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FOREWORD
Darold A. Treffert, MD

A “gift of drawing” is a term first used in describing the artistic 

savant nearly a century ago. In 1914, Dr. Alfred Tredgold wrote in detail 

about the extraordinary artistic, musical, mathematical, and mechanical 

abilities that so regularly characterized cases of what we now call Savant 

Syndrome. These savant skills are always accompanied by a marvelous 

memory. It is evident from descriptions of him and from viewing his 

artwork that Gregory L. Blackstock has this gift of drawing, and fortunately 

for us all he has used the gift to produce a body of work that will be of 

great interest to many.

Savant Syndrome—a remarkable condition in which persons with 

autism or other developmental or central nervous system disorders 

have some extraordinary island of genius or ability that stands in stark 

contrast to their overall limitations—is quite rare. Only about one in ten 

autistic persons has such spectacular skills, and only about one in fifteen 

hundred persons with other developmental disorders or other central 

nervous system disorders possesses these special abilities. Within Savant 

Syndrome artistic ability is not the most common skill; that distinction 

belongs to musical talent, followed by calendar calculating and other 

numerical or mathematical abilities. Whatever the savant skill, however, 

it is always linked with prodigious memory, typically very visual and 

exceedingly deep, although very narrow within the confines of the interest 

or ability. What one sees in Gregory L. Blackstock, then, is a rare artistic 

talent in an already rare condition.

Blackstock shows those characteristic traits that constitute Savant 

Syndrome: an extraordinary skill coupled with outstanding memory 

grafted onto some underlying disability. But while all savants share that 

basic matrix, each savant is also unique, and that certainly is the case with 

Blackstock. First of all, his meticulously drawn lists of all sorts of items are, 
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as an artistic format, inimitable. Second, most savants have skills in only 

one area of expertise, such as art, music, or mathematics—spectacular as 

those skills might be. But Blackstock has several areas of special skills, a 

somewhat unusual circumstance among savants.

With his musical and linguistic abilities Blackstock has accumulated 

a repertoire of hundreds of songs and at least the rudiments of twelve 

languages. But it is in art that his expertise excels. His drawings show the 

precision of a Swiss watchmaker coupled with the wide-range musing 

of a philosopher. A writer reviewing his artwork for a Seattle newspaper 

aptly referred to Blackstock, with his obsessive lists of all sorts of everyday 

items, as an “anthropologist of the everyday.” Most of the visual lists are 

extensive and inclusive. The Miscellaneous Tools, for example, includes 

sixty-six separate items—pliers, augers, chisels, tack claws, burnishers, 

broach skewers, and some tools I have never heard of—carefully placed 

and meticulously drawn on a page worthy of any tool catalog. Like other 

artistic savants, he draws from memory; having seen an item once is 

enough. That image goes on his internal hard drive to be retrieved, and then 

reproduced, whenever he is ready to combine it on paper with a host of 

other, similar (at least in his mind) and similarly stored and retrieved images.

Savant skills are as much a force as a gift. The musician must 

play; the sculptor must sculpt; the mathematician must compute; and 

the artist must draw. But these are more than frivolous compulsive 

outpourings. They are the language of the savant, in some cases the sole 

communication with the rest of us. They are also, in all cases, the “work” 

of the savant, the activity that is what they do and what they are good 

at. It is their world intersecting with ours. Like most people, savants value 

their work, and we are its beneficiaries as well. By training the talent and 

reinforcing the ability that surfaces so conspicuously and marvelously in 

savants, the skills can be used to minimize the disability of the savant by 

providing a useful conduit for increased language acquisition, enhanced 

socialization, and improved daily living skills.

To his credit, Blackstock has been largely self-sufficient through his 

conscientious employment as a pot washer. Coworkers appreciated his 

artwork and gave him welcome recognition through publication of his 

drawings in the employee newsletter. Then came the gallery exhibitions, 

and now this book. Like so many of the rest of us whose work is a passion 

as much as a form of employment, Blackstock is likely to be busier than 

ever now that he is in “retirement,” with even more time to pursue his love 

of music and art.
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The argument rages as to whether the savant is a genius because of 

his handicap, or in spite of it. Some of both ideas are true. Unique circuitry 

does allow the savant to tap into some reservoir of hidden skill that may 

lie within us all, and clearly artistic or musical genius exists within the 

savant in its own forceful right. Gregory L. Blackstock would have been a 

gifted artist even without his handicap. The fact that his ability surfaces in 

such great measure in spite of his handicap is amazing. But lying within 

him, without doubt, is some inborn talent. That his mother was a portrait 

artist points to this, to be sure. His inherited talent melds with a hardwired 

knowledge of the vast syntax and “rules” of art, which all artistic savants 

seem to have. The result is something I call “genetic memory,” part of the 

marvelous equation of savantism.

Savant Syndrome, then, is a three-legged stool. It combines 

idiosyncratic circuits and genetic memory, intense motivation and practice, 

and a supportive and loving family and/or caretakers who value the 

savant not just for what he or she does, but also for whom he or she 

is. In Blackstock’s case, his extended family, his coworkers, his church 

community, and now recognition for his artistic output all contribute to his 

well-being. We ought not underestimate the importance of a supportive 

and caring network that values not just the skills and the mind of the 

savant, but seeks to better understand and enrich the experience and 

world of the savant as well.

Savants are geniuses who live among us; they hint at genius that 

might lie within us. Artistic savants have brightened our world with their 

skills—their drawings, their music, their sculptures. They have taught 

us something else, as well—that great gifts and talent can coexist with 

disease and defect, that focusing on strengths and abilities is more 

important than resigning to weaknesses or disability, that labels confine 

but belief propels, and that unconditional love may be an unstoppable 

remedy for untoward circumstances.

Darold A. Treffert, MD, past president of the Wisconsin Medical Society and 

psychiatrist at St. Agnes Hospital in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, has studied Savant 

Syndrome for forty-three years. He was a consultant to the film Rain Man and is the 

author of Extraordinary People: Understanding Savant Syndrome. On his web site, 

www.savantsyndrome.com, Treffert describes the condition, reviews and summarizes 

the world literature on this topic, catalogs and categorizes savant abilities, and offers 

profiles of Savant Syndrome patients.
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Gregory L. Blackstock at home, November 2005
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Petosa (The Accordion)
1986  |  20 x 18 inches
Collection of Greg Kucera and Larry Yocom
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INTRODUCTION
Karen Light-Piña, Garde Rail Gallery

At age fifty-eight, Gregory L. Blackstock began a new and exciting 

chapter in his life. The retired pot washer walked into Seattle’s Garde Rail 

Gallery to attend the opening of a solo exhibition of the drawings he had 

made over the past eighteen years, the results of a consuming pastime 

relatively few people knew about. Beaming with accomplishment and 

self-esteem, he introduced himself to complete strangers, escorted them 

to pieces of his work, and urged them to read a newspaper review of the 

show posted on the wall beside his biography.

As his art began to sell, Blackstock became caught up in the 

excitement. “Do you think I’ll be a world-famous artist with all of the old 

Hollywood film stars, like Doris Day, beautiful ageless freckly blonde, and 

Dustin Hoffman, and people in other countries all over the world?” he 

wondered. “Do you think that people would like to buy my own original 

drawing of Our State’s King-Size Jails? How about my Early Boeing Jet 

Planes?” he asked, followed by propeller sound effects and a finger 

whirling in front of his nose as if he were an airplane about to descend.

In the middle of the evening Blackstock got out his Petosa accordion 

and sat down on the case as if he were playing for change on any Seattle 

sidewalk. His forearms noticeably developed from years of hauling and 

playing, he started hammering out “Stars and Stripes Forever,” surrounded 

by a panoramic view of his unique drawings and a full house of happy 

and admiring well-wishers. It was the highlight of an unforgettable 

evening.

Opening night was especially poignant for Blackstock’s cousin, 

Dorothy Frisch. She had seen the value in the artwork he had been 

creating for so many years, both as a potential source of income for him 

in his retirement and as a means of his connecting with others. She sent 
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samples of his drawings to me and my partner, Marcus Piña, in 2003. We 

were intrigued immediately by Blackstock’s story and his art and made 

plans to meet him.

The focus of our Garde Rail Gallery is self-taught artists and their 

work—in particular, southern folk art and what is known as Outsider Art. 

The field experienced a large boom in the 1980s and into the 1990s, with 

major institutions and collectors adding works to their collections. Several 

books were published on the topic, and a great amount of work was put 

into legitimizing the art, its artists, and the field. News of the latest- 

discovered artist was quickly communicated throughout the community of 

devotees, and work was snapped up. Today, with greater exposure via the 

Web, works by Outsider artists are accessible to a broader audience, but 

a fast-disappearing rural America means that fewer self-taught artists are 

emerging. The availability of unique and unexposed work has decreased 

steadily over the past ten years; now it is rare to find a true Outsider. Yet 

here in our own city we were being introduced to Gregory L. Blackstock, 

a graphic artist unaffected by mainstream society due to living on its 

periphery his entire life.

Knowing that Blackstock was autistic, my partner and I were unsure 

about how comfortable he would be meeting and talking with us, let 

alone showing us his drawings. Frisch agreed to accompany us to make 

sure he was at ease. As we arrived at his apartment, he met us with 

affirming embraces and a smiling and resounding “Hello!” He was eager 

to welcome us into his world, and there was plenty to absorb. The walls 

of his studio apartment were covered, floor to ceiling, with tidy rows of 

frames—perfectly arranged, like the images in his drawings—containing 

photos of old Hollywood film stars, letters from public figures, newspaper 

articles, and family memorabilia. Several accordions and a small organ 

were wedged in corners of the room. On a nearby chair sat a giant stock 

pot overflowing with crayons, pencils (both graphite and colored), and 

plenty of black Sharpie markers.

Blackstock pulled a giant bundle of drawings from his closet and 

flopped it onto the bed in the middle of his studio apartment. As he untied 

the roll, yellowed on the outside and thick with drawings, I realized that 

we would be there for some time. He revealed eighteen years of work, 

some of it for the first time. It felt like Christmas morning.

Blackstock flipped through the drawings so naturally and roughly it 

made me a little nervous. Many of them were pieced together; the artist 

had carefully joined varying sizes of paper with glue, sometimes to edit 
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out parts of his work and start again, other times to create a larger canvas. 

Most seams were nearly flawless, some not at all discreet. The pieces 

ranged from a small drawing with only two examples (Great American 

Presidents) up to a large sheet featuring sixty-three items (The Bells), with 

many sizes in between.

The more we saw, the more familiar Blackstock’s graphic lists 

became, yet they remained strange, lovely, sometimes humorous, always 

specific. Their formality suggests educational charts or pages torn from 

a distinctive taxonomical guide. The title of each drawing appears at the 

top in Blackstock’s handwritten type. He invents some “fonts” for specific 

topics—for example, the letters in The Buoys float up and down above the 

subtitle, “Aquatic Warning Guides”; each letter in The Roofs contains tiny 

shingles; and the letters in the title of The Inky Depths Fishes are as wavy 

and shimmery as the inky depths and fishes themselves. All pieces bear 

Gregory L. Blackstock’s signature in his neat, upright script.

His remarkable memory serves Blackstock well as he renders images 

on paper with pencil, marker, and crayons. I commented on how many 

tiny differences there were in the teeth from one saw blade to the next 

in his piece The Saws. He replied, in a somewhat frustrated tone, that 

it took him two visits to Home Depot to memorize them all. He uses no 

straightedge (“No need,” he says) yet his layout is impeccable. And if 

asked, he can reproduce the same images exactly, time and again—a skill 

essential to cartooning or illustration, professions in which Blackstock 

might have excelled under different circumstances.

Here, then, was the work of a self-taught artist completely external 

to the commercial art establishment, a true Outsider. Blackstock’s story 

is not unlike many of the artists associated with the genre. But unlike 

the work of most Outsiders, his conveys no emotion; nor does he depict 

a personal fantasy world, as have well-known Outsider artists such as 

Henry Darger and Morton Bartlett. Blackstock is not gripped by a divine 

calling or controversial conceptions. He seems to use his medium to 

create a personal filing system for clustering and storing the things of 

the world, both natural and man-made. It appears he finds it useful to 

compartmentalize that which most of us take for granted.

The creation of order in Blackstock’s drawings is solid, direct, and 

comforting rather than baffling. It may give him a sort of empowerment to 

methodically draw and shade the frightening and the factual. Or, possibly, 

he has a depth of focus that compels him to know each topic to its limits. 

Where another artist might depict a bird or a plane, Blackstock is curious 
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about all of the birds and all of the planes. Whatever his driving force, his 

clear voice manifests itself through these visual collections. Looking at 

them reminds us just how many things in the world there are to know and 

how many things we have to learn.

Autistic savants have prodigious abilities, but these are commonly 

accompanied by social limitations and a tendency toward withdrawal—or 

so we commonly learn. Yet Blackstock expresses himself in ways that 

enable him to reach out to people wherever he goes. His unique form of 

verbal communication is large, loud, and impressive, and his repertoire of 

sound effects astounding. His aural approximation of sitting in the dentist’s 

chair, for example—with a high-frequency drill and tube suctioning—is 

enough to make your jaw clamp shut involuntarily.

Many of the things that Blackstock likes are noisy—the accordion, 

organ, television (up to full volume); airplanes, trains, and outboard 

motor race boats; bells and alarms. You can almost hear the soundtrack 

accompanying many of his drawings. For years he has played the 

accordion outside sports stadiums and performance halls, saving his 

earnings for out-of-town trips. He travels frequently, on his own, to 

amusement parks and fairs all over the country. He returns from each trip 

with about twenty-five rolls of film of roller coasters and tilt-a-whirls, local 

scenery, and other people on vacation. Blackstock is not one to retreat 

from the world.

His ability to teach himself art and music is astounding. In addition, 

he has learned conversational Czech, German, and even Tagalog, along 

with nine other languages, from recordings and from listening to foreign-

born coworkers. He not only speaks Russian, but can read and write the 

Cyrillic alphabet. Native speakers claim his accents are perfect, and he 

grasps grammatical structures despite little interest in becoming fluent. 

He can do a perfect imitation of any number of movie scenes and can 

recite the dialogue of Pillow Talk and other favorite films from beginning 

to end, along with the credits; ask him who the lead grip or the gaffer was 

and his answer comes without hesitation. Before he became immersed in 

drawing, one of his favorite ways to amuse himself was to write out the 

music of songs he heard years ago, note by note but in a new key, on 

perfectly aligned staffs drawn in freehand.

What is less noted but every bit as remarkable are Blackstock’s 

accomplishments as a member of his community, despite his autism. He 

has worked since the age of eighteen and has lived independently for 
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many years, without assistance from any social service agency. He has 

had much encouragement from a church group, Bridge Ministries, and in 

particular from Mary Galvin, a minister who organized a “circle of friends” 

that meets quarterly to offer him support. Greg is responsible for all of his 

own finances, transportation, entertainment, and apartment maintenance. 

He is especially proud of the meals he prepares and has created a recipe 

book of unusual dishes, mostly soups (see inside of covers for examples). 

In 2001 he retired from a job he held for just over twenty-five years, that 

of pot scrubber and dish steward for Seattle’s Washington Athletic Club. 

More than a hundred coworkers (some of whom had retired long ago) and 

acquaintances attended his send-off party. Since then he has had more 

time for drawing and enjoying the newfound fame he so relishes. 

His artistic efforts are at least somewhat propelled by the attention 

he receives, so contrary to most cases of autism. Now, with a second solo 

exhibition behind us and Blackstock producing new work for a third, any 

questions I once had about his adapting to the commerce and publicity 

of gallery representation have been dispelled. With each sale he is as 

gratified as with the very first—not because of the money he receives as 

much as, seemingly, a satisfying conclusiveness. Another drawing has 

gone out into the world and is checked off his internal list; one can almost 

imagine him drafting a new collection comprising the drawings that have 

sold, their usefulness now complete. 

Knowing and working with Blackstock has been the high point of  

our gallery’s existence. The effect of his drawings, and his story, on  

those who come to the gallery is always a pleasure to witness. He 

continues to inspire those who discover the raw and unfiltered talent he 

so generously shares.

Karen Light-Piña was raised in Atlanta, Georgia, and now resides in Seattle. With 

her husband, she founded Garde Rail Gallery in 1998. Garde Rail is the only gallery 

in the Pacific Northwest dedicated to contemporary folk, Outsider, and self-taught art.
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The Great American Owls

1990  |  24 x 13 inches
Collection of Ryland Merkey
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The Great WORLD EAGLES

1993  |  31 x 17 inches
Collection of Michael Longyear

√



25

The Great WORLD CROWS

1994  |  31 x 22 inches
Collection of John Buck and Deborah Butterfield

√
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The Great ITALIAN ROOSTERS

1990  |  12 x 9 inches
Collection of Michael Longyear
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The Great TURKEYS

1994  |  45 x 22 inches
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The NORTH AMERICAN STATE B IRDS

2001  |  53 x 18 inches 
Private collection
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MONSTERS OF THE DEEP

1991  |  43 x 18 inches
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The SALMON

2001  |  20 x 12 inches

RIGHT | The MACKERELS

2000  |  28 x 12 inches
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The Gleaming Chows

1990  |  21 x 12 inches 
Collection of John Buck and Deborah Butterfield
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The Airedale Terriers

2005  |  30 x 19 inches
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The Collies

1998  |  26 x 17 inches
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The German Shepherd Police Dogs

2005  |  37 x 24 inches 
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The Scottish Terriers

1992  |  24 x 9 inches 
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The Dangerous Arachnids

1986  |  19 x 13 inches





42

The Great American Wasps

2002  |  27 x 16 inches 
Collection of John Buck and Deborah Butterfield
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The Bees

1996  |  23 x 12.5 inches
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The Colorful King-Si ze Swallowtail 
Butterflies of the World

1994  |  31.5 x 19.5 inches 
Collection of John Buck and Deborah Butterfield
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The Great World Jungle Butterflies

1996  |  37 x 23 inches
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The Ants of the Americas

2003  |  30 x 13 inches 
Collection of Brent Lackley

Right | The Major Forestry Pests

1989  |  30.5 x 9 inches
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The Poinsettias

2004  |  18 x 9 inches
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The Carnivorous Plants

1994  |  36 x 24 inches
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Our Famous Tropical Fruits

2000  |  26 x 12 inches 
Collection of Jakobe/Byrne
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The Nuts

2004  |  17 x 10 inches 
Collection of Karen Light-Piña and Marcus Piña

LEFT | The Berries

2002  |  32.5 x 12 inches 
Collection of Stephen and Rose Brown
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The Famous Composite Family  
Garden Flowers

2000  |  29 x 17.5 inches

RIGHT | The Great Cabbage Family

1991  |  31 x 13 inches
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The Hatchets

1991  |  20 x 9 inches
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The Miscellaneous Tools

2001  |  46 x 18 inches
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The Hammers

1988  |  16 x 8 inches

Left | The Saws

2003  |  56 x 24 inches 
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The Files

1997  |  22 x 9 inches 
Private collection
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The Drills

1998  |  30 x 12 inches

√
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The Shears

1992  |  24 x 11 inches

LEFT | The Knives

1989  |  36 x 18 inches
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The Spatulas

1996  |  21 x 10.5 inches

RIGHT | The Trowels

2002  |  30 x 12 inches
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The Housekeeping Tools

2002  |  16 x 11 inches

LEFT | The Hoes

1993  |  21 x 11 inches
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The Alarms

2004  |  30 x 14 inches
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73

The Pianos

2001  |  28 x 12 inches

LEFT | The Stringed Musical  
Instruments

2000  |  34 x 15 inches
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The NoiseMakers

2005  |  44 x 18.5 inches 
Collection of Angela Owens
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The Bells

2003  |  43 x 26 inches

LEFT | The Drums

2003  |  28 x 12 inches
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The Patrol Vans

1994  |  42 x 12 inches
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The Iraqi War Tanks

1991 |  14 x 8 inches

The Family Moving  
Trucks

1992  |  18 x 14 inches
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The Emergency Trucks

1992  |  29.5 x 9 inches
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The Race Cars

1991  |  20.5 x 7.5 inches

LEFT | Our Old-Time Freight Train  
Equipment

2004  |  44 x 25 inches
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Our Famous Antique Cars

1995  |  18 x 13 inches

RIGHT | The Law & Order  
Authority Vans

2005  |  49 x 25 inches
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The Convair-Liners

1987  |  29 x 13 inches
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The World War 2 British Bombers

1998  |  35 x 12 inches

RIGHT | Our Famous World War 2 
Ally Fighters Complete

2001  |  59 x 26 inches
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The Golden Age of Hi storic  
United Air Liners

1995  |  31 x 23 inches 
Collection of Eric Carnell 

RIGHT | The Hi storic Americas  
Turboliners

2004  |  41 x 19 inches



91



92

The Early Boeing  
Jet Planes

1993  |  44 x 12 inches

RIGHT | The B ig Jets

1989  |  43 x 17 inches



93



94

The World War 2 U.S. Bombers

2003  |  58 x 22.5 inches



95

The World War 2 Messerschmitt  
German Fighter Planes Complete

2001  |  44 x 19 inches



96

The Historic D Outboard  
Raceboat Equipment

2005  |  49 x 24 inches





98

The Historic F OUTBOARD Raceboat 
Equipment 

2004  |  44 x 24 inches



99

Our Early Unlimited Inboard  
Hydroplanes

2005  |  44 x 24 inches 



100



101

The Easy Singl e Ornamental  
Sheepshanks 

2005  |  26 x 19 inches

LEFT | The Simpl e Knotting

2005  |  42 x 18.5 inches



102



103

The Buoys

1998  |  18 x 13 inches

LEFT | Scouting & Seamanship  
Sheepshanks

1994  |  25 x 12 inches



104

The Oriental Temples

1993  |  37 x 12 inches 
Collection of Lynda Gilman





106



107

The Tents

1993  |  16.5 x 8 inches

LEFT | The Roofs

1999  |  26.5 x 12 inches



108

The Barns

2003  |  60 x 28 inches 
Collection of Microsoft Corporation



109



110

The U.S. Pres ident Memorials

1993  |  23 x 12 inches

RIGHT | The Hi storic American Homes

1990  |  23.5 x 12 inches



111



112

Our State Lighthouses

2000  |  28 x 13 inches



113

The World Landmark Towers

1994  |  31.5 x 12.5 inches



114

The Vacationers’ Irish Castles

1994  |  39 x 26 inches

RIGHT | Our State’s King-Si ze Jails

2004  |  37 x 18 inches 
Collection of Elin Martin and Michael S. Morris



115



116

The Historic Intercontinental Homes

2001  |  50 x 23 inches



117



118

The Great Greek Temples

1992  |  17 x 12 inches

RIGHT | The Hi storic Roman Temples

1992  |  24 x 12 inches



119



120

The Hats

1992  |  17.5 x 9 inches 
Collection of Thomas and Heather Harvey







123

The Shoes

1996  |  30.5 x 17.5 inches 
Collection of David and Gail Karges 



124

20 of Our North American Men’s  
Major League Baseball Uniforms

1999  |  32 x 19 inches 
Collection of Greg Kucera and Larry Yocom



125

The Masks

2002  |  32.5 x 18 inches



126

The CROSSES

1994  |  22 x 18 inches





128



129

The World’s Dangerous Pit-Vipers

1987  |  20 x 18 inches

LEFT | Monsters of the Past

1991  |  39 x 12 inches



130



131

The Balls

1998  |  30 x 16 inches

LEFT | The Kites

1998  |  21.5 x 8.5 inches

√



132



133

The Great American Presidents

1989  |  17 x 11 inches 

LEFT | The Classical Clowns

1995  |  31 x 17 inches 
Collection of Darold Andersen



134



135

The Irish Joys

2003  |  47 x 22 inches



136

Crayola Crayons

2005  |  19 x 20 inches  
Collection of Greg Kucera and Larry Yocom

RIGHT | The Art Supplies

2004  |  32 x 17 inches

Crayola Watercolors 

2005  |  71/2 x 20 inches



137



138



139

The Skiers

1992  |  18 x 12 inches

LEFT | The Christmas Trappings

1987  |  36 x 12 inches

PAGE 140 | The BASKETS

2002  |  27 x 12 inches 
Collection of Greg Kucera and Larry Yocom

PAGE 141 | Colorful Egg Pattern 
Favorites to Go for

2005  |  83 x 46.5 inches

PAGE 142 | MORE Colorful Egg  
Pattern Favorites to Go for

2005 | 101 x 49 inches

√
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142
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