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Introduction
Culture is the overflow of human imagination - Greek proverb

LEE EDWARDS Editor
Art throughout history has at least
SCOTT
WHEELOCK
Archives Manager
been, in the minds
of its creators, utilitarian.

To our ancient ancestors’ art was considered
aIssue
matter 1
of life or death. The Hopi Indians
believed that if they did not perform the Sun
Volume
1
Ritual dance, the sun would literally not rise
in the morning. Whereas the Greeks believed
their temperamental gods could be swayed
by the creation of temples or a particularly
fine statue.
The artists represented here are not
supported by such a culture nor does their
culture supply a recognizable set of symbolic
forms for the artist to use for their
expression.
Their attempts to make into form
what was urgently inside of them made them
into outcasts. Why did they make their work?
Who did they make their work for? My work
at The Alabama Department of Folklore and
Culture has not been to try to answer these
thorny questions but rather preserve and
present the works of these men and women
who I believe want nothing more than to
reach out and be understood.

A Personal Note on Collecting
I initially began to collect these
works at age 56 after my wife Karen died of
lung cancer. She was always a smoker and
continued to smoke in secret during the
chemotherapy. We had had a happy
marriage, certainly more successful than
anyone I knew although like everyone we
had our difficulties. We were young by
today's standards when we got married, and
quite frankly I think we both knew, although
it was unspoken, she gave up her career to
facilitate mine. It was a dark time for me,
retirement was just over the horizon, and
although for all I knew the span of my
remaining years might have been short they
seemed to stretch forward endlessly. Staring
out the window at the land I loved so well,
land that had been cultivated by my father
and grandfather. The pond, the garden it
seemed now to possess no magic for me, no
sense of home. Even my image in the mirror
seemed to have changed. I had gone from a
handsome young man I used to fancy looked
a bit like Johnny Cash to quite frankly a
rather strange looking character with a face a
bit too long for how wide it was. I became
depressed and sentimental tearful for an
entire day if I found a blonde hair from
Karen upon an old sweater or coat.
My three brothers and I had a bad
experience with churches as children. A
minister teaching at my school told us that
we may be saved from eternal damnation by
joining the church but our families would
not be saved if we could not get them to join.
I was 11 at the time and my deeply
conservative parents were horrified. Still, the
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problem ailing me seemed best to be answered
by the church. I joined one church after another
and found them all in a sad state of affairs.
While individual pastors and ministers were
honorable and helpful, I found the institutions
themselves dry and more concerned with their
own survival than with the spiritual life of their
members.
It was at this time I became aware of the
works of Reverend Beechwood. Although at the
time I did not find them particularly appealing
as works of art I immediately discovered a
yearning in them that I found cathartic in a way
the churches in my area were not. Following the
thread of Beachwood led to Lowery, Foset and
finally to Cholula, I found much of the artwork
horrifying yet full of the same undefinable
yearning that rested so heavily upon myself.
You must remember these artifacts were
not considered art, mostly just as laughable
relics of a degenerate Southern culture. A culture
that had been left behind and certainly not the
kind of objects a University would want to be
associated with. If I haven't had tenure at the
time, I probably would've kept my passion for
these objects a secret. They may be in demand
now but when I started collecting the price for
many of the artifacts was “if I would just come
and get them.'' I will end with a quote from
Beechwood" all of us are in the same situation
not of our making and seemingly beyond our
understanding."
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Forward
I trace my interest in the power of art to
my Uncle, Max Edwards. He was a man very
familiar to me, but as I grew older, I realized I
did not know him very well. He was stationed
in Germany at the end of World War II. There
were still pockets of resistance and booby traps
were a real danger. He never talked about these
experiences except perhaps to his fellow
Veterans at the VFW, which I visited after he
died. In all, they were a silent bunch. There
were family stories such as how the Germans
set wires across the road at neck height for the
allies Jeeps. Were they true, I never felt
comfortable asking.
My Aunt gave me his drawings after he
died. She said they kept his bad memories

away. Apparently, he never talked about the
war to her either, but she recognized his
black moods as the surfacing of these
memories. His drawings, of which there are
only a few remaining, depict a particular
scene, that of a ruin or the remains of a city. I
have shown the drawings to the Vets, and
they say it could be anywhere. The
undercurrent during my brief conversations
with the Vets seemed to be why I was prying
into such personal business, but am I? Why
did he leave these messages, and for who
they were intended is unclear. The question
of who artists are making their artwork for
and what do they wish regarding their
privacy and what do they wish for regarding
the fate of their work, are questions that both
inspire me and frustrate me in the work that I
have set out to accomplish.

Introduction to Cholula and the Face of God Church
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We in the south are a practical people
when we speak of culture we mean work,
family, and God. Traditionally our
culture has only allowed in our religious
lives, flights of the imagination. But by
the very definition of fundamentalism,
namely a literal translation of the Bible,
those teachings have become cold and
devitalized, but by blocking this flow, it
often surfaces elsewhere often with tragic
results.
The four stories I present here
occurred at a time very different from
our own. At the beginning of the last
century, people such as Freud, Jung,
Madame Blavatsky, Einstein and the
Surrealists all vied to define an
increasingly uncertain sense of our place
in the world. In short, there was a belief
that the contradictions of science and
religion could be reconciled. Jung's

fascination with Cholula is well known,
but Cholula's tragic fate convinced Jung
and others that religion and science were
pursuits best left separate. It was a time
when reason was thought to have the
power to free people of their
superstitious nature, but it soon became
apparent reason could be used as a tool
to justify just about anything. Cholula
saw men's lives and increasingly the men
themselves in symbolic form with
himself as puppeteer setting them on
various trajectories. The three men
Lowery, Beachwood, Foset, found
themselves expelled from the church on
trajectories not of their choosing yet each
faced their fate bravely. In viewing the
work contained in this volume, it is
important to remember the artwork that
ensued must be considered part of
Cholula’s trajectory as well.

ALBERT

BEECHWOOD

Charles Beachwood

Charles Beechwod circa 1930
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Here we have an artist who having been
rejected by his culture, formed his own. Charles
Beachwood was a fundamentalist preacher from
Alabama. When he became disenchanted with
the secular state of the church after joining
various evangelical groups, including the
notorious Face of God, he formed his own
church, Beachwood ministries. He preached
about the end of days through his own unique
interpretation of The Book of Revelations. This
interpretation predicts a second worldwide flood
with Beechwood as the heir to Noah.
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According to the Beechwood ministries
archives, after the death of his first son, Charles
took to drink. Abandoned by his family and
destitute, he had his first revelation. Lying
soaked by rain in a cow pasture,a voice told him
to spin around until he fell and then head in that
direction. After walking for two days without
food or water, he reached the revival tents of
Reverend Cholula of the Face of God Church.
He was taken in by Cholula and eventually,
ascended the military-like hierarchy of the
church.
There was little mention of heaven and
hell in Beechwood's theology only an impending
doom in the form of a second flood that would
cleanse the earth. So far we are in accordance
with the everyday fire and brimstone of the
evangelical church. What is unique is his
followers received no special place in heaven or
on earth. In retrospect it's easy to be cynical
about any of these men who create churches and
live a life of adulation, but the corruption comes

later. First they must offer something that the
members feel is valuable. Cholula offered a
clockwork-like ordered universe and a place
for each of his followers in that hierarchy.
Beechwood offered a promise of a Christian
community without a special mission or
future, an antidote to a community
traumatized
by
Cholula’s
grandiose
narcissism.
At first glance, the images
Beechwood created are similar to each other.
They depict a very particular moment of
stasis between creation and destruction that
could topple at any moment. The whole
scene can best be described as controlled
chaos. Beechwood believed the flood was
not a punishment but God's inherently kind
and just response to humanity's actions. The
question that remains is why has humanity
acted in such a way as to bring about such a
fate?
There is one image I wish to
comment on here, the so-called "Kracken"

image. It can only be identified as Cholula
himself. The source of this image is a signet
ring Cholula wore. He used it as a branding
iron upon the right shoulder blade to signify a
member's commitment to the church. Foset
had this mark, and it is safe to assume that
Beachwood did as well. The ring's mark,
dipped in ink, also served to bestow his
judgment upon any matter when Cholula
became paranoid and reclusive is in his final
years.
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Although the Face of God was said to
have 3000 followers at its height, the exact
number is nearer to seven or eight hundred. In
a county of a few thousand residents,
everyone knew someone or had a family
member who was part of the church. After the
final horror of the incident in the mines, public
opinion turned against the people of Sand
Mountain. They carried a collective shame
that drew them inward leaving only
Beechwood to minister to them. Beachwood
believed Cholula was sorry for what he
created and seeking any logic to Cholula’s
actions was folly. That we, like the beasts, live
in a world beyond our conception and to

believe otherwise is to repeat Cholula's sin.
It is instructive to compare the original
church presided over by Charles Beechwood
Senior with the church now run by his son,
Charles Beachwood Jr. The church is now
something we are more familiar with. Charles
Beechwood Jr. removed his father's paintings, that
had been done upon the canvas that formed the
walls of his revival tents and mounted them on
archival board. Displayed like museum pieces,
Beachwood Ministries now treats them as sacred
objects and Indeed, they are quite valuable
whether as art or as a historical curiosity, I leave
to the experts. After his father’s death, new
revelations reveal his followers will be among
Gods chosen ones. In other words, the church has
normalized and now offers its followers,
specialness in the form of being God's favorites.
I bring this up only to illustrate the
uniqueness of Beachwood's original vision and
that vision as it relates to the paintings. I leave
you with a quote Beechwood made about Cholula:
"we reach for the stars only to find when we do,
God is even further away from us."

Buddy Lowery circa 1933

1 The Desert Eventually Came to the City of Seref
Seref refers to a mythical city that believed if they isolated
themselves from the world they would be exempt from its fate.
Mixed media on board

30 x 40"

2 Kraken One
The Kraken here stands not only for Cholula and his Dragon ring but the forces
unleashed by Cholula and his followers.
Mixed media on board

48 x 48”

3 Xanadu
Xanadu is a mythical heaven that appears once a year to receive the
faithful. In Beachwood’s version Xanadu is a blasted ruin floating through
space. Did he believe heaven was once real or is heaven a of human
construction that has gone the way of all things.
Mixed media on board

32 x 32"

4

4 Kraken two
X-ray radiographs show multiple placements of the Kraken painted out and in,
again and again. The city shows a layering of buildings built upon buildings
resulting in a feeling of great instability.
Mixed media on canvas

48 x 48"

5

5 Kraken Three
The Kraken initiates the action. The life-giving flow of water escapes the
confines of the weathered city. Of note, Beachwood's Kraken is not
threatening, as Lowery depicts it, but an archetypal force.
Mixed media on board

32 x 32"

6 Ruined City
Beachwood at his best. The water conforms to the shape of the ruins
creating a stasis and balance in a scene that conversely is full of violent
movement.
Mixed media on board

32 x 32"

7 Fortified City
A heavily fortified and armed city with the water, symbolizing the life force
of the city, draining away. The whole city is slipping off the cliff into the
water.
Mixed media on board

32 x 32"

8 Altarpiece
A massive painting that formed the backdrop of Beachwood's altarpiece in his
church. It is a summation of the balance of destruction to man's creation. There
is a feeling of hopeful permanence in the piece that the forces of destruction can
be balanced and contained.
Mixed media on board

96 x 96"

9 Deluge
The ruins become more anthropomorphic; like letters trying to communicate a
message.
Mixed media on board

32 x 32"

10 End of the Colossus
Possibly referring to the Colossus of Rhodes, the statue is weathered away until
the legs can barely hold the giant above the waves.
Mixed media on board

24 x 24"

11 Network of Caves
A combination of the themes of" frozen house" and" ruined city."
Mankind lives on in the destruction of the world, how long till the water
has drained away.
Mixed media on board

32 x 32"

12 Frozen House
The immensity of nature is revealed. Mankind at last stripped of hubris
struggles merely to survive one more day.
Mixed media on board

30 x 40"

John Buddy Lowery

John" Buddy "Lowry
John "Buddy" Lowry was the third
member of The Face of God Church freed by
Cholula on the day of the raid and subsequent
fire. His testimony had been instrumental in
initiating that raid, a fact Cholula knew due to
his many informants in local law enforcement.
Lowery was in charge of children and family
life in the church and one of Cholulas most
trusted lieutenants though he possessed neither
the philosophical bent of Beachwood nor Foset's
grit.
Contrary to popular belief, no surgery
was performed on Lowry. Lowry was also
unmarked by Cholula's infamous Kraken ring.
All in all, he got off lightly from the Face of
God Church. A cruel fate for one who
considered his purpose in life to minister and
care for his flock.
Nevertheless, he was the most broken of
the three. Although nothing was physically
wrong with him, he remained mute and
unresponsive to any form of questioning for the
rest of his life.
All of Lowry's relatives died in the fire
that destroyed Cholulas compound. With
nowhere else to go he returned to the only life
he knew living in the house he and his family
shared before they joined the church. I've seen
the house. It Is small but well cared for and the
bedrooms of the children untouched. Lowry
slept in the living room on the couch. The bed
where he and Elizabeth slept is made up neatly
and covered with dust. It may be difficult for us
to imagine people living a life completely off

the land but it was done at the time, and Lowery
had done it before as a child. When his alcoholic
father became abusive, he spent weeks
sometimes months living alone in the woods,
setting long trotlines across rivers, catching
catfish and stealing vegetables.
His neighbor, a woman named Ruth
Totman, tried to befriend him. It became clear he
did not want to have personal encounters, but
they exchanged Christmas gifts over the years.
At night she could hear him out in the cold
crying and screaming apparently the only time
he could find his voice. She says it broke her
heart to watch the man literally starve himself to
death over the years. In 1941 four years after the
fire, Lowry died a natural death and may his soul
rest in peace.
The day of the fire Lowry was driven a
mile out of the compound and left standing in the
middle of the road. He saw the start of the fire
and was there to greet the authorities. The Fire
eventually destroyed not only the compound but
two towns and over 200 acres. What he knew
about the caves is anyone's guess. Of all the
people I've written about, Lowry is the hardest to
understand. How one interprets the work he did
tells more about the viewer than about Lowry
himself. I've written of the artists trying to reach
out and be understood (see introduction).
Perhaps Lowry only intended to reach out to the
dead, to his family and the hundreds of his dead
companions he desperately wished he could join.
Lowry's was the ministry of a broken
man. A man so broken that he didn't question his
punishment, for in his mind none could be as
severe as he deserved. His was a ministry that
looks up to the heavens, and neither finds or
hopes for help.

1 Dying Crowd in a Ravine
First version
Pencil, pen and ink on paper

16 x 20”

2 Dying Crowd in a Ravine
Second version
Two interpretations exist for these drawings. One is straightforward, it is the
remains of the compound’s occupants after the fire. It is more likely, from
Lowery the true believer, that they depict those who fell into sin and the fires
of hell. To Lowery such imagery was not metaphorical; no wonder he befell
such a tortured fate.
Pencil, pen and ink on paper

8 x 11”

3 Shades in the Forest
A solitary figure looks out into the woods. Behind the trees are the almost
uncountable number of shades of the dead. It is difficult to specify what
Lowery was trying to depict, but the overall impression of the picture is
one of intense loneliness, a very haunting piece to live with.
Ink on paper

9 x 12”

4 Entering the Mines
Cholula's congregation marches up the mountain into the mines
where Cholula is depicted as a Dragon or Kraken presiding
over the underground lake filled with albino fish. The whole
picture is anthropomorphically charged. The clouds, sky,
landscape all feel filled with a frenzied sense of damnation.
Ink on paper

8.5 x 11”

5 Family Group in Mountain
The scene depicts Lowery’s wife and three children inside the
mines. The entrance is closed and the mountain is now covered
with grass and trees. Once a visitor viewing the work commented,"
it is like a rotted tooth, black with rot and decay inside, yet
appearing normal on the outside.
Pencil and ink on paper

8.5 x 11"

6 Snakes Head
A crowd of people and trees forming the image of a snake or dragon's
head. Lowery is not depicted as a separate figure and so must be part
of the overall scene. The people and even the place, represented
through the trees, contribute to the overall image of the serpent's
head. Reminiscent of Beachwoods comment that Cholula was a
product of the congregation's collective unconscious.
Pencil and ink on paper

9 x 11”

7 Shades of the Dying
The mountains swarms with the congregation. In a frenzy, shades
pour up into the air above the mountain. Whether they are ghosts
or souls going up to heaven is unclear although the tortured state
of them seems to suggest the former.
Pencil and ink on paper

8 x 10”

8 Devouring Dragon and Congregation
First version

The people flow into the mines to be consumed by Cholula in dragon
form
Ink and bleach on paper.

16 x 16"

9 Devouring Dragon
Second version

The people flow into the mines to be
consumed by Cholula in dragon form.
Ink and bleach on paper.

8 x 11"
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