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  PREFACE
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  In the fall of 2006, I received a call from Charlie Burden inviting me to lunch. We had corresponded nearly twenty-five years earlier about antique infant-feeding vessels. Charlie was then practicing pediatrics in Maine and I was running an infant-formula company in Indiana. Now twenty-five years later we were both retired, living in Maine, and still collecting. Charlie belongs to the American Folk Art Society, a group of folk art collectors that meets twice a year to visit private and public collections around the country. The group was scheduled to visit Maine in the fall of 2008. The dilemma was that most of the folk art in Maine is in museums spread along the coast. And much of the material is in storage, little of it ever having been exhibited or published. At our luncheon, Charlie outlined his concept for the Maine Folk Art Trail. He would try to get a group of Maine museums and historical societies to simultaneously mount folk art exhibitions, not only for the American Folk Art Society, but for the public at large.




  Charlie asked if I would help. I said I would. And thus began a project that has consumed far more time, money, and gasoline than either of us ever envisioned. It quickly included ten institutions and a hardcover catalog of most of the best pieces from the exhibitions. I want to acknowledge that not only was this project Charlie Burden’s idea, but also without his undaunted optimism and countless hours spent coordinating the contributions of ten different institutions to meet an ambitious schedule of visits, photography, captions, and editing, the Maine Folk Art Trail would never have happened.




  Charlie and I both want to thank and acknowledge the time, effort, and enthusiasm put forth by the following individuals: For their early conceptual, design, and public-relations counsel Earle G. Shettleworth, Jr., Allison Ferris, Bruce Brown, Ollie Wilder, David Becker, Jessica Nicoll, Bill Barry, Keith Ludden, Kathy Shaw, Eric Jorgensen, Kathy Westra, Benjamin Burden, Patricia Royall, Dr. Jeremy Burden, and Harrah Lord.




  For many hours of work at their respective Maine institutions, selecting objects, providing study images and caption information, arranging objects for photography, attending meetings, and offering advice: Bill Low at Bates College Museum of Art, Lewiston; Greg Williams and Hannah Blunt at Colby College Museum of Art, Waterville; Helen Fisher, Betsy Jewell, and Bethany Engstrom at Farnsworth Art Museum, Rockland; Don Whitney of the Fireman’s Museum, Portland; John Mayer at Maine Historical Society, Portland; Nathan Lipfert and Amy Lent at Maine Maritime Museum, Bath; Tom Johnson at Museums of Old York, York; Sheila MacDonald, Deanna Bonner-Ganter, and Laurie LaBar at Maine State Museum, Augusta; Ben Fuller and Niles Parker at Penobscot Marine Museum, Searsport; Julie Lindberg and Nancy Smoak at Rufus Porter Museum, Bridgton; and Andrea Strassner at Saco Museum, Saco.




  A special thanks to Richard D’Abate and the staff at The Maine Historical Society in Portland for serving as the project’s financial instrument.




  For her superb photography and long days at thirteen venues, we thank Ellen McDermott, New York City.




  For their enlightening essays and editing, we would like to recognize Stacy Hollander, The American Museum of Folk Art, and Kevin Murphy, Graduate Center of the City University of New York.




  For her efforts in writing grant proposals, we thank Elizabeth Martin, Tenants Harbor, and for their generous financial support, we thank The Davis Family Foundation, The American Folk Art Society, an anonymous donor, Northeast Auctions, Maine Antiques Digest, and Maine Antiques Dealers Association.




  And finally we extend our thanks to our publisher, Down East Books and Michael Steere, acquisitions editor, for their enthusiastic willingness to record the Maine Folk Art Trail.




  RAYMOND C. EGAN




  8 July 2007




  INTRODUCTION


  ‘MANIFESTING AN ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT’: FOLK ART IN MAINE





  Stay C. Hollander




  SENIOR CURATOR, AMERICAN FOLK ART MUSEUM




  ▾▾▾▾▾▾▾▾▾▾▾




  The air may be different in Maine. Or perhaps it is the long history of conflict, struggle, opportunism, and achievement. Over time and against great obstacles, the citizens of Maine have consistently demonstrated an unusual level of independent thought, determination, spirit, and sheer persistence. These qualities have produced colorful and ingenious characters of original thinking and great talent; some of those remarkable men and women have also figured largely in the story of American folk art.




  My purpose is not to iterate Maine’s history, but to reflect upon the nature of folk art and offer a guide to appreciating the wonderful gathering of artworks that comprise this volume. The publication of this catalog documents an unprecedented moment in Maine art history: the collaboration among ten museums to form a folk art exhibition trail. Some of the artworks have previously been on limited view; many are on view for the first time. As might be expected, most of those vibrant works are typical of folk art forms found elsewhere throughout the United States: quilts, painted furniture, family records, valentines, pottery, portraits, landscapes. Others are particular to Maine’s maritime culture, manifesting an abiding relationship with activities such as lumbering, shipbuilding, seafaring, trading, or fishing. All share a multiplicity of influences that have shaped their creation—place, time, purpose, and artist—and they now offer valuable insights into changing patterns of life even as we marvel at their vitality of expression.




  Consider, for instance, the palimpsest nature of a York tavern sign. In 1789, shortly after the establishment of independence and in an effort to encourage economic growth, legislation was enacted to protect American shipping and fishing interests. Customs districts were established to collect duties from foreign vessels passing through United States ports. Around 1793, when the sign was first painted, York was one such important customs district. Several years later the sign was repainted. It no longer identified the customs house of a bustling seaport, but instead promised to slake the thirst of the many customers who thronged throughout the harbor. The stability of William Stacy’s tavern was tied to the busyness of the area, while its inventory of Wine/Brandy Rum/Gin Porter/And Fruit, depended upon the commodities traded in the port.




  Maine’s strategic location with coastal outlets and a heavily forested inland created exciting opportunities for early men of vision who turned waterfront frontiers into thriving port towns. The success of these regions was palpable in the hum of activity around the ports, and also in the built landscape of shops, public buildings, and fine houses furnished in the Federal style. Prime among personal possessions were locally commissioned portraits that tangibly identified the citizens most critical to this economic growth.




  During the decades that he lived and worked in Maine, portrait painter John Brewster (1766–1854) recorded generations of Saco’s first family of shipbuilders, the Cuttses. The stern, Puritan austerity of the progenitor, Colonel Thomas Cutts, and his wife overwhelm the viewer from life-size canvases whose dimensions are as lean and angular as those of the couple themselves. Colonel Cutts survived the Revolution with his fortune intact and even established an iron works on Cutts Island in 1811; his son Foxwell had the misfortune to lose the family’s wealth during the embargo years that followed. Ruddy, fleshy, corpulent, and dandified, Foxwell’s portrait stands in stark contrast to the large, sober canvases of his parents.




  This type of portraiture is considered within the folk art genre in part because of the stylized treatment of figures and settings and the smoothness of the brushwork. It is now recognized that one aspect of this enameled surface was the legacy of a medieval craftsman approach to painting. It was also a conscious rejection in the early years of the republic of the highly emotive brushwork found in European portraiture that was also the artist’s “signature.” The anti-Europe sentiment rife in the new United States was bluntly expressed by Francis Rittal, a sea captain who fought in the Revolutionary War, on the title page of his navigation book: “May the Constitu[tion] of America bid defiance to all Europe’s Tyranny.” Though aristocratic families in urban centers might opt for these flourishes in their portraits, the smooth surface and dignified, simplified format of folk portraiture spoke to the values of rural America. Ironically, many of the objects contained within the portraits of rural gentry and merchant princes, particularly furniture and looking glasses, often were high style, and most likely purchased in Boston, Philadelphia, or New York, or were brought over from England. Though such luxury items were made in Maine, there was a certain prestige in procuring fine furniture from a major taste center. Maine cabinetmakers, some of whom had apprenticed in Boston, advertised goods that were in the “newest fashion.” Local economies, however, were not always able to support a high-style cabinetmaker, and many needed to diversify their offerings to survive.
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  Pictorial Table Rug, Artist unidentified Possibly Otisfield, Maine, c. 1840 Wool appliqué, gauze and embroidery on wool, 29 x 53 inches Collection American Folk Art Museum, New York Promised gift of Ralph Esmerian, Pl.2001.293




  Elite households most probably also owned the grain-painted furniture, boxes, and other hand­decorated forms celebrated here, though they might be relegated to the less formal rooms of the home as they belonged to everyday life rather than the aspirations of the parlor. Much of Maine’s vernacular furniture was constructed of inexpensive woods such as basswood, white pine, maple, birch, and beech. Finished case pieces were then decoratively painted to imitate mahogany or bird’s-eye maple in an effort to disguise and protect the woods and’to simulate more expensive furniture. About the turn of the nineteenth century, imitative surface treatments yielded to imaginative evocations of actual woods. Techniques that produced fanciful, extravagant patterning such as smoke and vinegar graining, gained currency in both formal and informal furniture. By the time Maine achieved statehood in 1820, rose­wood graining, with black and red striations, assumed primacy as an overall decoration. Additional design elements, especially on blanket chests, drawer fronts, and boxes, might be stenciled in metallic powders, keeping with the Empire style then in vogue.




  In addition to fancy furniture, silver, mirrors, and other evidences of wealth, the ambitions of a household might be expressed through elegant presentation pieces wrought by the daughters of a family. Through the skill of their hands, Maine’s young women demonstrated a conversance with the latest aesthetic trends in needlework, watercolors, and other artistic mediums. Their proficiency and accomplishments reflected the ability of their parents to pay for instruction in these efforts that went beyond the rudiments of a girl’s education. Some young girls were sent away to learn these refinements. In 1745, Rebekah Owen, an eleven-year-old girl from the District of Maine, stitched an Adam and Eve sampler in a prominent Boston school. Hers is one of a small handful that survives from this earliest group of needleworks sharing this theme. Other girls received their education closer to home. Persis Sibley painted her exquisite fire screen as an eighteen-year-old student in “Miss Murray’s school for young ladies in Hallowell, Maine.” An avid diarist, years later she noted having a miniature of herself and her baby painted by a local female artist in 1844.




  Maine provided fertile ground for textile innovation throughout the nineteenth century, especially in the area of rugs. Some of the most monumental and spectacular appliqued rugs made in the United States were the creative effort of Maine women and now reside in major museum collections. Rug hooking, one of the most widely practiced rugmaking techniques, is thought to have origins in Maine and the Canadian Maritime Provinces. One unusual example in Maine collections has the long narrow shape of a hearth rug and depicts a nattily attired black figure waving what appears to be an umbrella at a horse. A unique sculptural rugmaking technique developed in Waldoboro, featuring densely piled cut loops that were cut at different heights to give a three-dimensional effect. By the 186os, handmade rugs had become so pervasive that enterprising persons such as Edward Sands Frost (1843–1894), a Biddeford tin peddler, recognized their commercial potential. In 1876, when Frost sold his business, he had introduced about 180 hooked-rug patterns, preprinted on burlap.
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