
Artist Profile – Bill Traylor  
 
b. 1854 Benton, AL; d. 1949 Montgomery, AL  
 

Traylor was born into slavery on a plantation in Alabama and worked for most of his life 
as a sharecropper. He left the plantation at age eighty-four, when he decided to move to 
Montgomery during the first wave of the Great Migration. Traylor started working in a shoe 
factory before he had to leave due to illness and became permanently unemployed, being 
unemployed is when he began spending his time focusing on art. He spent his days watching 
and recording the bustling street scenes and encounters that unfolded before him, and used 
gifted materials like discarded paper, pens, pencils, crayons, and ink to produce paintings and 
drawings. Although Traylor may not have been literate, due to the circumstances he grew up in, 
he was able to copy letters that he saw on signs and could draw his name as opposed to signing 
it. Traylor was able to travel to New York City in 1942, at ninety years old, when his work was 
being shown at R.H. Oosterom Gallery.  
 In the beginning, Traylor depicted single, isolated characters but soon began creating 
scenes with a wide range of people, animals, and architecture, showing his interest in figures, 
portraiture, and everyday interactions. Traylor’s compositions show narratives of the South, but 
his color and form leaves room for other interpretations. He uses a method of outlining many 
of his bold subjects before fleshing them out, creating stark contrasts, and uses quick marks to 
give the idea that he worked quickly to record what he saw. Traylor’s work resembles 
Paleolithic wall paintings, giving him a very distinct style as a self taught artist.  
 Along with using discarded drawing materials, it was known that Traylor preferred to 
use aged pieces of cardboard and paper, the materials he used reflected his life in the way that 
he never had new things or the means to purchase new things. Traylor’s figures, both human 
and animal, are defined by geometric boxes as the torsos and legs made with a straightedge 
and then overlaid with freehand shading. Rounded bodies laid out over linear skeletons became 
the signature style of Traylor, as did the subject of animals and people.  
 Traylor did not stick to one style as he practiced drawing, but rather took on multiple 
styles at one time, such as realism and figure drawing along with abstract work. Traylor’s most 
common subjects were animals, action scenes (people), the house and porch, black icons and 
self portraits, plants, baskets, and abstract forms. Traylor practiced with many styles and 
subjects and created a diverse portfolio that is bonded together by the mediums he used, 
colored pencil, crayon, paper, and cardboard, as well as the line work he used. Near the end of 
Traylor’s life, he became more interested in depicting beasts, heaven and hell, and death. He 
did not outright show heaven and hell, but alluded to them by creating religious themes in his 
works, for example, a man with his arms stretched out in the shape of a cross.  
 Although Traylor’s career as an artist was incredibly short, he did produce a large 
amount of drawings and progressed and developed as an artist. An example of Traylor’s work 
that shows his style of drawing a type of skeleton before rounding out the form is Cat and Dog 
(1). His later works that included more complex scenes and included different subjects, a good 
example is I Clunked Her on the Head but she Wouldn’t Drop the Chicken (2).  
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