dan, 11, 29, 35, 37, 42, 54, 196, 222, 222–25, 
228, 232, 234n2, 253n19, 262; Untitled 
(239_2016), 194, 225, 226–27, 262; Untitled 
(283_2016), 222, 223, 262; Untitled (DM 847), 
37, 225, 262; Untitled (DM 848), 37, 225, 262; 
Untitled (DM 1024), 222, 224, 262

Miller, Dorothy C., 60, 234n15

Mills, Quincy T., 132

Mills College Art Gallery, 165

Milwaukee Art Museum, 41n26, 233n7, 235n23, 
243n123, 252n2, 253n14

Missing Pieces: Georgia Folk Art, 1770–1976 
(Atlanta Historical Society exh., 1976), 116, 
134, 243n118

Mital, Ruchi, 111–12, 197, 233n1, 240n71

Mitchell, Donald, 27

Modern Primitives: Artists of the People (MoMA 
installation, 1941), 60–61

Monroe Street Black Business District, 
Montgomery, Alabama, 75

Morgan, David, Icons of American Protestantism: 
The Art of Warner Sallman (1996), 177

Morgan, Sister Gertrude, 42, 110–11, 117, 117–21, 
177, 178, 245n142, 265; Fan, 66, 117, 118, 265; 
Let’s Make a Record, 120; Tools of Her Ministry: 
The Art of Sister Gertrude Morgan (American 
Folk Art Museum exh., 2004), 120

Morgan, Stacy, 87, 89, 237n23

Morgenthaler, Walter, 152

Morris, Catherine, 190–92

Morris, Randall, 27, 40n10, 141–44, 161, 202, 
244n136

Moses, Anna Mary Robertson (Grandma Moses), 
61, 90–91, 193, 250n53; Turkeys, 90, 91

murals. See Hunter, Clementine; Young, Purvis

Murray, J. B., 178

Museum of Early American Folk Arts. See 
American Folk Art Museum

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 64

Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), 58, 60, 65, 81, 
86, 222, 234n15, 253n19

Musgrave, Victor, 153

Muskavitch, Charles, 248n33

N

Nathaniel-Walker, Inez, 110, 240n68

National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, 58, 
233n7, 252n3

Native American ancestry, African American 
artists with, 87, 106, 138, 240n60

Neumeyer, Alfred, 165

neurodivergent artists, 167, 172, 186, 200, 
249nn43–44, 254n26

New Deal art programs, 58, 234n9

Nicholson, Barbara R., 110, 240n65

Nilsson, Gladys, 165

nkisi (Kongo power bundle), 141

Noland, Michael, 110, 240n67

Northe, Gail, 248n33

Nuku, George Tamihana, 197

Nutt, Jim, 99, 102, 165, 248n36
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O

Ollman, John, 141, 244n135

O’Meara, Caitlin, 11, 37, 41n29

“the One and the Many,” 141, 244n136

Outliers and American Vanguard Art (National 
Gallery of Art exh., Washington, DC, 2018), 58

outsider art, 61, 152–53, 160, 190, 200–202, 229

Outsider Art Fair, 153, 172

Outsiders: An Art without Precedent or Tradition 
(Hayward Gallery exh., London, 1979), 153

Overtown, Miami, Florida 146–47, 147, 244n138

P

Parsons-Dreyfuss Gallery, 116

Pascale, Mark, 99, 102, 239n44

Pasto, Tarmo, 164, 164–65, 248nn32–33, 
248nn35–37

Patterson, Tom, 178

Peace Corps, 19

Penn, William, 121

Penn School, St. Helena, South Carolina, 121–22

Percy, Ann, 173

Perry, Regenia A., 119, 136, 243n123

Person, Leroy, 136–38, 138, 149, 265; Untitled, 5, 
137, 138, 265

Philadelphia Museum of Art, 173, 249n41, 252n3

Philadelphia Wireman, Untitled (15 individual 
artworks), 10, 140–44, 142, 143, 149, 244n135, 
263, 265–66

Phyllis Kind Gallery, 26, 40n10, 176

Picasso, Pablo, 58, 152

Pierce, Cornelia, 103, 239n56

Pierce, Elijah, 98, 103, 103–6, 104, 110, 117, 126, 
138, 239n50, 240n66, 266; Book of Wood, 104; 
Elephant, 22–23, 103, 104, 105, 239n51, 266; 
Elijah Pierce, Wood Carver (Columbus Gallery 
of Fine Arts exh., 1973), 104, 239n57; Elijah 
Pierce: Messages in Wood (Renwick Gallery 

exh., 1982), 240n58; itinerant art displays, 
103, 104

Pierce, Estelle Greene, 104, 239n56

Pierce, Zetta Palm, 239n50

Pippin, Horace, 60, 61, 65, 237n20

Polaha, Stephan W., 203, 266; Eagle, 22, 22–23, 
23, 24, 266; Green Eyed Dog, 203, 207, 266

Pollock, Jackson, 21

Porter, James A., 86

Pranian, Harvey, 99

Prevost, Marie, 204

primitivism, 58–61, 83–86

Prinzhorn, Hans, Bildnerei der Geisteskranke 
(Artistry of the Mentally Ill, 1922), 152

Promey, Sally M., 177

“psychotic art,” 165, 172, 248n33

Puchner, Edward M., 83, 86, 237n19

Q

Queen Quet (Marquetta L. Goodwine), 126

quilts and quilt artists, 23, 71, 89, 180

R

race/ethnicity: African Americans (See African 
American artists; specific entries at Black); 
Besharo, as ethnic Arab, 202–3; Latinx/
Chicanx art, 64, 165, 235n24 (See also Ramírez, 
Martín); Mertz’s Russian Jewish heritage, 215, 
253n17; Native American ancestry, African 
American artists with, 87, 106, 138, 240n60

racism/racial violence in America, 46–47, 62, 75, 
196–97, 233n4

Ramberg, Christina, 99

Ramírez, Martín, 33, 160–65, 161, 164, 228, 
248n26, 248n29, 248n32, 248n36, 266; The 
Art of a Schizophrene (Mills College Art 
Gallery exh., 1954), 165; compared to other 
self-taught artists, 166, 172, 174, 186, 202; 
Soldado with American Flag, 164; Untitled 

(Semi-Abstract Landscape with Birds, Tunnels, 
and Blue Teardrop Clusters), 161, 163, 266, 267; 
Untitled (Vertical Landscape), 161, 162, 266

Ratliff, Ben, 120

Rauschenberg, Robert, 185

Raw Vision magazine, 153

Reagan, Nancy, 116, 134, 241n85

Reed, Ernest “Popeye,” 203, 266; Venus, 203, 
208, 266; Woman and Child, 203, 208, 266

Register, James Pipes, 237n25

Rehnquist, William H., 21

religion. See spirituality, religion, and the church

R.E.M., Reckoning album (1984), 176

Renkl, Margaret, 47

Renwick Gallery, 240n58

Rhodes, Colin, 203, 209

Ricco, Roger, 26, 40n10

Ricco-Johnson Gallery, 40n10, 240n64

Ricco/Maresca Gallery, 26, 40n10

Rice, William Carlton “W. C.,” Jesus, 266

Rizzoli, Achilles G., 37, 196, 266; Margaret E. 
Griffin Symbolically Sketched/Palazzo 
Pianissimo, 196, 197, 266; Marina Row Houses, 
Office of O. A. Deichmann, 196, 198–99, 266

Robson, Douglas O. (son), 9, 11, 13, 14–16, 15, 20, 
21, 31, 34–38, 35, 46, 47, 48, 65, 195, 225–28, 231

Robson, John Edwin (husband), 9, 11, 13, 14, 
19–24, 20, 21, 31, 39n4, 39n8, 47–48

Robson, Margaret Elizabeth Zuehlke, 9–13, 
17–38, 46–47; American art, particular interest 
in, 27, 55, 230; artistic legacy to Douglas 
Robson, 34–38; artistic tastes and influences, 
21, 22–23, 48; death of, 33, 34, 35, 49, 231; early 
collecting by, 22–29, 24–28, 48; early life, 
education. and career, 17–19, 18, 19, 39n1, 48; 
marriage, children, and family life, 14, 19, 
20–22, 20–22, 31, 39n4; as mature collector, 
29–33, 41n26, 49; photographs of, 14, 15, 
18–23, 34, 35; public service positions of, 31, 
39n8, 40n23; relationship with collected 
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artworks, 31–33, 195, 203; self-taught artistic 
community, support for, 27–29, 33, 34–35, 
225–28, 230–31; valuation of individuals as 
well as art, 18, 48, 65, 230

Robson, Matthew (son), 20, 21

Robson Family Collection, 9–13, 35–38, 41n26, 
41n28, 45–51, 65, 195, 230–31, 253n37

Rockefeller, Abby Aldrich, 9, 57

Rockefeller, Nelson, 9

Rodia, Sabato, 245n6

Rolling Stone magazine, 176

Roosevelt, Franklin Delano, 58

Rosen, Seymour, 214

Rothko, Mark, 21, 177

Rousseau, Henri, 58, 152, 165

Rowe, Nellie Mae, 10, 37, 110–16, 111, 193, 
240–41nn71–72, 241n74, 241n85, 268; 
compared to other self-taught artists, 43, 119, 
120, 144, 153, 160, 177; in Missing Pieces: 
Georgia Folk Art, 1770–1976 (Atlanta Historical 
Society exh., 1976), 116; Nellie Mae Seated on 
Bench, 115, 116, 268; Nellie on Blue, 114, 116, 
268; “Playhouse” of, 111, 112, 112–13, 116, 
241n77; Self-Portrait, 113; Shopping in Vinings, 
Georgia, 113

Rundquist, Leisa, 155, 246nn12–13

Russell, Charles, 237n20

Ryder, Albert Pinkham, 57

S

Sacco, Nick, 92

Sacred Arts of Haitian Vodou (Fowler Museum 
exh., 1995), 69

Samet, William, 61

Saraf, Irving, 214

Savage, Augusta, 102

schizophrenia, 152, 160, 165

Schmidt, Clarence, 245n6

Schmidt, Otto, 247n19

Schnakenberg, Henry, 57

School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC), 
98–102, 239n45

Schwindler, Gary J., 109, 240n62

Scott, Joyce, 189

Scott, Judith, 10, 27–29, 31, 35, 37, 186, 186–92, 
196, 202, 222, 225, 228, 252n86, 268; Untitled 
( JS 39), 150–51, 191, 197, 268; Untitled (Medicine 
Bottle), 2, 35, 188, 192, 269; Untitled, 31, 32, 
190, 268; Untitled, 187, 190, 268 

Scully, Vincent J., Jr., 34, 41n27

Segura, Pancho, 205

self-taught artists, 9–12, 49–51, 228–32; art brut 
and, 26, 152–53, 165, 172, 244n136, 248n31; art 
world’s presentation and handling of, 228–32; 
changing perceptions of, 24–26, 29, 46–49, 
64–65, 151–53, 193, 229, 230; Chicago Imagists 
and work of, 102; class boundaries, effects of 
readjustments in, 152; classification and 
labeling issues, 229; collector-advocates for, 
230; community and regional venues 
supporting, 252n2; creative power of, 49–50; 
defined, 53–54; folk artists distinguished, 48, 
53–58, 61, 62, 80; historical background, 
54–64, 234n7; inclusion in mainstream art 
hierarchy, 193, 195–200; intentions of, 
regarding artworks, 209, 254n28; “other-
ness,” rising interest in, 151–52; outsider art, 
concept of, 61, 152–53, 160, 190, 200–202, 
229; primitivism, concept of, 58–61, 83–86; 
prominence of African American artists 
within sphere of, 65–66; Robson collection of, 
26–29, 47–51; Robson support for community 
of, 27–29, 33; SAAM’s acquisition of 
Hampton’s Throne of the Third Heaven, 11, 
62–65, 63, 64, 69, 230, 233n7, 235n23; trained 
artists, relationships with, 57, 58–60, 152. See 
also African American artists; Black Folk Art in 
America (Corcoran exh., 1982)

Serl, Jon, 27, 193, 200, 200–202, 214, 252n7, 268; 
Texas Scene, 27, 44, 201, 202, 268

Seventy, Sylvia, 189, 190

Shaker folk art, 57, 196

Shannon, Blanche Balzer, 236n11

Shannon, Charles, 149, 236n11

Shapiro, Berta, 26, 34

Sheeler, Charles, 57

Shiver, Art, 90, 237n25

Shriver, Eunice Kennedy, 19

Shriver, Sargent, 19

Sims, Lowery Stokes, 236n18

Sinkoff, Richard, 31

Smalls, Robert, 122

Smith, Roberta, 230

Smith, Sanford L., 153

Smith, Virginia Warren, 116

Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM), 9, 
11–12, 35, 41n28, 46, 49, 62, 65, 69, 75, 193, 
230, 231, 233n7, 235n4, 235n25, 253n19, 
254n30, 254n37

snake-inspired artworks in Robson collection, 
69–71, 70, 71, 236n7

Sobel, Mechal, 245n142

Souls Grown Deep Foundation, 241n75, 251n72, 
260n67

Sparrow, Simon, 33, 138, 138–40, 244nn128–29, 
268; Untitled, 33, 139, 140, 268

spirituality, religion, and the church: African 
American artists and, 83–86, 89, 90, 92, 93, 
98, 103–4, 104, 106, 117–21, 122, 134, 135, 
138–40, 144, 239n48, 240n59; white 
self-taught artists and, 158, 160, 174–75, 
177–78, 203

Spitz, Ellen Handler, 155

St. Helena Out Door Art Gallery, South 
Carolina, 122

Stebich, Stephanie, 12, 49

Stevens, Heidi, 232

story, importance of, 51, 111–12, 197–200, 233n1

Striking Iron: The Art of African Blacksmiths 
(Fowler Museum exh., 2018), 69

surrealism, 161

Sweeney, James Johnson, 248n35



287

T

Talking Heads, Little Creatures album (1985), 176

Taylor, Breonna, 46

Thebaut, Nancy, 102

Thompson, Robert Farris, 34, 41n27, 72, 83, 136; 
Flash of the Spirit (1983), 140, 141

Tobey, Mark, 177

Tonight Show, The, 176, 202

Traylor, Bill, 10, 23, 38, 39n6, 41n28, 48, 74, 
74–80, 209, 228, 232, 233n6, 233n8, 236n11, 
245n142, 268–69; compared to other 
self-taught artists, 86, 109, 111, 149, 153, 160, 
165, 180, 181, 185; Untitled (Brown Pig), 80, 
269; Untitled (Chase Scene), 75, 77; Untitled 
(Drinker in Chair), 78, 268; Untitled (Man in 
Blue and Brown), 78, 268; Untitled (Mule), 56, 
57, 268; Untitled (Mule, Dog, and Scene with 
Chicken), 23, 25, 48, 268; Untitled (Seated 
Woman), 75, 76, 268; Untitled (Spotted Cat 
with Two Eyes), 79, 269

Tunney, Gene, 205

Twentieth-Century Folk Art (Museum of 
American Folk Arts exh., 1970), 61

U

Uhde, Wilhelm, 152

Umberger, Leslie, 10–11, 12, 24, 35, 41n24, 42

Uncle Jack (“Monument to the Good Darky” 
statue, Natchitoches, Louisiana), 92, 238n34

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Architectural Angel, 
Chicago), 271

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Articulated Snake), 
70, 71, 269

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Cast Iron Eagles 
from White Eagle Oil Company), 23, 24, 269

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Eagle Weather-
vane), 16–17, 55, 269

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Feeding Curlew), 
271

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Figure with Hat), 
55, 269

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Memory Jug), 71, 73, 
270, 271

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Root Snake), 70, 71, 
269

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Snake), 71, 269

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Snake Trivet), 69, 
70, 269

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Swan Decoy from 
Delaware), 57, 59, 269

Unidentified artist, Untitled (Twenty Mule 
Team), 31–33, 33, 269

V

Venice Biennale, 176, 190, 195–96, 222

Victoria (queen of England), 236n8

Village Voice, The (newspaper), 176

Vlach, John Michael, 86

W

Wahlman, Maude Southwell, 241n75

Wardlaw, Alvia J., 136, 243n123

Warhol, Andy, 119, 177

Washington, George, 26, 132, 134, 243n114

Webb, Electra Havemeyer, 57

Weisberg, Ruth, 177

Weissman, Julia, Twentieth-Century Folk Art and 
Artists (with Hemphill, 1974), 61

Wellington, Darryl Lorenzo, 243n116

White, Charles, 102

“white cube” gallery aesthetic, 29, 40n17

Whitehead, Tom, 90, 237n25

Whitney Biennial, 185

Whitney Museum of American Art, 64, 102

Whitney Studio Club, 57

Whole, The (Chicago coffee shop), 98, 99

Winterthur Museum, “shootout” at, 229, 
254n32

Wirsum, Karl, 99

Wojcik, Daniel, 177, 178

Wolf, Jeffrey, 103, 239n51

Wölfli, Adolf, 26, 152, 165, 271; Blatt Aus Heft 
#15, 26, 28, 152, 271

women, as artists, 58, 72, 110–11, 112, 144, 196, 
200, 240n70. See also specific female artists by 
name

World War I, 152

World War II, 90, 152

Y

“yard shows.” See environment-based artworks

Yau, Elaine Y., 91, 92, 119, 121

Yelen, Alice Rae, 91, 92

Yoakum, Joseph E., 34, 98, 98–103, 99, 165, 228, 
239n48, 245n6, 271; Devils Back Bone in Mt 
Messa Near Trinadad Colorado, 6–7, 98, 100, 
271; Mt Baden Powell Near Pasadena 
California., 98, 101, 271; Mt Jemel in Medicen 
Mtn Range Near Cheyenne Wyoming on 
Larime River, 98, 100, 271; West Face Grand 
Prairy Near McCook Nebraska, 98, 101, 271

Yoruban traditions, 138, 140

Yoshida, Ray, 99

Young, Purvis, 146, 146–47, 147, 185, 271; 
Goodbread Alley, Miami, murals in (1972), 147; 
On the March, 147, 148, 271; The Struggle, 147

Z

Zana, Joe, 203

Zemánková, Anna, 196

Zinelli, Carlo, 26, 271; Untitled, 26, 30, 271




