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Emery Blagdon's 'pealing Machines" Environment
Amer i can P rem ie re a t Ph i l ade lph ia Museum o f A r t

The reconstruction of Emery Blagdon's "Healing Machines" environment is a

p r o m i n e n t p a r t o f t h e e x h i b i t i o n S e l f - Ta u g h t A r t i s t s o f t h e 2 0 t h
C e n t u r y : A n A m e r i c a n A n t h o l o g y p r e m i e r i n g a t t h e P h i l a d e l p h i a
Museum of Art from March 10 through May 17, 1998. The "Healing Machines"
installation will recreate the main room of Blagdon's farmyard shed using the
377 p ieces wh ich were or ig ina l l y d isp layed there by B lagdon in a
phantasmagorical assemblage.

Blagdon, the inventor /ar t is t who l ived in the Garfie ld Table area of west -
central Nebraska, created more than 700 works of wire sculptures, wooden

sculptures and paintings in the 30 years before he died in 1986. Blagdon called
his works "heal ing machines" and bel ieved each had a unique energy field
which was effect ive in promot ing heal ing and disease prevent ion. Further,
the entire installation was a synergistic machine which multiplied the effects
o f i n d i v i d u a l m a c h i n e s .

Emery Blagdon was well ahead of his time in regards to the phenomenon of the
effects of electromagnetic fields on health. The years since Blagdon's death
have seen an explosion of studies and data on these effects, although to no
consistent conclusions. Aside from their possible value as healing machines,
t h e w o r k s a r e v i s u a l l y s t u n n i n g . T h e l o g i c a n d i n t e l l i g e n c e o f t h e s e

sculptures and paint ings led Lynda Roscoe Har t igan of the Smi thsonian 's
National Museum of American Art in Washington, DC to say that Blagdon's
work is the "most important discovery of a visionary environment in the last
d e c a d e . "

The "Heal ing Machines" instal lat ion had i ts internat ional debut at the 4 th
Biennale of Art in Lyon, France in the summer of 1997. Dan Dry den and Don
Christensen wil l instal l Blagdon's environment in Philadelphia.

S e l f - Ta u g h t A r t i s t s o f t h e 2 0 t h C e n t u r y : A n A m e r i c a n A n t h o l o g y
will feature some 300 works by over 30 artists. Included are works by such
established luminaries as Grandma Moses (1860-1961), Horace Pippin ((1888-

1946), Martin Ramirez (1895-1963), as well as younger artists such as Purvis
Young (bom 1943) and Ken Grimes (bom 1947).

Spanning more than a century, beg inn ing wi th Henry Church (1836-1908)
and con t i nu ing th rough Lonn ie Ho l l ey (b . 1950 ) , t he exh ib i t i on i nc ludes

p a i n t i n g s , s c u l p t u r e , d r a w i n g s , c o n s t r u c t i o n s , i n s t a l l a t i o n s a n d b u i l t
e n v i r o n m e n t s . M a t e r i a l s u s e d w i t h i n t h e s e w o r k s r a n g e f r o m t r a d i t i o n a l



artistic media, such as oil on canvas, photographic prints and carved wood and
s tone , to ch icken and tu rkey bones , g lass eyes , g l i t t e r, ha i r, co r ruga ted
cardboard, roots, wire, tin, fur, acorns and other found objects.

Sub jec t mat te r fo r the se l f - taught a r t i s ts i s s im i la r l y d iverse . Humor and
r idd les abound; ex t ra te r res t r ia l and apoca lyp t ic v is ions are here as we l l .
Erot ic ism is never far below the surface, and permeates the art ist ic
concept ions of such art ists as Henry Darger (1892-1973) and Steve Ashby
(1904-1980). Much of the work, such as that of Howard Finster (b. 1916) or
Sister Gertrude Morgan (1900-1980), bears public witness to profound religious
faith; others enact more intensely private dramas, as seen in the obsessional
multi-media homage to his wife, Marie, created by Eugene von Bruenchenhein
(1919-1983). All of the artwork reflects the deeply felt convictions, passions
and viewpoints of their makers, encompassing a wide range of techniques and
approaches to making art.

Elsa Longhauser, Director of the Paley/Levy Galleries at Moore College of Art
and Design, Philadelphia, and an authority whose experience presenting self-
taught art began 20 years ago, is guest curator of the exhibition. Collaborating
with Ms. Longhauser is noted Swiss independent curator Harald Szeemann, and
the instal lat ion in Philadelphia wil l be coordinated with assistance from Ann
Temkin, the Museum's Muriel and Philip Berman Curator of 20th Century Art,
and Jack Lindsey, Curator of American Decorative Arts.

A fu l l co lor cata log, publ ished by chronic le Books in assoc iat ion wi th the
Museum of American Folk Art, will accompany the exhibition. Included are
major essays by art historian and curator Maurice Berger, philosopher and art
c r i t i c A r t h u r D a n t o a n d f o l k l o r i s t G e r a l d D a v i s , a s w e l l a s i n d i v i d u a l

biographical and interpret ive texts by wri ters from a broad range of
d isc ip l ines .

Se l f -Taught Ar t i s ts o f the 20 th Centu ry : An Amer ican An tho logy i s
presented with the generous support of the Lila Wallace-Reader's Digest Fund
and The Henry Luce Foundation, Inc. Additional support for the catalogue was
prov ided by t he Do l finge r -McMahon Founda t i on and J i l l and She ldon M.
Bonovitz. In Philadelphia, the exhibition is supported by the Pew Charitable
Trusts and Sun Company, Inc.

For additional information, contact the Marketing and Public Relations Department of the Philadelphia Museum of Art at
(215) 684-7860. The Philadelphia Museum of Art is located on the Benjamin Franklin Parkway at 26th Street For general
information, call (2 IS) 763-8100 or visit the Museum's web site at www.philamuseum.org.
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