


barn painter. These painters traveled the countryside 
painting barns and decorating them with hex signs. 
Their hex signs were often their trademark; distinctive 
styles can still be traced by how far a barn painter could 
travel by horse from his home. 

The Twentieth Century brought more mobility to the 
barn painter, but, for some, like the late Milton Hill, 
from Virginville, Pennsylvania, and Harvy Adam, of 
Edenburg, Pennsylvania, you can identify their work by 
the patterns they used, particularly their borders. Both 
these men were professional barn painters and decorated 
barns with hex signs as part of the job. Their hex 
signs, like many of the earliest ones, were strictly 
geometric stars rendered with compass and straight 
edge. Until the late 1960's, Milton Hill was part of the 
Kutztown Folk Festival. His beautiful geometric hex 
signs graced the grounds for many years. In fact, 
many of the geometric hex signs on Berks County, 
Pennsylvania, barns are still Milt Hill's signs. He 
painted them on his farm in Virginville, Pennsylvania, 
and people came to the house to choose their favorites. 
Of course, Milt also went to the barns and painted the 
signs directly onto the forebays. 

Although other hex sign artists painted animals and 
floral motifs on barns, no one was as well known for this 
style as the late Johnny Ott. His work included geo­
metric patterns but also encompassed many bird and 
floral motifs, some of which are reminiscent of designs 
found in early fraktur documents and dower chests. 
Johnny Ott not only introduced new motifs to the folk 
art of hex signs, he also introduced a nearly limitless 
array of colors. Until his time, hex signs had been 
painted predominately in the primary colors of red, 
yellow, and blue. The effect of his colors and his 
stylized birds and flowers stretch the imagination of any 
vIewer. 

William Schuster has been painting hex 
signs for over 35 years. He will personalize 

the hex sign with the owners name. 

Due to failing health, Johnny Ott took on a protege 
in the person of Johnny Claypoole, who is one of the 
three hex sign painters demonstrating their crafts at the 
Kutztown Folk Festival. Fascinated by the brilliant 
colors of hex design, Johnny Claypoole began painting 
twenty-two years ago and has been a demonstrator at 
the Folk Festival ever seen. Johnny's work covers a 
variety of patterns and designs. He enjoys doing dif­
ferent kinds of work on a custom order basis. His 
work is drawn predominantly free hand and painted 
exclusively by hand. Johnny will paint his motifs on 
milk cans, tinware, and furniture, in addition to his 
beautifully prepared hex signs. He likes to work with 
bright reds and greens as his strong colors and his favorite 
design is the "Mighty Oak." Johnny is located in 
Folk Arts and Crafts Building n. His beautiful dis­
play is hard to miss and he will gladly talk with you 
about his hex signs, when you visit. 

William Schuster, the second of the Folk Festival's 
hex sign painters has been practicing his craft for over 
thirty-five years and has been at the Kutztown Folk 
Festival for eleven years. Bill began painting his Penn­
sylvania Dutch motifs to decorate objects for his 
children. Thereafter, he soon found that the demand 
for his colorful designs was great enough to start a 
business. Bill is a self-taught folk artist. His colorful 
hex panels are made by first drawing his pattern on 
paper. Then, he makes a pounce pattern by piercing 
holes through his drawing with a tool called a pounce 
wheel. Using chalk or charcoal, he transfers the pat­
tern to a circular panel. He adds colors to the marked 
off areas and finishing details free-hand. Bill is often 
aided in his painting by his wife, Charlotte, and his 
family. He favors Distelfinks over geometric patterns 
and also does a good deal of personalizing his hex signs 
with family names and important events or dates. Bill 

Johnny Claypoole is a protege of 
Johnny Ott and paints brilliant hex 

signs, as well as milk cans and tin ware. 
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Many of the hex signs found at the 
Festival can be found painted on the 

barns in the Kutztown area. 

and his hex signs can be seen in Folk Arts and Crafts 
Building IV . 

The author is the latest hex sign painter to be featured 
at the Kutztown Folk Festival. I have been painting 
hex signs for twelve years and I'm celebrating my 
third year as a Folk Festival participant. Although I 
have a formal education in fine arts and art education, 
I consider myself self-taught in relation to my hex sign 
painting. My interest started in the early 1970's, when 
I saw a booklet featuring the work of Johnny Ott. An 
attempt at painting a hex sign proved successful and so 
began a new phase of my art interest. I like to work 
with all colors. One sign will be done in the primary 
colors of yellow, red, and blue; the next one may be 
earth tones of brown, rust, and gold. Distelfinks are 
my favorite, and I always try to achieve the childlike 
simplicity or naivete found in folk art motifs. My 
work is drawn free hand on blank discs and exclusively 
hand painted. My display can be seen in Folk Arts & 
Crafts Building III. 

All three hex signs exhibitors will be glad to answer 
any questions you might have about their work or hex 
signs in general. A question that is frequently asked of 
the painters is whether hex signs can put a spell on people 
or ward off evil. Johnny Claypoole, Bill Schuster, and 
the author do NOT believe that hex signs have powers 
that are religious or supernatural. We do share a con­
sensus that the various hex motifs are symbolic. Whether 
they were created by legend or story telling from one 
generation to another is hard to establish, but, none­
the-less, they persist. 
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The Distelfink bird is said to be a symbol of good 
luck or good fortune. One legends says that the early 
Pennsylvania Dutch observed the goldfinch bird pulling 
the fuzz from the thistle plant, so that it could use it to 
line its nest. The Pennsylvania Dutch called it a 
"thistlefinch" and, with their German accents, it was 
heard as Di stelfink. The "Trilogy Tulip" motif is 
symbolic of faith, hope, and charity to some hex sign 
painters; it is a symbol of the Holy Trinity to others. 
To the author, it is interpreted as faith in yourself, 
faith in your fellow man, and faith in what you can do. 
The rosettes and stars generally are accepted as symbols 
of good luck. Hearts signify love, romance, and 
marriage. Pomegranates stand for fertility. Unicorns 
symbolize piety or wisdom. Oak Leaves on a hex sign 
represent strength, while Maple Leaves symbolize 
serenity and peace. 

The borders of hex signs can also be symbolic. A 
wavy border indicates smooth sailing on the sea of life , 
while a linked chain border may symbolize a long, or 
eternal, life . A ring around a hex sign is said to in­
dicate a long, smooth life, because of the unending 
nature of a circle. 

These are the symbols, legends, and stories that have 
come to be associated with hex signs . They are a few 
of the numerous examples that add a richness and depth 
to the Pennsylvania Dutch Culture. The hex sign 
painters at the Kutztown Folk Festival do not present 
their works as witchcraft or sorcery, but merely as a 
decorative folk art motif made, "Chust Fer Nice." 
If folks want to believe a sign can bring luck or love, 
it is a personal decision, much like carrying a lucky 
coin or a rabbit's foot. It is all a matter of the mind. 
It should be noted in closing that all hex symbols and 
motifs that have been given meanings have always been 
given positive, constructive legends rather than thoughts 
of hostility toward any human being. 
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