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the subject not only of art historical analyses, but also within 
the narrative of a broader nationalist cultural agenda, he left no 
written or oral first-person record. The narrative of his “discov-
ery” by English art historian Hender Delves Molesworth and his 
close association with Edna and Norman Manley (particularly 
the former) positions him in the orbit of the political inner circle 
of his period. Dunkley is often portrayed as a mentee under the 
influence of these important figures, among others, and encour-
aged and exposed to art history and exhibition opportunities by 
them.1 However, it is also recorded that Dunkley rejected offers 
to study with Edna Manley, and Molesworth thought better than 
to interfere with the artist’s technique—evidence of Dunkley’s 
autonomy and his belief in his unique vision.2

In his essay, Boxer indexes a palpable anxiety around questions 
of Jamaican identity in the 1930s—whether it would come into its 
own, and what the role of European and African influence would 
be on the arts scene. Boxer suggests that Manley, Molesworth, 
and others associated with the Institute of Jamaica (IOJ) at this 
time were “desperate to see a redefining of Jamaican art.”3 

Dunkley’s period of artistic activity in Kingston coincided with 
these debates around what “authentic” Jamaican expression 
might be, debates that were central to the intellectual and polit-
ical beliefs that would give rise to the independence movement. 
Dunkley seems at times to become a vessel for these ideas, 
his own agency subsumed to establish him as an emblem of a 
new and genuine Jamaican voice. This contradictory gesture—
one of both elevation and instrumentalization—would seem 
to reflect the complicated impulse that defined his time more 
broadly. Dunkley’s formation, particularly as Boxer narrates it, 
suggests an inherent tension between the varied and some-
times competing notions of the artist as a singularly imagina-
tive autodidact, an outsider depicting his own surreal visions; a 
man of the people whose life and work were emblematic of the 
experiences of the country’s black working class; and an artist 
whose ideas were greatly influenced by the visual culture and 
artistic methodologies suggested to him by external figures. 
Boxer explores the possibility of all these identities but also 

John Dunkley: Neither Day nor 
Night has two central objec-
tives. First, to locate and bring 
together, for the first time since 
1976—and for the first time 
ever in the United States—a 
substantial selection of works 
by the Jamaican artist John 
Dunkley. Only by seeing these 
works together may we under-
stand Dunkley’s particular and 
precise visual language. 

An equally significant goal of 
the exhibition, and especially 

of this accompanying catalogue, is to contextualize Dunkley in 
his historical moment. This is a task David Boxer takes up in 
his essay in this catalogue, which unpacks the visual culture of 
Dunkley’s daily life and the social and artistic circles in which 
he moved. Boxer sheds critical, illuminating light on Dunkley’s 
oeuvre, thoughtfully looking to his artworks to identify the ref-
erences that inspired and drove him. In Olive Senior’s essay, 
she posits Dunkley on the one hand as a “typical” West Indian 
man of his period, especially in his travels to pursue work in 
Panama, Costa Rica, and Cuba, and on the other hand as an 
extraordinary figure in that he produced visual art. 

In contextualizing Dunkley, we must look not only to his histori-
cal context, but also to what his work and practice has meant 
in the intervening years since and what they mean now. Widely 
considered among Jamaica’s most important artists, Dunkley 
can be productively understood as a man of his time, a vision-
ary artist, and a historical symbol—coming to hold a place in 
Jamaican art historical discourse that reflects an evolving sense 
of Jamaican identity as it shifted through colonialism, indepen-
dence, and into the postcolonial/post-independence present. 

Paradoxically, for a figure so “written upon,” we have no lan-
guage directly attributable to Dunkley himself. While he has been 
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self-taught artists who were at the time typically referred to 
as “primitive” or “naive.” It was then and remains now a “revo-
lutionary counter-canonical move” on Boxer’s part to reorient 
these outsider artists as central to the canon. It gave primacy 
and agency to their inner vision but not at the expense of dis-
missing their autonomy or marginalizing them within a larger 
social context.5 The 1976–77 retrospective and the exhibition 
The Intuitive Eye that followed in 1979 shifted the focal point 
of Jamaican art history from academically trained artists (who 
often studied in Europe and North America)—including such 
Jamaican luminaries as Albert Huie (1920–2010), Eugene Hyde 
(1931–1980), Karl Parboosingh (1923–1975), and Barrington 
Watson (1931–2016)—to self-taught artists who were largely 
working poor, black Jamaicans whose context and artistic pro-
duction were quite distinct from “professional artists.” 

Boxer did not define the Intuitives by a particular style, but 
instead argued that “their stylistic development has taken 
place a) in isolation from the development of ‘mainstream art’. . . 
traditional academic and modern expressions that have been 
essentially codified and assimilated into the fabric of what we 
might term high fine art; and b) in essential isolation of each 
other.”6 Dunkley was positioned as the pre-independence pio-
neer of this sub-genre of Jamaican art, a sort of progenitor fig-
ure, with Mallica Reynolds, better known as Kapo, emerging as 
the forerunner of the next generation of Intuitives during the 
nationalist period that followed independence.7 

The significance of the category of Intuitive in Jamaican art 
historical discourse is hard to overstate. The NGJ faced stri-
dent criticism throughout the 1980s, most notably from artist 
Barrington Watson and from Andrew Hope, art critic for the 
Daily Gleaner, but as founding chief curator, Boxer success-
fully articulated and institutionalized a now generally accepted 
narrative of Jamaican art with the Intuitives as central figures.8 
Early NGJ survey exhibitions, such as Five Centuries of Art in 
Jamaica (1975) and Jamaican Art 1922–1982 (which toured the 
United States, Canada, Haiti, and Jamaica with the support 
of the Smithsonian Institution Traveling Exhibition Service 

reveals Dunkley’s agency through the works themselves, which 
are a record of his particular, selective, and purposeful engage-
ment with visual culture. 

More broadly, these questions also point to the larger ques-
tion of agency that art history ascribes to any “outsider” art-
ist. Jamaican writer Victor (Vic) Stafford Reid’s remembrance of 
Dunkley published in the Daily Gleaner shortly after his death in 
1947 refers to the artist as a “paintbrush mystic”—a trenchant 
illustration of the naive and otherworldly character ascribed to 
him and his work during his lifetime, and one that set the tone for 
analysis for many years to come.4 Though many of the artist’s 
paintings and sculptures are grounded in literal imagery—depic-
tions of animals, everyday scenes, and landscapes—it is their 
fantastical style and peculiar palette that has taken root and 
come to dominate conversations concerning his production. As 
Boxer notes, the works are no doubt surreal and highly imagina-
tive, but close analysis argues for their thoughtful connection to 
the real world, suggesting Dunkley not as an outsider or a naive 
figure, but as an artist with a distinctive eye who was attune to 
the events around him, with a sensitivity to both personal experi-
ence and aspirations and the broader social and political con-
text of Jamaica and beyond.  

While the posthumous organization of a relatively in-depth 
exhibition of Dunkley’s work in 1948 at the IOJ helped to ensure 
his oeuvre was documented and included in the Jamaican cul-
tural canon, Boxer’s 1976–77 retrospective of the artist brought 
Dunkley’s work into the contemporary moment. Dunkley’s work 
had its supporters—while the bulk of his production stayed 
with the family, a number of paintings and sculptures were pur-
chased by local collectors—but it is Boxer’s work during his 
tenure as head of the National Gallery of Jamaica (NGJ) that 
concretized a canon of Jamaican art history, with Dunkley posi-
tioned as an important nascent figure. 

The primary focus of Boxer’s scholarship, particularly in the 
early years, was the establishment of the category of “Intuitive,” 
a term he coined in 1979 as a means to rename and reposition 



13 John Dunkley

midpoint between the two). Deborah Thomas has written exten-
sively on the ways in which Creole multiracial visions of nation-
alism—as embodied by the Manleys, for instance—acquired 
dominion in Jamaican politics in the decades leading up to inde-
pendence, displacing other more radical and black nationalist 
visions of Jamaican identity and political potential—perhaps 
best exemplified by Marcus Garvey and his Pan-Africanism 
and later Rastafarianism.14 In particular, Thomas details how 
nation-building was conducted “within the sphere of symbolic 
representation, cultivating the notion that previously denigrated 
Afro-Jamaican beliefs and practices should be valued and insti-
tutionalized as the foundations of Jamaica’s national cultural 
identity. . . . The irony, then, is that while nationalist intellectuals 
and activists, who were overwhelmingly middle class, sought 
to confer recognition upon working-class Afro-Jamaican forms 
and institutions by using them as the foundation of a national 
cultural identity, they also saw them as hindrances to political 
and economic development. In other words, by carving out a 
distinctive place for the elaboration of a cultural heritage, creole 
multi-racial nationalists attempted to inculcate both a cultural 
identity and the acceptance of hegemonic structures of post-
colonial political authority.”15

Dunkley and the Intuitives can be read as one key trope within 
this ongoing contest of culture and representation. Their sta-
tus as symbols of authentic Afro-Jamaican-ness was para-
doxically established and maintained by “a small corps of 
specialized scholars, curators, dealers and patrons” gener-
ally from Jamaica’s Western-educated, political, and social 
elite.16 At the symbolic level, there was the radical nature of 
Boxer’s displacement and reinscription of Western-centered 
European art history in favor of black Jamaican artistic produc-
tion, although notably undertaken within the methodologies of 
Western history. While at the material and sociopolitical level 
there was the maintenance of the status quo and the resulting 
disenfranchisement of this same population.

As Boxer’s current scholarship on the artist suggests, Dunkley 
seems recurrently situated in this space of contradiction. His 

between 1983 and 1986 and notably featured Dunkley’s Banana 
Plantation as its lead image), mapped the canon of Jamaican art 
from a Jamaican perspective for the first time. As Boxer points 
out in distinguishing the program of the NGJ from that of the 
pre-independence Institute of Jamaica, “Tokenism, where the 
odd Kapo or the odd Dunkley would turn up in travelling sur-
veys, was corrected. In Jamaican Art 1922–1982. . .we ensured 
that our Intuitive Masters were well represented: nearly a third 
of the total exhibits was devoted to them.”9 Boxer saw this as 
postcolonial redress, moving away from the IOJ’s “segregation” 
of self-taught artists from the “All Island Exhibition for so-called 
‘professional’ artists,” and the resulting implicit assignment of 
second-class status to Intuitive work, which he felt was posi-
tioned as “essentially an aberration of mainstream art.”10 

Though Boxer is careful to say that seeing the Intuitives as 
“a decidedly neo-African movement” is a mistake, he does 
make it explicit that the Intuitives are “essentially black people 
descended from Africa” and further that there are “African reten-
tions that are clearly evident in the work of some.”11 Dunkley’s 
work in particular was often understood as Africanist both by 
his contemporaries—including his wife, who published the most 
definitive biography we have of the artist and is thought to best 
represent his own ideas of his work—and by those who came 
after.12 As Boxer points out, as late as 1962 Dunkley’s “appre-
ciation of traditional African forms” was the example Norman 
Manley used to rebut the charge that “arts of ‘the people’ had 
been neglected in favor of middle class aspirations.”13

Although there is legitimacy to the identification of “African reten-
tions” in Dunkley’s work, it is hard to avoid seeing this element of 
the discourse around Dunkley as indicative of a broader nation-
alist cultural policy. This policy sought to construct Jamaican-
ness as a careful balance between an anticolonial excavation 
and celebration of Jamaica’s folk culture, coded as “African,” 
and the simultaneous maintenance and solidifying of political 
and economic structures inherited from the British colonial 
government, coded as “European” (often administered by the 
local middle-class intelligentsia, who are coded as “brown,” a 
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and precise, intimate and outward facing. Dunkley’s lexicon com-
prises the pedestrian experiences of his own life, the images 
and practices of a range of art histories, and the information and 
pictures relayed in international and local media. But it is impor-
tantly a language with a decidedly mysterious aura, shrouded in 
grays and blacks. His palette and richly layered references and 
metaphors seem to occlude simple readings, instead opening up 
myriad interpretative possibilities from images that are on their 
face quite direct, grounded as they often are in everyday scenes 
and objects. Our inability to determine whether the paintings 
depict day or night is at the crux of Dunkley’s output. How can 
we make out a clear image in the dark? Dunkley allows us to see 
something precise, while ensuring that we recognize the possi-
bility that there is much more to be understood and some things 
that we cannot possibly understand. 

This evasion can be read under Édouard Glissant’s notion of 
opacity, a rejection of the transparency of the West in favor 
of an autonomy that cannot be reduced; it is an insistence on 
the other as a singular self, unable to be essentialized or sum-
marized. Glissant argues that we must accept that which we 
cannot understand—we must find comfortable footing with 
that which refuses to expose itself to us for legibility and con-
sumption. In this, Dunkley, as we see him in his work, is accom-
modating and resistant, loudly opinionated and mercurially 
silent—offering us much in his images and carved figures while 
resisting acts of revelation. Instead he walks a compelling line 
between directness and withholding.

This model of opacity in one’s expression, even while one insists 
on expression, is especially compelling now, when old forms 
of resistance seem to be failing in the face of new and seem-
ingly unpredictable futures, whether they be defined by climate 
change or a surprise election outcome. An engagement with 
Dunkley’s work seems to offer an alternative form of resistance, 
one that by mirroring an inward stance defies the ability to serve 
an agenda—it insists on the unknowable world contained within 
each of us. His work is proof that in even the most unfavorable 
circumstances a nurtured artistic impulse can create a universe 

work is framed as both illustrating a yearning for the trappings 
of middle-class respectability and inclusion within a racially 
divided society that will not accept him, and as a manifestation 
of the cultural value of Afro-Jamaican heritage.17 This duality 
seems to illustrate Thomas’s assertion that the creole multira-
cial nationalism of the Manleys posited a “folk blackness” that 
entailed “a utopianist vision of what blackness could do, could 
be, if it were to get with the creole program, a vision of a . . . black-
ness that mirrored the values that came to be associated with 
the creole professional middle classes.”18 As in his own lifetime, 
Dunkley’s legacy in the post-independence period is part of a 
set of intellectual shifts in the cultural context that paralleled 
broader concerns at a social and political level. In engaging with 
the scholarship and writings around Dunkley’s work over the last 
seven decades, beginning to create a historiography, we might 
better understand the varied ways he has been positioned, and 
the motivations and context for such perspectives.  

In so doing, there is the possibility that we might view Dunkley 
as something of a pawn, the object of this or that intellectual or 
political agenda. But the temptation of a contemporary agenda 
that might suggest such a positioning is thwarted by the very 
existence of his work. Dunkley committed time to evolving, 
presenting, and preserving this work in the improbable circum-
stance of running a barbershop and raising a family in early 
20th-century downtown Kingston—juggling entrepreneurial 
and paternal responsibility, dealing with the difficulty of finding 
supplies, all motivated by reasons we will never really know.19 

What this project suggests is that the contradiction between 
instrumentalization and agency is a question of art history and 
its relationship to broader cultural, social, and political histo-
ries, of the discourse surrounding artwork, but significantly, not 
of the work itself. As we construct our own discourse around 
Dunkley’s linguistic silence, we must return to the work, which 
was Dunkley’s booming articulation of his own universe. If we are 
tempted to think in terms of the silent subaltern we must recog-
nize the fact that this subaltern does speak, albeit in an uncannily 
strange but beautiful language. This language is at once complex 
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and yield futures that would not have been thought possible.20 
We cannot know what Dunkley would think if he saw this exhibi-
tion, but it is likely he would not have imagined it.

Ultimately, we have Dunkley the man, who we will never know; 
Dunkley the figure, who appears defined by far-reaching agen-
das; and Dunkley the artist, who “spoke” for himself through his 
works. It is as an artist that Dunkley left us his legacy on board 
and canvas and in wood and stone, and it is those objects and 
their ideas with which we must contend. This catalogue seeks 
to interrogate the historical record in its attempts to fix an elu-
sive subject, and to move beyond an overdetermined figure 
bound up in ever shifting cultural politics. 

The agenda of this era and this project is the expansion or per-
haps implosion of the historical canon; it attempts to insert new 
artworks into our field of vision and ask how we might see anew 
through them. It also seeks to ask what might happen if Jamaican 
art history were to be loosened from the firm lines delineated by 
the distinction of the Intuitive. It suggests an inclusive histori-
cal paradigm in which Dunkley sits alongside his peers—trained 
and untrained—and in which, by extension, contemporary art-
ists might find equal footing with the cultural production of 
self-taught artists.21 We have sought to create a context for our 
era—to think of Dunkley’s work as its own vital articulation of 
the artist and his moment—and, most significantly, to unpack 
the works themselves, following their logics, threads, and refer-
ences back down the paths of Dunkley’s work and into the com-
plex world, imagined and real, from which they sprang. 
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