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Born and raised in Roanoke, artist Eric Fitzpatrick is beloved
in Southwest Virginia, known for his paintings of landmark
buildings, local hangouts, area musicians, street scenes, and area
personalities. He is well-known for his loosely painted, color-filled
landscapes depicting the Appalachian Mountains, coastal scenes,
and picturesque views from across the United States. He often
paints en plein air and can be found standing next to his easel
capturing his expressive vision of whatever scene has caught his
eye.
After receiving a B.A. degree in art from Virginia Tech, Fitzpatrick
spent five summers living and painting in Italy, time that became
highly influential on his work and lifestyle. He often references
works from throughout the history of art in his paintings, whether
it be Renaissance masters or individual artists such as John Singer
Sargent, George Bellows, or Reginald Marsh.
It is unusual (and at the same time exciting) to visit an artist’s
studio and find a large body of work – a series of paintings that
have never been exhibited as a whole. This was the case when I
visited Eric Fitzpatrick’s studio in early 2017 not long after moving
to the area. In an upstairs gallery of his home/studio, he revealed
two rooms of large-scale paintings he called his Southern Culture
Series. Scattered around his studio were preliminary sketches
and drawings for a number of these paintings. These works reveal
another side of Eric Fitzpatrick. Fitzpatrick’s landscapes are painted
in heightened color, the compositions open, with perceived depth
and naturalism. Not so in these figurative works, all of which are
packed full of symbols, floating images, and stylized figures rising
up the picture plane with a very compact, condensed composition
and shallow depth. They make me think of one of my favorite art
history terms, horror vacui: the fear of empty spaces. The works
immediately captured my attention, for here was a white male
exploring his identity in the 21st century, questioning long-held
views of history and how his life and family fit into the prevailing
blinkered gaze at the world.
At a time when Hollins University is studying its past and
uncovering the layers of truth and the oppression of enslaved
peoples, it seems fitting for the Eleanor D. Wilson Museum to

present this Southern Culture Series by Eric Fitzpatrick. It is
the journey of an individual acknowledging his privilege and
questioning everything, including his personal history, family
skeletons, and cultural stereotypes. This is a journey that began
in 2004 with questions posed to Fitzpatrick by a disparate group
of artists discussing Southern life while convened at the Virginia
Center for the Creative Arts, and turned into a provocative series
of paintings thoughtfully and expressively created over the last
fourteen years, covering subjects both humorous and deeply
philosophical.
Jenine Culligan, Director
Eleanor D. Wilson Museum

Flat Footin’
2006
Oil on canvas

THE SOUTHERN CULTURE SERIES started in 2004 during
an artist’s residency at the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts. As
the paintings began, they seemed a way to humorously celebrate
the quirks and eccentricities of my native South. Only when it was
well underway did I realize that this series would dig much deeper,
exploring the beliefs and perceptions I absorbed while being raised
a Southerner, and the accompanying guilt regarding the actions of
my ancestors.
To be a Southerner is a bit confusing, to say the least. There are
many things of which I am proud, but some that make me deeply
uncomfortable. Underlying it all is a subtle but constant awareness
of the past. Indeed, the past seems to pervade every corner of the
Southern experience. This rich past has seen a culture constantly
on the move. From the first English settlements and displacement
of Native Americans, to the importation of enslaved people, the
formation of the Union, and the Civil War’s wide-ranging battles to
the Ku Klux Klan’s ascendance and the struggle for civil rights, the
South has always been in motion. Most outsiders would probably
argue slow motion, but it has been motion nevertheless!
The South possesses the most fascinating blend of elements one
could ever imagine. With all of its flavors and juxtapositions, I was
certain once I began this series that within the South’s borders lay
very fertile ground for meaningful work. What I did not realize
at the time was that painting this series would usher me into a
therapeutic process in which I would take a fresh look at myself, my
family history, and my place within the culture. The results have
been revealing to say the least. In a sense, I feel that this series has
made my inner demons very public indeed.
It is my hope that those who view these images will also take a fresh
look at what lies within themselves. We are all filled with vestiges of
our upbringing, some good and some bad. Only by shedding light
into our dark corners may we come to know ourselves better.
Eric E. Fitzpatrick
Artist
Each image illustrated in this catalogue, and in the exhibition, is
accompanied by a candid statement written by the artist about the work.

This take off on an Italian altarpiece was meant as
a parody of the way some Southerners have made
Confederate General Robert E. Lee into a god. His
command of armed forces that would have torn apart
our nation and made slavery a permanent institution
(costing 630,000 lives in the process) would lead some to
think otherwise. But to many Southerners, Lee is still the
ultimate symbol of a bygone era and a mythical “paradise
lost.”
The painting shows Lee ascending to heaven complete
with angel wings, positioned above the portrait of Christ,
as those below cower and pray for forgiveness. The train
reminds us that the Civil War was the first war to employ
rail as a mover of troops and materiel. African art works
surrounding Lee speak of the many cultures lost to the
tragedy of slavery; one of the masks makes its feelings
clearly known. The initials at the bottom represent the
Southern maxim, “The South Shall Rise Again.” The rice
fields below remind us how many lives were lost as human
beings were sacrificed like rats for the Lost Cause.

The Deification of Bobby Lee
2004
Oil on canvas

Farewell to the Queen
2004
Oil on canvas

Norms of behavior seem to vary widely between Blacks
and Whites in the South, including the expression of grief.
Since I came from a Scots-Irish tradition of restrained
emotion in times of sorrow, I found it utterly fascinating to
be present at a Black Baptist funeral.
The honesty and openness of the grief was refreshing, and
it seemed to be a healthier practice than that of so many
who try to tightly control their emotions. Outpourings
of grief in this service were encouraged. “Comforters” in
white gloves would rush to the side of those who were
crying out in their grief, and support was universal for
those suffering.
This canvas tries in its coloration to match the very mood
of the service, which was nothing less than celebratory.
The work’s visual elements are drawn from the many
friends who attended the funeral of Daisy Christian
Johnson and the luminous stained glass windows that
bathed us all in golden light as we celebrated the life of
this special woman.

details from Farewell to the Queen
2004
Oil on canvas

This painting, an exercise in empathy, depicts the plight
of a runaway slave, caught and returned to Virginia in
1864. The title of the piece refers to a tune that used to be
Virginia’s state song. The painting is a pointed jab at the
hypocrisy of the gentleman farmers who owned enslaved
people while flying the Virginia state flag bearing the
motto Sic Semper Tyrannis: thus always to tyrants. Those
men, of course, were the actual tyrants.
The image is painted from an enslaved person’s point of
view. This man’s one hope, Abraham Lincoln, is slowly
fading into the flag of the Presidential Box at Ford’s
Theater where death lies in wait for him. The hatred of the
Klan looms in the future, and lynched bodies represent
other enslaved people killed as an example to would-be
runaways. Winged masks depict spirits of the African
gods and ancestors gathered around the man during his
oppression, while the woman to the lower right signifies
the all-too-distant hope of the Underground Railroad.

Carry Me Back to Old Virginny
2005
Oil on canvas

There is nothing quite like the feeling of an Evangelical
tent revival. As I sketched this gripping scene on a hot
August night in 2013, all seemed benevolent… until the
sweat soaked preacher began his descent into bigotry.
Though he stood behind the cross and beneath the flag
of the United States, his words flowed forth with anti-

Let Us Prey
2014
Oil on canvas

Muslim hatred that was not remotely Christian and truly
un-American. In this artist’s opinion, those that find
themselves in positions of authority must never be allowed
to lead the innocent and unsuspecting into darkness.

Funda-Mental
2005
Oil on canvas

This painting documents the bizarre practice of snake
handling that cropped up in the early 1900s and still
persists today in remote regions throughout the South. In
a misappropriation of a Bible verse from the book of Mark
in the New Testament, some followers have felt called by
God to drink poison and handle venomous snakes as proof
of their belief. The strangest part of it all is that when
fatalities occur from the practice it is seen as confirmation
that God has “called them home.” The painting attempts
to depict the tragedy of ignorance, as well as how easily
and blindly we follow the charismatic, even when it defies
all logic.

One of the finest things about Southern Appalachia is its
Bluegrass music. Folks here carry on musical traditions
that go all the way back to their Celtic roots. This image
depicts Cockram’s country store in the town of Floyd,
Virginia, that still features Bluegrass bands every Friday
night. Pictured are three “good ole boys” lost in their
music while basking in the warmth of a potbellied stove.
Winged spirits of their ancestors come to them as divine
inspiration from above, as the country church in the upper
part of the painting reminds us of the gospel influence
that runs so deeply throughout this musical form. The
attendant coon dog looks on as the “pickers” play, while
outside fields and hard work await them, as do the various
insects – all being equal parts of a Southern country
summer.

Good Ole Boys, 2004
Oil on canvas

I found this to be the most gripping image of the series,
and the hardest emotionally to paint, but I knew that it
needed to come out of me. On my mother’s side of the
family, many generations ago, were plantation owners
in South Carolina who owned enslaved people. On my
father’s side of the family, my uncle Earl Fitzpatrick was a
Virginia State Senator at the time of “Massive Resistance,”
when Virginia opted to close public schools rather
than integrate during the early days of the civil rights
movement.
I feel guilt over what my predecessors did, even though the
actions were not my own.
This painting is a response to the slogan “Heritage
Not Hate” that is still used as a justification by some
Southerners to fly the Confederate flag. The central
figure is a lynched Black everyman. He is crucified on the
Stars and Bars of the Confederate flag to remind us of
hate crimes done by people carrying that banner. In the
four corners are the stereotypical images of Blacks that
were used to keep Whites from thinking of them as fully
human in earlier times. The panels in the midsection are
representative of the lunch counter closings, humiliating
“lawn jockeys,” Jim Crow laws, the German Shepherds
turned on peaceful Civil Rights protesters, the burned out
churches, the separate water fountains, and politicians
of the “Massive Resistance” movement. Hate words
punctuate the image and the Ku Klux Klan is featured
prominently as the main purveyor of hatred and death.
The message is clear: the heritage of that flag is hatred.
When Heritage IS Hate
2005
Oil on canvas

This is by far the most personal painting in this series. It
looks forward to a time when I will be dying and, as part of
the process, having my “life review.” Chosen for portrayal
is a moment from my childhood that I hold to be the most
special, which took place in the low country of the coastal
South in the 1950s.
The place is Shallotte Point, North Carolina: the site of
our annual summer vacations. Pictured in the center is my
family walking happily toward the marine railway, where
shipwrights were still building shrimp boats by hand.
Depicted in the lower left-hand corner are my brothers

And When I Die...
2005
Oil on canvas

and I as young boys, peeking out of the screen porch that
overlooked the intercoastal waterway. We gaze out upon an
old thrumming diesel tugboat pushing coal barges up the
coast while searching for shorelines with its spotlights. Masks
for Comedy, Tragedy, Fear, and Wonder – all valued facets of
a life well lived – can be seen flanking the central panel with
the shells that Mom collected and the crab that bit my oldest
brother. Reminders of time’s passage are everywhere, but
for now it stands frozen in this magic and peaceful moment
which reunites my family at our most carefree and healthy,
with the hand of God’s blessing above it all.
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AN ART EXHIBITION IS composed of many parts, the artwork
being only one. The logistical concerns of such a show, from
transportation and hanging to putting together a catalogue, are
formidable and time consuming. I cannot thank enough the many
at Hollins University who have spent their time and energy on my
behalf to make this show a reality. I would like to thank my friend
Jenine Culligan, who first saw the potential of this show, and
listened patiently as I rambled on (ad infinitum!) about how deeply
invested I was in the creation of this series. Thanks also to Laura
Jane Ramsburg for thoughtfully putting together this beautiful
catalogue that documents the series for the first time. A special
thank you goes to Janet Carty, who was the genesis of the contact.
Very special thanks must go to the Virginia Center for the Creative
Arts for providing the ideal workspace over the two residencies
during which most of these works were created. Their mission is an
important one, and I feel each painter, composer, poet and writer is
inspired to bring out their very best in the magical atmosphere they
make possible. The VCCA provides that rarest of opportunities: the
chance for creatives to chase the muse as deeply as possible into the
depths of deep reflection. There is no greater gift to the artist.
Thanks finally to my valued friends and my wonderful family,
for providing much-needed perspective and encouragement as I
plumbed the depths of our shared SOUTHERN CULTURE.
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