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A S P I R I T U A L W O R K O U T W I T H T H E R E V E R E N D H O W A R D F I N S T E R

I t w a s a s p r i n g d a y i n M a y, i n o n e o f t h e m o s t b e a u t i f u l

s p o t s i n V i r g i n i a - h i g h u p i n t h e B l u e R i d g e M o u n t a i n s a t M o u n t a i n

L a k e . " T h e s e a r e a l l r a y s u i t s , " H o w a r d F i n s t e r s a i d , g e s t u r i n g

t o w a r d t h e c l o s e t i n t h e t i n y a p a r t m e n t V i r g i n i a Te c h h a d g i v e n

h i m w h i l e h e c o n d u c t e d a f o u r - d a y W o r k o u t . " B r o t h e r B o o g a v e m e

t h e o n e I ' v e g o t o n [ a r u s s e t s u i t o f c o r d u r o y ] . I w e a r i t t o

d o t h e W o r k o u t s , k i n d l y l i k e a p r o f e s s o r . A n d t h i s i s m y p a i n t i n g

s u i t [ p l a i d p o l y e s t e r ] . A n d n o w , t h i s o n e - i t ' s m y b e s t s u i t

[ s o b e r d a r k p i n s t r i p e ] . M y w i f e , P a u l i n e , g o t i t f o r m e . I ' m

w e a r i n g s u s p e n d e r s w i t h a l l o f t h e m , b e c a u s e s h e s a y s t h e y ' r e

the i^ i test thing."
When I asked why Pau l ine F ins te r had no t accompan ied h im

t o t h e W o r k o u t , h e s a i d , " W e l l , s h e ' s s h y . S h e ' s l i k e a I n d i a n -

l i k e s t o s i t o f f b y h e r s e l f a n d s t i r a p o t o f b e a n s . "

H o w a r d F i n s t e r i s a n a r t i s t w h o a l l o w s t h o s e a r o u n d h i m

t o " p a s s t h r o u g h c r e a t i o n " a n y w a y t h e y c a n b y p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n

t h e f e r t i l e a n d e c s t a t i c p r o c e s s o f a r t . H e a r r i v e d p r e p a r e d . I n

t h e t r u n k o f t h e o l d w h i t e C h e v y b e l o n g i n g t o a s t u d e n t w h o h a d

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

o f m i r r o r s a n d t i l e s , t r i n k e t s f o r l a t e r f e s t o o n i n g t h e c o n c r e t e

pyramid he would teach students to construct in a joyous col laborat ion
o u t d o o r s . H e a l s o t o o k f r o m t h e c a r a l o n g , b a t t e r e d c a r d b o a r d b o x

c o n t a i n i n g h i s " d i m e n s i o n s " - h a n d - d r a w n p o u n c e p a t t e r n s o f p a p e r -

s o m e o f w h i c h w e r e h u g e - h e ' d b r o u g h t t o s h a r e w i t h e v e r y o n e .

T h e y w e r e o f J e s u s a n d p e o p l e i n t h e B i b l e , i n v e n t o r s . P r e s i d e n t s , ,

P o p l e g e n d s , a n g e l s a n d a n i m a l s . I n t h e Wo r k o u t , s t u d e n t s w o u l d
b e u s i n g t h e s e , c u t t i n g t h e m o u t i n p l y w o o d w i t h j i g s a w s , t h e n

p a i n t i n g t h e m w i t h H o w a r d ' s o w n b l e n d o f o i l p a i n t s m i x e d w i t h

w h i t e t r a c t o r e n a m e l t o m a k e i t s t r e t c h - a h i g h l y e c o n o m i c a l

i n v e n t i o n - t h e p r o d u c t o f h i s y e a r s o f " m a k i n g d o " i n A p p a l a c h i a n



p o v e r t y .

H o w a r d F i n s t e r ' s W o r k o u t s a r e p a r t o f h i s s p i r i t u a l o u t r e a c h

t o s t u d e n t s a n d o t h e r i n t e r e s t e d p e o p l e i n c o m m u n i t i e s w h e r e h e

v i s i t s - a n e x t e n s i o n o f h i s d a y s o f p a s t o r i n g c h u r c h e s f o r f o r t y

y e a r s . H e c h e e r f u l l y t o u r s c o l l e g e s a n d u n i v e r s i t i e s , t r a v e l i n g

m i l e s a w a y f r o m h i s n a t i v e S u m m e r v i l l e , G e o r g i a b r i n g i n g h i s m e s s a g e

a n d e x a m p l e , t h o u g h h e w o u l d p r e f e r t o s t a y a t h o m e .

H o m e i n c l u d e s a m u l t i - t i e r e d c h u r c h h e c o n s t r u c t e d w i t h o u t

a b l u e p r i n t - a c o m b i n a t i o n c h u r c h / a r t g a l l e r y w h e r e h e s t i l l d o e s

s o m e p r e a c h i n g - m o s t l y f u n e r a l s a n d w e d d i n g s o f c l o s e f r i e n d s .

A l s o o n t h e p r o p e r t y i s a s t u d i o b u i l d i n g a n d v a r i o u s o t h e r o u t

b u i l d i n g s a n d h o u s e s f o r h i s w i f e , c h i l d r e n a n d g r a n d c h i l d r e n , m a n y

o f w h o m a r e a r t i s t s . T h e r e i s a l s o a f o u r - a c r e t h e m e p a r k . P a r a d i s e

G a r d e n .

P a r a d i s e G a r d e n i s a b l i n d i n g s p e c t a c l e o f m i r r o r s m o s a i c e d

o n t o c o n c r e t e w a l l s , a n d s m a l l b u i l d i n g s a n d s h r i n e s . L a r g e s i g n s

h a n g d o w n w h e r e t h e H o l y B i b l e i s p r i n t e d " v e r s e b y v e r s e . " C u t - o u t s

i n c o n c r e t e o f s i g n i Þ c a n t p e o p l e : p r o p h e t s , P r e s i d e n t s , P o p i c o n s

r i s e f r o m t h e g r o u n d l i k e t o m b s t o n e s . O n t h i s s i t e i s a l s o a c o n

c r e t e s n a k e m o u n d , a t o w e r m a d e e n t i r e l y o f w e l d e d b i c y c l e s , a n d

m a n y o t h e r a s s e m b l a g e s a n d c o n s t r u c t i o n s m a d e f r o m d i s c a r d e d T V ' s .

I n f a c t , e v e r y t h i n g i n t h i s " p a r a d i s e " i s m a d e o f j u n k , s h a p e d b y

H o w a r d ' s h a n d s i n t o a r t . H a n d s s o l a r g e , t h e y r e s e m b l e b a s e b a l l m i t t s ,

h i s w e d d i n g b a n d s e e m s b u r i e d i n ß e s h . T h e s e b i g h a n d s h a v e h e a l e d

a n d l a b o r e d n e a r l y a l i f e t i m e .

A c c o r d i n g t o m a n y r e p o r t s , h e w a s Þ r s t c a l l e d t o p r o d u c e

s a c r e d a r t w h i l e Þ x i n g a b i c y c l e o n e d a y i n t h e r e p a i r s h o p w h e r e

h e m s d e h i s l i v i n g . D i p p i n g h i s Þ n g e r i n s o m e w h i t e p a i n t , h e

p u l l e d i t o u t a n d s a w a f a c e . H e h e a r d G o d s a y , " P a i n t s a c r e d a r t . "

B u t I c a n ' t e v e n d r a w , h e t h o u g h t . H i s Þ r s t m o d e l w a s G e o r g e W a s h

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

H e e m b e d d e d t h e t o o l s f r o m h i s b i c y c l e a n d T V r e p a i r b u s i n e s s i n

a w a l k i n " p a r a d i s e " t o m a r k t h e e v e n t a n d n e v e r l o o k e d b a c k .

O n a n o t h e r o f t h e w a l k s i n P a r a d i s e G a r d e n y o u c a n Þ n d

o n e o f m a n y o f H o w a r d ' s s e l f - p o r t r a i t s w i t h t h e t e s t i m o n y : " I



b e g a n p a i n t i n g p i c t u r e s i n J a n u a r y 1 9 7 6 w i t h o u t a n y t r a i n i n g . A

person don't know what he can no [sic] unless he tryes[sic]. Trying
things is the answer to Þnd your talent." Howard Finster truly
believes the written word is sacred - "more powerful than a sermon

or TV," because it can be read any time by those who Þnd it. The
Þrst art he made was for Paradise Garden so he. could "preach with
out having to be present." Now most of those paintings have been
stripped from.the garden, sold to avid collectors, or housed in
museums.Howard's work is in great demand. His major complaint is not

b e i n g a b l e t o Þ l l a l l t h e o r d e r s h e g e t s .
At the Workout, Howard got everyone to gather around him,

so he could do a demonstrat ion, g iv ing min imal inst ruct ions, then

he turned everyone loose and went off by himself to work, singing.
Hours later, he had gotten cold outdoors, so he retreated to his
room for quiet reßection. Various pop bottles he'd Þshed from
the trash were lined up on a card table ready to be painted.On one he

began by painting the earth and sky in bright, complimentary colors
of chartreuse and purple, using his hand for a brush. Then, with a
del icate sable brush d ipped in b lack pa in t , he found th ings in the

emptiness. Tiny Þgures emerged from the void: dogs, cats, a man
on horseback. Trees began to grow on the horizon. The purple sky

became Þl led wi th shoot ing stars, angels, and what Howard cal ls

"peeping clouds" with faces that appear to observe earth from a
H e a v e n l y p e r s p e c t i v e .

Howard Finster's presence has changed the lives of many

students, art patrons; everywhere he has fr iends. He's been com

missioned to create record album covers for bands such as the

Talking Heads and R.E.M. He has cut record albums himself, spinning
tales, memories of simpler times, making up songs, accompanying
himself on the banjo. He does bird cal ls, though he doesn't know

which birds they are. He had written an elaborately illustrated
book about Heaven. But the most remarkable thing about him is the

proliÞc abundance of his works, now numbering well over 6,000.
Each is signed, dated and numbered, with the exact time, to the



second i t was Þnished, conveying the subl iminal message that th is

m o m e n t i s o u r s t o Þ l l - t h a t l i f e i s r i g h t n o w , o n g o i n g , e v e r - p r e

sent and chal lenging. Many ar t cr i t ics worry that number ing impl ies

h e k n o w s w h e n h e ' l l s t o p , b u t f o r h i m t h e n u m b e r i n g i s a n a c k n o w

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

H o w a r d F i n s t e r , t h e e x t r o v e r t , v i t a l l y c o n n e c t e d , g e n e r a t e s

s p i r i t u a l a w a k e n i n g t o a l l h e t o u c h e s . H i s a i m i s t o " b r i n g o u t t h e

hidden man of the heart." This aim is much more generous than that of i

compet i t ive ar t wor ld . Where many ar t is ts would fear appropr ia t ion,
H o w a r d u n i q u e l y g i v e s h i m s e l f a w a y, f r e e l y. " I p r e a c h 2 4 h o u r s a

d a y f r o m [ m y ] h e a r t w i t h o u t c h a r g e , " i s h i s m o t t o .

"Wha t wou ld you have done i n l i f e had you been ab le t o ge t

m o r e e d u c a t i o n ? " I a s k e d h i m . " I w o u l d h a v e b e e n a d o c t o r , " h e

s a i d t h o u g h t f u l l y , " b u t , " h e a d d e d , " I d o t h i n k t h e r e ' s a r e a s o n

I 'm not co l lege-educated. " St r ipped bare o f formal learn ing, Howard

F i n s t e r d e m o n s t r a t e s b y e x a m p l e w h a t a p e r s o n c a n d o , g u i d e d s o l e l y

b y f a i t h .

By the end of the Workout, Howard had painted the very chair
h e s a t o n , a l l t h e p o p b o t t l e s , s e v e r a l m o u n t a i n r o c k s , a n d a m e t a l

garbage can. He had also managed to do 2 or 3 of the big plywood
cutouts, and he wrote a poem to commemorate the Workout, miffed
w h e n n o o n e w o u l d c o r r e c t h i s f o l k E n g l i s h . T h e s t u d e n t s c o m p l e t e d

the py ramid , add ing a sma l l p las t i c p i l l box , con ta in ing a do l l a r

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

on each pe rson ' s cu t -ou t . "Run the race o f l i f e w i t h pa t i ence , "

was one in part icular which l ingers in my memory. At the close

of our last day, after a rousing outdoor banjo sermon which moved

everyone to tears, near ly a hundred br ight ly-pa inted animals and

people, made by Howard and his nev/ friends were propped in the
sun to d ry, s tand ing l i ke s i l en t p rophe ts , washed by ho ly l i gh t .

e n d s .

b y S u s a n H a n k l a

C o p y r i g h t , 1 9 8 7 .



N O T E : T h i s H o w a r d F i n s t e r W o r k o u t w a s s p o n s o r e d j o i n t l y b y t h e

/ J a r g o n S o c i e t y a n d T h e V i r g i n i a Te c h A r t D e p a r t m e n t . A n e x h i b i t i o n
o f w o r k p r o d u c e d b y s t u d e n t s a n d F i n s t e r d u r i n g t h e W o r k o u t w a s Þ r s t

e x h i b i t e d a t t h e S q u i r e s G a l l e r y a t V i r g i n i a Te c h , t h e n t r a v e l e d t o

t h e R o a n o k e M u s e u m o f F i n e A r t s a t C e n t e r - i n - t h e - S q u a r e , w h e r e i t

i s t e m p o r a r i l y h o u s e d . I f y o u w o u l d l i k e t o h a v e t h e e x h i b i t c o m e

t o y o u r a r e a , c o n t a c t R a y K a s s , c / o D e a p r t m e n t o f A r t , V i r g i n i a

P o l y t e c h n i c I n s t i t u t e a n d S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y , B l a c k s b u r g , V A " 2 4 0 6 1 ,

f o r f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n .



S u s a n H a n k l a

1109 West Avenue
Richmond 4 VA 23220
phone: (8O4) 353-8426
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Bom in 1951, Since 1973 has been a traveling poet-in-the-echools
in Virginia, through the AIE program, sponsored by the Virginia
Commiss ion on the Ar ts . She is a lso an exh ib i t ing v isua l a r t i s t ,
and has published many essays and articles on Conten^wrary American
Folk.Art, including co-editing Sermons Li Paint# an in depth catalogue
on the work of visionary Howard Finster, Appalachian folk artist. She
has published two chapbooks of poetry. The most recent, I Am Running
Home, published by Burning Deck Press in 1979* gained mention in the
Pushcart Prize V, Best of the Small Presses^ Mil l Mountain Press
published her first chapbook of poetry in 1975Ç Her poems have appeared
in Artemis, Boys and Girla Grow Up, Burning Deck Anthologyj Film Joumal,
Gargoyle, Hollins Critic, Intro 5, Laurel Review, mil Mountain Review,
New Virginia Review, Open Places, Permanent Press, Poetry Northwest,
Richmond Arts hfagazine, Richiacaid Quarterly Review, and Southern Poetry
Review. Her Þction has been published in Conmonwe t̂h, Michigan Quarterly
R e v i e w, a n d i s i n A m e r i c a n S i g n a t u r e s ( H i n e N e w A m e r i c a n
Writers ), an anthology published by a Danish small press. Kalei
doscope; New Virginia Review (September 'B6), and Fiction *86 (by Gargoyle).
A graduate of Hollins College and Brown University, where^e took her
M.A. in creative writing, she was a Þnalist in the 1985i^irginia Prize
for Fiction, sponsored by the VGA and the Virginia Center for the Creative
Arts, \Aere she was just recently a feUow¨


