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You don’t have to be an expert on James Castle to recognize one obvious truth about this 

deeply enigmatic artist. His challenges and limitations notwithstanding, he was a supremely 

visual person. Those of us in the arts call ourselves “visual” people because we were never 

very good at math. James Castle, deaf since birth, had only his eyes and his fingertips with 

which to experience the world. As such, his powers of observation were second to none. 

He didn’t search far and wide for his subjects. He had everything he needed literally in the 

back yard, the parlor, the one-room shed, the lot beyond the fence. Through his art Castle 

did more than teach us how to look—he showed us how to see. And in his humble corner 

of the world, he saw multitudes.

Once you train yourself to see how Castle sees, the seemingly indefinable slips into 

focus: a dark room pierced by a sliver of light through an open door; a bedstead set off against 

floral wallpaper; a lone figure on the grass seen through an open window. Light and shadow, 

positive and negative, patterning and repetition are the artist’s hallmarks. He had an intuitive 

spatial awareness and masterful graphic sense. Abstraction came as naturally to Castle as 

breathing. That’s because he was free to appreciate the most ordinary object for its extraor-

dinary form, shape, and volume. Imagine seeing the world around you without assigned mean-

ings or predetermined hierarchies. Strange, unintelligible forms and nonsensical groupings 

are a casual occurrence for an artist unburdened by any order or logic imposed by others.

This exhibition touches on the three bodies of work central to Castle’s oeuvre. 

His drawings document every aspect of his surroundings. They are nuanced, closely 

observed, atmospheric views of the everyday drawn in his preferred medium—a dense, 

inky mix of soot and his own spit. The rarer constructions, tender portrayals of f igures 

and barnyard animals, are sculptural powerhouses. These carefully stitched and folded 

papers now occupy a unique place in the canon of 20th-century sculpture. Their pared-

down, geometricized forms still vibrate with energy, whimsy, and a hint of mystery. 

p r e f a c e

Untitled Handmade Book

Group 3; Book H , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.
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Finally, there are the handmade books, harder to access but beautifully enigmatic 

and revealing of the ways Castle saw things. Full of innovative compositions and strange, 

inscrutable symbols, there are rich, intensely felt stories in these pages. They are like por-

tals into the artist’s consciousness that reward careful looking but whose meaning lies just 

beyond our grasp.

An artist working in a vacuum; the elusive blank slate; an American original. 

Accurate or not, this is the romance and the promise of James Castle. We are captivated 

by the fullness of expression attained despite his limitations, even envious of the sort of 

freedom his disabilities afforded him. After all, it’s wrong to presume the deaf have no 

voice. Castle’s work is an homage to his home and family, a memoir of his experiences, a 

diary of his secrets and desires. James Castle spoke through his art and loved with his eyes.

t h o m a s  b .  p a r k e r

Untitled (Bed with window)

Untitled (Bed with door)

Double-sided

Soot and saliva on found matchbox 

cardboard

53⁄ 8 x 71⁄ 8 in.

Untitled Handmade Book

Group 4; Book C , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.
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James Castle was first and foremost an artist. An artist who did not hear, did not speak, and 

lived his whole life in Idaho, loved and sheltered by his large family. Castle was also prolific. 

He spent his entire adult life creating works on paper and sculptural constructions. Unlike 

many artists who work outside the mainstream, recognition came during his lifetime. In 

1964, in connection with a one-man exhibition, the Director of the Portland (Oregon) Art 

Museum described Castle as “the most important primitive since Grandma Moses.” In the 

years since his death in 1977, he has become one of the most celebrated American Self-

Taught artists with a reputation that is both national and international. 

James Charles Castle was born on September 25. Birth records say the year was 

1899, but his grave marker and the family claim 1900. James was the fifth of seven surviv-

ing children of Francis and Mary Nora Scanlon Castle. The Castles lived in Garden Valley, 

Idaho, a rural area 35 miles as the crow flies, but 50 miles by road northwest of Boise in 

the southwest corner of the state. The 1900 census lists Francis as a farmer, but soon 

thereafter, the family added to their livelihood by running a general store, while Francis 

acted as the local postmaster and Mary took on the role of midwife. Castle was born at 

a time when disabilities were not well understood. The literature says that he was born 

“profoundly deaf.” Around 1910, his parents sent him and an older sister, Eleanor (b. 1892), 

to the recently founded (in 1906) Gooding School for the Deaf and Blind (now the Idaho 

School of the Deaf and Blind) in southeast Idaho. Nellie, who was hearing impaired due to 

a childhood illness, was reported to be an excellent student. She married in 1914 and was 

presumably home by then. James remained until 1915, but apparently with minimal effect. 

He was sent home described as having “resisted instruction.” The generally accepted nar-

rative claims that he had neither proficiency in speech or sign language (which was, at any 

rate, officially discouraged) nor had he learned to read. There is no evidence that he used, 

in his subsequent long life, any of these methods of communication. While this account 
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Untitled Construction 

(Figure in Blue-Green Jacket, 

Red Lips) , n.d.

Front and back

Assorted found papers, string, yarn, 

red and black ink or felt pen, pencil

121⁄ 2 x 61⁄ 4 in.
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seems puzzling today, it does not appear that any attempt was made by the artist or his 

family to delve more deeply into the circumstances of his disability. This was not unusual 

for the time and place, and any attempt at posthumous diagnosis must remain in the realm 

of speculation. From the time that he returned home, Castle lived with his family. In 1923, 

his parents moved to Star, seventeen miles northwest of Boise, where they ran the Star 

Grinding Mill. Frances Castle died in 1927 and, in 1931, James moved with his mother to 

the outskirts of Boise, near other members of the family. His mother died in 1948 and he 

continued to live in the family house with his sister Agnes (Peggy), her husband Guy Wade, 

and their four children. Other siblings and their families lived nearby forming a large 

extended family circle. 

According to family lore, Castle began to draw by the age of six, that is, before he 

went away to school. He continued to draw at school, but it was discouraged as a diversion 

from the task at hand: education. He therefore had no access to conventional art supplies. 

At some point he devised his own materials, and though later on he was often offered 

Garden Valley Yard with 

Ice-House/Garden Valley Field 

with Totem , before 1963

Double-sided

Soot and saliva on found paper

81⁄ 2 x 111⁄ 8 in.
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Bundle of 44 Untitled Handmade 

Books, as found, Groups 1–4, n.d.

Wrapped and unwrapped

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in. each

more conventional tools, he persisted in what he had discovered for himself. He drew with 

soot moistened with saliva. He derived colors from soaking colored papers in water. His 

constructions were made from discarded materials collected from the farms, stores, and 

homes of his family. According to one sister, efforts were made to teach James how to do 

various chores, but, as at school, this was met with passive but firm resistance. The result 

was that James Castle lived with his family, making art that reflected the circumstances of 

his life filtered through a whimsical and often humorous imagination. His art shows its mak-

er as an acute observer of daily life in rural Idaho. Castle’s family accepted and respected 

his compulsion to make art. They recognized the obvious satisfaction it gave him, and they 

shared his joy in his finished works. In this, he was fortunate to live in a time and place 

when a loving family could and would supply the social safety net for a marginal member. 

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 2; Book D, n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.
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Castle was “Uncle Jimmy,” strange, good-natured, but a participant on his own 

terms of an extended family network. He might have remained a local eccentric if not 

for the intervention of a nephew, Robert Beach, who, in the 1950s, went to study at the 

Portland (Oregon) Museum School of Art. Beach showed some of his uncle’s art to an 

instructor, and James Castle’s “discovery” began. His art began to be shown in the north-

west and, in 1963, he had a proper one-man exhibition at the Boise Art Gallery (now the 

Boise Art Museum). Castle was pleased by the recognition. Much of his early work had 

been lost in the move from Garden Valley to Star and then from Star to Boise. In Boise, he 

crammed his living space with art, but also appreciated an audience. He customarily gifted 

his art to family members. During the 1960s, when his art began to find a market, Castle 

was living in a three-bedroom house with his sister’s family. They used the proceeds from 

sales to fund a modest home on the property, a trailer fitted up as a studio and home, 

for James. It was clear that Castle meant his art to belong to his family after his death. 

Discovery of the entire oeuvre has proved to be an ongoing process, with hidden caches 

revealed during renovations concealed behind walls in his house and that of his sister. The 

property has been restored and is now the James Castle House, a museum and cultural 

center operated by the city of Boise.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 3; Book C , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Construction (Figure), n.d.

Color of unknown origin, cardboard, 

ribbon, string

17 × 93⁄4 in

Untitled Construction (Duck) , n.d.

Wax pencil, black crayon, 

pencil, soot on found papers, 

with fabric tape, thread

101⁄ 4 x 211⁄ 2 in.
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Within the confines of his chosen materials, Castle’s oeuvre is varied. In addition 

to drawings, there are sketches exploring shapes and designs, notably including letters 

of the alphabet and what appear to be nonsense letters, a series of homemade books, 

and constructions. A large number of Castle’s drawings are straightforward depictions of 

his surroundings, executed with soot from wood-burning stoves and saliva and demon-

strating a sophisticated and entirely self-taught understanding of perspective. Others 

are more fanciful, mixing objective observation with creative incursions. Among these 

incursions are a series of totemic structures, upright rectangular slabs planted in the 

ground. The artist, of course, never offered any keys to understanding his art. The mean-

ing of the rectangular totems remains unknown. Their basic shape, however, became the 

template for a series of people whom Castle “dressed” as one might dress paper dolls. 

In Construction (Figure in Blue-Green Jacket, Red Lips), Castle gave the figure a large, slightly 

squared-off head. Its face greets the viewer with a direct stare, inquisitive, friendly and 

perhaps slightly puzzled. 

 While a great deal is known about his biography, important keys to understand-

ing the man are missing in a way that is unlikely to ever be recovered. His family has vivid 

recollections of him and many stories. He lived with them for years and was a part of their 

lives. It is impossible to know, however, what James Castle knew. His observations of his 

surroundings reveal a keen intelligence. In his art, he often used letters. Were these solely 

decorative, or is there hidden meaning? He was said to be illiterate, yet he made “books.” 

What we don’t know and his family didn’t know were the workings of his mind. This is 

part of the fascination with his art. It appears to be an emanation of the human spirit, un-

fettered from any external considerations of finances or social obligations. In that sense, 

he was “primitive.” He was a loving family member and fondly remembered. He obviously 

understood a great deal of what was going on around him. But in the midst of family, he 

was, in many ways, physically and emotionally, an outsider. His art seems a reflection of pure 

creative spirit. It leaves its viewers guessing what it means and applying their own under-

standing to what can never be known. 

a r l e n e  k a t z  n i c h o l s ,  p h . d .

Untitled (Coats) , n.d.

Double-sided

Soot and saliva on found 

matchbox cardboard

5 x 71⁄4 in.

Untitled (Boots), n.d.

Double-sided

Soot and saliva on found paper board

8 3⁄ 8 x 9 in.

Untitled 

(Figure in Turquoise Dress) , n.d.

Color of unknown origin on  

found paper

67⁄ 8 x 43⁄4 in.
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Untitled (Shed with Friends /

Chair with Friends) n.d.

Double-sided

Soot and saliva on found paper

71⁄ 2 x 10 in.

Untitled (Interior with Stove, 

Framed Pictures) n.d.

Soot and saliva on found paper

4 7⁄ 8 x 83⁄ 4 in.
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Sugar Honey Maid Graham 

Crackers “Album” 

Interior 

Found paper, string, soot and saliva

97⁄8 x 8 in.

Sugar Honey Maid Graham 

Crackers “Album” 

Cover

Found paper, string, soot and saliva

97⁄8 x 8 in.
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Sugar Honey Maid Graham 

Crackers “Album” 

Interior 

Found paper, string, soot and saliva

97⁄8 x 8 in.
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Sugar Honey Maid Graham 

Crackers “Album” 

Interior 

Found paper, string, soot and saliva

97⁄8 x 8 in.
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Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 3, n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 2 , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 1, n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 4, n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.
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Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 3; Book E , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 3; Book K , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 2; Book H , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.
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Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 4; Book C , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 2; Book E , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 3; Book G , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.
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Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 1; Book I , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 1; Book F, n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 2; Book I , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.
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Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 1; Book C , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 4; Book F, n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 2; Book B , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.
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Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 2; Book C , n.d.

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2 x 3 in.

d e s i gn

Elizabeth Finger

p h o to gr a p h y

© James Castle Collection and Archive 

All photographs by Eric Baumgartner, 

except: Claire Iltis, pp. 12 (bottom), 

14 (bottom), 15, 17.

c o v e r

Untitled Construction 

(Figure in Pink Coat with 

Black Buttons), n.d.

Assorted found papers, string, soot, 

and felt pen

101⁄ 8 x 41⁄ 4 in.

i n s i d e  f r o n t a n d  b a c k  c o v e r s

Untitled Handmade Book 

Group 3; Book G , n.d. (detail)

Found papers, string, soot and saliva

31⁄ 2  x 3 in.
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