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With America’s presidential election looming on the horizon, our
thoughts are transformed by what we see on the lapels of our fellow
countrymen, the bumpers of cars parked along Main Street and on
the front lawns of our neighbors. 

Dr. Jeff Pressman, President of The American Folk Art
Society, is the guest curator of the new exhibition
Of, By and For the People: The Art of
Presidential Campaigns. This exhibition
stresses that while academic artists
painted portraits of the candidates,
folk artists produced art that was part
of the election process. Specifically
the election of 1840 was perhaps
the first modern campaign where
candidates used imagery and
publicly-displayed works of art 
to promote runs for election.

Folk art from the 1820s through
the twentieth century will be featured
in the exhibition, including paintings,
needlework, stoneware, redware, sculpture,
and household items. The exhibition is
comprised of rare objects, some have not seen
the light of day for generations, that have been
culled from small historical societies as well as
private collections. Pressman emphasizes, “It turns
out there is very little of this material still in
existence, but what is around tells a great story. 
The items in this exhibition are the best of the best.”

Dr. Pressman was just a junior high school student when he
became aware of the significance of campaign memorabilia—

referring to one specific Barry Goldwater button that caught his
eye during the 1964 presidential campaign. He went on to locate
Goldwater’s opponent’s buttons admitting that, “The Johnson button
was not as nice, but they both made me think. Since then, I have

collected American folk art and political campaign buttons.”
As the years passed, Dr. Pressman focused

more on Folk Art in general. “I think that it
would be fair to say that I have had a life-

long interest in American history, which
was perhaps in a state of hibernation

until our daughter Shelley took AP
US History and was really miserable.
I started reading the book with her
every night and helped her prepare
for her tests. It was a great chance
to re-visit things I hadn’t thought
about in a long time,” he said. 

The narrative and symbols found in
the folk art pieces told the story of

the state of the nation so much better
than many curricula and the retention

value was high—all due to the creativity of
those early folk artists.
“My hope is that people coming to visit will

take the time to read the labels, look at the objects
and have a better feeling for our history as these
objects tell a great story, especially if you take the
time to really study them.” �

Of, By and For the People: The Art of Presidential Campaigns opens
Friday, September 21st, 2008 and runs through December 31st at 
the Fenimore Art Museum.
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Campaign Art Reveals 
More Than Meets the Eye

Whig Political Banner, ca. 1839-1843,
Terrence J. Kennedy (1820-after 1879),
Fleming / Auburn, Cayuga County, NY,
Collection of Fenimore Art Museum. 
Gift of Stephen C. Clark, N0537.1948.




