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Through repetition and meticulous detail,
Virginia artist J.J. Cromer finds the means
for expression.

BY ROGER THOMPSON

I the mountains of Appalachsa, J. J Cromer pursues

his art, obsessively drawwng and panting late into the

might. When he works, he bistens to a single song on an

S

endless loop. Somelimes bluegrass, sometmes |azz,
somelimes shortwave radio recordings from the Conet
...‘ Project. The subject of the music 15 not impartant

It 15 the repetition and the movement, a contsnual circling back of theme,
sound and experience, that matter He descnbes this reliance on repelition
by analogy. On a childhood trip to a beach at Emerald Isle, North Carolina,
he spent a long morming swimmeng n the ocean. When he returned to
chore, he felt the rocking and swaying of the sea for the rest of the day as

he sat on the beach. His process, he says, 15 thal endless, recking motion.
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Sa, 1. J. Cromer did not paint or drans for
nearty 20 years, wntil cne night, as his wile,
Muary, sat watching television, ha picked up
a children's set of oil pasiels and began to
pasnd. Within & year, Mary began fo show
the work to Irends, and a small gallery
aneculizing in rural folk art geve him 3 shiow

Despite growing success on the nabional
and international scene, Cromer remains
largaly unknown in bath Buena Vista and
Lexington, The Lexinglon establshment
has yet to recognize hes tadenl, and, despaie
a mpuiation as a somewhal good-nofured
recluse in Buena Vista, he artwork
remains langely unknoam to his neghbors

His aarly works were almaost exclussaely
paintings, but he now expenments
extensaely with medium and technigue He
wiorks in paint, pen and ik, colored pencil,
maltsmeadia, and collage. He has even

tried stone caring. He paints on found
wond, paper, and al one point, even an
hardeaver boak -boards descarded from the
periadical ream of a library. He cuts up his
odd piintlruﬁ and pasies the peces onio
new work, and he is conssdenng drawing
on photographsc paper in ceder 1o see whal
happens to ink whaen i 5 exposed Lo the
chemical processes of developing photos
Wik na formal training in art, he finds lew
Linits to hes expressaon

Crosmer’s paintings are charactenged by
intense calar and an endless bending and
Blurreng of images and shape. Often, they
include elaborate designs scratched into
the surface af the paint. The scratches
reveal ather Layers al pant sa that the
scralched-on smadge shalts o eolor and
fteriure as d expeses ditferent layers
below. His pen and ink drawsngs exemalidy
an obhsesanan quality b baih hes work

and his wark habits, indeed, while the
paintings lack tight control, the drasangs
exhabit an excessng atlention to detal and
meticulows parsing of space, The paper

is most often filled with manute dessgns
and repatitree images of laces, ghasts or
undefined shapes—resemblmg the most
datailed and dense works af outsiders ke
Edmund Mansie| or Raphael Lonne It s a
prolileratson of imagery, and larger works
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take weeks bo complete. Even with the
amouni al tirme it lakes 1o finish a singla
draennig, be has amassed a body of work
that is impressee in s sheer volums

il rof @lso i its breadth ol espressian
Tha ampunt ol work 18 testament 10 &
[IITIF-E“IH-I; nieed Io draw (Rl eaves i
little tirme lor sacalizng wath Inends or
nesghbors

Mizst of Cromer's pen and ink work 15 black
and wwihita, though recently he has usad
colos wik. They vary in size from images
on 3-by-d-inch scraps of pager 1o larger
pieces nearly 18 by 24 inches, and in the
pas! year he has begun to create larger-
scale diptychs. For a period, he filled the
enfire page with black ink so thal ghasts
af alher mages wers the negatve space
thatl was left un-inked. In other, more
recen widh, the negatve space seems fo
dormunate and the drawsng = minimal. His
eolor drawsngs graviale towand a layered
filling of space, such as n Uatlisd T

In these latter works, bondage s a
domenant theme. Figures appear wrapped
tight in murmmy-like coooons, or they are
stretched in awkward positions by lines
pulled tight by aother abgects or animals, in
Joopheian 21, for instance, & figure’s arms
are pulled skyward by 4 Space capsule
wihile Fruit anchoes hum; in Seven m the
Cawtewm, mummilied lqures domenate a
sheel of absessvely drawn lines

Ghost and phantam imagéry GEcurs
frequenily Ambsguous hgures oltén run

in repatitive lines along the borders of a
drawing, as in Sl for a Monwment. Thay
somatimes radiate out from a singie

point, or at other times fise or fill lom an
assumed ling running acrows the paper
Sometimes they are antirely independend,
phantems rising o oppesition fo a larges
fagure i the waork. In some works, such
a4 i Lips Sweh 8 Hang Out the Flag, small,
ghastly figures constitule the body of a
Larger image so ihat, when wewed from

a destance, they are nat seen at all. Only
when exarmingd closely do the phantoms
emerge fram the image and demand 1o
be seen The ghost or phantoem recurs
with irighienang requlariy and ohaesswe

repetition, but when asked what they might
mian, Cromar scoffs: “You tell me.”

When he works, ha says, he has no

plan. Instead, ha feels he is lothing froe

an expressicn that is not fully wathin his
control He describes it a5 & visionary
experiencs, where all else around him
melts away and all that is lefi is the rhythm
and the mation af the creation. This is nog,
biesreer, & typical Sauthern religious wison
experience ke those of Howard Finster or
J B Murray Instead, Cromer sees lumsal
as an agnosts who works nat through
dene revelation, but throwgh an ongoing
euplorabon al thermes and images that are
nint enbiredy hes owen but nonetheless recur
with disturtung force

Thus repelition is seen in Cramer's
personality. For example, he has ane

type of pants he lkes to wear, S0 b buys
large guantities of them so that he can
wear the same type over and aver agan
He & wncomifariable in crowds, and time
spent m large cities cawses him to turn
inward. While be enjoys music, concerts
agutate hom, and he wall often leave earty

to it alone i e car while his wife and
frsends stay for the show. He avaids ari
exhibits and musesns, though ke has
wisited the Amencan Visionary Art Museum
in Balbmore While he enjoys talking
abouit the compositsan af his work, he

s uncomértable discussing “meaning.”
Ha shifts about, answers guestions with
sarcasm or self-deprecation and invaniably
furns it back o the guestioner Y¥ou can talk
about meaning, he suggests; his wark 5
Simply expression

Ltirratedy, b i not, i oontrast b many
religious wsipharses, mierested in the
question al meaning He 15 imerested in
the process, because far him, the process
isetf 1s the meaning. Questionendg o
tantamoient o asking the sea at Emerald
Isle why it maves. Far Cromer, the
mupvprmiend dsall e angwer enough, and o
he confinues to draw. m

Roger Mhompson s & professor of Engiish and Fine
Arts Al Wirgawa Mhilitary mshiude He 15 the pddor af
& variely of books, and s werk fas been read pn
Natronal Publc Radk
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