
 

Thornton Dial (1928-2016) 

Thornton Dial was a pioneering African-American artist who came to prominence in the 

late 1980s. 

Dial was born in Emelle, Alabama (near the Mississippi border in Sumter County) to African 

American sharecroppers in 1928. In 1940, when he was 12, Dial moved to Bessemer, 

Alabama. He married Clara Mae Murrow in 1951 and they had 5 children, one of which 

died of cerebral palsy. Prior to adopting art as his full-time career, Dial held numerous 

jobs including carpentry & pipe-fitting at the Pullman Standard Plant in Bessemer. When 

the plant closed its doors in 1981, Dial began to dedicate himself to his art for his own 

pleasure.  

Dial was self-taught as an artist (also known as “outsider artist”) , creating paintings and 

sculptures from found materials like sail cloth, wire, and discarded doll parts. He rose to 

prominence in 1987 thanks to collector Bill Arnett, who also represented Lonnie Holley.  

Dial was nearly 60 when he met Arnett.  

In a statement, Arnett recalls first discovering Dial’s work, which the artist had been 

storing inside a chicken coop: I didn’t know at the time that it wasn’t simply the sculpture 

that was special. The man who had created it was a great man, and he would go on to 

become recognized as one of America’s greatest artists. I can’t think of any important 

artist who has started with less or accomplished more.”  

Over the next two decades, with financial backing from Arnett, Dial made more than 500 

pieces of increasing scale and complexity . He also made more than 2,000 sketches and 

watercolors on paper in order to disprove an early critic who said that he couldn’t draw.  

Many of Dial’s pieces are packed to the edges with everything from buckets to vines, 

which Dial affixed with industrial sealant and smothered in paint. Individual elements in 

the relief paintings are precisely chosen, as in a Rauschenberg combine, but Dial’s tone is 

less playfully absurdist. His work directly addresses subjects such as the economy, 

women, politics, and natural disasters. (He watched a lot of CNN .) One of his signature 

moves is to twist fabrics into hauntingly human forms.  

Dial received his first solo museum exhibition in 1993 (a joint-showing at the New 

Museum and the American Folk Art Museum), and had a showing of his work at during the 

1996 Olympic Games, held in Atlanta. 

Arnett has been accused of exploiting and controlling Dial. Almost all the scholarship on 

Dial, who reportedly could not read or write, has been done by Arnett, and he has spoken 

at length about the themes he believes to be present in Dial’s work.  

“It seem like some people believe that, just because I ain’t got no education, say I must be 

too ignorant for art,” Dial was quoted in one publication. “I believe I have proved that my 

art is about ideas, and about life, and the experience of the world…I ain’t never been 

much good at talking about stuff. I always just done the stuff I had a mind to do. My art do 

my talking.” 

Dial’s works have been acquired by the Museum of Modern Art, the Whitney Museum of 

American Art, the Smithsonian American Art Museum, the American Folkart Museum, and 

the High Museum in Atlanta, Georgia. Ten of Mr. Dial’s works were acquired by the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2014. 

According to records, Dial’s auction record is $40,000 . 
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