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Introduction 

If the boldly-colored figurative paintings in Richard Burnside: Who is King? 
look familiar, that might be because they have appeared not only in major 
folk art exhibits at the Smithsonian and the High Museum of Art in Atlanta , 
Georgia , but on the walls of House of Blues venues, and on the packaging 
of Immaculate Bakery cookies manufactured by General Mills. How work 
by this Pendleton, South Carolina-based, African American artist became 
so recognizable and widely collected , while the trajectory of his artistic 
development and his authorial intent went relatively unexplored is the 
thorny question that this exhibit implicitly tackles. 

Instead of entering into the well-worn academic debate over the 
terminology used to characterize artwork made by people creating at the 
margins of the art world (is it folk art, outsider art, self-taught art, etc.) this 
exhibit takes a different tact. Based on personal interviews, McKissick's 
Curator of Exhibitions Edward Puchner has built an exhibition around 
the voices of Richard Burnside and the constellation of people who have 
observed and supported his artistic production over four decades. Drawing 
our attention especially to the artist's voice and presenting, in his own 
words, Burnside's intentions, choices and creative process, Puchner offers 
a corrective to earlier, more collector- , market-, and myth-driven exhibits of 
so-called southern folk or outsider art. While these earlier exhibits may have 
catapulted Burnside's work into the limelight, they largely left the story of 
the artist 's evolution untold. 

As the first museum retrospective to survey the entirety of Burnside's 
creative output, the first to mine the artist 's intentions, and the first to 
situate his work within the community he calls home, Richard Burnside: Who 
is King? tells one of the many untold stories of southern life. It is the story of 
a man driven to paint images with the power to protect us from evil, bring 
joy into our lives, and put a smile on our faces . 

Jane Przybysz, Ph.D. 
Executive Director 
April 2076 

S.C. STATE LIBRARY 

OCT 1 o 2016 

STATE DOCUMENTS 



Artist's Statement 

My art is folk art or a creative art. It is the type of art that comes 

from inside, and is not taught in books. I see it and I do it. When it 

comes to my mind, I know what I want to do. I have used all kinds 

of materials to put my art on .... .wood, canvas, sticks, cardboard , 

gourds, glass, furniture .... everything. I have used every color of 

paint there is, as well as crayons, markers, and pencils. 

The thing I enjoy most about my years as an artist is seeing the 

joy on someone's face when they "get the one they wanted ." 

If they are happy that makes me happy. Many times I would be 

working on a painting for someone and a person would walk 

by and see it and they would just have to have it. So I would let 

them take that one and start over on the original and have it 

ready when the person who I was making it for got there. I never 

got tired of watching the reaction when someone saw my art, of 

seeing it make someone smile. That is my favorite part. 

Richard Burnside 
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Who is King? 

The Lord give you something that no one give you. He give you a chance in 
life to live.' 

Since the 1980s, Richard Burnside has developed a d istinctive brand of 
figuration. His figures - dignified kings and queens, menacing animals, 
beetles, and snakes - all have a strong frontal presence that stares back 
at us and commands our attention. They both enter our space and bring 
us into theirs with raucous color contrasts and with patterns that appear 
playful and vibrant. At the same time, Burnside's artworks use figures as 
metaphors that are evocative of power and expressive on secular and 
spiritual levels. For the artist, his act of painting is closely tied to his Baptist 
faith and began in the mid-seventies as a way to heal his own physical pain . 
It connects him to a world in which the Lord grants wisdom and protection 
from the devil. Those works for which he is best known - his kings and 
queens - are a standard against which he judges the leaders or kings he 
sees around him today. Burnside is often skeptical of powerful leaders 
and their competence and he applies this cynicism to his figural works as 
a means of warning others against evil , greed, and false promises. 

Burnside began drawing just as he was ending military service at Fort 
Jackson in Columbia , South Carolina . Suffering a foot injury, he turned to art 
as a form of healing. In his words: "I used to have a problem with my pains. 
I started doing art and the pain left." 2 As his Artist 's Statement asserts, 
however, he had at least two other motivations for his work. He liked the joy 
it brought to others and he enjoyed the personal financial support making 
and selling his art provided. 

The artist claims humble beginnings to his artistic production. 
" I started with just the same thing everyone else started with. With the 
pencil, and then from the pencil to a crayon, from crayon to marker, and 
anything else I use. I used to draw my own paint brush ."3 As Untitled 
(Study of a Tree) illustrates, Burnside became proficient with line drawing 
and gained a clear understanding of 
form before he moved away from three
dimensional imagery. He began using a 
pasting and glu ing technique in which he 
painted the background and layered it with 
smaller drawn or painted elements. This 
process can be seen in his work Untitled 
from the mid-1980s done on a found 
chalkboard (Cat. 6) . 

Burnside's willingness to experiment with 
with pasted forms gradually extended 
to his concepts and themes as well. One 
local collector, the sculptor John Acorn , 
recalls that Burnside's earliest works in 
the late 1970s were largely biblical in 
subject.4 By the mid-1980s, Burnside had 
turned his attention to the human figure, 
experimenting with more introspective, 
abstract imagery derived largely from the 
human face. 
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Unt,f1ed (StUOy of I Tree). c. 1999 
crayon on paper 
Colxlcsy Ruthie Milla< 



Burnside's art from the late 1980s and early 
1990s methodically condensed the human 
anatomy into basic shapes. He shrouded 
everything in meticulous patterns and heavy 
outlines of intense color contrasts. 

Through the 1980s, Burnside titled many of 
his paintings after kings of African countries, 
such as King Solomon and King of Mozembike 
shown below. While the origin of this interest 
is unclear, it reflects more widespread interest 
in African subjects among African Americans 
everywhere following the 1960s. Edmund 
Barry Gaither characterizes this shift as "an 
awareness of Africa as part of the African 
American 's symbolic legacy ... as fundamental 
to the cultural nationalism evinced by 
sociopolitical movements [like] Garveyism ... 
the Civil Rights Movement 

The Emperor Haile Selassie I of Abyssinia 
1930 
Photo by Keystone-France/Gamma-Keystone 
via Getty Images 

... and by the death of colonialism."5 Such popular attention generated 
new modes of expression for many other artists as well, such as Willie Cole 
and Renee Stout. 

Early photographs of Haile Selassie, like the one shown above, serve as a 
possible source for Burnside's early painting King Solomon (left). Emperor 
of Ethiopia and purported descendant of King Solomon, Selassie was a 
highly visible king in the mid-twentieth century and this image offers one 

King SoJomon, ca. 1986 
enamel on board 
Location unknown 
Image Courtesy Slatin Folk An Auction 

example of the beaded garments from 
which Burnside may have worked . 

The artist's analytical process of breaking 
down the crown, the face, and decorated 
garments into flat, abstract forms, devoid 
of modeling, can clearly be seen here. 
King of Mozembike (below) further 
illustrates both a fracture of the human 
face and an emergent symbolism. Dots 
and shapes that adorned clothing 
now float around the figure. While 
not specific to a country or kingdom, 
Burnside asserts that each dot signifies 
individual tribes that constitute each 
king 's authority and power. 
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King of Mozembilce, ca. 1986 
enamel and mixed media on board 
Mitch Loch & Taylor Van Horne Collection 

Burnside's analytical deconstruction of 
the human figure rapidly succumbed to 
an overwhelming interest in directness, 
sharp color contrasts, and patterning 
that unified the flatness of each figure. 
The universal face - piercing eyes, open 
mouth, round nose - that stares back at 
us was at the heart of his quick effort to 
reach a mature style by the early 1990s, 
efforts fed largely by his early notoriety. 
This choice in his paintings of human 
figures was complemented by work 
featuring animals both wild and tame, 
such as Tiger Cat (Cat. 17) and White 

Wolf (Cat. 38). Burnside also surrounded many kings and queens with 
beetles and snakes, viewing them as instruments of power, performing acts 
of evil or grace. (Cat. 16, 18, 24, and 27) The artist explains their role within 
his description of the beetle and snake in Yellow Cat (Cat. 32): "That bug, 
that's the most treacherous damn bug you ever face. Because if he bashes 
you, you don't live, you die. That's the enemy to you . That snake there. You 
see with the different colors in him. That's an enemy. That 's the evil enemy 
to you ."6 

In his mature style, Burnside took the best from among the royal and biblical 
subjects of his early paintings and centered his work on more standardized 
images, created with endless var iations of color and decoration. He 
embellished his work with pinecone scales, and quite often painted on 
found items like turtle shells, sticks (Cat. 21), wooden stumps (Cat. 23), 
gourds (Cat. 22), license plates (Cat. 43), satellite dishes (Cat. 55), and 
plates (Cat. 25). 

Burnside sees beauty or formal significance in the natural world or in the 
waste that nobody wants and adds his own personal imagery to them. As he 
puts it: "The Lord is the king of all kings ... there're so many images that he 
can be put into."7 Burnside's works are personal tributes that derive as much 
from his faith as they do from the context of the artist 's own circumstances 
and vision, merging as Robert Knott noted "life and culture with that of [the 
object 's] more remote heritage."8 

Paradox ically, Burnside paints African kings but does not seek to explore 
their individual histories or an African heritage. Although he sometimes 
named paintings after African royalty, he explicitly resists the idea that 
his works are signifiers of blackness or that they engage issues of race. 
Burnside's paintings are kingly forms adapted into a mode of expression 
that pinpoint a universally recogn izable icon of a leader - a king or a queen. 
The artist states that "there are a lot of different kings out there in the 
world, some get to be rulers and want to be ahead of where they are .. . the 
crown might fall off though."9 His artworks think deeply about symbols of 
authority and reflect on the nature of leadership and power, basing such 
reflections on Burnside's own notion of ultimate power and authority. The 
artist asserts: 
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You were chosen out here to know what spirits to dwell with and 
what spirits not to dwell with. You were chosen for that reason. 
Don't matter which way you land yourself out, you still going to have 
to walk in the path of Him. You still got to walk in his place.10 

With a strong belief in God and a solemn concern for evil, Burnside places 
many of these symbols of authority within a religious context but not one 
that is solely Baptist or even Christian. He ties much of his artwork to the 
gifts that God grants us all, to the choices we make, and to the way in which 
these choices define who we are. These symbols exist for all faiths and 
are intended to be universal, distinct, and sincere. Beyond the patterned 
surfaces, within the outlines, and amidst the bright colors, each king, queen, 
or beast presents us with something personal and vital - what he refers 
to as a "shield." Each painting, standardized as it is, relies on this concept 
that, at root , compels us to consider a number of questions: Where do we 
place our trust within our relationship with authority, whether with a god, a 
government, or an idea? From where does our own strength come? When 
are we an authority? Who is king? Characterizing this shield, Burnside adds: 

... the shield that keeps your life is you. It all depends on how you keep 
yourself. How you keep buttoned up .... When you put a shield around 
yourself to where the evil can 't come in, they ain't got nowhere to go but 
to keep on going . .. .You created a shield. The Lord protects you. He keeps 
you, and he protects you . You don't let the nightmare jump on you . But 
the nightmare's out there and around you at all times. But he don 't let it 
drop on you. And it could drop on you. See if the devil wanted to beat 
you to death, but the Lord keep the shield of peace between you and the 
devil, that way the devil can't come in your house. If he come in your 
house, he'll destroy you .11 

Drawing on his faith , Burnside creates his own answers, saying we are all 
protected and guided by a shield of peace. Locating the spiritual source for 
his own sense of self, Burnside declares that each work is a shield of peace, 
functioning for others to encounter - one that, in his words, " the Lord keeps 
between you and the devil."12 There is a distinct emphasis on helping others 
at the center of this shield of peace, reinforcing the notion that Burnside's 
artworks are remedies for modern living and panaceas against the pressures 
and undesirable aspects of the present. Perhaps these intended themes are 
part of the reason others have so eagerly sought to behold these works. 

In the early 1990s, Burnside gained notoriety with collectors of folk/ self
taught/ outsider art, and there was an almost constant demand for his 

"paintings. Exhibitions across the country and one extended residency at the 
House of Blues in Myrtle Beach from 2005 to 2008 all had an undeniable 
impact on Burnside's work. This popularity shifted his art away from his 
experimentation with the figure in the 1980s to art production driven 
by commissions requesting a specific image. These largely focused on a 
handful of successful subjects consistent with his earlier work - King, Queen, 
White Wolf, Tig er Cat - as well as several later, more unique requests like 
Dragonfly (Cat. 44) and Mickey Mouse (Cat. 45). 
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The increased attention made him well-known in his home town of Pendleton, 
South Carolina. It also led him to begin painting on the community's central 
square. Through his presence in town, he forged close relationships with 
individuals who lived around or worked on the square - many of whom the 
artist counts among his friends today. Ruthie Millar, for example, states "We 
helped each other out in the fact that it was a small community, we all knew 
Richard and we would take care of each other."13 Friends agreed to sell his 
paintings in their storefronts and provided a range of support. 

His colorful, highly visible artwork in turn drew customers into shops around 
the square. Burnside became an integral part of the town's economy. He states: 

They all know me and I know them. I didn't try to hide nothing from 
them. When I see they was doing bad, I put something in front of them 
so they could make them some money. So I guess they'll say, if it wasn't 
for that man right there, I would have been out of business or 
something. But you see I give them something to sell. And it didn't cost 
them nothing .... [and] bring you some people. They start sticking it in 
the window and the next thing I know I'm funding them and everybody 
else around the town.14 

As a strong and important base of local support, friends who worked with 
Burnside received something more than an addition to their storefront. 
One friend , for instance, fondly remembers a rare, personalized painting -
Hackleback Cat (Cat. 33) - given after a death in the family. It was offered 
with the words "This is to protect you ."15 This need to help or bring joy to 
others is at the heart of Burnside's work and guides how he and his art 
move through Pendleton and beyond its city limits . 

With its introspective, abstract imagery, the art of Richard Burnside offers 
universal messages about evil and deceit in the world, while it also challenges 
our common assumptions about leadership. Burnside's art emphasizes a 
strong link between his imagery and his faith community. It is this connection 
that ties Burnside to artists working in many other communities who use 
artistic forms to facilitate religious teachings, or seek salvation, or otherwise 
find alternatives to and refuge from the world outside the church . By forging 
these symbols of authority, Burnside created a faith-based response to issues 
facing him - physical pain, the "nightmare," or the devil - that afforded him 
not just protection, but religious structure amidst uncertainty in the world, 
and guidance on how to "walk in the path of Him." 

Edward M. Puchner, Ph.D. 
Curator of Exhibitions 
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Notes 
1. All remarks by Richard Burnside in this essay come from the author's 

interviews with the artist in January, February, and March 2016, in 
Pendleton, South Carolina. These videotaped interviews are archived at 
McKissick Museum, University of South Carolina . 

2. Richard Burnside, interview with the author, March 2, 2016, Pendleton, 
South Carolina . 

3. Richard Burnside, interview with the author, February 3, 2016, 
Pendleton, South Carolina. 

4. John Acorn, interview with the author, February 16, 2016, Pendleton, 
South Carolina, 

5. Testimony: Vernacular Art of the African-American South: The Ronald 
and June Shelp Collection (New York: Harry N. Abrams, in association 
with Exhibitions International and the Schomburg Center for Research 
in Black Culture, ca . 2001): 29. 

6. Richard Burnside, interview with the author, February 16, 2016, 
Pendleton, South Carolina . 

7. Ibid. 

8 . Diving in the Spirit (Winston-Salem, NC: Wake Forest 
University, 1992): 11. 

9. Richard Burnside, personal communication, January 27, 2016, 
Pendleton, South Carolina. 

10. Richard Burnside, interview with the author, February 16, 2016, 
Pendleton, South Carolina. 

11 . Ibid. 

12. Ibid. 

13. Ruthie Millar, interview with the author, February 10, 2016, Pendleton, 
South Carolina. 

14. Richard Burnside, interview with the author, February 16, 2016, 
Pendleton, South Carolina. 

15. Ruthie Millar, interview with the author, February 10, 2016, Pendleton, 
South Carolina. 
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1. Face Series 7 
ca. 1986 
enamel and mixed media on board 
Culture & Heritage Museums, 
York County, SC (1998.49.6) 

3. Face Series 3 
ca . 1986 
enamel and mixed media on board 
Culture & Heritage Museums, 
York County, SC (1998.49.8) 
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2. Face Series 2 
ca. 1986 
enamel and mixed media on board 
Culture & Heritage Museums, 
York County, SC (1998.49.7) 

4. Pahro of Egipt 
ca. 1986 
enamel and mixed media on board 
Morris Museum of Art, Augusta, GA. 
Gift of the Robert Powell Coggins 
Art Trust 



5. Vo Do King 
ca. 1986 
enamel and mixed media on board 
Morris Museum of Art, Augusta, GA. 
Gift of the Robert Powell Coggins Art Trust 

• ' 

', 

(ii
-' . I @ L,:: __ ~_< 

• 

'v_?:: - -·-::·-,. __ ·.1 1/©oo o . 
0 0 . .. • e 

' : c:::, 
' . 

7. Six Leaders of the World 
ca. 1986 
enamel, mixed media on board 
Collection of William S. Arnett 

6. Untitled 
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ca. 1986 
oi l/cha lkboard 
Collection of Wil liam S. Arnett 

8. King Joshua 
ca. 1986 
enamel and mixed media on board 
Courtesy of Rockford Art Museum, 
Rockford , Illinois 



9. The Man behind the Eight Ball 
1987 
oil on wood 
Wi lliam S. Arnett Collection of Sou ls 
Grown Deep Foundation 
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10. Untitled 
ca. 1987 
enamel on board 
Collection of Wil liam S. Arnett 

11 . The Faces 
1988 
oi l on wood 
Wi ll iam S. Arnett Collection of Souls 
Grown Deep Foundation 

12. A Thousand Tears 
ca. 1988 
oil on metal 
Collection of Wi lliam S. Arnett 



13. Queen 
February 9, 7989 
enamel on board 
Mason Fine Art, Atlanta, Georgia 

15. Queen 
September 10, 1991 
enamel on board 
Collection Scott Blackwell and Ann 
Marshall 
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14. The Crucifixion 
ca. 1990 
enamel on cardboard, paper bag 
Collection John and Peggy Acorn 

16. Four Queens, Palmetto Tree, Beetles, and Snake 
October 15, 7991 
enamel on board 
Collection Scott Blackwell and Ann Marshall 
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17. Tiger Cat 
April 6, 1991 
pine cone, enamel on paper bag 
McKissick Museum Collection, 2016.19.01 
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19. The Crucifixion 
1991 

~ 

enamel on canvas 
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South Carolina Arts Commission State 
Art Collection 
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18. The Ancient King with Attendants 
1991 
enamel on board 
South Carolina Arts Commission 
State Art Collection 

20. Queen 
ca. 1992 
enamel on canvas 
McKissick Museum Collection, 2016.19.02 



21. Untitled 
1993 
enamel on stick 
McKissick Museum Collection 
Gift of Frances Chamberlain , donated in memory of Marion F. Craig 

22. Untitled 
1993 
enamel on gourd 
McKissick Museum Collection 
Gift of Frances Chamberlain, donated in 
memory of Marion F. Craig 
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23. Reindeer 
1993 
enamel on wood stump 
McKissick Museum Collection 
Gift of Frances Chamberlain, donated in 
memory of Marion F. Craig 
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24. King, Two Queens, Snake, Beetle, 
and Figure 
ca . 1993 
enamel on board 
Collection Frances Chamberlain 
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26. Queen 

ca. 1995 
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paint and mi xed m edia on board 
Collection John and Teenuh Foster 
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25. Queen 
December 28, 1994 
enamel on plate 
McKissick Museum Collection 
Gift of Frances Chamberlain, donated 
in memory of Marion F. Craig 
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27. King, Two Queens, Snake, and Beetles 
ca. 1995 
enamel on board 
Collection John and Peggy Acorn 



28. White Cat (Femail) 
April 16, 2000 

31. Cat 

pine cone, enamel on board 
Collection Sue Watts and Neil Calkin 

ca . 2000 
pine cone, enamel on oval board 
Collection Shannon and Renee Gahan 
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29. White Cat (Mill) 
April 16, 2000 
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pine cone, enamel on board 
Collection Sue Watts and Neil Calkin 

30. Adam and Eve 
2000 

32. Yellow Cat 
2002 

enamel on board 
Collection Shannon 
and Renee Gahan 

enamel on board 
Collection Archie Banks 
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33. Hackleback Cat 
2002 
pine cone, enamel on board 
Collection Ruthie Millar 

35. Cat 
2002 
pine cone, enamel on board 
Collection Sue Watts and Neil Calkin 
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34. King and Queen 
2002 
enamel on board 
Collection Karen Link 

36. King 
ca. 2002 
enamel on metal disk 
Collection Karen Link 



37. Gamecock 
ca . 2002 
enamel on board 
Co llection Karen Link 

39. Queen, Beetles and Snakes 
ca . 2002 
enamel on board 
Collection Sue Watts and Neil Calkin 
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38. White Wolf 
ca. 2002 
pine cone, enamel on board 
Collection Archie Banks 

40. Richard Burnside 's Work Table [Detail] 
ca . 2002 
Collection Sue Watts and Nei l Calkin 
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·". 41. King 
ca. 2002 
enamel on board 
Collection Sue Watts and Neil Calkin 

43. Yellow Cat 
ca. 2004 
enamel on license plate 
Collection Buhl Watt 
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42. Two Queens with Beetle and Snake 
ca. 2002 
enamel on board 
Collection Sue Watts and Neil Calkin 
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44. Dragonfly 
May 2005 
enamel on board 
Collection Ruthie Millar 



45. Mickey Mouse 
ca. 2004 
enamel on board 
Collection Jon Warther 

46. Dog 
2010 
pine cone, enamel on board 
Private Collection 

47. Octopus 
2010 

48. Owl 
2011 

enamel on canvas 
Private Collection 

enamel on canvasboard 
Collection Sue Watts and Neil Calkin 
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49. Palmetto Tree 
2011 
enamel on board 
Collection Heather Healy Majors 

51 . The Crucifixion 
2011 
enamel on board 
Private Collection 
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50. Cat Dog 
2011 
enamel on plastic lid 
Private Collection 

52. White Horse 
2011 
pine cone, enamel on board 
Private Collection 

53. Three Fish 
2011 
enamel on board 
Private Collection 
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54. Two Queens with Dungeon 
2011 
enamel on Styrofoam 
Collection Deborah Herron 

S6. The Sister 
ca. 2011 
enamel on board 
Collection Heather Healy Majors 

57. Brown Cat 
2012 
pine cone, enamel on wood 
Collection Deborah Herron 
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Cat Dog 
2011 
enamel on satellite dish 
Collection Deborah Herron 

58. Queen 
2012 
enamel on clipboard 
Collection Deborah Herron 
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