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    Ivan E. Hoyt displays several of his hex signs.

  

  

  I have been painting hex signs for more than three decades in the style and tradition of the Pennsylvania Dutch. My interest in pursuing this craft began in 1971, when my parents and I toured Pennsylvania Dutch Country. Upon our return home, they gave me a booklet featuring the work of late hex sign painter Johnny Ott. I was impressed with Ott’s use of color in this traditional art form, and shortly thereafter I began painting my own hex signs.

  From the beginning of my adulthood, I have pursued a dual career as an elementary and middle school art teacher and a folk-art designer craftsman. Recently retired from teaching after a thirty-three-year career, I have focused all my creative energy on my craftwork. I am a state juried member of the Pennsylvania Guild of Craftsmen/Pennsylvania Designer Craftsmen.
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    A double distelﬁnk sign by Hoyt.

  

  

  In addition to the traditional rosettes, barn stars, and geometric designs that represent the original hex signs, I, like my contemporaries, specialize in unique original designs. Stylized distelﬁnks (birds), animals, figures, and ﬂorals have become distinctive interpretations when done by my hand. I am fortunate to exhibit at the annual Kutztown Pennsylvania German Festival, as well as the annual Boyertown Historical Society’s Der Belsnickel craft show. My work is represented internationally in both private and public collections, including the National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution, and Balch Institute for Ethnic Studies in Philadelphia. I have been featured in many newspapers, magazines, and books, as well as the electronic media. I own and maintain a studio (visits by appointment only) at my home in rural Wapwallopen, Pennsylvania.

  My hex signs, as well as those of other contemporary artists, are predominantly painted on panels that can be afﬁxed to barns or houses. In this book I will provide you with instructions, techniques, and designs necessary to create and paint these hex signs.
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    This large bank barn in Berks County, Pennsylvania, features four hex signs painted by Johnny Claypoole. Note the symmetry in both the barn’s design and the placement of the hex signs. ERIC CLAYPOOLE COLLECTION

  

  

  T he tradition of painting large circular designs known as hex signs on the exterior surfaces of barns is a truly unique Pennsylvania Dutch cultural phenomenon and somewhat of a mystery. Nowhere else in America or the world will you ﬁnd the tradition practiced with such dedication. Even though many of the designs used in hex signs appeared in other forms in Germany, such as on painted furniture and documents, they were not used on exterior barn surfaces.

  Without a written record, it is assumed that sometime during the mid to late nineteenth century, a Pennsylvania Dutch farmer ﬁrst climbed a ladder on a forebay section of his bank barn. With a crude compass made from two nails and a length of string, he marked off the ﬁrst hex sign, which more than likely was a primitive single rosette. The most basic of hex signs, the single rosette features six symmetrically spaced lobes that make a starlike design. Evidence on the wooden surfaces inside barns show how even children would take a two-tined hay  fork, which could be considered a permanently set radius, and use it to scribe single rosettes. The size of other rosette hex signs  could be manipulated by increasing or decreasing the radius setting of the string compass. Some hex signs bank barns were four to ﬁve feet in diameter or more.
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    The single rosette is the earliest and most basic hex sign design. It is used both by itself and as a design element within other hex sign motifs.

  

  

  It is unlikely that hex signs, or barn stars as early designs were referred to, appeared on the barns of southeastern Pennsylvania’s Dutch Country prior to the mid–nineteenth century because of a lack of manufactured paint pigments. Earlier paints were hand ground with mulling stones, and only the wealthy could afford to paint outbuildings, especially the massive bank barns the Pennsylvania Dutch were noted for constructing. But with the industrial revolution and the harnessing of steam power for manufacturing, pigments could be ground less expensively and in much greater abundance.

  A recently discovered star on the masonry gable end of a barn near Lenhartsville appears to be dated 1819. Although other early examples were thought to have been from much later in the nineteenth century, it is possible that it was painted that early, as the hex sign is the only painted surface on the gable end of the barn. Perhaps more study of this barn will provide an answer.

  In the late nineteenth century, a farmer in need of paint would go to the local general store and purchase dry powdered pigments by weight. He would take this dry ingredient back to the farm, where he would mix it with sour (spoiled) milk. Spoiled milk was plentiful because of a lack of refrigeration. The milk contained an ingredient called casein, a sticky substance that allowed the paint to penetrate and hold on to the wood fibers. Anyone who has ever tried to remove milk paint from antique furniture has, first, made the mistake of destroying its value, and second, taken on a nearly impossible task.

  A farmer that grew flax could take the flaxseed to an oil mill to extract the linseed oil from the seed. He then used the linseed oil as the solvent for the powdered pigment secured from the general store. The linseed oil was boiled to improve its drying qualities, and it was the mark of a true paint craftsman to be able to boil the linseed oil while taking care to “keep the oil out of the fire and the fire out of the oil.”

Boiling linseed oil and mixing pigment color to the proper consistency for brushing and durability became the realm of itinerant crews that took over the task of painting barns as the farmers became more devoted to their farming techniques. Barn painting became a specialization, and crews often competed to get the job of painting a barn. The simple rosettes and other barn stars painted by the Pennsylvania Dutch grew more intricate during the reign of the itinerant crews in the early twentieth century. Although almost exclusively geometric in nature, both the stars and the borders became very complex in their layout and design. Some believe that the competition among crews was responsible for the designs’ increasing complexity.
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    This faceted eight-point star, painted by Hoyt, features a scalloped border design popularized by the late Milton Hill.

  

  

  Several itinerant barn painters became known for the distinctive designs. Milton Hill (1887–1972) of Virginville exhibited his work at the earliest Kutztown Folk Festival in the 1950s. Painted on panels at Kutztown, Hill’s hex signs were as intricate as kaleidoscope patterns. Contemporary hex sign painters pay homage to Milton Hill by referring to a complex faceted star with multiscalloped border as the Hill Star. Harry Adam of Edenburg was known for his trademark geometric star with a unique border. Perry Ludwig (1837–1925) painted his own characteristic golden stars. Each of these three itinerant barn painters likely tried other designs, but the stars are what they are best known for.

  The next stage in the evolution of hex signs as a folk art was the depiction of animals on the barns. In the early 1900s, the itinerant crews, in addition to offering the Pennsylvania Dutch farmer hex signs or barn stars to get the job of painting his barn, began to offer mural designs that featured the farmer’s favorite team of horses or mules, or the type of livestock he specialized in or was most proud of raising. Perhaps Holstein or Hereford cows, Yorkshire pigs, or a certain breed of sheep would be the focus of the mural, bordered by barn stars symmetrically placed on each side.

  These murals soon led to the work of Johnny Ott (1891–1964) of Lenhartsville. Ott was not a barn painter, but a folk-art craftsman who owned and operated the Lenhartsville Hotel along Old Route 22, known today as the Hex Highway because of the number of beautifully decorated barns along its length. Johnny Ott, not one to miss an opportunity to meet the needs of the tourists that traveled this main route through the heart of Dutch Country, soon found an outlet to sell hex signs that he painted on plywood or hardboard disks and panels. People could purchase these hex signs as souvenirs of their travels among the Pennsylvania Dutch. Ott took a great deal of artistic license in determining what constituted a hex sign. He, more than anyone, got people used to the idea that hex signs could be more than just geometric stars. Ott brought many of the design motifs previously found on fraktur documents (birth, baptismal, and marriage certificates), painted furniture, tinware, decorative ironwork, and carvings—distelfinks, tulips, pomegranates, lilies, hearts, and all variety of flora and fauna—to the folk art of hex signs. If an outlander, as Ott called travelers, wanted something on a hex sign, he would oblige them with his best. Some scholars and traditionalists believe that only rosettes and geometric stars can be considered true hex signs, but others accept the mural work first done by the itinerant crews and then broadly expanded by the creativity of Johnny Ott.
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    The late Johnny Claypoole was one of the few remaining sign artists who painted directly on barns. The majority of today’s hex signs are painted on wooden disks that are affixed to buildings. ERIC CLAYPOOLE COLLECTION
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    This Mighty Oak design hex sign is a collaboration between two of the craft’s most influential artists, Johnny Ott and Jacob Zook.

  

  

Perhaps the most well–known name in the hex sign genre is Jacob Zook of Paradise. Zook used the silkscreen printing medium to mass-produce hex sign designs and very successfully marketed them to the souvenir industry, both in Pennsylvania and worldwide. To many, the name Jacob Zook is synonymous with hex signs, and it is a well-deserved honor. Thanks to Zook’s efforts, many people learned about hex signs and the Pennsylvania Dutch culture. The designs that Zook had screen printed featured his efforts along with those of his wife, Jane, as well as artistic collaboration with Johnny Ott. At least one early Mighty Oak silkscreen design bears the signatures of both J. Ott and J. Zook, and several of the designs screen printed under the Jacob Zook name have striking similarities to the handpainted work of Johnny Ott. And photographs of Johnny Ott and his handpainted work appear in Jacob Zook’s booklet Hexology, first printed in 1962.
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    This Johnny Claypoole sign, representing love and marriage, incorporates many different design elements.
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    Eric Claypoole has carried on the work of his father, Johnny. Pictured is his design representing the tree of life.
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    Bill Shuster, a prominent contemporary hex sign painter, created this design of traditional Pennsylvania Dutch motifs.

  

  

  Johnny Claypoole (1921–2005) of Lenhartsville is the next important name in the folk art of hex sign painting. Claypoole befriended Johnny Ott and took several lessons from him before Ott died. Nearing his death, Ott asked Claypoole to continue his work and his hex sign painting legacy. Claypoole not only continued the work, but also developed his own unique style and designs as a craftsman. Johnny Claypoole pursued his craft as a full-time exhibiting artist until his death in 2005. Eric Claypoole, one of Johnny’s children, studied with and assisted his father and continues the family tradition. Both Johnny and Eric Claypoole exhibited at the annual Kutztown Pennsylvania German Festival.

  Another longtime exhibitor at the Kutztown festival is Bill Schuster (b. 1922), who is formerly of Emmaus and now has a shop in Kutztown. Bill is a master sign painter by trade and carries on the tradition of painting hex signs as a secondary vocation. Although Pennsylvania Dutch in format, Bill’s signs are distinctive. Different from Ott’s, Claypoole’s, or my work, Schuster’s hex signs incorporate lettering for personalization, whether the family name or the name of a business or farm, written in Pennsylvania Dutch dialect or English.

  The original hex signs were created by the Pennsylvania Dutch, a cultural group composed of several different groups of people. The Amish and Mennonites, referred to as Plain People, are Pennsylvania Dutch, but not all Pennsylvania Dutch people are Amish or Mennonite. The majority of the Pennsylvania Dutch are Lutheran or Reformed church members whose ancestors originally left the Palatinate and adjacent regions of Germany to acquire new land and escape religious intolerance and persecution. The immigrants, predominantly from Germany, Switzerland, and the Alsatian region of France, were offered land and religious freedom in the New World by William Penn and his agents as they looked to colonize Penn’s Woods, or Pennsylvania. The word Dutch, not to be mistaken in this case for people from Holland, is an Old English word that referred to anyone from the Rhine Valley in Europe.

  
    Symbolism in Hex Signs

    

    I n recent years, meanings have been assigned to many of the hex sign motifs. When attempting to interpret a sign’s symbolism, look at the combinations of motifs; one motif alone does not define a hex sign’s meaning. The symbolisms here are offered only for your consideration. You may feel, as some do, that hex signs are “Chust fer nice” or “Chust fer so”—simply meant to be a decorative part of Pennsylvania Dutch folklore and culture.

    One of the most well-known Pennsylvania Dutch motifs is the distelfink, a stylized bird that can have many different interpretations. Although it can take on features of other bird species, the distelfink design is said to have evolved from the goldfinch. The Pennsylvania Dutch farmer saw the goldfinch bird on the thistle weeds in his field, pulling the down or fuzz from the thistle to line its nest and eating the seed. Notably, goldfinches usually wait to nest until the thistles are in bloom. The Pennsylvania Dutch farmer called the bird a “thistle finch,” or distelfink. The bird became a recognized symbol of good fortune by eliminating the thistle as a weed in the fields, thus bringing the farmer better luck with his crops and more profit to his pocket. The distelfink is not always rendered in the black, yellow, and white of a goldfinch, and this also is explained in a popular Pennsylvania Dutch anecdote. When asked why distelfinks are so varied and colorful, a Pennsylvania Dutchman will tell you that God made the distelfink with the leftover colors after he made all the other bird species.
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