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Figs. 1, 2. Left: National Memorial for Peace and Justice, alternately known as the National 
Lynching Memorial, Montgomery, AL, erected by the Equal Justice Initiative in 2018. Photograph 
courtesy of the author; right: The First White House of the Confederacy, Montgomery, AL. 
Photograph courtesy of the author 

Since moving to central Alabama in 2015, my knowledge of the field of American art has been 
fundamentally challenged and reshaped to become more inclusive and more geographically 
expansive. Like many, my training in American art was a study of urban, mostly Northern 
centers; at the very least, it never explicitly attended to the arts of the American South as a 
distinctive regional tradition.1 In order to teach my regional student body (90 percent from 
Alabama; 57 percent non-white)2 and promote histories to which  students feel connected, I 
have become invested in uncovering the art and architecture in my own backyard. In the 
summer of 2017, I developed a special topics course on the visual arts of the American 
South—architecture, material culture, decorative arts, painting, and sculpture—from the 
colonial settlement to contemporary time. The course explored the interrelationships between 
history, material and visual culture, architecture, foodways, music, and literature in the 
formation of regional Southern identities. It addressed topics including the plantation 
architecture of big houses and back buildings, the narratives of former slaves, the high arts 
(sculpture and painting) and the vernacular—folk art, basketry, furniture, quilting, WPA 
photography, and Southern pottery. We adopted a special focus on Alabama, digging into the 
difficult histories and rich artistic legacies of the state. In constructing the syllabus, I found 
myself stymied by a dearth of art-historical scholarship on the region, especially articles that 
might present short case studies or that were written for an undergraduate audience. I am 
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sure that my experiences are not unique to those who seek to unmask regional narratives in 
their teaching to connect with a local student body. In my case, the writings of John Michael 
Vlach, Dell Upton, and Maurie McInnis were necessarily supplemented by primary sources, 
articles, and excerpts from exhibition catalogues.3 Teaching that course forced me to reckon 
with both the limitations of my own training as an Americanist, and to consider more 
generally the confines of our discipline. I also became more familiar with the city that I live in: 
Montgomery, Alabama.   

 
Learning about the South in My Own Backyard 

As an outsider—someone not from the South—I am 
continually confounded by the regional idiosyncrasies. 
Alabama, like much of the region, is a place of 
contradictions. The city seal of the state capital, 
Montgomery, is “Birthplace of the Civil Rights 
Movement, Cradle of the Confederacy”; these 
seemingly incongruous historical moments define the 
broader regional divisions of the South. The cultural 
landscape of the city illustrates its opposing histories. 
Indeed, these two poles are epitomized by dueling 
tourism sites: the progressive National Memorial for 
Peace and Justice (fig. 1), alternately known as the 
National Lynching Memorial, erected by the Equal 
Justice Initiative in 2018, and the First White House of 
the Confederacy (fig. 2), which is maintained by the 

White House Association (WHA) of Alabama (founded in 1900), heroicizes Jefferson Davis, 
and upholds the Lost Cause ideology.4 Coined in 1866, the 
Lost Cause is a form of historical revisionism and signifies a 
pervasive belief system that glorifies the antebellum South 
and mythologizes Confederate values.5 Followers of the 
Lost Cause forward the especially pernicious idea that the 
Civil War was fought over states’ rights and not slavery; it is 
an assertion that dangerously undermines the links 
between slavery and white supremacy, contemporary 
racism, and neo-confederacy.6 In 2007, vandals made those 
links explicitly clear when they painted the faces and hands 
of Confederate soldier statues black on the Alabama 
Confederate Memorial Monument (fig. 3).7 The 88-foot-tall 
monument (fig. 4) sits to the north of the State Capitol 
Building and was erected in 1886 to commemorate the 
state’s 122,000 Confederate veterans.8 A few blocks away, 
the Civil Rights Memorial (fig. 5), created by Maya Lin (b. 
1959) and erected by the Southern Poverty Law Center in 
1989, records important dates in the struggle for civil rights. 
The American Civil War and the Civil Rights Movement are, 
of course, themselves deeply intertwined—the roots of one 
fomenting the struggles of the other—and Montgomery 
occupies a central position within both histories.  

Fig. 3. Black paint covers the face and hands 
of a statue that was defaced at the 
Confederate Memorial in Montgomery, AL, 
2007. AP Photo/Rob Carr 

Fig. 4. The Alabama Confederate 
Memorial Monument, designed by 
Gorda C. Doud, executed by Alexander 
Doyle, and erected in 1886, 
Montgomery, AL. Photo: Wikimedia 
Commons 
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Fig. 5. The Civil Rights Memorial, designed by Maya Lin and 
erected in 1989, Montgomery, AL. Photo: Wikimedia 
Commons 

The Civil War (1861–65) began on February 4, 1861, when Jefferson Davis announced the 
formation of the Confederate States of America (CSA) from the second-floor balcony of the 
Alabama State Capitol building. Davis was inaugurated as CSA president two weeks later on 
the capitol building steps (fig. 6). Montgomery was the first capital of the Confederacy 
before it moved to Richmond, Virginia, in early March. While the state saw its only serious 
wartime action in Mobile, it was a central economic engine for the Confederacy. Indeed, 
Alabama was built on “King Cotton” and the associated wealth and history is tied to the 

enslavement of African Americans, whose bodies 
sustained the plantation economy through forced 
labor.9 The continuation of the slave economy was the 
central platform of the CSA and, following the Union 
army triumph and the failures of Radical 
Reconstruction, the white majority sought to maintain 
racialized systems of inequality, albeit in new guises. 
Newly enfranchised African Americans were subjected 
to Jim Crow policies—including strict racial 
segregation—and became the targets of new forms of 
systematized violence, including lynching, to incite 
terror and maintain the hegemony of white 
supremacy.10 

In the mid-twentieth century, Montgomery was home 
to the Civil Rights movement, owing in part to the 
position of Martin Luther King, Jr. as pastor of the 
Dexter Avenue Church from May 1954 through 
November 1959. During that time, activist Rosa Parks 
launched the yearlong Montgomery Bus Boycott, 
which was a non-violent protest to end segregated 
seating on city public transportation. In February of 
1960, thirty-five students from Alabama State College 
(which was founded by nine freed slaves in 1867 as the 

Fig. 6. A. C. McIntyre, “First Inauguration of 
Jefferson Davis as President of the 
Confederate States of America at 
Montgomery, Alabama,” 1861. Photo: 
Wikimedia Commons 
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first state-sponsored Historically Black College or University in the nation) organized a sit-
in at the segregated County Courthouse lunch counter. The following year, Freedom Riders 
testing desegregation on interstate buses bound for Jackson, Mississippi, arrived in 
Montgomery. There they were met by an angry white mob—prompting United States 
Attorney General Robert Kennedy to send federal marshals at King’s request. Four years 
later, in 1965, King led the five-day, fifty-four-mile march from Selma to Montgomery 
advocating for voting rights that ended at the steps of the State Capitol Building (fig. 7). 
There, a crowd of twenty-five thousand onlookers heard King’s “Our God is Marching On!” 
speech, where he said:  

We must come to see that the end we seek is a society at peace with itself, a 
society that can live with its conscience. . . . That will be the day of man as 
man . . .  however difficult the moment, however frustrating the hour, it will 
not be long, because the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward 
justice.11  

From our current historical position, that arc may seem long indeed. Yet, “change is 
a’comin’”12—even here. In 2019, Montgomery—which, like many Southern cities, is majority 
black13—elected its first African American mayor, Steven Reed.14  

The transformation of the South in the twenty-first 
century is typified by similar historical inequities and 
cultural contradictions and is defined by continued social 
challenges and also broadening opportunities. Resources 
such as the Invisible Histories Project, which archives 
Alabama LGBTQ history, and the Southern Oral History 
Project, which has been collecting interviews since 1973, 
alongside initiatives such as Beyond and Behind the Big 
House and the Slave Dwelling Project, expand regional 
narratives, confront imagined stereotypes about the 
South, and strengthen individual communities through 
projects that tap collective memory and preserve untold 
histories. Contemporary artists are also taking on the 
weight of Southern history, drawing inspiration from its 
pasts to create innovative works that envision new 
futures. From the textile-based work of Sonya Clark and 
the tapestries of Noel Anderson, to the mapping projects 
of Celestia Morgan and the sculpture of Stephen Hayes, 
such artists are reaching new audiences via art galleries 
and museums. In so doing, they are also broadening the 
conversation about the South and its national legacies. 
These projects and individuals aim to redress Southern 
archetypes and redefine the South not as static and 
monolithic, but instead as a space that is fluid, 
multicultural, and complex. Living in the South, 
surrounded by such rich histories and innovative 
forward-looking initiatives, I learn something new each 
day about what it means to be an Americanist.   

Fig. 7. “March 25, 1965, civil rights 
marchers form a crowd in front of the 
Alabama State Capitol in Montgomery, 
Ala. at the end of their five-day march 
from Selma, Ala. to protest discrimination 
against African-Americans in the state’s 
voting practices. A line of guards stretches 
across the Capitol steps, upper center, but 
no attempt was made by marchers to 
enter the Capitol.” AP Photo/Bill Achatz 

 

https://invisiblehistory.org/
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A Problem of Boundaries: Defining the South 

The first problem in writing an art history of the American South is the challenge of defining 
the regional boundaries; just what is the South? Depending on what you consult (fig. 8), the 
South contains six states (the Old South), eleven states (Dixie), fifteen states (slave states 
before 1860), or sixteen states (the US Census).15 It may seem obvious that Louisiana, 
Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia are in the South, but what about Texas, Florida, Arkansas, 
or Maryland? The South is comprised of various regions, including greater Appalachia, the 
Deep South, Acadiana, the Tidewater, the Low Country, and the Gulf South, and each one of 
these regions has its own distinctive community, identity, and history.16 The South is 
frequently framed by the history of the American Civil War and is associated in the national 
cultural imagination with right-wing, neoliberal, and conservative Christian values; 
stereotypes of soul food eating, blues-playing African Americans, gun-totin’ rednecks, and 
bible thumpin’ hillbillies abound.17 Yet, the South is also deeply multicultural, and there is a 
modern, or new, New South on the rise.18 Metropolitan centers such as Charleston, South 
Carolina; Chattanooga, Tennessee; and Greenville, South Carolina19 are experiencing rapid 
population growth and drawing younger residents between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-
four; these cities have begun to embrace multiculturalism, urban development, and more 
progressive anti-racist, decolonial values, leading to what some call a “cosmopolitan New 
South.”20  

 

Fig. 8. Map of the Southern United States, Wikimedia Commons 

Grappling with the slipperiness of the South seems especially important today. The expanding 
social and political divides in this country are also geographic registers of ideological value 
systems, often based around shared identities and experiences of place. Consequently, 
regional difference becomes marked by an “us” versus “them” mentality. As Joel Garreau 
argued in 1981, such distinctions based upon regional identity define nine stateless nations 
that compose the United States.21 In American Nations: A History of Eleven Rival Regional 
Cultures of North America, Colin Woodard expanded upon this premise and linked these 
regional divisions to their unique histories and founding mythologies.22 Indeed, in my own 
experiences, one ideological difference between the South and the North is made evident by 
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considering the meanings tied to two colonial founding narratives. New Englanders take 
pride in the story of the Pilgrims who fled the old world for the New World in search of 
religious freedom; Southerners revel in the narrative of economic independence embedded 
in the tales of second sons, who found prosperity by shipping to the Southern colonies. One 
ideal aspires to collectivity and tolerance; the other to individual fortitude. Of course, both 
are pure fiction and part of a white imaginary. Yet, these deeply rooted beliefs speak to the 
power of narrative history to unite or enforce divisions through erasure. Therefore, as 
Americanists, reckoning with the South might also help us to understand its diverse regional 
histories and reflect upon broader national contemporary discourses, both from within and 
without.  

 
Why Have There Been No Great Southern Artists?  

As with Linda Nochlin’s leading 1971 question regarding the absence of women from the art-
historical canon,23 I seek here to provocatively raise a question about the exclusion of 
Southern art from most studies of American art, instead of asserting that there are not great 
Southern artists. Instead, one might ask how the constructs of the discipline itself have 
allowed the South to be overlooked or, perhaps, intentionally excluded from the textbooks. In 
the case of canonized early American artists, such as Washington Allston (1779–1843)—born 
in Georgetown, South Carolina—or Thomas Sully (1783–1872)— who grew up in Charleston, 
South Carolina, and lived in Richmond, Virginia—their Southern origins are often ignored in 
favor of their national import or Northern connections.24 In the reverse, numerous twentieth-
century Southern artists are categorized as self-taught, a designation that naturally positions 
them outside of the canon, as Miranda Lash points out in her essay, “What Do We Envision 
When We Talk about the South?”:  

In the art world, the South continues to be regarded both internally and 
externally as a zone peripheral to the intellectual and commercial traffic of 
New York and Los Angeles. . . . On occasions where the South as a region does 
enter contemporary art discourse, it often falls under the auspices that it is a 
natural hotbed of creativity for artists who have been classified as “self-
taught,” “visionary,” or otherwise “naïve.”25  

Such characterizations stigmatize these artists and their work as somehow lesser than their 
academically trained counterparts. While this line of questioning comes down to issues of 
canon formation—and I do not intend to write a historiography of American art here—I do 
want to consider how and where we geographically center our discipline and what gets left 
out.26 Why is the South almost always on the periphery?  

Undoubtedly, certain conditions affected the early development of the arts in the South. In 
contrast to the North, the South suffered from a lack of institutional bases for formal art 
training.27 The region is, however, especially rich in craft traditions, with artisans working in 
methods and materials that have been historically undervalued by art historians. Craft 
traditions, such as basketry, ironwork, ceramics production, furniture making, and quilting, 
have only just begun to gain widespread acceptance within the academic hierarchies of art 
history.28 In addition, during Reconstruction and well into the mid-twentieth century, there 
was entrenched nativism within the American South, which sought to privilege white, regional 
traditions and histories over a national or Northern shared heritage.29 This resulted in 
Southerners writing about the South for Southern audiences. As Ronald L. Hurst says in his 
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recent state of the field on Southern furniture studies, “these publications were generated by 
Southern scholars and institutions. There was still little interest in the subject beyond the 
region.”30 Such insularity is relevant even today; studies of Southern material still tend to be 
internally generated and consumed by Southern audiences. 

By the 1930s, a version of American folk art was being exported from regions in the South and 
marketed to mostly middle-class, white audiences.31 This coincided with the WPA historical 
surveys to document colonial American architecture, painting, and material culture and 
aligned with the drive to create a shared, usable past, as epitomized by Colonial 
Williamsburg.32 These various projects presented a whitewashed colonial narrative of 
prosperity, which often failed to include people of color. Such movements had the dual effect 
of making the South more insular and less open to outsiders and also excluding people of 
color from a Southern canon. As John Michael Vlach famously wrote of Southern African 
American folklife in his landmark publication, By the Work of Their Hands:  

In the History of the United States the stories of the politically and 
economically disenfranchised are rarely told, and when they are, it is usually 
from the perspective of those who hold power. . . a people bereft of a history—
without a past—has no reliable source for its identity.33  

As Vlach here makes clear, the majority of the Southern art histories that were written in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries focused almost entirely on white makers and 
operated to support systems of white supremacy and rob Southern African Americans of a 
historical legacy, shared culture, or communal identity. Contemporary craft practitioners, 
including sweetgrass basket maker Mary Jackson (b. 1945) and the Gee’s Bend Quilting 
Collective, are challenging that premise by carrying on regional, generationally inherited 
practices.  

One anecdote is indicative of the ways in which Southern art has been marginalized more 
broadly within the field of American art. In 1949, The Metropolitan Museum of Art curator 
Joseph Downs articulated a widespread aversion to Southern art, remarking that “little of 
artistic merit was made south of Baltimore.”34 As Maurie McInnis explains in her article 
advocating expanding the study of the eighteenth century into the American South, Downs’s 
dismissive characterization of Southern art as forgettable and without merit, and the wider 
exclusion of Southern art from histories of the discipline, can be traced to a number of factors. 
These include the focus of the first histories of American art written by William Dunlap in 
1834, which favored New York; the development of vernacular and regional artistic traditions 
over institutionalized modes of instruction and artistic practice; and “the region’s 
commitment to the institution of slavery,”35 which stigmatized Southern art at the very least 
as “thorny,” if not backward, aberrant, or downright dangerous. Taken together, these varying 
historical circumstances had the consequence of further establishing the South as somehow 
“other” in relation to an American normal.36 

 
Building a Broader, More Inclusive History of American Art  

Scholarship on art of the American South has matured since McInnis’s article, alongside 
increasing recognition that the disciplinary marginalization of Southern art is based upon 
historical, material, racial, and geographic biases.37 Since 2005, our field has benefited from a 
growing body of individual studies on Southern artists, public monuments, vernacular art and 

https://americanart.si.edu/artist/mary-jackson-27690
https://www.geesbendquiltingretreats.com/gees-bend-quilting-collective.html
https://www.geesbendquiltingretreats.com/gees-bend-quilting-collective.html
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architecture, and African American arts of the South.38 This renewal has been spurred by 
insightful scholarly publications, innovative museum exhibitions, robust Southern 
contemporary art scenes, and conferences focused on regional artistic traditions, legacies, and 
contemporary practices. Academic and cultural institutions are leading the way in this 
transformation, including interdisciplinary programs focused on Southern studies and New 
Southern studies,39 the Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts (MESDA), the Ogden 
Museum of Southern Art, Prospect New Orleans, Souls Grown Deep Foundation, South Arts 
(formerly the Southern Arts Federation), and the Society 1858 Prize for Contemporary 
Southern Art, as well as publications, such as the Journal of Southern History; the New 
Encyclopedia of Southern Culture, published by the Center for the Study of Southern 
Culture; Burnaway: The Voice of Art in the South; and Southern Cultures, published by the 
Center for the Study of the American South. My own small contribution to this work 
includes directing the annual Southern Studies conference.  

In order to add to this growing discourse, I organized a double session in 2018 for the annual 
SECAC conference (formerly the Southeastern College Art Conference) held in Birmingham, 
Alabama, titled “‘Little of Artistic Merit?’: The Art of the American South.” Its title borrowed 
from McInnis and Downs, that SECAC double session was intended to provide a platform for 
scholars to present their research on the arts of the American South. This In the Round 
extends that platform, bringing such scholarship to Panorama readers.  

These ten essays, when read together, illuminate the breadth of the region and its artistic 
histories. They span eight southern states; treat photographs, paintings, sculpture, and visual 
and material culture; and cover the Civil War period to contemporary time. Rachel Stephens 
examines Lost Cause mythology—especially the idea of the loyal slave—as promoted in the 
works of pro-Confederacy Virginia artists, including William D. Washington in his 1864 
painting The Burial of Latané (1864; The Johnson Collection). Sarah Beetham studies the 
longevity of the Lost Cause ideology and its physical mark on the Southern landscape through 
the use of Confederate monuments. She introduces contemporary art projects that seek to 
counteract or invalidate the power of such public icons. In contrast, Wendy Castenell 
examines Afro-Creole patronage in New Orleans during the period of Reconstruction, 
arguing that through portraiture, newspapers, and poetry this elite community was able to 
support radical political movements and demand broader rights for African Americans. 
Perhaps more significant are the ways in which their racial mutability and position within 
New Orleans society raised questions about the strict binary of race adopted in most of the 
United States. Elyse Gerstenecker expands upon the role of Southern women in shaping 
regional material culture through a study of turn-of-the-century art schools in Abingdon, 
Virginia; New Orleans, Louisiana; and Asheville, North Carolina. Also considering the 
influence of women on Southern regional styles, Ali Printz introduces readers to the career of 
West Virginia artist Patty Willis, whose wide-ranging practice Printz provocatively dubs 
“Appalachian modernism.” Turning to photography, Johnna Henry studies the format of the 
mugshot, articulating how Freedom Riders may have staged visual interventions to enact 
agency over their images. Melissa Mednicov raises historiographic questions about canon 
formation in her essay, which contrasts the legacies and reputations of two Texas artists, 
Robert Rauschenberg and Forrest Bess. Peter Han-Chih Wang examines one portfolio by 
contemporary Alabama photographer Devin Lunsford, introducing the various canonical 
photographers whose Southern imagery influenced its production. Also focused on Alabama, 
Aleesa Alexander presents an overview of the works of the Bessemer School of artists, a group 
of twentieth-century black artists working in the greater Birmingham area. Through this 

https://mesda.org/
https://ogdenmuseum.org/
https://ogdenmuseum.org/
https://www.prospectneworleans.org/
https://www.soulsgrowndeep.org/
https://www.southarts.org/
https://www.1858prize.org/
https://www.1858prize.org/
https://southernstudies.olemiss.edu/publications/the-new-encyclopedia-of-southern-culture/
https://southernstudies.olemiss.edu/publications/the-new-encyclopedia-of-southern-culture/
https://southernstudies.olemiss.edu/
https://southernstudies.olemiss.edu/
https://burnaway.org/
http://www.southerncultures.org/
https://south.unc.edu/
http://www.cas.aum.edu/community-resources/southern-studies-conference
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analysis, Alexander reveals the ways in which such artists developed a subversive practice that 
counters dominant political and artistic modes. And Rachel Kirby studies the work of 
Charleston, South Carolina, artist Jonathan Green and contrasts it with Alice Ravenel Huger 
Smith’s watercolors of rice production in order to show how Green constructs a language of 
“unenslavement.” Kirby’s essay argues for a radical reenvisioning of the Southern past and 
its potential futures through the power of art. 

Together, these contributions demonstrate the surprising histories and variety of Southern art 
and culture. Collectively, the authors question whether there is something uniquely Southern 
about the arts of the South—situating their artists and areas of study within the region’s 
ambiguous geographic borders and amorphous histories. This is by no means an exhaustive 
compilation. Indeed, these essays barely scratch the surface. Instead, it is hoped that these 
studies will encourage our field to expand the geographic reach of surveys of American art and 
inspire future art-historical analyses of the visual and material cultures of the region. Such 
scholarship may prove, once and for all, the artistic merit of the arts of the American South.  

Editors’ note, June 29, 2020: Post-publication, the author received a critique on this 
introduction that they would like to address. The critic noted that there was a lack of 
diversity reflected in footnoted scholarship. In order to redress some of this criticism, the 
author would like to underscore that many scholars are producing important 
interdisciplinary scholarship in this field of study. The author has added footnote 37, 
which briefly outlines some of the important work being done by the many academics and 
curators working on Southern art and culture. 
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