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Side of Palmist Building, Havana Junction, Alabama, 1973
by William Christenberry

Painter and sculptor William Christenberry, who died on
November 28, 2016, at the age of 80, is remembered especially
for his photography. Regarded by many as a pioneer of color
photography as art, he found his muse in Hale County, Ala-
bama, just south of his hometown of Tuscaloosa. The county
itself was his muse. Mostly rural, home to both poor Blacks
and Whites, the ramshackle buildings, cemeteries, and rich,
loamy landscape served as background and foreground for his
art. Christenberry’s grandparents on both sides were Hale
County farmers. His mother reportedly feared that people
would get the wrong impression of Hale County—that it was
filled with rusty, worn-out stuff—because he left out the good
parts like plantation mansions and magnolias (Woodward,
2016). Christenberry was fascinated with the old, not the new.
He found beauty in the slowly decaying warehouses, churches,
and one-room schoolhouses.

As children, Christenberry and his sister received a Brownie
box camera for Christmas that (although he did not know at the
time) would launch his career as a photographer. At first he
used the camera just to record the countryside around his
grandparents’ home, but later painted images he had captured
on film. The artist grew up near the University of Alabama
football stadium and regarded famed coach Bear Bryant as
“king of them all.” He earned an undergraduate degree from
Alabama in 1956 and a master’s in fine art in 1959, painting in
the abstract expressionist style of the time. Leaving Alabama
for Memphis, then New York City, he finally settled in 1968 in
Washington, DC, where he taught at the Corcoran School of
Art until he retired in 2009.

In 1960, while in Memphis, Christenberry happened upon
Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, with photographs by Walker
Evans and text by James Agee (1941), documenting Alabama
impoverished sharecroppers during the depression. This book
refocused his artistic trajectory. His eye for the mundane and
unusual in Hale County was truly central to his art. He returned
regularly to his red-clay roots to capture the aging and decaying
buildings, many of which began sagging after just a few years.

Christenberry recognized that his art spoke not just to build-
ings but to what happens to people as well. He said that he
found beauty in things that are old and changing, as we all are
changing: “I go back to them every year until sooner or later
they are gone. They have blown away, burned, fallen down or
. . . disappeared” (quoted in Tucker, 2015). Echoing his words,
Margaret Lynne Ausfeld, senior curator of art at the Montgom-
ery Museum of Fine Arts, explained,

What was really spectacular about [his work] is that he made that
subject matter universal. When you look at his work, what you

see is basically the transitory nature of our life and our world and
how things are inevitably going to change over time. (quoted in
Dwyer, 2016)

The upside-down palmist sign hung in the shattered window
of his uncle’s store. Christenberry photographed it many times
starting in 1961. The last picture in the series (taken in 1988)
is of trees, bushes, weeds, and a utility pole, but no building. In
the 1973 image on the cover of this issue of American Psy-
chologist, the building is clearly deteriorating—shingles miss-
ing from the window overhang, kudzu climbs the wall, pieces
of the wooden frame hang askew. But there is beauty—the
green of the vegetation contrasts with the wood and the sign,
while sunlight softens the greying wood. The palm is in the
skin tone of many of the palm reader’s clients. Windows evoke
mystery. What is behind the window? What are the fortunes
the palm reader revealed to the folks who came by? Why is the
sign upside down? Old tin signs were a common sight in this
part of the country, and Christenberry’s studio included a wall
filled with such signs. Ray Fowler, former APA President and
CEO, an Alabama native, treasured an old Coca Cola sign he
found in a creek near his home there.

Havana Junction is less than 30 miles from Tuscaloosa, a
crossroads off Route 69 just south of Moundville. Stan Brod-
sky, professor emeritus and scholar in residence at the Univer-
sity of Alabama, said that he thinks palm reading must be a
dying art, as he could recall only one ad for palm reading, a
sign that has been there for 45 years. It is easy to dismiss
palmistry as pseudoscience and superstition, but it has an
ancient history. Also called “chiromancy,” palm reading and
its many versions are found throughout the world. Asked why
people go to palm readers, Brodsky said that he supposed
palmists can give people hope. Many folks are looking for
answers to questions that have no clear answers. Perhaps
readings can give people reassurance or some solace.

It has been said that a place makes you who you are.
Christenberry’s sense of place was profound, and he shared it
with the world.
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