
This fourth sweeping is the operation more properly known as laying by. From now on until 
picking time, there is nothing more a farmer can do. Everything is up to the sky, the dirt, 
and the cotton itself; and in six weeks now, and while the farmer is fending off such of its 
enemies as he can touch, and, lacking rations money to live on, is desperately seeking 
and conceivably finding work, or with his family is hung as if on a hook on his front porch 
in the terrible leisure, the cotton is making, and his year’s fate is being quietly fought out 
between agencies over which he has no control.
James Agee, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men
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Church Across Cotton Field, Pickensville, Alabama, 1973, digital print from 35 mm negative, 6¾” x 10”. Collection of the artist.



Laying-by Time: Revisiting the Works of William A. Christenberry, Kimberly Gladfelter Graham

Time. It is mercurial, omnipresent, linear, cyclical, 
generous, cruel. Binding us in shared experience 
and dividing us as our perspectives change across 
experience, geography, and generations. Time, and 
what we make of it, is all that we have.

“Laying-by time” is a poetic and specific reference 
to William Christenberry’s working process and the 
season when he traveled each year to Hale County, 
Alabama, the wellspring of his creative inspiration. 
It is the time between the last tending of the crops 
and the harvest. For those whose livelihood and 
sustenance relied on their crops, the laying-by time 
was an imposed stillness, ripe with anxiety. Once 
farmers could do no more, they waited to see if 
their harvest would be plentiful or pitiful.

This exhibition surveys work from across the artist’s 
broad oeuvre, spanning early expressive painting 
to more recent enigmatic sculptures. Its timing 
is appropriate, for our society is in its own sort of 
laying-by time. We’ve sown the seeds of the future, 
and can only wait to see if they will yield a harvest 
that will feed all of us, improve our economy, 
reduce political polarization, inequity, and injustice. 

Drawing on his explorations, recollections, 
and interpretations of Hale County, William 
Christenberry captures the tensions and dualities 
of the laying-by time over generations in the place 
where his grandparents owned and worked the 
land. The young artist grew up here and visited 
often. It is a place that also inspired writer James 
Agee and photographer Walker Evans, who 
documented the precarious lives of Depression- 
era sharecropping families in their groundbreaking 
book, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. Described 
in the New York Times Book Review as a “fusion 
of social conscience and artistic radicality,” this 
book had a fundamental impact on Christenberry’s 
dedication to Hale County, his commitment 
to focusing on the often overlooked, and his 
unwillingness to be restricted in his media and tools 
of articulation. 

Although Hale County was his primary subject 
matter, the artist had left Alabama, so he was both 
insider and outsider, intimate and stranger. Until 
recently, Christenberry made a pilgrimage to Hale 
County every laying-by time since the early 1960s. 
He inhaled its essence, photographed particular 
sites, and documented its stasis and inevitable 
change. Hale County’s storefronts, homes, and 
landscape are the recognizable architecture of his 
corpus and it provides the framework within which 
he tells personal stories and considers universal 
concerns. Like Faulkner, who worked his “own 
postage stamp of soil,” Christenberry finds the 
macrocosm in the microcosm. 

Early in his career, the artist took photographs 
as reference documents for his paintings. These 
images played an important role in the art world’s 
embrace of color photography. He shot with a 
Brownie camera he and his sister had received 
for Christmas, and had dime store prints made 

Bread of Life, near Tuscaloosa, Alabama, 1989, Ektacolor print, 17½” x 22”, printed 1995. The Phillips Collection, Washington, DC, Gift of Lee and 
Maria Friedlander, 2002.



“I always liked protracted meeting time to come. We call them revivals now. I was little. 
My brother and I would sit on a front bench until we got sleepy, then we’d go back to 
where Mama and Daddy were sitting and go to sleep. Daddy’d have to pick us up and put 
us in the wagon when it came time to go home. That was in the summer. Laying-by time. 
We’d made our crops and were waiting for the harvest to come.”
William A. Christenberry, as quoted in Alabama Bound, Unbound by Allen Tullos

House at Christmastime, 1993-94, mixed media,17” x 31” x 21”. Collection of the Bebe and Crosby Kemper, gift of the R.C. Kemper Charitable 
Trust, at the Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art, Kansas City, Missouri.



from the negatives. He later commented, “In many 
ways…there is no more honest statement than 
those little snapshots.” Maturing into the medium 
and embracing its implements, Christenberry 
added a 35 mm and large format camera to his 
toolbox, but never relinquished that Brownie.

Bar-B-Q Inn, 1964–2001, is a series of 
photographic images of a building he revisited year 
after year, produced from each of his cameras. In 
the final photograph, the only thing remaining is 
the concrete pad upon which the structure had 
rested and a sundry cast of familiar landmarks—
tree, telephone pole, “Martin Luther King Dr.” road 
sign—legacy markers for an indelible life. Bar-
B-Q Inn is one of a few key sites the artist visited 
routinely, patiently amassing a living, real-time 

portrait. The sequence demonstrates the tense 
relationship between operating on the knife edge 
of economic stability and instability, permanence 
and impermanence, endurance and mortality.

How is this relevant to those of us who live outside 
Hale County? Why bring this exhibition to urban 
Baltimore? With thousands of abandoned buildings 
marking our landscape, awaiting demolition to 
make room for redevelopment, it is important to 
ask: What precipitated the abandonment, what is 
worth saving, and what is lost as the past is left to 
decay?

Away from Alabama, the artist rarely picks up his 
camera. Instead, he draws extensively and sculpts. 
His sculptures range from direct recreations of 
specific sites to evocative memories of familiar 
buildings to abstracted compositions informed by 
Dadaism and Surrealism. While Christenberry’s 
photographs witness change and capture what 
the artist often referred to as “the aesthetics of 
the aging process,” constructions like House at 
Christmastime isolate and make physical the 
architecture of his affection, freezing in time the 
places and associated stories that inspire him. The 
sculptures are not models or replicas of the sites, 
but expressions of their essence. 

The artist’s Southern Monument series is a mixture 
of the abstract and the real, juxtaposing the 
vocabulary of surrealism with the iconography of 
Civil War battle memorials. The sculpture Southern 
Monument IX is composed of primary shapes—a 
cube, a sphere, and a cone—configured atop a 
bed of red clay Alabama soil. The black sphere 
is reminiscent of a cannonball, an instrument of 
aggression or defense. The patinated cube, while 
building-like, has no points of access. The spindly 
ladder resting against it reaches only part way 

Southern Monument IX, 1982, wood, metal signage, roofing materials, and paint, 13½” x 19” x 28”. Collection of Dr. Martha Gross.



“In many ways…there is no more honest statement than those little snapshots.”
William A. Christenberry, Claire Smith Distinguished Lecture in American Art at SAAM, 2005

1: The Bar-B-Q Inn (Wood’s Radio-TV Service), Greensboro, Alabama, 1964. 2: The Bar-B, Q Inn, Greensboro, Alabama, 1971. 3: The Bar-B-Q Inn, 
Greensboro, Alabama, 1976. 4: The Bar-B-Q Inn, Greensboro, Alabama, 1977. Prints from Brownie camera negatives, The Bar-B-Q Inn series, 
1964-1991, suite of 16 digital prints on 8” x 10” paper. Collection of Hedy Fischer and Randy Shull.
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to the top. The white cone evokes concurrent 
associations to a church spire, Washington 
Monument, and a Klansman’s hood. The series 
raises rather than answers questions: what event 
do these forms and their associations represent? 
What memory is held, absorbed within that soil? 
Does this abstracted monument represent our 
values or merit commemoration? 

William Christenberry is a product of his religious, 
economically modest upbringing in the deep 
agricultural South. He is a man of his 
time—a tumultuous time of radical 
change and resistance to it. He grew 
up in Alabama, and the privileges he 
experienced from being white didn’t 
blind him to the racism, inequalities, 
and violence he witnessed there. In 
his recollections and explorations 
of Hale County, Christenberry 
doesn’t shy from addressing the 
“dark side” of his roots. Through 
the charged Klan Room Tableau 
installation, Christenberry holds up 
an unflinching mirror, inviting us to 
reflect upon the human capacity 
for ill-will, our contemporary social 
and personal prejudices, systemic 
injustices, and trespasses. 

An abrupt change from the 
measured palette and controlled 
compositions of the larger portion 
of his work, the Klan Room is 
saturated, cacophonous, and 
theatrical. Comprised of over 400 
works of sculpture, drawing, and 
photography, the installation is at 
once a record of the brutality and 
terror perpetrated by the Klan, 

especially during the 1950’s and ‘60s; an inquiry 
into the disturbing and appeal and seduction of any 
hate group; and a moral and ethical repudiation of 
such behavior and attitude. 

Curator Thomas Southall has said of this series, 
“This creation, like his other work, has a way of 
giving physical form to intangible feeling. We are 
left not with a simple polemic or documentary 
statement, but with a new sense of how complex 
and deeply rooted prejudice is.”

Bag Doll, c. 1997, mixed media, approximately 12” height x 3” diameter, from Klan Room Tableau, 1962-2007, mixed media. Collection of the artist.



Painted in 1964, Grave II, is large and expressive, 
full of pigment, texture, and movement. The 
canvas is awash with color, depicting a mound of 
freshly turned soil dug for a new grave, a wreath 
of lavenders and pinks, surrounded by vegetation 
and grave markers. A single pointed form lurks in 
the background. A prescient encapsulation of the 
artist’s layered vocabulary and themes, the piece 
tells a story of universal juxtapositions: family, life 
and death, good and bad, and the passage of time. 
“What forms us and what marks we leave behind.”

Deeply influenced by great Southern authors like 
William Faulkner, Flannery O’Connor, Harper Lee, 
and James Agee, William Christenberry collects 

and shares the stories of Hale County, Alabama, in 
order to find our commonality. 

In a 2006 interview, Christenberry said, “what I 
really feel very strongly about, and I hope reflects 
in all aspects of my work, is the human touch, the 
humanness of things, the positive and sometimes 
the negative and sometimes the sad.” 

In his book, Working from Memory, he said, “my 
work is a totality of things, how drawing, painting, 
photography, sculpture—all of these things—come 
together in an attempt to make a statement about 
my life and where I’m from, what I care about.”

Grave II, 1973, oil on canvas, 90” by 123”. Collection of the John & Maxine Belger Family Foundation.



Revisiting William Christenberry:  
Southern Narratives

Sunday, December 11, 2016, 4 PM 
Brown Center: Falvey Hall

Panel discussion moderated by Kimberly Graham, 
exhibition curator. 

With: George Hemphill, owner of Hemphill Fine 
Arts; Renée Stout, friend and fellow artist; and 
Neely Tucker, author and journalist.

An Intimate Window:  
Gallery Walk & Talk with Sandy Christenberry 

Wednesday, February 22, noon 
Fox Building: Decker Gallery

This gallery talk will take place amidst the Laying-
by Time exhibition as the curator and the artist’s 
wife reminisce and reflect.

Sponsored by the Art History Art @ Lunch program 

Generating Conversations: Against a Backdrop 
of Contemporary Concerns 

Monday, February 27, 7 PM 
Brown Center: Falvey Hall

A panel discussion moderated by Dr. Deborah Willis, 
artist, curator, and educator. With Judy Norrell, 
collector of Southern literature, art and history; Dr. 
DaMaris Hill, artist, writer, educator, social justice 
advocate; and Tanya Garcia, artist, community activist

Film series: To Sleep With Anger

Tuesday January 31, 2017, 8 PM 
Brown Center: Falvey Hall

Hosted by Director Charles Burnett

Film Series: Welcome to Leith

Thursday February 23, 2017, 8 PM 
Brown Center: Falvey Hall

Hosted by Directors Michael Nichols and 
Christopher Walker

Film Series: The Night of the Hunter

Wednesday March 8, 2017, 8 PM 
Brown Center: Falvey Hall

Hosted by film critic Stephen Whitty
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