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Foreword

It is appropriate to begin this book by glancing back at the conference
that was the book’s progenitor. It took place at the Library of Congress
on December 5 and 6, 1983, and we called it “The Washington Meet-
ing on Folk Art.” The word “meeting” was carefully chosen to em-
phasize the need many of us felt for a "meeting of minds” on the
subject of folk art. The board of trustees and staff of the American
Folklife Center at the Library of Congress were conscious that dif-
ferent people, both as individuals and as representatives of different
networks, were using the phrase “folk art” to mean different things.
Nort only did scholars in fields such as folklore studies, anthropology,
art history, and American studies differ in their views of whar con-
stitutes folk art, but museum curators, art dealers, and collectors also
seemed ar odds in their use of the term.

Nor was the problem simply a lack of communicaton. In 1977
a conference on the subject of folk art had been hosted by the Henry
Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum (Delaware), and representatives
of the various networks that have a stake in the phrase “folk art” were
all there. The result, as Scott Swank reported in his introduction to
the subsequent publication Perspectrves on American Folk Art, was a
“highly charged” atmosphere with passionately contending factions
and a residue of hard feelings.! Clearly the proper use of the term
“folk art"—even its custody in a proprietary sense—was a vital issue
with important aesthetic, ideological, and financial implications for all
concerned.

But what was the issue? Were people simply using the same
phrase to describe essenually different phenomena? If so, we were
faced with a simple though unpalatable problem: trying to deade
which group got to use “folk art” to describe the things that interested
them, and which groups had to search elsewhere for a suitable term.
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Bur another possibility seemed both more complicated and more in-
triguing. What if the various folk art nerworks were like the proverbial
blind men with the elephant, each concentrating on a different aspect
of an artstic phenomenon with an underlying unity? Whatever the
case, six years had passed since the Winterthur conference, and evi-
dence abounded of what diplomats call “movement” in some of the
positions on the subject. It was time for a meeting of the minds.

As the American Folklife Center, in cooperation with the Mu-
seum of American Folk Art, began laying plans for the Washington
Meeting on Folk Art, we were especially concerned that the gathering
be structured to emphasize conciliation and cooperation among the
many “worlds” (as our editors have felicitously termed them) that buy,
sell, display, encourage, or reflect upon folk art. Although there were
many conflicting ideas and viewpoints presented on the floor, a res-
olute tranquility seemed to prevail. At times the ideas presented
seemed merely to coexist without directly confronting each other.

Yer beneach the rranquil surface one could detect the beginnings
of new connections within and among the groups assembled. For
example, the museum curators and collectors seemed concerned with
updaring their definition of folk art to include living as well as his-
torical artists. Meanwhile, the folklorists were preoccupied with ex-
ploring ethical ramifications of working with folk artists. The two
issues may have seemed unrelated, but there was an interesting point
of intersection: thinking of folk art as present as well as past means
dealing with living artists, which requires considering ethical issues.

Everyone remembers his own magic moments from such a con-
ference. My own favorite memory is the moment, during the second
day of the conference, when a question-and-answer period evolved
into a lively discussion among several members of the audience about
ethical considerations in buying, selling, and exhibiting works of living
folk arts. As the conversations became lively, audience members for-
got about the speakers up front and simply spoke to one another.
Thar was the point at which I was satisfied we had truly created a
“meeting.”

Of the many topics presented at the conference, Simon Bronner
and John Michael Vlach have concentrated on a social theme of “folk
art worlds.” Highlighting certain conference strands, they have set
others aside.? Yet the new fabric woven from these selected threads
is tight, and we are confident that it will wear well in the years to

come.
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The years of additional perspective from which this foreword is
written do not lessen our debt to Robert Bishop and the Museum of
American Folk Art for their contributions to the success of the con-
ference. Peter T. Bartis coordinated the event with skill and aplomb,
and Ray Dockstader lent his wise perspective throughout. Janet An-
derson, then chair of the American Folklife Center’s Board of Trust-
ees, believed in the need for such a conference from the beginning
and made sure a good idea would not die aborning; and Raye Virginia
| Allen represented the board at the conference in her splendid, in-

imitable way.

For a good conference one can fairly thank everyone who par-
ticipated. For a good book it is possible to be more specific. We are
grateful that Simon J. Bronner and John Michael Vlach have devoted
their editorial skills to creating this book, and we are pleased that
UMI Research Press is issuing it in its American Material Culture
and Folklife series. Under these auspices the effects of the Washington
Meeting on Folk Art will continue to radiate and resonate in the study
of folk art,

’ Alan Jabbour, Director
American Folblife Center
The Library of Congress

Notes for the Preface

| 1. Scott T. Swank, "Introduction,” in Perspectives on American Folk Art, ed. lan M. G.
| Quimby and Scout T. Swank (New York: W. W. Narton, 1980), pp. 1-12.

2. For those who trace the history of ideas through conferences as well as books,
the Washington Meeting on Folk Art is usefully chronicled by Gerald E. Par-
sons, Jr., and Bretr Topping in the American Folklife Center’s newsletter
Folklife Center News (January-March 1984), no. 1







Introduction to the New Edition

The folk an worlds that we ideniified in the first edition of this book now seem
even more real, more entrenched. Reviewing the record of exhibitions and
publications over the last few years strengthens our principal claim that one’s
approach to folk ar is contingent upon one's social or intellectual milieu. Works
of folk art may seem to elicit either speculation about art objects or concerns for
their creators—ithe art or the folk—but these reponses are determined less by the
work of art itself than by the particular art world with which one is affiliated.
Those who pursue the art belong most often to the world of dealers, collectors,
and gallery professionals, while those who concentrate on the folk belong mainly
to the world of academe. And by most accounts these two worlds remain at odds
(see Hall 1991 Viach 1991b; Bi\hu!) 1983 Jones 1980). We hasten to add,
however, that those who focus on folk artists do not necessarily overlook the
matter of aesthetics. Indeed, they ardently seek out the aesthetic values and
attitudes undergirding works of folk art. They tend to pay considerably more
attention to the judgments made by traditional artists and their intended
audiences than to the evaluations made by collectors, and therein lies the source
of conflicts between gallery and academic perspectives

That a truce in the ongoing term warfare between these two camps is
unlikely to be declared soon was signaled by the symposium organized in 1988
by Frank |. Miele, one of the owners of the Hirschl & Adler Galleries in New York
City. Entitled “Folk or Art?* this gathering of commentators was organized in
arder to elicit support for what might be termed the formalist/aesthetic position
af art marketeers, Objecting to the sociological or material culture approach o
folk art taken by folklorists and other scholars, Miele wanted to validate the
aesthetic qualities that collectors claim to experience in folk an objects. At the
conclusion of the event, folklorists were scolded for their anthropological
preoccupations and urged to recast their methods | Miele 1989)

Folklorists have usually responded to these sorts of attacks by continuing
to argue for the need to locate authentic works rather than those that are merely
visually intriguing. They have consistently cited the imporance of communal
orientation and cultural context as essential criteria for determining the value of

a work of an. Probably the most forthright expression of the folkloristic stance
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is the National Heritage Fellowship Program of the Folk Ars Division of the
National Endowment for the Ans (NEA). Since 1982 nearly 150 highly talented
individuals have been recognized as National Heritage Fellows for their abilities
in quilting, ironwork, woodcarving, pottery, embroidery, basketry, weaving, and
other related traditional arts. Acknowledged as "exemplary master artists,” these
must pass tests of "authenticity, excellence, and significance within a particular
tradition” (NEA Guidelines). Tt is to such exemplary artists that folklorists tum
when asked 1o identify important examples of folk artistry rather than to the
wedthervane that sold for over a million dollars at the latest Sotheby's auction.
Instead of focusing on treasured objects, folklorists look to these *living national
treasures,” recently described by Steve Siporin in his book America’s Folk
Hasters: The National Heritage Fellows (1992)

Despite the example provided by a notable public agency like the NEA,
the popular response to folk arn reveals that simplistic stereotypes siill dominate
public perceptions. The gushy talk commonly heard in galleries about “inno-
cence,” “charm,” and “virue™ has spilled over even omo the floor of the United
States Senate. In the summer of 1989, during the furor provoked by Senator Jesse
Helms' (R-North Carolina) reaction to publicly funded exhibitions of controver-
sial photographs by Robert Mapplethorpe and Andres Serrano, several Senators
invoked the image of folk art as an example of all that was wholesome and
righteous in American life and art, Further, in order to censure the NEA for
supparling these objectionable exhibitions, the Senate reassigned monies from
the budget of the agency’s Visual Ans program (which was responsible for
recommending these exhibitions) specifically to the Folk Ans program, In a
published reaction to the thinking reflected by this move, folklorist Deborah
Kodish points out that because traditional ans serve complex functions in their
given communities, they are rarely as open and available 1o everyone as is
generally imagined. Authentic works of folk art, she argues, are quite likely to
be incomprehensible or even, at times, offensive to the general public. Kodish
concludes that folk art is nowhere near as pleasant, innocent, or safe as the
Congress and the general public want to believe (Kodish 1991)

Hoping to inform the public about the cultural values embedded in folk
art, folklorists have mounted an impressive number of museum exhibitions,
Their efforts have been especially vigorous in the American heartland where
books accompanying exhibits have featured folk arts in lowa (Ohrn 1984),
Wisconsin (John Michael Kohler Arts Center 19873, Narth Dakota (Martin 1989),
and Minnesota (Moore 1989, Other states covered by folk art inventaries include
Idaho (Siporin 1984), Pennsylvania (Staub 1988a), Washington (Lund 1989), and
the New England states (Silver 1988). These surveys have typically focused on
living traditions and presented folk art as a creative expression that signifies
ethnic, regional, religious, familial, or cccupational identity (see Teske 1988)
Cities have been profiled as well; A Feeling for Life: Cultural Identity, Commu-
nity and the Arts_ for example, samples Chicago's ethnic folk arts (McClain 1988)
Several other titles have described anistic traditions in specific ethnic commu-
nities including Uses of Tradition: Arts of Italian Americans in Philadelphia
(Noyes 1989), Remaining Faithful: Amana Folk Art in Transition (Ohrn 1988),
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Folklore! Traditional Crafts from Cuba, the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico
Made in New York(Association of Hispanic Arts 1988), and Michigan Hmong Arts

(Dewhurst and MacDowell 1984; see also Cubbs 1986)

The last few years have also witnessed the appearance of numerous
studies on quilting and pottery, Noteworthy works on quilts and quilters include
Tifaifai and Quilts of Polynesia (Hammond 1986), Michigan Quilts: 150 Years

| af a Textile Tradition (MacDowell and Fitzgerald 1987), North Caroling Quiits

' (Roberson 1988), In the Heart of Pennsylvania: 19th and 20th Century
Quiltmaking Traditions (Lasansky 1985), Who'd a Thought It Improvisation in
African-American Quiltmaking (Leon 1987), Hearts and Hands: The Influence
of Women and Quilts on American Soctety (Ferrero, Hedges, and Silber 1987),
Native Needlework: Contemporary Indian Textiles from North Dakota (Marin
1988), and Stitched from the Soul: Slave Quilts from the Antebellum South (Fry
1990). For pottery, we now have Brothers in Clay: The Story of Georgia Folk
Pottery (Burrison 1983), Turners and Bumers: The Folk Potters of Nerth Carclina
(Zug 1986), Raised in Clay: The Southern Pottery Tradition (Sweezy 1984),
Grand Ledge Folk Pottery: Traditions at Work (Dewhurst 1986), The Pueblo
Storyteller: Development of a Figurative Ceramic Tradition (Babcock and
Monthan 1986), and Crossroads of Clay: The Southern Alkaline-Glazed Stone-
ware Tradition (Home 1990).  Auention to these genres reflects a growing
cultural concern for arts emerging from craft traditions within regional, ethnic,

t occupational, and familial communities.

While the 1980s may be remembered as the decade of the state folk an
survey, in the 1990s folklorists have turned increasingly to studies and exhibits
that place folk art in the context of everyday life and work, or of folklife and
material culture studies (see Bronner 1986a, 1992b; Viach 1989a; Roberts
1988:145-63; Jones 1987; Staub 1988a; Yoder and Graves 1989). Even the ar
history-minded editors of the Art and Architecture Thesaurus chose to label as
“material culture” what had been formerly included in the area of “decorative
arts” (Petersen 1990), Exemplary anthologies covering folk art in the context of
material culture and folklife are Arts in Earnest: North Carolina Folklife
(Patterson and Zug 1990), Michigan Folklife Reader (Dewhurst and Lockwood
1987, and By the Work of Their Hands: Studies in Afro-American Folklife (Viach
1991a; contrast with Livingston and Beardsley 1982). Regional studies that also
employ this approach are The Lore of New Mexico (Weigle and White 1988),
Southern Arizona Folk Arts (Griffith 1988; sce also Abernethy 1985), and
Decorated Furniture of the Mabantongo Valley (Reed 1987), A suggestive study
that examines folk art emerging from the cultural conditions of old age is The
Grand Generation (Hufford, Hunt, and Zeitlin 1987; contrast with Kaufman and
Barrett 1983). In addition, essays highlighting Michael Owen Jones™ influential
behavioral perspectives on folk art and material culture research have been
i made available in Exploring Foll Art (1987), and a revision of his classic The
| Hand made Object and lts Maker(1975) has been published as Craftsman of the
Cumberiands (1989; compare with Vlach 1992b and Bronner 1985)

i While this folklife approach has gained momentum, the publications of the
gallery ant world have scarcely abated. Especially evident in the last few years
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have been image-laden coffee-table books like American Primitire: Discoveries
in Folk Sculpture (Ricco and Maresca 1988). One category of these oversized
tomes highlights  collectors and their prize possessions:  Living With Folk Art
(Barpard 1991) provides a tour of various home interiors bristling with folk
objects. Other volumes focus on single collectors:  Little by Litile (Litle 1984)
recalls the “finds” of Nina Fletcher Little; An American Sampler{National Gallery
of Art 1987) pays tribute to Electra Havemeyer Webb, and Treasures of American
Follk Art (Rumford and Weekley 1989) extols Abby Aldrich Rockefeller,

Books on folk art that serve the gallery world share several tendencies
They highlight the primary fine art genres of painting and sculpture, showcase
the image rather than the context of the object, and emphasize New England
pleces over works with non-Anglo sources. The collectors are honored for their
"discerning eye” and their passion for owning decorative objects. Books in which
objects are celebrated as precious wreasures make constant, albeit ofien tacit,
allusions to visual parallels between works of folk ant and modern abstract an,
suggesting that if they look the same they may be the same. How this misleading
assumplion came to be so widely and confidently accepted is chronicled by art
historian David Park Cuorry, who cautions “we have since learned to beware of
the fond wish that visval similarities between modern and folk ant can be
aceounted for simply by assuming identical acsthetic values” (1989:60: see also
Corn 1988

Young America: A Folk-Art History (Lipman, Warren, and Bishop 1986) is
another offering of the coffec-table variery, While it served initially as a catalog
for an exhibition at the Museum of American Folk Art, it was also cited as a
pioneering social history of folk arn. Actoally, it offered linle more than a
restatement of Jean Lipman’s familiar intonation that folk an is equal 1o the best
modern an. What Young America attempls is o confirm the position of the
Museum of American Folk Ant that folk ant represents “the unconventional side
of American ant” and thus consists chiefly of unusual images and objects
produced by highly individualistic makers. After nearly two decades of critical
debare, this leading institution on the gallery side of the issue has apparently not
budged beyond identifving folk art as that which is nof recognized as fine art (see
also Earnest 1984; Rosenak and Rosenak 1990; Garrett 1991).

The polarized views of folklorists and gallery professionals are clearly
seen in the contrastng prefatory statements for folk an surveys done in two
neighboring New England states. In Always in Season: Folk Art and Traditional
Crlture tn Vermond, folklorist Jane Beck asseris, "1 take the view that folk art is
an artistic expression of a particular traditional culture. Hence the art itself must
be seen in terms of this culture” (Beck 1982:18). Her chapters caover Native
Americans, farmstead and family life, maritime occupational an, and traditional
Anglo-American crafis all practiced by living antisans. Next door in New
Hampshire former director of the Currier Gallery of Art Robert Doty declares in
the opening pages of By Good Hands: “The works of art in this catalogue were
chosen primarily for their right to be considered as images and objects endowed
with a strong and enduring aesthetic quality. Moreover, they were selecied
because they are extraordinary examples of an made by creators whose
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determination 1o make something beautiful tiumphed over a limited knowledge
of their chosen media”™ (Doty 1989: xi). Siretching over the next 114 pages are
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century paintings, drawings, and carvings with only
an occasional connection to a regional or ethnic tradition. The term “folk.” as
Doty uses it (and his use is emblematic of the gallery world), is a vaguely generic
designation rather than a usefully delimiting term. The word is appealing
because it can cloak with a romantic connotation objects that might be
unacceptable as art, It bestows high aesthetic and cconomic value on the
antiquated object (see Bishop, Weissman, McManus, and Niemann 1983)
Folklorists take an opposing tack by emphasizing the achievements of living
artisans and the way an functions in the artists' home communities (see Vlach
1992a and Bronner 1992a)

While some art dealers over the last two decades have expanded their
definition of folk an to take in contemporary creations, they still emphasize
unusual rather than commonplace or representative expressions. References 1o
expressions of ethnic and regional diversity are muted in favor of work said 1o
reflect an “"American spirit” or a human “freedom of expression” (see Museum
of American Folk At 1983; see also Bronner 1986a:178-210; Benedeni 1987-6-
7: Rose 1982; Cate 1990). In recent books devoted 1o collectors of contemporary
“folk™ or “naive’ artists, such as American Folk Art of the Tweniteth Century
(Johnson and Ketchum 1983), Made wwith Passion (Hartigan 1990), and Museum
of American Folk Art Encyclopedia of Twentieth-Century American Folle Art and
Artists (Rosenak and Rosenak 1990), one finds a consistent focus on the attributes
of objects, Collectors revere works of folk art for their apparent boldness and
usually ennoble arists for their idiosyncracy, The keywords “naive,” “self-
taught,” and “individualistic™ appear often in these books. Following the logic
of these works, any lone individual can be identified as a member of a folk group
and any act can be seen as equivalent to a work ol art sanctioned by local custom

This view of the “lone individual™ as folk artist is evident in a long list of
books that includes fobn Kane: Modern America’s First Folk Painter (Kallir
1984). Pioneers in Paradise- Folk and Outsider Artists of the West Coast (Larsen
Martin and Martin 1984), Car and a Ball on a Water Fall: 200 Years of California
Folk Painting and Sculpiure (The Oakland Museum 1986), Baking in the Sun:
Visionary Images from the Sowth (Lowe and Lowe 1987), Clementine Hunter
American Folk Artist (Wilson 1988). The World's Folk Art Church: Reverend
Howerd Finster and Family (Viera and Girandot 1986}, Howard Finster, Man of
Vistons: The Life and Work of a Self-Taught Artist (Turner 1989), Clyde Whiteside:
Follke Artist (Western Carolina University 1988), Karol Kozlowski, 1885-1969,
Polish-American Folk Painter (Samo 1984), and Bill Traylor—His Life (Maresca
and Ricco 1991). Of late there has been so much enthusiasm for the work of
artists engaging in a seemingly free-form manipulation of paint, mixed media,
and found objects- -llllﬂg'\ sometimes lermed “trash treasures”—that Newsweek
gave two pages of its Christmas week issue in 1989 1o an article proclaiming
“Outsiders Are In” (Kroll 1989). In the wake of this popularity, new labels for self-
taught artists appear to be gaining ground over the word folk, including terms
such as “owsider,” “isolate,” and “visionary." But Jules Laffal, editor of the
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collectors’ newsletter Follke Art Finder, claims that no gallery owner is likely to
relinquish the use of the term folk. The adjective, Laffal observes, is “just too
juicy” (Benedetti 1987:6)

In the introduction to Signs and Wonders: Outsider Art Inside North
Carolina (Manley 1989), the director of the North Carolina Museum of Arn
remarks that outsider artists “often have an inner compulsion to create, and the
act 15 usually personal and extremely intense” (Manley 1989:vii). This formula-
tion seems to have been carefully phrased in order 1o make clear the ways in
which ousider ant differs from folk art. Nevertheless, the use of the word
outsider still raises issues regarding social stereotyping, especially when ethnic
and regional artists with culturally derived aesthetics are depicted as eccentric
or even lunatic,. These questions come up in exhibit catalogs such as Black
History/Black Vision: The Visionary Image in Texas (Adele 1989) and Fine Folk:
Art ‘n' Facis from the Rural South (Smith 1989). Further, Roger Manley, who
organized Signs and Wondershas more recently questioned the appropriateness
of imposed outsider status when, as he says, "a visit to any one of the 20 or 30
name’ Cutsiders these days is more likely to resemble a tour of a sweatshop than
an audience with a prophet” (Manley 1991:25). He continues:

perhaps the best thing for everyone else 1o do would be to drop

aliogether the terminology that takes a scattered, unrelated number

of people and creates a group called *outsider,” “unique,” “isolate,”

etc, It sets up an imaginary we/they dichotomy that has made it

possible 1o segregate and then exploit many people who have

always been, and seek 1o remain, full paricipants in their commu-
nities and contributors to the culture in which we all share (Manley

1991:28; see also Hall 1991)

Some voices of compromise suggest that “idiosyncratic an” is preferable
to the outsider label (see Marshall 1983; Benedeti 1987:7), and yet this phrase
too suggests standards of difference set by arbiters of taste. Inspired by Michael
Owen Jones” writings, Willard Moore in his exhibition of Minnesota folk an
presents a wide sample of creative expression, ranging from communal
traditions to personal expressions, and suggests “circles ol tradition” as a concept
that transcends the limitations of the folk art world (Moore 1989). He identifies
“integrated traditions” as those that are interwoven with community life at the
center; "perceived traditions” lie within a second circle that comprises activities
considered traditional by some individuals; and outermost are the “celebrated
rraditions” of artists who for personal reasons choose to create objects not
necessarily related o their own heritage or social roles. This continuum of artistic
experience is implicit as well in Missours Artist Jesse Howared (Marshall 1983),
Religions Folk Art in America{Dewhurst, MacDowell, and MacDowell 1983; see
also Dewhurst and MacDowell 1978), and The Ties That Bind (Meicalf and Hall
1986; see also Bustin 1988). An effective merger of divergent an worlds is
evident in Fait A La Main (Made by Hand) (Bergeron 1988), a guide to crafts
work of all soris—folk and studio based—published by the Louisiana Crafis
Program. Within this directory, prospective customers can locate all manner of
handmade items ranging from a Cajun cypress pirogue to jewelry made by
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university-trained anisans. Identified as folk, contemporary, or revivalist, three
art worlds are presented here as distinct but coequal
From this discussion of works published since Folle Art and Art Worlds first
appeared in 1986, it is clear that the issues and themes the book set forth then
remain vital. Their persistence at the core of the debate over folk art is also
apparent in subsequent work produced by the essayists represented in Follk Art
| and Art Worlds. In the opening set of essays, John Vlach pursued the “need for
) plain talk about folk art. He continues to take issue with the gallery view of folk
| art in “The Wrong Swff' (1991b) published in the New Art Examiner. In “The
Politics of the Past in American Folk Art History," Eugene Metcalf examined the
social and political implications of the rhetoric used in the folk art debate. He
further pursues the topic in “Modemnism, Edith Halpert, Holger Cahill, and the
Fine Art Meaning of American Folk Art™ (Mercall and Weatherford 1988), “The
Probhlem of American Folk Arnt™ (Metcalf 1986: see also Waldorf 1986), and
“Artifacts and Cultural Meaning: The Ritual of Collecting American Folk Arnt”
(Metcalf 1991, see also Bronner 1986a:178-210, 1986h, 1988; Ardery 1991 ). These
treatments of an worlds can be compared with Bronner's analysis of folkloristic
rhetoric in “An, Performance, and Praxis™ (1988; see also Bronner 1986b).
Folk painting, the subject of the book's second set of essays, remains at
the center of controversy in folk art research. Vlach has entered the fray with
Plain Painters (1988; see also Vlach 1989b), and Claudine Weatherford has
contributed an extensive biography of Queena Stovall, a largely self-taught genre
painter from Virginia (Weatherford 19863, David Jaffe has carried his study of
| nineteenth-century painters further in an article devoted to artisans he calls
“peddlers of progress” (1991). These efforts run counter 1o the gallery view of
folk art found in American Folk Painters of Three Centuries (Lipman and
Armstrong 1980), Folk Painters of America (Bishop 1979), and American Folk
Paintings (Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Center 1988; see also Rumford
1981; D'Ambrosio and Emans 1987).

“Tradition” and “creativity™ as related concepts figure prominently in the |
third group of essays dealing with folk art in context. Michael Owen Jones’
Craftsman of the Cumberlands: Tradition and Creativity (1989) and Bronner's
Creativity and Tradition: New Directions (1992a) provide additional perspec-
tives on the topic. The festive and environmental contexts examined in Jack
Santino’s study can be further explored in his “Halloween in America™ (Santino
1983, see also Bannatyne 1990); for more discussion of yardscapes and vard an,
consult Personal Places (Ward 1984) and Circles of Tradition (see Sheehy 1989),
as well as articles by Elaine Thatcher (1987) and Helen Bradley Griebel (1986),
For a collector's view of Halloween materials, see “Spirited by Halloweens Past;

People Who Haunt the Houses of Antiques for Jack-O'-Lanterns” (Berry 1991).
h Creativity and festivity on the street, covered in essays on the Giglio by
| Sheldon Posen and the “house on Penn Street” by Bronner, suggest additional
dimensions 1o the notion of context. In their article in Folklife Annual 1985
I Sheldon Posen and Daniel Franklin Ward have made a connection between the

Giglio towers of Brooklyn and the famed Watts Towers built by Simon Rodia in
J Los Angeles (Posen and Ward 1985:143-57). “Cal” and his house decorations no
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longer grace Penn Street. As predicted, Cal continued to box himself in with his
constructions and eventually urned his an completely away from the street (see
Bronner 1986a:63-88). His house was condemned by the city and later reclaimed
by professional renovators who made it conform to the yuppie look up the block
Cal moved a few blocks away with two buddies from the old neighborhood, and
while he doesn't adorn the facade of his new building with art, he now works
on creating artistic environments from recycled materials (see also Read 1986,
Greenfield 1986
Matters of marketing and exhibiting folk art, and the ethical treatment of
folk artists and their communities addressed in the section on the *consequences
of collection” have recently received thoughtful attention in folk an scholarship
Rosemary Joyce has edited a set of insightful essays for New York Folklore (1986;
sec¢ also Graves 1988) on the marketing of folk art. She has also published an
engaging craftisman biography entitled A Bearer of Tradition: Dwight Stump,
Basketmaker (1989). The special case of the Southwest an marker discussed by
Charles Briggs is further explored in Objects and Others (Wade 1985) and Hosis
and Guests (Deitch 1989). Briggs' further research in the mountains of northem
New Mexico can be found in Competence in Performance: The Creativity of
Tradition in Mexicano Verbal Art {1988). Issues revolving around cross-cultural
collecting and folk art presentation are considered in Follfife and Museums
(Young 1987 Kirshenblati-Gimblert 1987 ), “Folk Arts in Education® (Mundlell
' 19871, and The Conservation of Cultvere (Staub 1988b; see also Waldorf 1986).
Finally, Henry Glassie’s magisterial The Spivit of Foll Art (1989) extends the
themes he first proposed here in “The Idea of Folk Art.” The epigraph for
Glassie's new book, taken from an essay by Willaim Butler Yeats, reminds us thar
“Folk art is the sail where all great an is rooted.” These inspirational words
penned in the first vear of this century should inspire meaningful reflection on
folk ant worlds well into the next.

John Michael Vlach, The George Washington University
smmon |. Bronner. The Pennsylvania State University at Harrisburg

January 1992
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Taking Issues







“Properly Speaking”:
The Need for Plain Talk about Folk Art

Jobn Michael Viach

The lead ttle of this essay is raken from Alice Winchester’s comment
in her introduction to the catalogue for the Whitney Museum’s ex-
hibition “The Flowering of American Folk Art.” She writes: “"Properly
speaking, folk art is a rraditional, often ethnic expression, which is
not affected by the stylistic trends of academic art. In that sense much
American folk art is not folk art at all.”! Such a statement provides
us with astounding and confusing perplexities. If the art presented in
“The Flowering of American Folk Art” was “properly speaking” not
folk art, why then was it so labeled? If folk art is art derived from the
aesthetic values of distnct folk groups who create more-or-less in-
dependently of mainstream art movements, why were such works not
shown in that exhibition? Apparently some other kind of art was
knowingly substiruted for what must be “proper” folk art. We should
then ask not only what art took the place of authentic folk art, but
more importantly, why was such a replacement maneuver considered
necessary? And further, how could such a circumstance have arisen
in the first place? Why is it allowable to say that folk art is “not really
folk art at all”? Apparently, despite the best intentions of all who are
concerned with folk art, not enough effort has been directed at speak-
ing “properly” or, more crucially, at thinking “properly” about this
topic.

Because the issue of the definition of folk art is adequately ad-
dressed by several scholars, I will concentrate my remarks here pri-
marily on problems associated with the strategies used to claim
importance and significance for folk art.? For the moment let us re-
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14 The Need for Plain Talk about Folk Art

view the litany of adjectives which are generally used to qualify and
identify what folk art is. Consider the collective connotations of the
following terms: primitive, naive, amateur, grass-roots, ousider, coun-
try, popular, backyard, spontaneous, unsophisticated, innocent, pro-
vincial, anonymous, visionary, homemade, vernacular, isclate, ethnic,
non-academic.* The list could be longer but this sample will suggest
the range of terminology that is currencly attached to folk art. Some
of these terms refer to the destination of a creation, others to the
level of skill employed in either design or rendering, others to the
identity (or lack of one) of the artist, and others to the sources and
origins of an artist’s aesthetic. While a few of these terms suggest a
positive image, most of them are at best ambivalent and at worst
insulting. It is not difficult then to appreciate one of the main causes
of confusion in folk art study and appreciation; its vocabulary is com-
piled of contradictions. Common sense should quickly inform the
ordinary citizen faced with the nomenclature of folk arc that some-
thing is seriously amiss. It is not unlikely that the novice folk art
appreciator might enter a gallery or shop and be encouraged in up-
beat tones to value a particular object because it was fashioned by a
“naive,” “unsophisticated,” “amateur,” a “visionary” working “sponta-
neously” in his own “backyard” where he was rumored 1o have been
moved by a "mysterious” force. The work would no doubt be praised
as a piece of "non-academic,” “outsider,” “isolate,” or “primitive” art
manifesting “innocence,” “charm,” “guile,” “whimsy,” and other
“country” virtues. The merits of the work itself notwithstanding, our
gallery goer is bound to find himself in a quandary. So much of what
he might hear offered in praise of folk art would in other contexts
convey a left-handed compliment if not a put-down. But for folk art,
it seems, one is to believe that the put-downs are no longer tinged
with negative intent. The stings encountered in this language of con-
descension are assumed to be somehow soothed by good will and that
is assumed to be good enough even if the result is a semantic muddle,
Plain talk would seem to be in order to replace the circumlocutions
and contradictions with which we are currently saddled.

Many well-intentioned early writers, when armed with the vo-
cabulary of folk art ralk, more often than not produced a type of
“double-speak.” John 1. Baur of the Brooklyn Museum could in the
same paragraph write that folk art was both “unsophisticated” and
“skilled.” Erwin O. Christensen, former Curator of the Index of
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American Design, concluded that folk art represented a “regression
to childhood” and hence was “child art on an adulrt level.” Even Holger
Cahill, well known as an advocate for the art of the common man,
would suggest that folk art was only a “second-rate” kind of art even
though it was the “oldest and most pervasive art expression we know
about.” This pattern of alternate denigration and praise—almost in
the same breath—continues to characterize evaluations of American
folk art.* As recently as 1983, Jay Johnson and William C. Ketchum,
Jr. noted that one reputed folk artist's work possessed “a sophistication
.. . lacking in most folk art.” Another they said was “unlike almost all
other folk artists . . . not driven to her craft by a compulsion to paint.™
It would seem that the more folk art is cherished, the more it is
simultaneously damned as a flawed product. Certainly the writers
mentioned here are not the only ones who share some of the blame.
Indeed, the responsibility falls on all who consider condescending
language appropriate for describing folk art and arusts.

Simple villainy or hypocrisy, however, is not enough to explain
the wrenched use of adjectives encountered in discussions of folk
art.® Rather it seems that an actitude of intellectual laissez-faire or
intellecrual laziness provides a better explanation. Scholars, writers,
collectors, critics, and commentators have on the whole been too
friendly, roo congratulatory of each others’ appraisals of folk art. The
desire to make common cause, to defend the place of folk art in the
fine art world, has overridden the need to develop defensible stan-
dards, so that weak criteria have not been challenged. Hence works
of art are called folk on the basis of place of origin alone, or social
class alone, or one fearure (or failure) of style alone. The cluster of
works presented to the public as folk art is then a higgledy-piggledy
assemblage of diverse items held together by the wish for connection.
Folk art for public consumption is generally folk art by fiat; declared
to be so, it is so. Anything cthen can be folk art, as Alice Winchester
noted, even if it is "not folk arc ac all.” Thinking and reasoning are
suspended so that items as distinctly different as quilts from Alabama,
cast iron stove panels from Philadelphia, samplers from young wom-
ens seminaries in Massachusetts, furnicure made by Shakers from
New York, and yard art made by recluses at the end of the country
lanes are all asserted to be the same thing and consequently are con-
sidered to be closely equivalent to one another.

On the surface all these works might be seen as related because




T II—A——=,

16 The Need for Plain Talk about Folk Art

none of them would be acknowledged as works of fine art. Bur de-
fining something by whart it is not 15 no way to proceed towards a
workable definition. The lack of fit between supposed works of folk
art and the supposed standards of studio-based artistic expressions
has served in the past as the principal rationale for assigning folk
status. But thinly disguised by that designation is the notion that the
artists, like their works, also do not fit into the world of fine artists.”
The folk artists are even branded, perhaps silently, as misfits and ir
follows, then, that their number probably includes oursiders, isolares,
loners, itinerants, the mentally disturbed, and the certifiably insane.
When biographies of so-called folk artists are provided, such labels
may indeed apply. “Creek Charlie” Field of Lebanon, Virginia, for
example, lived alone and covered every surface of his house, inside
and out from top to bottom, with polka dots. It was a compulsive
decorative scheme unique in his community and in his srate, and in
the entire southern region.® Eddie Arning of Austin, Texas, spent
sixty vears in a mental institution where he apparently learned to draw
and color with crayons.® Other similar artists could be cited bur the
point should be clear that to regard such individuals as typical of folk
groups is to foster a very bizarre view of folk society. It is one in
which traditional communities are made up of scores of woebegone,
lonely deviants. While misfortunes may strike the bearers of tradi-
tions, it is not their calamities that make them folk bur the kind of
society in which they live. That society is typically a small community
in which expressive traditions raught informally by word of mouth
and by example are perpetuated from generation to generation with
some accommodation to the changes that arise from either personal
desires or the influence of externally introduced fashions.'® The rep-
resentative art of such societies is not created by its deviants and
misfits (although certainly such people do make art) bur by normal,
intelligent, well-adjusted citizens who care deeply abour their history
and identity. Folk art comes mostly from the central values of a society
rather than its fringe elements, as is usually suggested by the imprecise
and shallow criteria so commonly employed in gallery chat and cata-
logue annotation. Failure to speak plainly or “properly” allows indi-
viduals from the far ends of the social spectrum to be mistaken for
each other.

The anything-can-be-folk-art approach thar engenders the cava-
lier and indiscriminate lumping of artists and artworks cannot be al-
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lowed to persist. While it provides scholars and collectors with a
convenient rhetorical solution, since their choice of label is probably
not totally wrong, vague categorization also prevents them from ever
being exacty right. Further, as more is heaped onto the folk art pile,
the more meaningless the term “folk art” becomes. While it has been
common practice for the last fifty years in the folk art business to use
the term folk art as a broad, all-encompassing category, 1 for one do
not think it too late to change.!! The repeated basic error of judgment
that chis approach fosters, namely the suggestion that artifacts from
different social contexts based on different intentions are interchange-
able, can no longer be rolerated.

At one time it may have been useful to label the whole mass of
collecribles from the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries
as folk art. Indeed, in the first phases of discovery it is usually prudent
to define a subject matrer simply by enumerating its features or by
summarizing its content. But enumeration should be followed by ex-
planation, an explanation in this case that accounts not only for the
artistic product bur for the artistic process as well. Here is where the
need for thinking “properly” as well as speaking “properly” is most
apparent. The challenge lays before us to suggest how it is that folk
art is conceived, designed, and executed by its artists and appreciated
and used by its originally intended audiences rather than wondering
what new items can be squeezed in under the vast protective folk art
“umbrella.” We need to get to work at studying how art works in
traditional societies and folk groups of all types both past and pres-
ent.'? Whart is bound to happen if we accept this challenge is thart first
we will recognize thar folk art is not really a “grear circus rent” shel-
tering many acts or a large umbrella designation.!* Rather, American
folk art is considerably more restricted in content than is usually sug-
gested, and more importantly, there is not a single American tradition
but several co-equal traditions. Next, it will be discovered that the
things that can be defended as folk will be reduced not only in number
but in kind as the expressions of folk culture are distinguished from
the products of popular culture. Finally, the direction in museum
exhibitions, gallery shows, and publications might be able to take a
new tack toward evaluation and away from simple description. These
are changes of no little consequence.

I am not about to propose here a new definition of folk art.
There is no need for a new definition; there is instead a need for a
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return to definitions which have already been “properly” spoken. 1
would only urge that we accepr the responsibility for speaking plainly
and precisely. We should not shy away from the problematic nuances
of adjectives. To dismiss the descriptive power of words in the search
for a value-free set of labels will only reduce us to studying people
making objects.'* While there is some utility in viewing the whole
human vista of artifact making as a single achievement, our task in the
study of American folk art needs, at this ume, to be considerably
more focused.'® All people are not the same; they neither make the
same objects nor are they motivated by the same values. We must
employ a vocabulary that can indicate in straightforward terms how
individuals in distinct communities employ discrete formulas as they
use parricular rechniques to fashion specific genres of art. The life
history or biographical case study would best reach these goals since
it allows opportunity for investigation of all manner of communal
issues without loosing its specific focus on the career of a particular
artist,® Moreover, since both art history and the social sciences em-
ploy this form of inquiry and presentation, it would provide a format
to unite two perspectives on art that are frequently at odds.

Further, we need to be more careful about allowing terminol-
ogical ambiguities to stand without clarification. For example, the
term “folk” itself can be used to mean an Everyman or a single mem-
ber of a chairmaking family from Kentucky. It can be an inclusive
term as in “just plain folks,” where it means ordinary citizens of mod-
est means, or it can be an exclusive term, when it separartes the carver
of wooden chain puzzles from the carver of carousel animals. There-
fore we must take pains to say what we mean and nort allow nuances
to go unexplained. The next decades of folk art study might come to
be known as the "era of the footnote” as we artempt to amend even
our most seemingly obvious statements in an effort to be clear. As
cumbersome, and maybe distracting, as superscript numbers might
be, any move roward clarity is surely to be applauded. ‘

|
|
|

In the 1920s and 1930s a broad and inclusive definition of folk
art was useful and appropriate even if it conveyed a measure of se-
mantic vagueness. New fields of study commonly defend their right
to exist by boasting of a vast ferra incognita awaiting investigation,
Who would gainsay the significance of a subject like folk art when it
was defined in such a way that it embraced art and craft, the domestic
and the commercial, the sacred and the secular, the traditional and
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fashionable—in short, the whole scope of American aesthetic and
technological history? But the 1980s are not the 1930s. Half a century
after its “discovery,” folk art should no longer depend on a prideful
drum beat to assert its importance. It is to be hoped that the field is
now mature enough to explain and demonstrate the excellence and
relevance of folk art in a series of documentary studies, such as the
biographies described above, instead of simply proclaiming its virtues
more and more loudly. The early appraisals of folk art are clearly the
product of their tmes, a period when the United States was flexing
its military and economic muscles as a newly arrived modern power.!”
In the heady times of the late 1920s the arts, too, were seen as
symbols of American modernism and folk art came evenrually to be
claimed as one of the native sources of this progressive spirit since its
minimal forms and primary colors seemed to anticipate such modern
artistic idioms as cubism or abstract expressionism.'® A gleeful, buoy-
ant spirit thus accompanies the first folk art commentaries as writers
brag, and even gloat, about what they take to be American folk art’s
natural predisposition to modern greatness. Today we might be in-
clined to filter out the chauvinism and read folk art for its intrinsic
qualities rather than its supposed or attributed intentions. The rig-
orous standards of the "new social history” require a deliberate revi-
sion of the rosy mythology that once served as informed opinion
concerning folk art in America of the 1930s and 1940s.'®* We must
now sort out fact from fantasy. If we cannot convince others of the
validity of our subject with precise reasoned argument, we cannot
really convince them ar all.

There is also much intellectual housekeeping to which we must
attend. There are glaring inconsistencies that need to be set right in
folk art talk and thinking. For example, how can folk art logically be
called the art of a group and at the same time be labeled as the art
of the self-taught??® The concept of group art implies, indeed re-
quires, that artists acquire their abilities, both manual and intellectual,
at least in part from communication with others. The communiry has
something, usually a great deal, to say about what passes for acceptable
folk art. Blacksmith and ornamental ironworker Philip Simmons con-
firmed this point when he observed of his customers: "l owe all my
career to the people of Charleston [S.C.]. Without them giving me
the chance, I couldn’t have anything. 1 can't make a gate if they don't
want ‘em.””' It may happen that someone presents a work derived
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mostly from his own imagination, a form with no local precedents.
Bur given the usual dynamics and codes of action in small groups, the
chances are slim to none that a radically new form will be embraced
by the community as their art. No genuine folk artist can ever be
completely self-taught. Certainly folk artists may work alone, even in
seclusion, but they will work within a socially sanctioned set of rules
for artistic production which they expect will insure the acceptability
of their completed pieces. Thus they are mentally connected even if
physically isolated. Morever, they are often allowed ro introduce some
degree of personal variation into a piece. Returning o the experience
of Philip Simmons, he says of the process of design: “I got to play a
part in there too. I will always keep that in front of the customer.”*?
The key to acceptable change is modesty. Slight variations attempted
with this virrue in mind are generally judged as appropriate because
they allow standard forms to remain stable. The new work, then,
despite its novel features, reinforces the familiar local tradition. In
folk society it is usually the case that artists are honored more for the
roles they play rather than for their personal inventiveness.

Another of the riddles posed by American folk art rhetoric is the
notion that the American cradition is one of remarkable individualism;
hence the work of each folk artist is very different from that of his
or her fellows.?? Many commentators believe they can demonstrate
the traditional quality of folk art by presenting items with no rela-
tionship to each other except for the fact that they were created on
American soil. The claim that each work of folk art is unique probably
rings true after considering the items presented by most catalogues,
bur clanks thuddingly on the ear of anyone who has experienced
traditional communities firsthand. While traditional society does not
erase ego, it does focus and direct the choices that a person can
acceptably make.** Some individuals might be rankled by limitations,
but the well-socialized person will find the limits not inhibiting bur
helpful. He or she will accept the local rules of art as an invitation to
search the deep wellsprings of traditional artistic conventions. Where
traditions are healthy the works of different artists are more similar
than they are different; they are more uniform than personal. We can
observe, for example, the formal linkages that run through three gen-
erations of woodcarvers from Cordova, New Mexico. As Charles L.
Briggs has noted, the iconography of the santo figures remains today
faithful to eighteenth-century precedents.?® Some quilt blocks such
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as the “log cabin” or “grandmother’s flower garden” are repeated not
only from generation to generaton but many tumes by the same quil-
ter.?® Works of folk art resonate with the richness of cultural pro-
fundity even if they might be the same quilts or carvings known for
the past two centuries. They are good even if they are familiar. In-
deed, they are excellent in part because they are familiar.

It seems that the confusion over whether folk art should be seen
as unique, individualiscic, and singular or ordinary, communal, and
unexceprional stems fundamentally from the expressed objectives of
collection and scholarship. Collectors employ the methods of con-
noisseurship in the pursuit of masterpiece-quality works while folk-
lorists and social scientists look for the representative pieces of art
that permit the accurate descripton of a genre, a period, or a career.
The collector wants first to find greatness, the scholar wants first to
understand the norm. Of course neither quality can be fully deter-
mined without the other since outstanding work cannot be accurately
assessed without knowing what it is that a particular work stands out
from, and similarly normative trends are necessarily shaped and char-
acterized by periodic monumental achievements.?”? It is time to rec-
ognize that neither extreme view is correct, that proponents of both
approaches have much in common. Ultmately we need a compas-
sionate version of social science that allows artists the free will to
break with the inherited forms of time and place if they so choose.
We need to realize thar folk art includes simultaneously both ordinary
and extraordinary moments and that while this situation is complex,
it does not have to be overly confusing.

Developments in the field of so-called primitive art may be in-
structuve in signaling what future developments might be anticipated
in the field of American folk art. Earlier in this century the art of
three-fourths of the world’s population was lumped together as one
phenomenon, as “primitive art.” Now we not only recognize different
continental distinctions bur regional styles, ethnic patterns, sociolog-
ical hierarchies, systems of patronage, characteristics of particular art
guilds, and the hands, if not the names, of individual artists.?® In sum,
we now have a rich and complex history of “primitive” or “tribal” art,
one which allows us to interpret it in the most meaningful of terms
rather than only the most general of terms. The days of captions for
carvings that read “Figure, wood, nineteenth century, Africa” are hap-
pily over. Unhappily, many captions for American folk art objects still
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read like this. Generaliues, though they need not be overturned, are
only the starting point along the path to understanding, not the final
destination.

The approach to folk art that [ am advocating is one which rec-
ognizes artists’ intentions first and the qualities of their works second,
This is a view which some might distinguish as sociological rather than
humanistic, but I see no profound disadvantage or disservice to art
in grounding the study of art in the lives of the people who create
and use it. Alice Winchester and many others have already recognized
that the folk artist, when one speaks “properly,” is an artist working
in an alternative system to that found in the academy. If that alter-
native system is what is crucial in determining the nature of the art
created, then that system is where our artentions should be focused
first. While Robert Bishop has recently argued that to study the folk
is to ignore art, such an argument purts forward a false premise.?® To
study what people do means that if they make art, ctheir art will nec-
essarily be studied and in a way that involves the student directly with
this art and its creation. The attention paid to art is then not lessened
but heightened as art is considered within its original generative con-
texts. Those contexts are unavoidably social systems, composed of
people acting collectively upon their self-willed thoughts and emo-
tions. While not all contemporary social groups are so self-sufficient
that they can still generate their own art, such communities are none-
theless still fairly numerous even if they are not always immediately
| at hand. These communities are where we will find the answers to
our most basic questions abour folk art. However, we should not
overlook historical communites either, although we should remem-
ber that answering profound questions about people who are deceased
often proves to be more difficult if not impossible.

The study of American folk art needs to find its center—its
center of meaning—so that it may grow and develop in an orderly
and productive fashion. That center is, 1 believe, where it has always
been, in its folk artists. Generally folk art has been pursued as a set
of things, important things to be sure, but the current generation of
I scholars and collectors now find themselves pondering much folk art
that has no folk attached to it. The data of folk art have evolved into
a random assortment of collectibles, usually old, valued not so much
for their intrinsic meaning as for their resemblances to the fine and
popular art of the period in which they were obtained. Those who
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would claim that such an exercise honors and validates folk art must
necessarily engage in a confusing, contradictory pattern of ralk, since
they are saying that folk art is good because it looks a lot like other
art that they value more highly. Moreover, as these collectibles have
been gathered in a helter-skelter manner from sources that often
remain obscure if not unknown, they cannot be trusted as reliable
evidence to justify any decision of consequence. Evidence collected
randomly and sporadically cannot even logically serve as evidence and
is no basis for a discipline of art study. Yer this is our inheritance
from the last half century of folk art collection.

Connected to this received set of data is a climate of opinion
which eschews social concerns, so that expertise in folk art is com-
monly reduced to nitpicking over the minor details of a work such as
the manner of a brush stroke or the placement of a floral motif. Such
formalist analyses lead us only around and through a maze of content
and have little chance of showing us the path to the culrural signifi-
cance and the deeper meaning of folk art. The situation, however,
need not remain hopelessly non-productive. The study of folk art can
be reoriented so that our efforts center on the people who create this
art. Bur first we must commit ourselves to speaking and thinking
“properly” about folk art.
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The Politics of the Past in American
Folk Art History

Eugene W. Metcalf, Jr.

A people . . . which is cut off from its own past is far less
free to choose and to act . . . than one that has been able to
situate stself in bistory. This is why . .. the entive art of
the past has now become a political issue.

John Berger, Ways of Seeing

History is not discovered in the past. It is created in the present.
Rather than uncovering a past waiting to be recognized, historians
construct relations between a present and its past which explain and
justify current preoccupations. The task of a historian is not simply
to recognize the past for what it is, but to make history by disdlling
from the past those elements that can be understood in terms of
present conditions. In culling from the past, historians are guided by
culeurally learned assumptions about the nature and purpose of their
enterprise, and, as art critic John Berger has suggested, these as-
sumptions affect the character and value of history. If the assumptions
accurately reflect the present and are responsive to significant human
values and needs, they may prompt historical inquiry which makes
the past more accessible and useful to the present. On the other hand,
if instead of attempting to honestly confront the world as it is, these
assumptions help avoid it, if they function to restrict the possibility
for human growth and confrontation with the present, they will mys-
tify and obscure the past, making life in the present, and development
into the furure, more difficult.!
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Like other forms of history, art history makes available to the
present a usable past. To the extent that man-made objects reflect the
beliefs of the individuals and societies who fashion and use them, art
history, as the record of the making of artfacts, offers important,
firsthand evidence of the existence and development of the values
and attirudes of past times. According to art historian Jules Prown,
“objects created in the past are the only historical occurrences that
conunue to exist in the present.” Their existence in sequence allows
us to “encounter the past at first hand; we have direct sensory expe-
rience of surviving historical events.”? Yer art is a particular kind of
artifact. Considered a sophisticated and complex form of human
expression, it is often thought to be an unusually valuable indicator
of ideas, and it confers prestuge on those who make, use, and appre-
ciate it. The possession by a group of a significant artstic heritage not
only provides that group a heightened historical sense, but bestows
on them social repute and power.

Questions of the meaning and value of art history are particularly
important now in the study of American folk art. Historically treas-
ured as an indicator of values such as individualism and freedom, and
thought to dignify the activities and life of the common man, Amer-
ican folk art has long been prized for what it is believed to say about
the nature of American life and the significance of the American past.
Yet in the past decade the accepted views about what American folk
art is and represents have been challenged. Today a significant number
of folk art scholars are suggesting that the concepts which support
the study and collecting of American folk art are outdated, that these
concepts are inadequate to interpret the objects or to deal with the
social issues of contemporary American life and art. Thus has begun
a re-examination of the nature and meaning of American folk art, and
the culrure and values which it is said to represent. Such an exami-
nation can be understood in historical context, for the significance of
American folk art as it is popularly understood today is related to the
history of folk art writing and collecting, and to the social assumptions
on which this writing and collecting are based.

In her influental history of the field of American folk art, “Un-
common Art of the Common People: A Review of Trends in the
Collecting and Exhibiting of American Folk Art,” Beatrix Rumford
suggests that although early rwentieth-century modern artists first re-
discovered American folk art, “Edith Halpert and Holger Cahill must
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be credited with initiating the widespread appreciation and collecting
of American folk art as a proper artistic expression.” Halpert, a folk
art dealer and gallery owner, was an important promoter who estab-
lished the first gallery devoted entirely to American folk art and who
brought folk art to the attention of many wealthy and influental
people, such as Abby Aldrich Rockefeller. But it is from Cahill's work
'\ that the assumptions which guide American folk art study, and its
history, have come. A museum curator, Holger Cabhill first discovered
American folk art in 1926. Summering with Edith Halpert and her
husband at the Ogunquit artist colony in Maine, Cahill was struck
with the contemporary look of the weather vanes, decoys, and prim-
itive paintings that had been used to decorate the cabins of the com-
pound. Although these objects had already captured the artention of
many of the artists who worked at Ogunquit, and a number of early
exhibitions of folk objects had previously occurred, litde had been
written about folk art, and it was in this area that Cahill made a
particular contribution. In 1930, as a member of the sraff of the
Newark Museum, Cahill organized an important exhibition of Amer-
ican "primitive paintings,” and in 1931 a show of folk sculpture. Both
of these shows included catalogues in which folk art was discussed.
In 1932, as director of exhibitions for the Museum of Modern Art,
Cahill mounted one of the most important folk art exhibitions ever
presented, “"American Folk Art: The Art of the Common Man in
America, 1750-1900," a show which established folk art as a major
presence in the art world. In a lengthy introduction to the catalogue,
Cahill further developed his earlier thinking to present a concept of
folk art which has been so influential that it has largely determined
the nature and direction of folk art collecting ever since. This intro-
duction, says Beatrix Rumford, was “remarkably perceprive.” Accord-
ing to Alice Winchester, an organizer of “The Flowering of American
Folk Art," a popular exhibition in 1974 often credited with rekindling
current interest in folk art, the catalogue for Cahill's 1932 exhibition
“still stands as an indispensable reference on American folk art.™
Despite the fact that in his 1932 catalogue Cahill primarily de-
fined American folk art in terms of how it differed from high arr,
calling it “the expression of the common people . . . not the expres-
sion of professional artists made for a small cultured class,” his sense
of the nature and value of folk art was substantially affected by the
studio-based values of high art. Viewing folk art as “the simple, un-
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affected and childlike expression of men and women who had no
school training in art,” Cahill insisted on understanding, categorizing,
and evaluating the artifacts made by these people in terms of the high
art forms of painting and sculpture. In his 1931 exhibition on folk
sculprure Cahill had stated this approach clearly. “In selecting ex-
hibits,” he wrote in the catalogue, “we have stressed aesthetic qualities
rather than technical proficiency. We have tried to find objects which
illustrate not only excellence in craftsmanship, but particularly those
which have value as sculpture.” According to this approach, in 1932
Cahill chose the objects for his exhibition on the basis of their sculp-
tural and painterly qualides. Presenting them in the categories of
painting and sculprure, he discussed them in the catalogue in terms
of properties like modeling, color, and line. Further, in the exhibition
these objects were displayed as objects of high art, in gallery settings
that accentuated their aesthetic value while downplaying their urili-
tarian function. Thus the social or cultural meanings of these objects
were overlooked. Fracturs were viewed as paintings, not as social or
secular announcements, and cigarstore figures were considered sculp-
ture, devoid of commercial or social significance. In part this aesthetic
approach was popular because, as Cahill admitted in the introduction,
little was known of the actual circumstances in which these pieces
were made, or who made them. The de-emphasis of context also
sprang from a bias inherited from the study of high art which placed
art in an ennobled realm above history and beyond mundane human
life and work.*

Connected to this high art bias, Cahill also suggested in his 1932
catalogue that the public interest in folk art began in America only
when its aesthetic qualities were first perceived by early twentieth-
century modern artists. Returning from France about 1910, in revolt
against the naturalist and impressionist tendencies of the nineteenth-
century art, these artists discovered primitive American art, said Cah-
ill, because it seemed similar in feeling and form to that which they
were producing. According to Cahill, these artists had turned first to
the productions of “American aborigines” which they found in natural
history museums, only to discover that most of these works could be
viewed and valued not as art, bur only for their “relations to local
history.” Turning next to the objects which were the focus of the
popular “cult of Americana,” the artists found these items to be like-
wise primarily craft objects, such as pottery and furniture, and thus
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not of significant artistic merit. About 1920, however, “rummaging
through antique shops and farmers’ attics,” the ArtiSts came across
objects thar were of more use to them, quaint pictures by untrained
artists which had what was considered a remarkable similarity to mod-
ern art. Interest in these kinds of things spread and soon folk art
collecting and display began.”

“The Art of the Common Man” was well received by the public
and widely mentioned in the press, but, more important, it codified
a notion of folk art that is still influential. As Rumford’s history shows,
Cahill’s vision has largely established the character of American folk
art collecting even untl roday. Working with Edith Halpert, Cabhill
guided and assisted Abby Aldrich Rockefeller in developing her col-
lection, and he wrote the manual for the guides when Mrs. Rockefeller
moved her collection to Colonial Williamsburg. Appointed national
director of the Federal Art Project in 1935 and supervisor of the
Index of American Design, he helped create a program of civic art
education that influenced millions of Americans as well as generating
an immense pictorial record of American material culture. By the
time new collectors and dealers entered into the folk art market in
the 1940s, the profound legacy of Holger Cahill was already being
passed on to a new generation.

Indeed, Rumford’s history is testimony to the continued power
of Cahill's vision; for in her work Rumford focuses attention on the
collecting of the kind of objects defined and promoted by Cahill and
chronicles the development of interest in these objects from the tme
of their discovery by American modern artists. Largely utilizing Cahill’s
assumptions about the historical background of American folk art,
Rumford elaborates on Cahill's early discussion of the history of folk
art collecting to charrt its development into the 1970s. Ar the same
time, in much the same way Cahill dissociated the objects he viewed
from their cultural context, Rumford's history of the collecting and
exhibiting of these objects omits any significant mention of the cul-
tural setting in which this history occurred. Rumford tells what was
collected and exhibited, by whom and when, but seldom examines
the larger cultural significance of this activity. Like the folk art pre-
sented by Cahill, the history of folk art collecting is viewed in a gallery
serting, disconnected from the cultural forces thar contriburted to its
creation or the sociery to which it responds.

The presentation of Rumford’s history in 1977 marked a signif-
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icant step in the development of American folk art study, for it was
the first lengthy contemporary attempt to trace the development of
American folk art collecting, and it represents the now commonly
accepted vision of folk art history. Yer Rumford’s work also demon-
strates the inadequacy of the field’s exclusive reliance on Holger Cah-
ill's primarily aesthetic approach for the purposes of historical analysis.
Using the perspective of the prevailing folk art ideology, Rumford's
historical chronicle overlooks facts and ideas that do not comfortably
fit Cahill's model and creates a static vision of folk art history which
effectively ignores both the possibilities and discontinuity or change
and their relationship to social and cultural issues.

American folk art history needs to be approached from a new
perspective, and in his book Politics, Language and Time, historian and
political scientist J. G. A. Pocock proposes one that may be remark-
ably appropriate. Recognizing that his field, the history of political
thought, is experiencing a time of transformation, a period in which
fundamental concepts are being reexamined as they are now in the
study of American folk art, Pocock concludes that the direction of his
field can only be understood by examining it in the light of the be-
ginnings of the development of a new historical methodology. For, he
says, since it is now necessary to understand the relationship between
the old way of approaching the field and the new approaches and
ideas that are being presented, history, which is about “things hap-
pening in a context which defines the kinds of events they were,”
should illuminate the problem if an appropriate historical methodol-
ogy can be found. Fortunately, says Pocock, the most valuable con-
tribution to the establishment of this method has already been made
by the historian of science Thomas Kuhn, and although Pocock is
primarily concerned with the application of Kuhn's ideas to the de-
velopment and history of political language, his use of Kuhn can be
applied to the development and history of folk art study as well.®

Kuhn's well-known book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions,
suggests a way of thinking of the history of science as essentially a
history of the development and communication of a body of knowl-
edge. According to Kuhn, scientific knowledge is structured into con-
cepts called “paradigms.” These paradigms organize and integrate what
is known about a topic into a sensible whole and, says Pocock, in
normal times they explain the world so well that they are used not
only to solve problems but to suggest the kinds of problems that need
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solutions. As new knowledge is discovered, it is integrated into a
paradigm, continually altering the system. Yer because the central
paradigmatic vision defines not only how knowledge will be inter-
preted, but what facts and ideas are available to be considered for the
creation of knowledge, such alterations generally function to support
and extend the paradigm. Nevertheless, the paradigm exists as a
charged process of continued confrontation berween the persistence
of the paradigmaric view and the potential change involved with the
integration of each new bit of knowledge.”

Yer this process has culeural and social as well as intellectual
implications. Paradigms exist in all areas of knowledge and, as political
theorist Isaac Kramnick has noted, paradigms help establish the fun-
damental norms and values which determine the way people experi-
ence the world. They constitute the world view of a people and thus
changes in these norms threaten the very way individuals perceive
and experience reality. Moreover, as Pocock says, by organizing and
integrating knowledge, paradigms also suggest which individuals within
any system have the most appropriate or useful approach to examining
what is needed to know, and thus who has the most aucthority or
power within a field. Hence social and cultural issues flow from, and
are implied by, intellectual ones. Because of this, paradigm shifts are
also social and cultural phenomena. With a new paradigm comes an
alteration of the world view and a new distribution of authority among
those within a field. Consequently, the period of transition from one
paradigm to another is seldom a placid one. Many people have built
their power and self-concept on the old paradigm, and in defining
their view of the world the old paradigm has foreclosed their ability
to recognize new possibilities. Thus the proponents of the new par-
adigm, and the validity of the questions they propose, are vigorously
resisted as illegitimare.®

Pocock's application of Kuhn's theory suggests the development
of a historical methodology which encompasses both persistence and
change in history as well as their intellectual and social implications.
History can be viewed as a process driven by the conflicting impulses
of stasis and transformation, each containing within itself the seeds of
the other. Furthermore, this theory defines historical process both in
terms of its operation as an arena in which paradigmaric views define,
confront, and artempt to integrate knowledge of the past, as well as
the intellectual and political authority this process distributes berween
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human actors in the system. It is a model well suited to examine the
historical, social, and intellectual forces that have contributed to the
development of American folk art collecting and the writing of its
history.

The paradigm that controls American folk art knowledge was
developed in the 1920s and 1930s and codified in the writings of
Holger Cahill. Its best known and most influential historical formu-
lation is to be found in the work of Beatrix Rumford. Yet, for the
purposes of understanding the present situation and future direction
of American folk art study, the most intriguing aspect of Rumford’s
history lies not in the fact that it exemplifies the folk art paradigm,
but in its relationship to Kuhn's theory of paradigm change.

In much the fashion Kuhn describes, in the years prior to the
formulation of Rumford’s chronicle, a number of folk art scholars,
drawing on a developing history of discontent with Cahill's approach,
suggested that the old questions and answers supplied by the folk art
paradigm of Holger Cahill were no longer adequate. Coming partic-
ularly from students of folklore, who were at that time turning from
the study of verbal and musical traditions to take in material ones,
these suggestions called into question the very basis of popular folk
art collecting and study. In 1968, in one of the firsc systematic studies
of material culture by an American folklorist, Henry Glassie dismissed
both the definitions and objects utilized by folk art collectors and
Writers.

The usual scarement of “folk art” rkes into account only two kinds of Amer-
ican art, academic and “folk.” Most of the antiquarians who employ the term
do worry abour their use of it and they have proposed a number of alterna-
tives—anaive, provincial, unself-conscious, primituve, anonymous, pioneer, and
nonacademic (this last being perhaps the only rerm which can happily encom-
pass the hodgepodge of objects normally displayed in "folk art” galleries).

Four vears later, in 1972, Glassie continued his examination of the
basic tenets of the folk art paradigm and suggested thar rather than
applying to the amount of training an artist had undergone, the ad-
jective “folk” related to a conservative or traditional attitude in the
artist's mind. This conservative attitude, rogether with popular and
elite artirudes, exists simultaneously in the mind of every individual,
he said, and the combination and relationship of these attitudes de-
termines the particular orientation of individuals and the things they
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make. In 1977 art historian Kenneth Ames pressed the attack further
by arguing that not only was the word “folk” misused by folk art
collectors, but so was the word “art” misused. Relying on work of
I George Kubler, Ames examined the high-art based definition of art
- used by folk art collectors and suggested that the concept of art should
| be expanded to include all man-made objects, thus eradicating endrely
the distinction between art and non-art.'?

These suggestions, and others, irked folk art aficionados, for they
called into question the basic assumptions on which their folk art
paradigm rested. As such they represented a social as well as an in-
tellectual threat. Viewed in Pocock's terms, ideas like those of Glassie
and Ames had as much to do with politics as with art, as much with
economics as with language. What was at stake was the ability to
define the system of knowledge within the field of folk art, and thus
to define the social hierarchy and power of those who conrtrolled the
definitions of the collectors’ folk art world. Moreover, a redefinition
of the field threatened the value of objects defined as folk art which
had long ago become economic as well as artistic commodities, and
it menaced the substantial financial investment in these objects made
by individuals and institutions alike.

Rumford’s history of folk art collecting was produced the same
year Ames's work was published, and her chronicle was first presented
at a three-day conference on American folk art held at the Henry
Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, a conference where concern
over folk art definitions and approaches was so intense that Scout
Swank, an organizer of the conference and an editor of the conference
proceedings, wondered whether the meeting was a political rally or
a symposium on folk art. According to Swank, the meeting at Win-
terthur was “a thinly veiled struggle for preeminence” which “chal-
lenged fundamental presuppositions and raised major issues of
philosophy.”' Rumford’s chronicle must be understood for its social
and politcal, as well as intellectual and historical, significance, By
building a vision of the past in terms of the threatened folk art par-
adigm, Rumford's comments, whether intended or not, implied not
only that the paradigm was supported by the weight of history, but
also that the proponents of paradigmatic change were historically iso-
lated and their arguments illegitimate and baseless from the perspec-
tive of ume-tested, fundamenral norms.

As Kuhn's theory suggests, whart is at stake in a change from one
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paradigm to another is the very conceptual scheme by which knowl-
edge is admitted and organized into a system. Consequently, from the
perspective of the established paradigm, fundamental and new con-
ceptions appear necessarily unnatural, illegitimate, and groundless.
That does not mean they do not have a ground in another system,
though. With this in mind, in order to better understand the historical
issues separating proponents of the old paradigm and those attacking
it, it may prove helpful to reexamine the history of folk art collecting
from a new perspective. Despite the inclination of proponents of the
folk art paradigm to ignore social and cultural issues in the formula-
tion of folk art history, these issues illuminate the development of
interest in American folk art, for the discovery and definition of
American folk art in the early years of the rwenueth century were
closely tied to a number of cultural trends.

As proponents of the folk art paradigm have pointed out, the
beginnings of interest in what is now called American folk art and the
development of American modern art are very much connected; yet
the reasons for this connection, and their influence on the spread of]
interest in folk art, have yet to be fully examined. To be sure, as
Holger Cahill and Beatrix Rumford suggest, much of this interest on
the part of American artists sprang from their enthusiasm for Euro-
pean modernism and primitivism, whether encountered on European
travels or in the studio of Robert Laurent. In addition, particularly
following the furor raised by the Armory Show in 1913, American
modernists were interested in discovering American roots for their
new art and in demonstratung that their works were more than mere
copies of European originals. Such factors undoubtedly contributed
to the fascination with the curious objects American artists first en-
countered in the studios and cabins at Hamilton Easter Field's Ogun-
quit Colony (established the same year as the Armory Show). Yet in
addition to these influences, others were also at work, and these would
become increasingly important as folk art became better known and
collected by the public at large.

To begin with, folk art was discovered in America during years
of rapid demographic and industrial change. According to historia

William E. Leuchtenburg, in 1910 over 54% of the American popu-
lation lived in small towns of less than 2,500 people. By 1920 thi
was true of only 48%. In roughly the same period the city of

Angeles expanded from 319,000 people to more than one million.
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America was making the transition from a rural nation to one domi-
nated by cities. During these years, many Americans experienced

doubts about whar was left of rural values, and this was nowhere more
evident than in American literature. Edgar Lee Masters's Spoon River

Anthology, written in 1915, Sherwood Anderson's Winesburg, Obio

1(1919), and Sinclair Lewis's Masn Streer (1920) were bur a few books

to portray the sterility and waste of small town life. In this period The
New Yorker magazine was founded and came to represent a witty,
urban alternative to what was read in the hinterlands, and H. L.
Mencken was heard to question whether the American farmer was a
human being.'?

Nevertheless, as much as Americans seemed to disdain rural life,
they also feared encroaching urbanization. To a nation raised on Jef-
fersonian ideals, the city sull represented sin and decay. It was a place
of debauchery and crowding, a haven for crime, Negroes, and un-
washed aliens. "New York," said the Denver Post in 1930, "has been
a cesspool into which immigrant trash has been dumped for so long
that it can scarcely be considered American any more.”"? Such con-
flicting hopes and fears were not new to America, but in the opening
years of the twentieth century they were deeply felt, and they rep-
resented an ambivalence that operated with regard to other issues.

In addition to demographic changes, America was also feeling
the full impact of mechanization and industrialization, for in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries American productive capac-
ity increased at a rate greater than that of the Industrial Revolution.
Following World War I America achieved the highest standard of liv-
ing ever known, and earnings increased as work hours were cut. Rev-
olutionary technological innovations, such as the moving assembly
line and the widespread use of the electrical motor, were largely re-
sponsible, and with these innovatons came new, or radically altered,
industries such as those producing automobiles, light metals, chemi-
cals, and synthetcs. Yer as fervently as Americans welcomed new
consumer goods, they were also uneasy with the technology that made
them possible. According to Frederick Hoffman, in his book The 205,
fear of dehumanization and standardization was part of the general

ireaction to the machine’s effect on modern life in America. In 1923,

'writing in the New Republic, Lewis Mumford warned that assembly
line techniques were destroying the values of artisanship and confi-
dence in the craftsman. “We flounder before the machine and [we]
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are features . . . of irs external life,” said Waldo Frank in 1925. The
same year the third edidon of John B. Watson’s book, Bebaviorism,
was printed. First published in 1914, it now became a best seller as
Americans rushed to read about how man was nothing but a machine,
a “robot,” to use the word coined in the same era by Karel Capek’s
play, R.U.R. 14

Demographic and technological changes exacerbated other trends
in American life such as the changing roles of women, and alterations
in religious pracrices, family structure, and patterns of immigration,
to create a postwar society which, despite prosperity, felt deeply
threatened. Says Leuchtenburg:

In a world of Bolshevik revolutions and Bela Kuns, of general serikes and
Mussolini’s march on Rome, there was a danger thar America too might be
infected by the social diseases of the Old World. Yer the chrear of foreign
contagion was not as terrifying as the fear of change from within. In part the
danger seemed to come from enclaves of the foreign born . . . in part from
the new intellecrual currents of moral relatvism and cosmopolitanism. Not
a lictle of the anxiery arose from the disturbing knowledge rhat Americans
themselves no longer had their former confidence in demacracy or religion.
"They have,” observed Andre Siegfried, "a vague uneasy fear of being over-
whelmed from within, and of suddenly finding one day that they are no longer
themselves."!*

Barttered by the forces of change, many Americans retreated in th
early decades of the twenueth century by erecting conservatve ideo
logies and institutions which functioned to combat cultural transfor
mation by attempung to avoid and deny it. Of this process, th
discovery and definition of American folk art is a good example.

In her book American Art since 1900, art historian Barbara Rose
has suggested thar the situation of American modern artists followin,
the First World War was, in many ways, affected by the generally
conservative posture of American society.

The moment at which American art artempted to assimilate Buropean mod-
ernism coincided with the moment that the American nation was confronted
with assimilating 13 million new immigrants. The threat posed by this invasion
of foreigners was often expressed in contempt for foreign art. Such a defensiv
position, ending in a political chauvinism as well as culwural isolationism,
forced the artist to “Americanize” European art.'®

This pressure, as well as the cultural ambivalence toward rapid Cdllﬁ
changes, combined to create an artistic and social need which
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partially satisfied by the discovery of American folk art. By this dis-
covery American artsts were involved in a cultural wichdrawal similar
to that going on in other areas of American experience.

One of the prominent responses to change in the early years of
the twentieth century was the cult of Americanism. Attempting to
deny the obvious, fundamental, and growing divisions in American
society, as well as to ignore the newly articulated horror of class
conflict, some Americans retreated to a combative, coercive sense of
oneness. Not only was the country often hostile to all things foreign—
a fear which made itself manifest in political 1solationism, immigration
restrictions, and the persecution of foreign-born minorites—but
America and its founders and institutions were glorified. Admiration
for American history approached an almost religious fervor, as Amer-
icans lauded the virrues of democracy, freedom, and the American
(Anglo-Saxon) common man who was said to be the bulwark of
American society.

Such self-conscious chauvinism expressed itself also in the newly
developed definition of American folk art. Said by Holger Cahill to
give “a living quality to the story of American beginnings,” folk art
was glorified as representative of the intuitive, indigenous, artistic
heritage of a great democratic nation. This uniquely American art was
considered testimony to the fact that American life and activity were
instinctively artistic and beautiful, not in the contrived, artificial sense
that informed European high art and its imitations, but in the simple
and unpretentious way commonplace objects dignified the life of the
American common man. Thus, according to Cahill, American folk art
represented the essence of America because it stood for real Amer-
ican life. It was “the expression of the common people, made by them
and intended for their use and enjoyment.”!”

A second response to the rapid changes in American society at
this time was a retreat into the past. In these years, the more uncom-
fortable the present became, the more Americans seemed to value
the past, but the past they valued was often substancially refashioned
and romanticized. Prominent among the refabricators of the past were
American writers who, for the most part—particularly in the 1920s—
were concerned with making the past serve their own ends. According
to Howard Mumford Jones, “The new movement [of writers] sought
to create literary history in its own image . . . that is, it deliberately
sought to rewrite the story of American letters in values known only




40 Politics of the Past in American Folk Art History

to the rtwentieth century. Every age, of course, remakes history in its
own image, but the special mark of these iconoclasts was a refusal of
historical importance as a canon of judgment.”'® Yert it was not only
writers who refashioned the past, pushing culture and history into the
background. T. 8. Eliot and Ezra Pound were no more selective in
their historical fabrications than were Dewey or the surrealists, and
in discovering and defining American folk arc American modern art-
ists were involved in their own rewriting of history.

Responding to the prevalent discomfort with the present, Amer-
ican artists placed the creation of American folk art in a romantic
past. Fed by pre-industrial craft traditions, it was said to have flour-
ished in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth centuries.
After the Civil War, however, with the advent of industrialization and
urbanization, this art began to languish, and by the end of the century
it was thought that its production had ceased. Modern industrialism
had drawn men away from the farm and from home industries into
the factories, said Holger Cahill. In a comment that made it clear how
he felt abour modern civilization, he continued, “Railroads . . . accel-
erated the urban concentration . . . Machine industry was enthroned.
Business enterprise made use of the limitless reproductive power of
the machine to fill the land with machine made copies of objecrs
designed by craftsmen whom the machine was destroying.”!?

A final way in which Americans sought to avoid the full impli-
cations of their changing, modern world was through their fascination
with primitivism. As has been mentioned, American artists were par-
tially drawn to objects they identified as folk because their interest in
primitive forms had already been piqued by European modernism.
Yer these artists were not the only ones interested in primitivism.
Shortly after the First World War, primitivism became a fad through-
out the Western world. Earlier in the century, spurred by the devel-
opment of modern techniques in anthropology, European intellectuals
and artists had “"discovered” primitive, or folk, societies. This devel-
opment recognized in these societies a sophistication and complexity
not ascribed to them before, and soon intellectuals were involved in
studying and celebrating the folk. Yet such study and popularity sprang
not only from scientific and artistic interests, but also from the pres-
sures of modern civilization.

From the perspective of contemporary, technological, urban life,
primitive groups seemed to represent ideal societies unaffected by the
ravages of modern life. Says Frederick Hoffman,
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The primitivism of the 20s was in many respects a reaction against the stan-
dardization caused by modern science in all its social applications. The noble
savage in Huxley's Brave New World (1932) was but one of the many rebels
against this standardizadon. Writers referred often to more primitive socieacs,
pointed out their customs, rites, and habits, and suggested by invidious con-
trast that the modern, sophisticated, and civilized white man was losing our
in strengeh and happiness.*?

Thus primitivism was an attempt to escape the deadening pace of
modern life, and its popularity resulted in the romanticizing of groups
often distinguished by their non-European backgrounds or lower class
status. Such was the case with black Americans. Suddenly, in the
1920s, black Harlem was all the rage as whites attempted to cast off
the shackles of their overcivilized heritage by making nighdy safaris
to the black section of New York to seek liberation in hort jazz, illicit
booze, and dark fantasies.?!

From the beginning, primitivism played an important role in the
discovery and definition of American folk art. In much the fashion
that black Americans were romanticized as uncomplicated, sponta-
neous people whose lives and culture evidenced a simplicity and vi-
brancy not found in modern civilization, so too, was the work of the
artists and artisans discovered by American modernists considered to
be “primitive in the sense that it is the simple, unaffected and childlike
expression of men and women who had little or no school training in
art, and who did not even know that they were producing art.”*?
These noble savages were said to be the epitome of the American
common man, gloriously unaware of the constraints of higher civili-
zation, and acting out their lives in harmony with the natural American
landscape.

The discovery and definition of American folk art as they oc-
curred in the early years of the century, and were codified in the work
of Holger Cahill, were but a part of a larger cultural process of ad-
justment to a variety of social and historical forces, and the folk art
paradigm that resulted is as much a statement of culture as aestherics.
What must be recognized, however, is that this statement was fun-
damentally a conservative one and functioned to help some Americans
avoid the full implications of consuming social issues. As such, this
folk art formulation served not to help people openly confront and
deal with the important concerns of their lives and society, bur to
escape them. Yet the irony of this retreat is that it was formulated and
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adopted during a period in which another, less escapist, approach to
American folk art was also current.

Although it is not recorded in Rumford’s folk art history, or
mentioned in any of the myriad of books on folk art written by col-
lectors and dealers, another important event occurred in 1932, in
addition to the staging of Holger Cahill's exhibition. This event was
the publication of Allen Eaton's book, Immigrant Gifts to American
Life.?* A description of a number of folk art exhibitions that had
occurred in America between 1919 and 1932, the book presented an
impressive record of an approach to American folk art that is quite
different from that taken by Holger Cahill. Emphasizing the social as
well as aesthetic importance of folk objects, the book sought to con-
front many of the issues Cahill’s folk art paradigm functioned to avoid.

To begin with, Eaton’s book set itself squarely against the reac-
tionary cult of Americanism. Concerned about, but not immobilized
by, many of the changes taking place in America, Eaton refused to
retreat to the combatve chauvinism which romanticized American
character and attacked anything that smacked of social change or for-
eign influence. Indeed, Eaton's book, and the exhibitions it described,
celebrated the art and life of American immigrants and argued for the
benefits America sustained from their presence. By limiting immi-
gration, Eaton argued, “"we have lost one of our oldest and most
precious traditions, [but] perhaps we can find a substitute for our loss,
a kind of compensating principle by consciously setting about to dis-
cover and conserve the best qualites which our immigrants have
brought and are bringing from their homelands.” Thus, Eaton contin-
ued, rather than taking the shortsighted approach of denigrating and
fearing the immigrant, “this book is concerned with efforts to bring
out the immigrant’s contributions to the cultural life of America, and
to make him feel that by his very origin he has something to give

.. which his new country could not have without him.” In short, the
purposes of the exhibitions mentioned in Eaton’s book were social as
well as artistic. “In the foregoing experiments in appreciation of the
arts and crafts of the homelands, or the folk arts as they are often
called, these exhibitions have been used as a means to social ends,”
said Eaton. “They have helped bring about better understanding; they
have stimulated social and civic cooperation; . . . they have given im-
migrants a sense of validity through expressed esteem for their qual-
ities and achievements. . . . In these and other ways they have given
a new meaning to the word Americanization.”*
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Earon's sense of the purpose of these exhibitions was connected
to his conception of the nature of the art they presented. Rather than
focusing only on the objects themselves to determine their artistic
qualities, Eaton looked to their cultural and social context. “It is not
the thing which is done that makes a work of art,” he said. "It is the
manner of doing it.” In 1937 Eaton elaborated. Presenting, as he
commonly did, a folk art exhibition which included not only objects
that could be appreciated as painting and sculpture, but those that
were utilitarian and undecorated as well, he admirted thar there were
many people who would not be so all inclusive in their definition of
the arts.

To those of us who may think of art as precry much limited to pictares,
especially painrings, it may require a litde strerch of the imagination to make
a place for these country things in our catalogue of arts. Bur if the arts are to
belong to all of us, if we are all to have their help, their solace, and their
inspiration they cannot, it seems ro me, be limited 1o a few forms of expression
in two or three media. We must include many things which people do day by
day, as well as they know how . . . The painter is [but] one of the large group
of artists who have recorded their reactions to our . . . environment . . . he
would like us all to cthink of him as parr of that happy company of spinners,
weavers, potters, joiners, whittlers, workers in wood, leather, metal, stone,

and others.**

Finally, Eaton did not attempt to escape the forces of the present
by viewing American folk art as a primarily historical phenomenon.
Technology was indeed changing the world, he said, and increasing
standardization was altering American attitcudes and values. Bur “it is
not with the wish to discourage modern processes that these condi-
tions are mentioned here, rather in the hope thar realization of them
will incline more people to do their part to control them.” Thus,
unlike Cahill and many others in American society, Eaton refused to
pretend that studying folk art entailed dallying in an idyllic and ro-
mantic past. In his 1937 catalogue Eaton made this clear.

It is nor the purpose of this exhibition to urge a rerurn to the handicraft
culture, bur a part of its purpose is to suggest that our handicraft culture is
being supplanted by another form, and thar some of the values which are
being lost in transition may well be recaprured if we face the problem
realisucally,**

Consequently, Eaton consistently argued that American folk art was
as much a contemporary as an historical phenomenon. It was being
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produced currently, he said, some of it within a few hours of the
opening of the exhibitons in which it was presented.

The vision of folk art promoted by Allen Eaton found expression
in scores of exhibitions in the early years of the twentieth century.
Immigrant Gifts te American Life mentions at least twenty-five, a num-
ber of which were organized by Eaton himself. These exhibitions were
staged across the country, from New York to Cleveland, from Con-
necticut to Michigan. And they were very popular. The “Arts and
Crafts of the Homelands,” mounted in Buffalo in 1919, provoked
both local and national attention. Held at the Albright Gallery, it
attracted over 43,000 people, breaking all previous records for atten-
dance at that instutution. The "America’s Making Festival,” held in
New York City two years later, was even more popular. Headquar-
tered in the 71st Regiment Armory on Lexington Avenue, it sup-
ported a number of pageants which were conducted in the New York
City schools. In three weeks 2,265 pageants were given, and the
festival was seen by over 1,465,000 people.

This approach to American folk art did not begin with Allen
Eaton. Springing from ethnological and anthropological interests in
the nineteenth century, it grew out of the work of scholars like Stew-
art Culin, an early president of the American Folklore Society and
curator of ethnology at the Brooklyn Institute Museum from 1903 to
1929. Having been involved with the University of Pennsylvania Mu-
seum before he joined the Brooklyn Instutute, Culin mounted many !
exhibitions of folk objects throughout his career and was interested
in both the aesthetic and social significance of these objects.?” Thus,
not only was the folk art approach codified by Holger Cahill in 1932
not the only approach to folk art in these early years, but it was not
the first. Contrary to what Beatrix Rumford has suggested, the earliest
public showing of American folk art took place long before 1924
when the painter Henry Schnackenberg arranged a showing of folk
objects at Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney's elite salon.

However, the existence and popularity of the kind of folk art
promoted by Allen Eaton raises profound questions for students of
folk art history. Why did Eaton's approach not form the basis for the
folk art paradigm instead of Cahill’s, and what has happened to the
interest in the kind of objects described and promoted by Eaton?
Answers to these questions must await future historical research, but
a few tentative suggestions can be proposed.
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One possible reason why the vision of Holger Cahill is sdll so
powerful may be that it continues to provide a useful escape from the
pressures of a modern, changing world. Although America is now
undeniably a technological and urban culture, there is scarcely more
comfort with the implications of this than existed a half century ago.
Indeed, the existence of nuclear weapons and other thoroughly mod-
ern horrors makes the present a much less comfortable place than it
was in the 1920s and 1930s.

In addition, despite its democratic pretentons, by adopting a high
art aesthetic the folk art paradigm developed by Cahill promotes the
values and supports the perquisites of the elite group that continues
to dominare American society. According to John Berger,

The visual arts have always existed wirthin a certain preserve; originally this
preserve was magical or sacred. Bur it was also physical; it was the place, the
cave, the building, in which, or for which, the work was made. The experience
of art, which ar first was the experience of ritual, was ser apart from the resr
of life—preaisely in order to exercise power over it. Later the preserve of art
became a social one. It entered the culture of the ruling class, whilse physically
it was serapart and isolated in their palaces and houses. During all this history
the authority of art was inseparable from the parocular authority of the

:
preserve ~®

Identified with the elevated authority and status of its preserve,
this high art has become emblematic of the elite culture which sanc-
tions and protects it. It symbolizes the status and control of the elite,
and its value is gauged by its rarity. Such value is now affirmed by
market price. Yet, says Berger, because art still carries vestiges of its
sacred connotation, it is also thought to be greater than commerce,
and "its market price is said to be a reflection of its spiritual value.
[But since] the spiritual value of an object can only be explained in
terms of magic or religion, and since in modern society neither of

these is a living force, the art object . . . is enveloped in an atmosphere
of endrely bogus religiosity. Works of art are discussed and presented
as though they were holy relics . . ." and placed in museums, cathe-

drals to the rich, where objects of art and the wealth and power they
represent can be worshipped and glorified.?®

According to art historian Ernst Fischer, “in the dawn of human-
ity art had lirtle to do with ‘beauty’ and nothing ar all to do wich any
aesthetic desire; it was a magic tool.” But, as hierarchical society evolved
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and art entered the preserve of the elite, the aesthetic function of art
came to predominate. This shift was connected to the development
of what sociologist Thorstein Veblen called the leisure class. In his
book The Theory of the Leisure Clais, Veblen argued that as classes
developed in modern society the status of the dominant group came
to be derived from the fact that it was exempted from necessary social
labor.*® Able to rely on others to perform socially required work, this
class involved itself primarily in a display of conspicuous leisure and
consumption as status indicators that it did not need to work and
could afford to consume objects not necessary to basic subsistence,
Art is an important symbol of such status since, as an artifact isolate
within the preserve of the elite, it does not perform a functon fun
damental to economic survival. Consequently, collecting and con
noisseurship are symbols of leisured distinction, and art is valued fo
its purely aesthetic qualities—irts beauty—and thus its lack of soci
utility. Other kinds of artifacts which cannot be interpreted purely i
terms of their formal qualities, whose nature is too clearly tied to th
lower status activity of work, are not included in the category of ar
and are denigrated to the lower level of craft. These standards ar
established by the leisure class, the only social class that can actuall
afford to live in a conspicuously wasteful manner. But the standard
it sets are aspired to by all members of society, for the framework
the existing system is fixed by the ideology of the elite. By establishin,
definitions by which human activity is categorized and the produc
of that activity valued, the elite affects the thought and behavior
all other groups, who conform to its values in order to live up ¢
social norms and achieve social distinction.

Yet ironically, if one accepts the ideology of Cahill's folk a
paradigm, the collecting and promotion of folk art can confer an eve
higher status than fine art—rtraditionally the symbol of the positio
and standing of the elite. Such status cannot attach to the produce
of folk art, for they belong, generally, to the lower classes, and man
of the objects they make, like weather vanes and shop signs, ar
produced for obviously utilitarian and socially useful ends; bur it ¢
apply to the promorters and collectors of the objects if they are treate
in a nonutlitarian way. Thus, as with fine art, the possession of fol
art is an honorific sign of conspicuous consumption, and spendi
one'’s time collecting it serves as a symbol of conspicuous leisur
Moreover, since much folk art was originally created for utlitari
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ends, the elevation of these objects to the status of nonutilitarian art
and the concomitantly high prices paid for the originally inexpensive
“common” articles raise the value of folk art above thar of high art
for the purposes of conspicuous display. Those who have been able
to redefine—and thus revalue—these objects enjoy increased social
power; for they have rurned these low status objects into high status
art and have rescued them from their primitive makers, who were
reputedly too childlike and too naive to realize the aesthetic value of
their productions.

Allen Eaton's approach to folk art and artists is very different.
His remarkably democratic definition of art considers it in the context
and from the purposes of the people who create it. Consequentdy
Eaton’s view avoids both the unfortunate tendency to view the makers
of folk objects as primitive and childlike and the coercive belief that
the objects these people make can be known and appreciated as art
only from his perspective. This view concedes the right for determin-
ing aesthetic definitions to the people who make and use folk objects,
thus limiting both the artistic and social power of the elite. It is not
surprising, then, that little art historical notice has been paid to Allen
Eaton. The objects he promoted were often too functional and too
plain to be considered art. To glorify them would be to value the
dignity of labor and of those who do it. Thus Eaton's artifacts have
been relegared to the category of craft and are found at county fairs,
not in art museums.

The example of Allen Eaton points forcefully to the fact thar
American folk art history as it has been commonly understood does
not provide an approach which can be of assistance in understanding
the nature and directon of the study of folk art. Thoroughly com-
mitted to the romantic, chauvinist, and elitist view of the old paradigm
of folk art knowledge, this approach to folk art history resists the
incorporation of facts and interpretations which challenge the fun-
damental tenets of the old view. Yet the old view is being fundamen-
tally challenged, and, since it is now necessary to try to understand
the relationship between the old paradigm and the new approaches
that are presented, a new historical methodology must be developed.
For despite the picturesque, harmonic, and romantic vision of Amer-
ican art and society presented by its collectors and curators, the very
existence of American folk art and the thoroughly political responses
to it by various elites demonstrate that America has always been a
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society more marked by muldplicity, diversity, and conflict than by
unity and harmony. As the product of a generally non-ruling, rela-
tively unaffluent social class or subcultural group, American folk art
is testimony to the class differences that exist between this art and it
makers and the high art of the elite class, which establishes the hi-
erarchical system in which folk art is often judged. Arguments about
the validity and ethicality of such a system and such judgments are at
the center of the current folk art debate, and they point our the fac
that folk art history can no longer ignore issues of class, politics, and
power.
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“A Correct Likeness™:
Culture and Commerce in Nineteenth-Century
Rural America

David Jaffee

I beard with pleasure that you bad made some very clever
atiempts in portraits where you are and which bad given
much satisfaction. . .. Were I to begin life again, I should
not besitate to follow this plan, that is, to paint portrails
cheap and slight, for the mass of folks can’t judge of the

meits of a well finished pictyre. . . . Indeed, moving about
through the country . . . must be an agreeable way of passing
ones time . .. it would besides be the means of introducing

a roung man to the best society and if he was wise might
be the means of establishing himself advantageously in the
world.

John Vanderlyn, Lecter to John Vanderlyn, Jr., 1825

ia 1825 John Vanderlyn, an academic artist, wrote to his nephew in
apstate New York, encouraging him to join the ranks of itinerant
sortrait-rakers such as Ammi Phillips, “moving through the country,”
¥ho wereproviding “cheap and slight” images for the “mass of folks."
images of the “primitive sort” of portrait-makers abound in the col-
ective Anerican consciousness. Academics and antiquers agree upon
Lwision of self-sufficient farmers and isolated country craftsmen. In-
tead Joh Vanderlyn offers us a vision of the steady commerciali-
ation of he northeastern countryside. !
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A “correct likeness” of the rural North in the several decades
after the War for Independence portrays the lives of rural Americans
in the context of their changing agrarian society. Culture and com:-
merce changed together during these years when itinerant artisans
and their enthusiastic customers abounded in the villages of the north-
ern United States. Careers in commerce were followed by changes in
domestic decor when both rural producer and consumer aspired tc
bring “elegance” into the ordinary farmhouse. The lives and works of
rural portrait makers provide a perspective on the process of com:
mercialization in the countryside, for in their careers they followec
the path of numerous other village artisans who emerged from a rura
economy, and in their likenesses they offered striking images of thé
stencilled chairs and colorful shelf clocks with which farmers filleg
their households when they aspired to urbane gendility in a rurd
idiom.?

. s . :

Artisan-entrepreneurs were crucial in transforming the ru
North during these years. The absence of a rigid artisan system in th
countryside, together with a growing population increasingly int
ested in consumer goods, enabled displaced farm boys to pick up
variety of trades and travel along a myriad of roads in search of w
John Vanderlyn called “the means of establishing [oneself] in t
world.” They reworked production in numerous crafts and promot
consumption in a dynamic village scene. By drawing on their traini
as artisans, and by using the power sources and labor organization
already at hand to develop simple, time-saving inventions, coun
craftsmen facilitated the manufacture of mass consumer goods for
widening circle of customers. They began to manufacrure chairs, cloc
carpets, and books, as well as portraits, and to introduce rural denize
to products previously accessible only to urban dwellers and the |
gentry. These rural artisans moved gradually but steadily toward t
status of artisan-entrepreneurs; market-oriented purveyors of
tural” commodities who both anticipated and helped pave the way f¢
the backcountry's industrial revolution.?

A few provincial limners like Reuben Moulthrop were able
satisfy the limited demand of those ar the top of village society fi
“correct” portraiture at the close of the eighteenth century. In
new century the numbers of these rural artists with their popu
priced offerings dramatically increased when peddlers such as Ches
Harding and James Guild took to the road and brought toget!
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producer and consumer in distant villages in an era of developing tastes.
Obraining their artistic training from the pages of design books or
from |brief encounters with portraitists “of the primitive sort,” portrait
‘makerrs like Rufus Porter traversed the countryside, creating countless
image:s ranging from stark black and white silhouettes to colorful full-
length oil paintings. Critics like John Neal shared in the euphoria
which greeted an inexperienced audience'’s desire for colorful com-
modiries of all sorts—chairs, clocks, and carpets, too—previously
only available to urbanites or aristocrats. In the second quarter of the
nineteenth century, itinerants like Erastus Salisbury Field became in-
novators in a village vernacular to meer the demand (and lower the
price) for their offerings. These artisan-entrepreneurs experimented
with the rapid (sometimes mechanically-aided) manufacture of like-
nesses with stylized designs which standardized their products, but
they distinguished their subjects by the inclusion of personal items.
They traveled the backroads of the rural North to cultivate a ready
market for their services among “middling” craftsmen, innkeepers,
and improving farmers who sought symbols of middle-class identity.
The experience was not without its ironies. Enterprising portrait
Makers seemed to welcome the new opportunities presented by the
intensification of craft production. Some even embraced the daguer-
reotype after its invention in 1839. Few could have imagined that the
wery innovations they helped advance would eventually make their
-.ﬁalling obsolete. Yet, in the meantime, along with their audience, they
Il't_elped forge a new and commercialized rural art world. In a modern
mostalgia for a vanished time and place—peopled with Yankee ped-
dlers and primitive painters—the moderns have overlooked some
puzzling questions abourt this golden age of homespun. When and
how did a world of scarcity suddenly give way to a new world of
ibundance? Why and how did an industrial order, ruled by manufac-
purers and filled with consumers, so dramatically replace a vast region
populated with agriculturalists? Finally, the most vexing question of
remains, how was the War for Independence followed by an equally
tévolutionary cultural revolution, a Village Enlightenment, which
etansformed rural America from a region resistant to change into one
ﬂ:ger to embrace it?4
' A handful of limners were evidenty sufficient to sarisfy the de-
mands for portrait making in eighteenth-century New England soci-
ety. The village gentry, eager to satisfy their social designs, drew upon




56

Culture and Commerce in Rural America

the outlines of the academic art of the period. In the closing years of
the eighteenth century figures like Winthrop Chandler and Ralph Earl
found the wealthy country set in New York, Connecticur, Massachu-
setts, and Vermont eager to have their family portraits painted. Winth-
rop Chandler translated for his neighbors the available forms of
“correct” portraiture into their own idiom. He profiled the severe
New Englanders with bold line and colorful design—rthe stock devices
of the provincial artisan—and added individualizing derails such as
books, furniture, and clothes (fig. 3-1). The next generation of artisan-
entrepreneurs would continue Chandler’s quest to satisfy rural tastes
with an artisan’s training.®

The provincial elite wanted a family record, similar in purpos€
to, but grander in style than, the genealogies bound into treasured
bibles or hung on bare household walls. When the younger Revcrenq
Mr. Robbins of East Haven, Connecticur, first commissioned limn
Reuben Moulthrop to paint his parents’ portraits in 1801, he had n
idea that such an ostensibly simple undertaking would involve su
stantial delays or details. Moulthrop needed more than a decade ©
complete a series of seven portraits, for which he received $30. He
was continually coming in and out of the Robbins household. “Mi
study was resigned up and looked like a painters’ shop,” the eld
Reverend Mr. Robbins impatiently wrote to his son, “he is constan
in the hall wich all his apparatus & ¢,” but his work is “much admired.
Completion of the portraits restored the sanctity of the Robbi
home only temporarily; the popularity of the portraits brought a stea
stream of curious visitors, “day after day as into a Museum—all agr
are admirably drawn."®

Those able to afford the services of Chandler or a Moulthr
were the magistrates and ministers: the established gentry in villag
society who found in such family icons the means to display the
personal possessions and family status while decorating their hom
in one of the few permissible modes in this still intensely Puri
culture. Just as the steady sequence of generations of Robbinses call
to the pulpit provided vocational continuity, so the portraits (the R.
erend Thomas Robbins hoped) would yield visual evidence of
traditions. A “gallery” of notable Robbinses introduced into rural
ciety the cosmopolitan images heretofore available only to the
elite, and provided the village population with a model to emulat
Still, the rural portraitist remained on the periphery of a metropolita




Figure 3-1. Winthrop Chandler, Rev. Ebenezer Devotion
{Comriesy Broo
Brooklive, Maii.)
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culture in which the urban elite looked abroad and the local towns-
people busied themselves with their everyday concerns. Aspiring
eighteenth-cencury limners, few in number and limited in influence,
were the forerunners of later generations of portrait makers. |

In the opening decades of the nineteenth century the limner of
the previous century gave way to artisan-entrepreneurs like Rufus
Porter, who, by their geographic and social mobility, banished local
isolation and conservatism in the rural North and promoted con-
sumption. In 1825, as part of this Village Enlightenment, an anony:
mous rural encyclopedia came off the presses in Concord, New
Hampshire. Enttled A Select Collection of Valuable and Curions Arts,
and Interesting Experiments Which are Well Explained, and Waﬂanfﬂd
Genuine, and May be Prepared, Safely and at Little Expense, this work
covered various topics in the arts, manufactures, and science of i
terest to “improving” country craftsmen. The author Rufus Porte
painter and promoter, represents in his far-reaching travels and sp
ulations an example of the artisan-entrepreneur’s critical role in t
change penetrating the countryside during this period.”

As a publicist for ideas of rural design, Rufus Porter transmitc
the rules necessary to paint landscapes on walls or to change the colag
of animals. These were no idle speculations of academicians burt s
cific recipes garnered from Porter’s experience and reading. In
work——both writing and painting—Porter placed repetition and
at the very heart of the country vernacular, He made sure-foote
suggestions for introducing into every American home the “emb
lishments” that John Neal, America’s first art critic, thought wo
eventually improve American art. Porter emphasized color and lin
both accessible to precise measurement in careful proportions. T
farm house frescoes he envisioned had no room for the roman
shadowing or sublime scenery of the cosmopolitan set.

Indeed, “improving” villagers wanted working farms and practi
details on their walls. Just as some rural artisans used machines (su
as lathes) to produce ever-greater quantities of chairs and clocks, e
terprising artists like Porter experimented with new machines a
techniques (such as stencils) to mass produce images. It was the
basic process of accelerating the manufacture of consumer g
There existed “a decided disposition for painting in this Coun
John Neal, an early American art critic, wrote in 1829, “you
hardly open the door of a best room anywhere, without surprizing
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being surprized by the picture of somebody plastered to the wall, and
staring at you with both eyes and a bunch of flowers.” Such portraits,
“wretched as they are,” flourished “in every village of our country,”
not as luxuries for the rich but as familiar household furniture, em-
bellishing the homes of ordinary people.®

Rufus Porter offered the readers of his Select Collection, both
recreation and “improvement in useful knowledge” (fig. 3-2). A sec-
tion of “Landscape Painting on Walls of Rooms™ starts, not with a
‘discussion of the beauties of the natural scene, bur with the direction
‘to “dissolve half a pound of glue in a gallon of water.” Porter’s book
derived from earlier instructors such as Hezekiah Reynolds’ Directions
for House and Ship Painting, where Reynolds wrote for “the Cabinet
and Chair Maker, the Wheelwright, the House and Ship Joiner,” but
recognized others whose taste and genius might make them interested
in the practice of “this useful and ornamental Art.” These art instruc-
tion books were itinerant instructors in print. Porter's popular Curions
Arts (which went through five reprintings) taught the arts founded on
craft techniques and practiced by laymen. For Rufus Porter, like his
readers, “the arts,” “experiments,” and “expense” were not odd words
Incongruously collected into an eye-catching title. This artist-inventor
was the rural counterpart to Robert Fulton, promorter of the steam-
boat, and Samuel FE B. Morse, creator of the telegraph. These indi-
viduals moved easily between the worlds of art and science, finding
their spatial and mechanical imaginations to be thoroughly compatible
with their creative and entrepreneurial efforts. By his early rwenties
Rufus Porrer had demonstrated expertise as author, artst, and inven-
#or. He counted a "camera obscura” among his innovations. Other
inventions were more fanciful—for example, a “horseless carriage”
and an “airship.”®

Porter found his grearest success on the road. Accompanied by
i@ young relative named Joe, he strolled into villages with his brightdy
idecorated camera box and hawked his handbill of reasonably priced
portraits (fig. 3-3). The arusan-entrepreneur sketched his subjects
With the aid of his invention, the camera obscura—a dark box fitted
fwith a lens and mirror to throw the sitters’ image onto a sheer of
paper and mounted on a handcart festooned with flags. Porter and
_lor traveled from village to village, offering the public a full range of
“torrect likenesses,” produced with Porter's mechanical aids and guar-
anteed to provide satisfaction. A typical Porter announcement of 1821
promised:




Figure 3-2. Rufus Porter, Portrait of 2 Man
{Camrtesy Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folb Art
Center, Williamsburg, Va.)
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Figure 3-3. Handbill for Rufus Porter
(Courresy American A niiguarian _"'..-;,-'r,'-.r.-,-,
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The Subscriber respectfully informs the Ladies and Gentdemen
of Haverhill and its vicinity, that he continues to paint cnrrtcu
Likenesses in full Colours for two Dollars at his room at
Mr. Brown's tavern, where he will remain two or three Days
longer. |
{(No Likeness, No Pay.) |
Those who request it will be waited on at their respected places

of abode.

He advertised his profiles at 20 cents apiece, producing perhaps twen
silhouettes in an evening by the use of a profile machine for th
features; or the popular side view in which “full colours™ were adde
to the stark profile (although the construction of the ears and cloth
was skimpy); or his most detailed full view in which the camera ol
scura reduced his artistic labors to a mere fifteen minures. These la
images cost three times as much as the side view, but still showed thi
subject’s ears in full profile, a short cut preserved from his side views
Copies came cheap. Porter's Select Collection gave instructions for “th
construction and use of a copying machine” or pantograph, whic
reduced, enlarged, or copied images. The client could choose an
fordable original along with as many copies as desired. Porter create
a standardized product with the aid of his mechanical inventions an
labor-saving techniques. Rural clients got just as much “art” as th
were willing to pay for.'?

As the demand for embellishment diffused through the countr
side and through various social strata in the second quarter of th
nineteenth century a new look appeared in rural design. Itineran
were encouraged to seek further schooling and assume a more profi
sional bearing. Country tastes became more sophisticated and vill
residents demanded more polished products from their local vendor:
When Fitchburg, Massachusetts, was visited in 1832 by a practition
of “the noble art of painting,” there was great cause for rejoici
among its citizenry. An entire generation had grown up admiri
portraits and venerating the vocation of painting likenesses. The ano
ymous author in The Fitchburg Gazette noted in his article on “Pain
ing" the uplifing effects of popular portraiture on the rural folk. T
mysteries of painting no longer involved the mere copying of featur
but went well beyond to “transferring to canvas . .. the feelings
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the hear.” The appearance of gentility was available to all from this
“gentleman now stopping in our village.” Paintings that could produce
such results were created in a standardized manner. By the 1830s,
the visitor to the painter’s studio remarked chat “some half dozen or
more” licenesses resting along the walls of the rural salon, “tho’ un-
finished," would clearly in their final form become the distinguished
visages of their intended patrons. Families were invited to the painter’s
village sdon to obtain “a valuable picture” as well as “a correct like-
ness” for there would rarely be such an opportunity “in a village like
ours” to participate in the “craze” for household decorations.!!

Decrative display predominated over geometric perspective in
fural porraiture. Whereas the academic artist valued profound psy-
thologicil insight and varieties of shadows and shading, rthe rural por-
trait-maker aimed at a plain style in which simplicity and even stark
linearity accompanied broad expanses of color and texture. Porter’s
@rtusan taining in house and sign painting lingered in his reliance
Upon rejetition and two-dimensionality. But an individual such as
Erastus falisbury Field was able to achieve enormous success within
the confnes of such rural rules of design. In 1839 Field combined
gesthetic and economic motifs in his masterpiece, Joseph Maore and
bis Famiy (fig. 3-4). In the year this portrait was made Field had
moved wth his family to the home of his wife’s parents in the village
of Ware Massachuserts. Living across the street with his wife and
«children two of which were the orphans of his wife's sister) was Jo-
seph More from Windham, Maine, hatmaker in winter, itinerant
dentist it summer, and professor of religion all year round. No one
figure orpiece dominates; the viewer’s eye jumps from the black-and-
white-clal subjects 1o the numerous, profusely painted possessions.
The Mores' furnishings arrest attention with their exuberant colors
and proninent position; Field carefully balanced children around the
adults. Tie tilted perspective and bright colors of the carpet draw the
gye dowiward from the symmecrical windows ar the top of the pic-
ture. Fied successfully juggles all these items around the stenciled
ﬁirniture—chairs. stands, and mirror—that completes his study of the
Moores' lecor. Bur in 1839, when Field recorded his celebration of
the itineant artisan's achievement—his striking portrait of rural
craftsmarMoore and his family—a new era was beginning. It was also
in 1839 ‘hat Samuel Morse rerurned from Paris with Daguerre's
invention!?
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In 1839 the daguerreotypist’s art replaced the “correct likeness”
with ‘perfect likenesses.” When T. S. Archur, author of the best-sell-
ing temperance tract 1en Nights in a Barroom, considered the enthu-
siasm for photography in 1850, he observed,

If our children and children’s children to the third & fourth generarion are
mot in possession of portraits of their ancestors, it will be no fault of the
Daguerreotypists of the present day; for verily, they are limning faces at such
arate that promises to make every man’s house a Daguerrean Gallery. From
litle Bess, the baby, up to grear-grandpa!, all must now have their likenesses;
asd even the sober Friend, who heretofore rejected all the vanities of porrrait-
teking, is tempted to sit in the operator’s chair, and quick as thought, his
fearures are caught and fixed by a sunbeam. ln our great cities a Daguerreo-
typist is to be found in almost every square; and there is scarce a county in
ary state that has not one or more of those industrious individuals busy at
work catching “the shadoe” ere the "substance fade.” A few years ago it was
fiat every man who could afford a likeness of himself, his wife, or his children;
those were luxuries known to those only who had money to spare; now it is
hird to find 2 man who has not gone through the “operator’s” hands from
owce to a half-a-dozen tumes, or who has not the shadowy faces of his wife
& children done up in purple morocco and velver, togecher or singly, among
hs household treasures. Truly the sunbeam arr is a most wonderful one, and
the public feel it a grear benefir.!?

The “Hall of Portraits,” formerly the exclusive province of kings
and nobility, was now priced to suit every pocketbook and fir com-
fortaby in any room. Daguerreotypes appeared in every corner of
the chirtered Victorian household. Although their diverse subjects
assumed poses that paralleled the homogeneity of the new national
Bulture, their owners—especially the members of the new elites
®mergng in village society—were members of a generation that ex-
Pectec continual change and returned to the "operator’s” chair several
1 _' mes sver their lifetime for up-to-date “perfect likenesses” (fig. 3-5).
The speed of the photographic process, “quick as thought,” matched
their d=sire to record a vanishing set of individuals, places, and modes
of life'

Tie unabated rage for portraits led several painters into attempts
to incaporate the new technology. Others, like Erastus Field, at firse
tried t» copy the photograph's appeal and attempted a more realistic
likenes. But the photograph'’s cheaper price and greater verisimilirude
put the ordinary portrait maker at a severe disadvantage. A daguer-
reotypst’s broadside from western Massachusetts in 1841 argued that




Figure 3-5.
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T.5. Arthur, The Daguerreotypist
{(Courtesy Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.)
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“the value of a portrait depends upon its accuracy, and when taken
by this process it must be accurate from necessity, for it is produced
by the unerring operation of physical laws—human judgment and
skill have no connection with the perfection of the picture ... it is
evident that the expressions of the face may be fixed in the picture
which are too fleeting to be caught by the painter.” As the availabiliry
and porubility of the photograph fueled the “craze” for portrait-mak-
ing sweeping the North, other changes occurred in the rural world.!®

Villige entrepreneurs often found the urban scene to be a more
favorable venue for their promotions by the middle of the nineteenth
century. The flow of information changed direction and itinerant Yan-
kees were founders of many of the mass market publications of the
urban press. Rufus Porter founded Scientific American in 1845 with
one hundred dollars in cash while working as an electroplater in New
York. Thke weekly, originally printed as a quarto with a circulation of
two hundred, had a circulation of ten thousand by 1848. Porter an-
nounced that besides reporting the progress of science and industry
his paper would include “useful information and instruction in various
Arts and Trades: Curious Philosophical Experiments; Miscellaneous
Iitelligesce, Music and Poetry.” The journal served as an important
source byok for inventors with its up-ro-the-minute lists of patents,
its lucid illustrations and diagrams, and its bombastic articles about
innovaticns. Porter issued a clarion call to acton which saw the
Americas mechanic as the savior of the republic. “The independent
Americar mechanic” who wisely divided his time “berween his profes-
sional duties and the maintenance of his family” could find in the
pages of Porter’s journal the useful knowledge necessary for this pro-
gressive ind mechanical age in articles on “the Effects of the Intro-
duction of Mechanical Improvements” or “A Prospectus for an
America: Inventors’ Institute” along with general reflections on "Pol-
iteness ard Good Manners” or “Rational Toys.” Porter looked forward
to an erawhen the noble mechanic, backbone of the republic, would
assume hs rightful place in a new middle class society and so offered
hints on jenteel behavior for the aspiring artisan.'®

Yert Yorter pictured this new society as residing in the rural vil-
lages of he New England of his itinerant days “under the new and
improvec system of combination of interests.” In thar time and place
existed a1 independent citizenry, instructed in a wide range of arts
and scienes under the union of agricultural and manufacturing inter-
ssts, amd ‘cemented by education and temperance.” He wrote:
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They are not like many towns in other parts of the country, in which a herd
of people from various nations huddle together, without any other apparent
occasion but to live on the breath of society, neither are they constiuted by
the proud mansions of retired aristocrats, but they are supported by cheerfi
and hiberal industry, being constituted by the union of agriculture and man
ufacturing interests, concentrated by facilities of transporration, and cemente
by educarion and temperance.

Porter's scientific journals—Scientsfic American was only one iq|
a series of mechanics’ magazines thar Porter edited in the IB-iUs-—-ll
recognized the power of an increasingly centralized industry, publish
ing, which could bring about the mechanical millennium.

Men of thought! be up and stirring
Night and day;

Sow the seed—withdraw the curtain,
Clear the Way!

Men of action, aid and cheer them,
As ye may.

Aid the dawning, tongue and pen,

Aid it, hopes of honest men;

Aid ir, paper—aid it type—

Aid it, for the hour is ripe,

And our earnest must nor slacken into play.

Men of thought, and men of action!
Clear the way!'’

Born into a village society where the local gentry owned the fe
visible signs of display, Rufus Porter, by his own efforts in commer
and art, bridged the agrarian world of provincial New England a
the emerging urban society of industrial America. Bur this great tran
formation began in the village scene peopled with its painters an
promoters.

James Guild, for example, "Peddler, Tinkerer, Schoolmaste
Portrait Painter,” describes the beginning of his painting career:

Mow | went to Canadagua. Here | went into a painter’s shop, one who paint
likenesses, and my profiles looked s0 mean when I saw them 1 asked hi
what he would show me one day for, how to distunguish the coulers & he s
§5, and 1 consented to it and then | went to Bloomfield and took a pict

of Mr. Goodwins painting for a sample on my way. I put up at a tavern a
told a Young Lady if she would wash my shirt, | would draw her liken

Now than I was to exert my skill in painting. | operated once on her bur
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locked so like a rech | throwed it away and tried again. The poor girl sat
niped up so prim and look so smileing it makes me smill when I think of
while I was daubing on paint on a piece of paper it could not be caled painting,
for it looked more like a strangle cat than it did like her. Howeye 1 told her
it looked like her and she believed it.!®

The commercial art world of the nineteenth-century countryside grew
out of a pioneer soil, The transformation of the late eighteenth- and
early nineteenth-century countryside accelerated with the rapid entry
of village residents into commercial enterprise. Pioneers of this era
began to clear forests to make way for family farms. Crafts had always
supplemented a farmer's livelihood and a sizable number of artisans
made their living in new frontier towns. One Vermont observer noted
how these migrants exchanged their humble “necessaries”: “The man-
ufactures carried on in Vermont were, for many years, such only as
the immeciate wants of the people rendered indispensable, and in
general each family were their own manufacturers. . . . The only trades
which wer: deemed indispensable, were those of the blacksmith, and
the shoem:ker, and these were for the most part carried on by persons
who labored a portion of their time upon their farms.”!?

The shift toward a more elaborate consumerism which had taken
several gererations in the eighteenth century, advanced more rapidly
on the nintteenth-century frontiers: “As by the condition of the peo-
ple improwd, they by degrees, extended their desires beyond the
mere necasaries of life; first to its conveniences, and then to its
elegancies. This produced new wants, and to supply them, mechanics
more numerous and more skillful were required, rill ar length, the
cabinet mker, the tailor, the jeweller, the milliner, and a host of
others came to be regarded as indispensable.”® Even likenesses be-
came a faniliar sight on the frontier.

Enterjrising farm boys of this generation drew upon their in-
experiencel audience’s amazement at seeing their image appear at the
farmhousedoor while artisan-entrepreneurs used their wide range of
skills in «rdts and commerce to promote painting in rural America.
}a',lmes Guill offers an unusually detailed description of one farm boy's
progress inthe countryside in the first quarter of the nineteenth cen-
tury. His: Jurnal begins with his first merchandising venrture in 1818
when he: ¢parted from rural Vermont. By 1824 he was an artist
working ina London studio. While his rapid rise in his profession
from pedldér to profile maker to professor of penmanship to profes-
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sional artist was certainly not the common experience of every indi
vidual who strapped on a peddler’s pack to try his luck on the backroadi
of the rural North in these years, James Guild's early adventure
probably bear a close resemblance to those of many itinerants in thi
period and place. He fled the family farm for the West and pu.rsued
several trades during his travels in Ohio as a peddler. In encounten
with more experienced practitioners of rural arts he picked up in
struction in profile making and penmanship and immediately offert’.#
his services to the next available and inexperienced soul.?!

The early nineteenth-century countryside offered many othe
opportunities besides farming for those venturesome enough, or fa
those forced by circumstances 1o leave the family farmstead. An it
erant life, peddling rural arts and crafts, was a stage in the life cycli
as well as a method of social mobility for many young villagers. Farn
boys with limited formal education found the roads of the North o
be their open-air schoolhouse. Guild relates that when he was free
from his “confined situation,” or apprenticeship, in 1817 he sough
“some happier situation.” Since his disposition precluded "work on ]
farm" he sank his entire fortune, a note of seventy dollars, for a "truni
of goods” and took to the road:

| began my peddling. You must know it was awkward for a farmer boy wh
had been cenfined to the hoe or ax to pur on a pedlers face, bur 1 believe
was as apt as any one. 1 got my things in rotation pedler form, so when | w
into a house, do you wish to buy some harecombs, needles, buttons, butto
molds, sewing silk, beeds? If they wished to purchase, they would want
banter unrill they could ger it for nothing.

The custom of the country put both parties in a transaction to the te;
and Guild found few customers in his first few days among the *
set of inhabitants.” Guild persevered and the humble pilgrim venturé
into the “"great Citty” of Troy, New York, to spend his last few dolla
for more goods and sample a dinner with the local “nobilities,” as h
called them. The haste with which he ate the parsnips set before hi
drew the attenton of his fellow diners and he realized that to the:
“I looked more like a hog ... than I did like a Gentemen.”
unappealing thought of returning to the farm kept Guild from 2
doning his journey, and a stint as an itinerant tinkerer kept him afla
for a while. The opportunity to buy some cheap scissors arose a
Guild displayed the cunning of a more experienced merchant. Whé
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his sale of the scissors at a reasonable price found no takers he decided
to offer some of them at a higher price. Quickly he made a sale of his
more expensive—and identical—utensil when a farmer’s daughter
demanded thar her mother purchase the more expensive one.*?

The desire of rural folks ro enlighten their minds and embellish
their homes encouraged itinerant instructors. Guild's first success at
deception encouraged him in further efforts. At a museum in Albany
Be claimed to have had musical training and his imposture paid off
with a month-long offer to join a band and also receive instruction in
gutting profile likenesses. Soon he was able to call himself “a profile
gutter.” Still unsatisfied in his desire to advance his stature and enlarge
his pocketbook, Guild sought to rise further in the painting profes-
sion. Guild relates how his entry into “a painters shop, one who
painted likenesses” convinced him that by comparison “his profiles
Iooked so mean” that he offered immediately five dollars for instruc-
tion in “how to distinguish the coulers.” Equipped with his new-found
skills and one of “Mr. Goodwins paintings for a sample” he set off
"to exert his skill in painting.” When he encountered a young lady
who would wash his shirt, Guild reciprocated by “daubing on paint
On a piece of paper.” While his initial foray into painting portraits
#could not be called painting,” Guild later recalled, for it looked more
flike a strangle cat,” he informed his patron that “it looked like her
and she believed it.” James Guild had joined the painting profession
and he continued on his way, drawing likenesses and teaching school,
gouting himself as a professor of penmanship. He served, in short, as
an itnerant inscructor in the useful and elegant arts for a new rural
glientele thar did not yet demand from retailers of culture either spe-
gialized knowledge or fixed residences. Quickly picking up what train-
ing they needed, Guild and others capirtalized on both rural folk’s
passion for self-culture and their lack of sophistication.”?

Artist and audience shared in their “discovery of a new sense.”
Encouraged by a receptive public, some of these venturesome por-
Eaitiscs undertook more advanced training and gradually assumed the
mantle and calling of the professional artist. Other country artisans
sought further instruction from academic artists in the cities and re-
mirned to the rural regions to ply their trade. Yet rural portrait-makers
pften entered the revered world of art without the rigorous appren-
ficeship of their provincial predecessors or the solemnity of their
sademic peers. Chester Harding, for example, soon to be among
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America’s most celebrated portrait painters, moved with his famil
from New England to western New York in 1806, “then an unbrok
wilderness.” When he reached nineteen he thought that “there m
be an easier way of getting living” than clearing the “heavily timber
forest.” First he looked to chair turning with his brother. When a |
mechanic invented a spinning head and offered Harding the rights
sell the patent in Connecticut, opportunity seemed to present its
and Chester "jumped into my wagon, whipped up my horse, and
soon out of sight of whar, at that moment, seemed all the world
me.” For the next few years Harding supported himself by plying!
wide range of rural crafts and commerce along the country backro
He peddled clocks, established a chair manufactory, and tried tav
keeping. Harding did a stint as a house painter in Pittsburgh and
slow seasons painted signs, a skill allied with gilding, which he
picked up during his days as a chair maker. Next he fell in with
portrait painter named Nelson, one of “the Primitive sort.”%*

Wonder and a sense of mystery came over these “farmers’ bo
when they encountered works of art. Harding's mentor Nelson us
a copy of the "Infant Artists” of Sir Joshua Reynolds for his sig
incongruously inscribed with “Sign, Ornamental and Portrait Painti
executed on the shortest notice, with neatness and despatch.” Hardi
wrote that “painting heads”™ was the real marvel. After seeing
painter’s work, Harding commissioned likenesses of himself and
wife, “and thought the pictures perfections.” Taking home what
in fact a rather crude representation, he pondered by day how it
possible for a man to produce "such wonders of art” and dreamed
night of commencing such a project. Finally, "I got a board; and wi
such colors as I had for use in my trade, [ began a portrait of my wi
I made a thing that looked like her. The moment I saw the liken
I became frantic with delight; it was like the discovery of a new sen
I could think of nothing else. From that time, sign-painting beca
odious, and was much neglected.” Chester Harding had found
calling. Higher commissions and growing confidence accompani
him on each stage of his journey.?*

Harding never received any formal art instruction. He attain.
his increasing proficiency in portraiture by admiring and copying th
works of art available in the hinterlands to an iunerant craftsmen:
first those of his mentor in Pittsburgh, “one of the primitive so
then the Kenrucky nartive, Matthew Jouertt, who had spent four mon
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0 Gilbert Stuart’s Boston studio, and finally by going himself to Phil-
idelphia, drawing at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts and
studying the best pictures, practising at the same time with the brush.”
Harding advanced in the painting profession by drawing upon his
sacron’s desire for culeural commodities and the frontiersmen’s desire
© emulate eastern traditions.>®

Chester Harding was drawn to the frontier by a letter from his
srother, a chair maker in Paris, Kentucky, who informed him that a
dortrait maker there was receiving "fifty dollars a head.” This price
gemed “fabulous” ro Harding, bur he decided to seek his fortune in
Bie West. He set up a studio, painted his first portrait, and made “a
decided hit.” Soon he was receiving commissions from the leading
dtizens in the towns of Paris and Versailles, whose very names indi-
ate the aspirations of the inhabitants. In the next six months, he
€ported painting nearly a hundred portraits at twenty-five dollars a
1€ad. Harding's mounting ambitions outstripped his abilities, as seen
fl his first large full-length group portrait (fig. 3-6). So he interrupted
Mis travels to study in Philadelphia. The villagers—producers and con-
umers—were never loathe to take advantage of outside opportuni-
i€s. They grafted their urban experiences and some cosmopolitan
stoducts onto the solid trunk of village culture,??

Once in Philadelphia a chastened Chester Harding quickly found
it his proper station in the art world: “I had thought . . . that my
sictures were far ahead of Mr. Jewitt's [sic], the painter my brother
iad written me about, who received such unheard-of-prices, and who
gally was a good artist.” Harding’s estimation rose of Jouertt's work,
or “their excellence had been beyond my capacity of appreciation.”
When he returned to Paris in 1821 he found the state of Kenmcky
A a financial crisis. He set off for Cincinnad, Ohio, where he found
10 sitters. Harding moved on to St. Louis, Missouri, where a letter
lf-introjuction to William Clark, Indian Agent and Governor of the
erritory, secured him an “auspicious . . . beginning” and for fifteen
aonths Harding was kept constantly at work. Chester Harding, a
oneer in rural painting, interrupted his success to make a pilgrimage
@ paint America’s most famous backwoodsman, Daniel Boone (fig.
__'J"}_ZS

Harding found the elderly Boone “living, some miles from the
aain roud, in one of the cabins of an old-block-house . . . lying in his
unk.” He explained the purpose of the visit to the old frontiersman




Figure 3-6. Chester Harding, The Jobn Speed Smith
{Courtesy J.B. Speed Art Museam, L




Figure 3-7. Chester Harding, Dansel Boone

(Conrtesy Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston)
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and made a pencil sketch and a small oil study on canvas. "He was
much astonished at seeing the likeness. He had a very large progeny
one granddaughrter had eighteen children, all at home near the olg
man's cabin; they were even more astonished at the picture than the
old man himself.” Harding set off for a temporary studio in Franklin
Missouri, where he produced at least two portraits of Boone; one Wl
a half-length figure wearing a bearskin jacket, and the other a life
sized full-length standing figure holding a rifle, with a dog ar his feet
This last image he painted on a table oilcloth, perhaps because it wa
the only available material large enough for his purpose. Harding wa
witnessed in his rural salon by George Caleb Bingham, who wrotl
many years later after he himself had artained grear fame as an arti
of the momentous appearance in this frontier town of a renownes
artist and of “the wonder and delight with which his words filled mi
mind impressed them indelibly upon my then unburthened memory.”™

While astonishment at seeing works of art and euphoria ov
owning their own likeness greeted this pioneer generation of patrof
and promoters of rural portraiture, the early successes of these pe
dlers and the continued enthusiasm of their audiences anly fortifi
their pursuit of professional status and artistic progress in the cou
tryside. When Chester Harding returned ro St. Louis, the enterprisi
artist’s first order of business was the production and marketing of
engraving of the full-length version (fig. 3-8). Chester Harding
have learned his craft along the rural roads of America but he
quickly realized the value of combining cosmopolitan training with
rural venue. He advanced his personal fortunes by drawing upon
inexperienced audience’s aspirations for emblems of status and a n
nation’s desire for symbols of stature. One of Harding's notices fi
“an engraving of the venerable Daniel Boone™ in The Missouri Gaz
and Public Advertiser in 1820 reads, for example:

Tao transmit to the posterity of a county the actions and features of those
foughr and bled in her cause is a duty roo sacred and useful ro neglect. W
the memory of the heroic deeds of the early adventurers is passing away, t
work will be the means of rescuing from oblivion the fearures of one
took the most active part in sustaining the early settlements of the West
country,

During the course of their business and artistic travels, so
rural portrait-makers moved farther and farther away from traditio



Figure 3-8. James Owo Lewis, Col. Dawrel Boone
Stipple engraving after Chester Harding.
(Comrtery St Lowis Art Musesm)
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village institutions and familiar roles during this era when older villagi
institutions were found unsatisfactory and newer paths were not ye
routine. A confusing tangle of opportunities awaited the enterprising
farmboy. James Guild closed his journal with the words, "he Com
mences his Profession as an Artst,” and described his entry into
circle of London artists, where he sketched nude models and learne
“the human figure”—a far cry from his earlier painting of a countr
maiden in rural New York. Later, antebellum Americans had a plé
thora of local and natonal institutions to guide their way.?!

Yet, despite their middle-class aspirations and achievements, th
country origins of village painters were still detectable in their like
nesses. In his self-portrait, for example, Jonathan Adams Bartlet
farmer and house carpenter in Rumford, Maine, wore his Sunday bet
and proudly displayed the colors of his palette, but the painting e3
hibits the same flat perspective with which he served his rural clieng
Chester Harding recalled that his ambition began to take a “hig j
flight” and he resolved to make a European pilgrimage. But bef
he was off he managed to exhibit his work in the "Mechanical Ar
section of the Springfield, Massachusetts, Agricultural Fair and
received with great acclaim in Boston as “a back woodsman, ne
caught.” Others returned to rural areas to pursue their trade.?

There they found the results of a generation of artistic progr
and aspiration by rural Americans. In 1835, in the hinrerlands of N
York, country editor William Stoddard reflected in his newspap
the Rural Repository, on the state of the arts in America and ¢
countryside's progress toward a national culture. In the traditio
hierarchy of the fine arts of portrair, landscape, and history painti
Stoddard viewed “portrait painting [as] . . . the pioneer of the m
exalted arrs,” the forerunner of “an elevated raste.” The Rural Re
sitory, a mix of craft rraditions and elite aspirations representing
unique document of American culrure, closed with a ringing appe
for a new national canon based on the most traditional form of ance
tor worship. “Need | say more for the art,” wrote Stoddard, th
“permits posterity to stand in the presence of Washingron [as paing
by Gilbert Stuart] . . . and in this vast household of liberty, makes ¢
remotest descendants familiar with the forms and faces of those w
laid down all for their country, that it might be dear to their childres
Aspirations for identity came from the nascent middle class of ¢
villages, a class only gradually forging its social configuration and s
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wedded to a rural artistic idiom that stenciled its “elegant” ornamen-
ation and flattened its subjects’ fearures.*?

The Village Enlightenment in the rural North was thus no simple
diffusion of urban goods but a wider cultural movement in the new
ige of abundance. The bourgeois ethos of antebellum America grew
put of rural roots. The diffusion of cultural commodities in this Village
Enlightenment of the early nineteenth cenrury led to a greater desire
for display and a confirmation of taste. Enterprising artisan-entrepre-
peurs used their craft knowledge to offer emblems of status to rural
Americans in the first half of the nineteenth century. For the socal
realicy of the ninereenth-century countryside was far more complex
than our simple endpoints of farm and factory or near categories of
tural and urban would indicare 34
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“Finished to the Utmost Nicety™
Plain Portraits in America, 1760-1860

Charles Bergengren

Riveang the atention of the modernist folk art world have been those
saintings fromche eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with charac-
eristics of flatiess and frontality. Here I reexamine assumptions about
hese “plain” pintings by evaluating the social and seylistic tendencies
)fplain portracs in the northeastern United Stares.' I interpret style
n the light of oncerns of the patrons and communities for whom the
sortraits weremade. The flatness and frontality of the paintings, it
urns out, are : result of a social reticence in the presentation of self
fn egalitarian ommunities, rather than an unconscious abstraction
esulting from as previous assumptions held, either bold innovation
o technical short cuts, nor yet from ineptitude. The paintings done
it 2 period ofrapid social change—the formative years of the new
epublic—are s complicated as their era. The paintngs are “ambi-
ralent,” that is they display contradictory tensions. The portraits are
oised betwee: forces of modernization at the hands of an upwardly
nobile bourgeisie and forces of a conservative morality drawn from
Puritan egalitrian lineage.?

Plain or oherwise, portraits are inherently objects of ego, state-
aents of staru:and of individuality. As art historian Kenneth Ames
@5 Written,

Despite ovehalf a century of glorification as key monuments in the pantheon
of Americarfolk art, readily available evidence about both the purchasers
and produces of these images indicare thar they were part of a developing
middle classicquiring the trappings of genteel living. As a phenomenon, as
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an artifact, portraits . . . are part of the great historical sweep toward socia
segmentation and individuation that Yi-Fu Tuan and others have outlined
.« . With these porrraits and with dishes, clocks, rugs, furniture, silverwar
and pianos, upwardly mobile customers boughr their way into modernization
consumerism and consumption. Competition, not community, dramatic rcq
nomic and culrural change, not stasis, are the forces behind these images.”

The view thar the artists who produced these portraits were t
loring a commercial product to this burgeoning market is ably e
plained by Donald Walters and Carolyn Weekley in the introductio
to the Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Collection catalogue an
by David Jaffee in this volume. But I would argue that there is mol
to the story. Even as profound changes were being enacted in a pr
gressive direction in these pictures, so also the moral climate, ¢
ideal world of social obligation that people felt they should ena
remained profoundly conservative. Thus the paintings may be said
be multivalent: they react to both the modernizing reality and t
conservative egalitarian ideal. The pre-modern and modern worl
here collide, with all the “deep, rich and complex and ongoing . .
ramifications” that suggests.?

The majority of artifacts we can study, therefore, contain diffe
ent features which simultaneously resonate to both folk and eli
attitudes. The range of portrait paintings produced in America f
various classes, shows excellent examples of artifacts with ratsas
conservative and progressive attitudes simultaneously. For while p
traits are all inherently objects of individuality and ego—and the
fore represent a swing toward the appropriation of elitst values—rt
greater part of them, from Copley to Ammi Phillips to the as yi
anonymous masters, show varying degrees of a visual and techni
restraint which can be associated with the more egalitarian Americ
religious or folk community. This discussion will compare the int
penetrating varieties of plain and academic style in American paintin
of the early nineteenth century, and show how these styles mig
relate to the social and artistic atrirudes of the people for whom rhi

|
|

were produced.

A Jaundiced View of European Art

Reactions by Americans to art produced in America related to thé
views to art made in England, the mother county. Americans learng
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of the standards of painting from engraved prints of famous paintings
and manuals describing the techniques and aesthetic systems to be
followed.’ But paintings and even painters of the best quality (ac-
cording to those standards) tended to stay in England and a great
many Americans came to be severely embarrassed by this lack. Amer-
icans yearned for the refinements of the baroque and the rococo
“style.” Many Americans hoped that Hogarth’s femininely curving
“line of beauty” would sinuously extend itself into our sensibilities
and many even believed that this process was inevitable given the
historical “translation” of the arts from East (Greece ultimately) to
West (first to Rome, then London and finally to these barren shores
in the new dawn of the culture).®
Nearly everyone who would admit to an opinion on the matter
of art would have agreed this process was necessary and belated.
These people were, however, relatively few. A great majority might
well have had misgivings about the appropriateness of an aristocratic
art no less than for monarchy in politics. Indeed, the emotional iden-
tification of most would surely have been with the folk figure of
Yankee Jonathan, a rustic bumpkin, gauche but wise, fiercely inde-
pendent and democratic, rather than with his highbrow adversaries.
These new sensibilities were also given a remarkably erudite
expression in the works of the Reverend Timothy Dwight, poet of
the “Connecticut Wits” circle and president of Yale University. He
perceived America as profoundly egalitarian and took the simplicities
or even rusticities (homespun cloth, for instance) of American life as
moral virtues to be praised, rather than as insufficiencies for embar-
rassment. In his poem Greenfield Hill (1794), he coined the phrase
“glorious contrast!” to praise and encourage the egalitarian simplicity
of New England’s rural people—the very ones who chose plain style
portraits—while damning what he saw as more pretentious urban
Europhiles.” Dwight combined the patriotic fervor of the revolution
with the continuing Puritan ethos of his native New England. In doing
this, he emphatically rejected the rococo excesses of English taste and
American intellectual slavery to or “translation” of such aristocratic
models. The manner, the titles, the ostentation of European nobility
he saw as stilted. American habits by contrast he praised for their
bonesty, directness and their plainness. Dwight was sometimes not a
ilt-tle caustic about this “contrast.” He called England a “dy’d serpent,”
tnselled outside,” “painted tomb,” “foul harlot,” and most amusingly,
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a “fribble,” as in “to a fribble dwindled from a man.” Americans, by
contrast, were “sunny geniuses,” “Phoenixes divine,” “plain,” "frank,”
“practical,” and presumably real men, too.

The plain portraits which form the center of this study are from
and of the “arcadian” landscape Dwight praised, sometimes from thé
very communities he described. To get at the intentions embodied i
their qualities—the polished plainness—it will be useful to hrieﬂy‘
examine paintings of nearly opposite qualities, from the culture t
which Americans were both reacting and relating—OIld World Brit
ain. English paintings of the aristocrats exemplify both the attirude
and manners Dwight decried as hypocritical, and also the painterl
conventions and techniques they used to present themselves on can
vas. Before turning ro the American counterparts 1 will describe th
extreme features of the aristocratic style by referring to Britis
Prl'llﬂf')'p("i_

The paintings made for the aristocracy, the powerful and th
proud, use techniques, codified and raught in the academies, whic
made a forceful and assertive presentation of personality and bein
Paramount in the paintings of aristocracy is a romantic setting of wil
and unruly narure, contained and controlled in a garden perhaps, ol
being tamed by the command of man. The emblems of such comman
are, of course, inevitably displayed in official costume, including med
als, ribbons, uniforms, or robes which denote exalted station. Pu
poseful gestures and a good stride are common; often a downwar
pointing hand commands “bring it to my feer!,” someumes even i
the unlikely setting of rocks and thundering surf.

Common, oo, are the postures of refinement: legs and fee
slightly turned out, arms and hands bent in Hogarth's preferred curv
knees crossed, heads cocked, eyes (sometimes) averted. The write
of the etiquette manuals which defined and promoted this new mod
of social interaction in the latter eighteenth century were quite con
scious of the increasing gulf between social classes and the threat
and inequities this posed. Many of the gestures recommended we
specifically intended to mitigate social imbalances by curbing the di
rect expression of power or command. The angles of limbs or head
for instance, were not only more pleasing, bur softened the aggressiv
qualities of a direct militaristic stance. The possibility of abuse
social position (the natural tendency of the lordly to lord) was th
recognized and gestures of counterbalancing egalitarian values wer
urged in their stead.®
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Despite the sometimes ambivalent intentions in the content of
these polite gestures, the paintings in formal terms result in aggres-
sive, often radically dynamic, even unbalanced compositions. The clas-
sic example of these contradicrory impulses is in Gainsborough’s
famous Mr. & Mrs. Andrews, who sit demurely at the extreme left of
their portrait. Similarly, individual portraits can be full of counter-
‘motions, as in Joshua Reynolds's Lady Jane Halliday (fig. 4-1), who
walks in one direction, gestures in another and looks over her shoul-
der in yet a third. This painting also demonstrates the turbulent armo-
sphere often depicted in these English paintings. Clouds scud by and
trees toss in the distance as her dress, scarf, sleeves and hair all swirl
in different directions. Her distant expression underscores her sense
of superiority over even the tempestuous elemenrts, not to mention
other people.

In many paintings of British aristocracy there is an ephemeral
drama in the lighting. A shaft of sun breaks through the clouds or
even a sunset to produce a strong chiaroscuro of light and shade on
the face despite the shifting scene. A favorite trick of Reynolds’s was
to shine this beam on only a part of the subject, the face and a
ghoulder, say, leaving the rest in obscurity. This device creates both
a temporal moment and a three-dimensional and focused space—a
linear time in the Renaissance space. The effect of this space is that
the viewer's artention is inescapably drawn to the point of focus on
the eyes of the sitter; we look fmte the painting and at a particular
individual personality. The impression of uniqueness is greatly in-
creased by the quality of the expression (not a broad smile, burt a
fleeting one about to disappear at any moment, like the emotions that
swirl around us), and by the dramatic and momentary quality of the
light. The single shaft of light in the churning dark creates a veritable
3po::11ght on the singular personality of the sitter, who is made even
more important by the breathtaking drama of the moment,

A powerful sense of dynamic unrest lies in these aristocratc
Paintings, as befits the potentially aggressive attitudes of the powerful.
This sense of activity carries through in these painctings even to the
wery surface of the canvas; it is a marked characteristic of academic
Or aristocratic painters to be free with their brush work, leaving a
weritable record of their own personalities in the calligraphy of their
brush strokes.? Even in calmer moments this calligraphy remains highly
tharged. In Gainsborough's serene Morning Walk, the background




Figure 4-1. Sir Joshua Reynolds, Lady Jane Halliday
(Photo: The Courtauld Inititute: courtesy
Waddesdon Manor, The National Trust)
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and costumes, the attentive dog, nearly everything in fact, is an
impressionism of scribbly brush strokes. This lively surface in aca-
demic painting adds to the animation of the personalities and para-
doxically to the solidity of their bodies.

Gilbert Stuart: The American English Painter

Reverend Dwight would have us believe that the whole of American
§ociety was more egalitarian than English aristocracy, though we can
detect wide variations within the social climate of the time. Never-
theless, we should expect to find a “toning down” of the extreme
qualities of English aristocratic art in even the most worldly of Amer-
i‘,c:ln portraits. Granted that there are fewer storms and crashing waves
In American settings, and fewer titles and medals festooning American
subjects. Still, Gilbert Stuart unerringly found patrons closest in at-
titude and aspiration to English models (Matilda Stoughton de Jau-
denes, the 16-year-old American bride of the Spanish chargé d'affaires,
for instance), and painted them with techniques approaching the ag-
itated preciousness of Gainsborough or Reynolds. Art historian Jules
Prown has observed privately that Stuart hardly deserves to be called
an American painter, so strong is the English influence.

Stuart’s portrait of Hepzibah Clark Swan is an excellent example
of his American style and displays nearly all the features of aristocratic
English portraiture. It shows a striking, confident gaze and an impre-
gise but confident, even deft, touch of the brush to match. As usual,
S{uar[ suggests essences more than he delineates physical details. Mrs.
Swan is perhaps more than typical of Stuart’s patrons as well. She
gepresents an extreme of the break some Americans were making
gith the local community and of the move toward international eli-
rﬁ‘;m H(_'f summer hD'Lle_‘ at Dorcht‘srcr wWas, 1‘{')1’ insrancc, Si'l.]Li o bl:_'
suilt on a French model she had seen in Paris. Locally it was called
Ee Round House because of its conspicuous circular salon, which
was filled with ormolu furniture, clocks and objets d'art which had
#een confiscated—or looted—during the French Revolution from the
Balaces of Versailles and Tuilleries. If these foreign and royalist as-
fociations weren't enough, she and her friends, most of them Stuart
patrons, were all satirized for their snobbish exclusivity in a play called
Vani Souct, Alias, Free and Easy, or, An Evening's Peep in a Polite Circle.'®

Stuart’s portrait of General Henry Knox, commissioned by his
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close friend Mrs. Swan, demonstrates the painter’s use of chiaroscuro
as the general stands by his cannon in the churning dark of war. The
quick and fleeting glances of his Mrs. Yates emphasizes the skill with
which the mood and personality of the sitter was “nailed to the can-
vas,” as West remarked. According to Stuart’s daughter Jane, the
whole point of his painting was to capture this individuality, this life
and spirit of the sitter. This spiritedness further implies that the sub-
ject is special and superior. Jane Stuart further emphasized the speed
(or spontaneity) with which it was done, sometimes in as few as two
or three sittings.!! This rapid technique occasionally results in a ver-
itable blither of brushwork which renders imprecise the delineation
of features, but astonishingly conveys the character more clearly than
ever. Note in particular the blurred mouth on his Mrs. Perez Morton
(fig. 4-2), another friend of Mrs. Swan’s.

This energetic brushwork also adds to the individual and ephem-
eral effect. It constitutes a second layer of individuality, that is, Stuart’s
own personality, literally imposed on top of that of the sitter. Indeed,
when he was once asked why he didn’t sign many of his works, he
replied, “I mark them all over.” Stuart was also rather daringly free
with his colors and proud of it, painting the flesh with the colors
unmixed “so that they may shine thru each other, as blood shines
through the skin,” as he wrote to his student, John Neagle. He is
even known to have scored the surface he was to paint on, if it had

background, but in such details as the hair or the ruff of a cloak (figs.
4-3, 4-4). ’{‘.

Stuart shows in his paintings a transitory, almost windblown, -
look, and in some cases a downright agitated preciousness, which to
me emphasizes the rareness of the moment, the uniqueness of the
individual and by extension his or her sense of worthiness and su-
periority. The professional plain portraitists of his era strive for exactly -
the opposite effect. They would likely have regarded such heavy i
pasto as sloppiness! Moreover, even someone as erudite and travel
as worldly and European in outlook as the young Charles Bulfin
wasn’t so sure he liked the newly loose style of painting. Bulfincl
was, of course, the great classicizer of America. He is probably th
designer of the oval “French” salons that Mrs. Swan and her friends



Figure 4-2. Gilbert Stuart, Mrs. Perez Morton
(Courtesy Worcester Art Museum, Worcester,
Mass.)




Figure 4-3. Gilbert Stuart, George Logan
(Courtesy Historical Society of Pennsylvania)
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Mrs. Perez Morton and General Knox all adopted. Apparently at his
mother’s behest, he had a portrait done while in London in 1786. It
was by Mathew Brown, an American studying at the time with Ben-
jamin West. Bulfinch’s comment in a letter to his mother that he
thought it “a very dull, unmeaning face” indicates that he was aware
that a portrait, according to his social milieu, should record more than
the visible, but also display something of the personality. He amus-
ingly exonerates the painter for this deficiency, saying “it was not his
duty to create, but to copy [nature].” Then he continues, “you will
find it very rough, but that is the modish style of painting, introduced

Figure 4-4. Gilbert Stuart, George Logan
Detail showing impasto techique.

by Sir Joshua Reynolds. Mr. Copley indeed paints in another manner,
his pictures are finished to the utmost nicety, but then—they are very
dear.”12 Bulfinch is here referring with, I think, unique directness to
the very qualities of finish and polish with which I shall be concerned
in this paper. Despite his awareness that the freely brushed work was
fashionable and appropriate to his social class, he was uneasy with it
or knew his mother would be. He clearly would have preferred the
smoothness and “nicety” in the finish of Copley’s work, but offered
the excuse that it cost too much. Plainness of style is here the aesthetic
preference znd the more expensive one, at that.
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The Boston Copley

The good mother Bulfinch had apparently been hoping for a portrait
by the Bostonian John Singleton Copley. Copley himself had, of
course, loosened up his brushwork considerably, nearly as soon as he
left the religiously and aesthetically conservative social community of
Boston. The contrast between two self portraits, one dated 1769 from
Boston, the other among the first efforts once he was settled in Eng-
land, show this change quite well (figs. 4-5, 4-6). The American self-
portrait, a pastel, is no different from those he did for his clients,
except perhaps that he portrayed himself in his recently introduced
“informal” mode, in a dressing gown instead of a formal suit. It isa
good example of the carefully controlled finish which characterizes
his American work. But the English version of himself is altogether
different. Copley greatly increased the looseness in the handling of
the paint. He used the technique commonly for landscapes and back-
grounds while in America, and then in England felt it was appro;a'.'
priate to render faces. And there is also an added element of motion
to account for, an extra toss to the head, the eyes now averted, thq‘
chin jutting out with more than a tad of self—assertlon '

Boston.!* He had, in fact, even toned down the vigor of his
mature style to a later smooth polish, while still in Boston’s aesthe
climate. It was just this style—refined, crisp, breathtakingly real a
solid—which Mrs. Bulfinch remembered and hoped she could
Instead of being posed with classical statuary, Copley’s American
ters often are shown in real places, in real chairs, usually in their
houses and furniture. Certainly they are shorn of the atmospheric
fluttering brush work. They are finished off nicely and smoothly;
momentary fickleness of emotions is calmed. They are shown i
with, as Virginia Woolf said, “the deeper beauty of things as the;
Actually, his likenesses are almost ruthlessly uncompromisin
unflattering; some of his subjects, such as Mrs. Samuel Quincy in
are almost famous for their physiognomic plainness (fig. 4-7).

In these ways, Copley may be said to reflect a folk aspect
aesthetic of his subjects as Puritans, toning down the ephemer:



Figure 4-5. John Singelton Copley, Self Portrait in Pastel
(Courtesy The Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur
Museum)




Figure 4-6. John Singleton Copley, Self Portrair in Oil
{Courtesy National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian
lerststaition)




FJFLL:I’L' i-7. _flt]‘lll singlecton Copley, Mrs. Samuel Quiney

(Conrtery Muieum of Fine Arts, Baston)
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transitory moods found in the academic style. But high style preten-
sions and academic techniques are also present in his work of this
period. For instance, the costume Mrs. Quincy wears is a direct ref-
erence to, a copy of, a famous portrait by Rubens, which Copley knew
from the engravings his stepfather sold. Copley’s work is also famous
for the intensely dramatic light he used, as arresting as any academic
spotlight effect. And he is no less fascinated with the sheen of luxury,
the glint of stuffs, than any painter of the rich. Both of these tech-
niques are academic specialities which emphasize the “rare” and “su-
perior” qualities of the wealthy. Thus, Copley’s painting shows both
Puritan egalitarian and mercantile elitist attributes, as, to varying de-
grees, do many portraits of less prominent individuals. The patrons
Copley attracted were of the same social and economic status in
American society as Gilbert Stuart’s were later. They are moving n
less emphatically toward individuation and a modern conception
self. But they clearly maintain some—and more than Stuart’s
trons—emotional ties to customary values as well. ‘

Plain Portraiture

Toward the other end of the spectrum of oil portraits are painti
by local artists such as Winthrop Chandler, Noah North, or Ar
Phillips. These and other plain painters are, of course, indebte
academic conventions for such basic features as the pose, or a ¥
out the window to a scene of past triumph, or even the bag of p
for attributes. But the treatment, the handling of this skeletal ide
a portrait, is different in the plain paintings. The restrained trea
reflects Dwight’s “glorious contrast”—and the conflicting val
ego and community inherent in those portraits—even mo
viously. The “painterliness” of these highly professional paint
distinctly subdued. There is in the plain paintings a leveling
visual extremes found in “high style” canvases (including Coj
The clothing is plainer and less luxurious or pretentious, the |
is flat, bland and purposively undramatic (fig. 4-8).

Among the first comments often made about plain portr
how stiff and expressionless the figures are. Indeed, if the
convention of the off-center three-quarter pose is not adop
figure will probably stand squarely in the center of the fran
shoulders, head and eyes directly upon the viewer. Alternatt



Figure 4-8. Simon Fitch, Portrait of Mrs. Hannah Beach

Hill Starr
(Courtesy The Ella Gallup Summer and Mary
Catlin Summer Collection, T he Wadsworth

Atheneum, Hartford, Conn.)
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figure may be in exact profile or even symmetry of profile, as in th
work of Joseph Davis. The three-quarter posed portraits quite fre
quently come in pairs, to be hung symmetrically on the wall, as Josepl
Steward's Mr. & Mrs. Bull at the McCook House in Hartford ::'ti‘
are, Such symmertry has often been noted as a feature of Americ
folk art, or of egalitarian cultures generally. !4
In any variation of poses there is nary a motion, and the expre
sions of the sitters are equally calm; in a word, eternal. Thar th
formalism is a choice made by the sitters, adapting the received co
ventions of portraiture to their own aesthetic moral preferences,
demonstrated in the continuing tendency of conservative people
adopt similar poses at the sight of a camera. While a middle-cl
progressive or popularly-oriented person will often strike a relax
pose with a wide grin, a person with a more “folk” orientation
likely “stiffen up” into the classic pose of the paintings. In the nin
teenth century this posture may have owed to the long exposure tim
necessary. But the fact that people all over this country and in ¢
third world still choose this posture and the facial expression rath
than an equally stable but relaxed and spontaneous demeanor in
cares thar it is an aesthetic choice on the part of the sitters. It mig
even be argued that photography (or other fast portrait techniqu
could become vastly popular despite this initial technical “limitatio
exactly because they reinforced a pre-existing aesthetic atticude.
The intent of this formality is to project exactly the oppost
impression from the academic models. People see those models an
far from misunderstanding the originals or even trying to slavis
copy but botching the job, they understand them all oo well.
ostentation of those fabrics, the pretentiousness of the dramatics, a
the fickleness and variety of the projected emotions, are ephemeral
just what conservative sitters would want to avoid in such a perman
record as a painting or a photograph. Indeed, such excessive displ
of wealth, such aggressive assertion of person and personality, is gros
inappropriate and almost offensive in a close, egalitarian communi
When Vince, one of Michael Owen Jones's contemporary Kentuc
chairmakers, repeats, “For myself, I like a decent plain made chair,”
means that the fancy work and turnings on the other chairs are
decent, immoral.'® The same atttude surely musr have been true
the nineteenth-century folks ordering portraits. Like overripe fru
the “high style” is just too much for them.
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The flatness and linearity of the folk paintings, the totally neutral
ighting, the de-differentiated space not present in the academic vision
it characteristic of plain painung since medieval Europe, and even
he treatment of the painted surface all contribute to the conservative
ffort to erase personality, to downplay aggressive “presence” and to
sesent instead a stable, permanent, even eternal image for posterity.
Wery hair must be depicted in place, even though we know they
tever are. The wind-blown look will never do for a "down home”
itter. They want to present an unassuming but composed self, freed
f quirks and nagging inconsistencies. The transitory mood is rejected
B favor of control, a kind of staying power. The flatness and shad-
wiess light only create a distinctly anuretinal, demarerialized quality,
8 if the likeness were of the spiritual concept of the person, and not
he flesh and blood. It's a/mest an icon; as Paul Svinin, a Russian
liplomat here in 1813, thought the many images of George Wash-
figton to be.!'* Or rather, as art historian Jonathan Fairbanks remarks
tbout New England’s seventeenth-century paintings, perhaps the “es-
ence and identity of the person as conveyed by the gesture of the
iitter, the proportion and harmony of [ his or her] parts . . ." was more
mportant than “realistic representation [as understood roday].”'” At
my rate, the two-dimensionality of the “perspective,” and the equal
sainterly arrention to all areas of the canvas, completely erase back-
sfound and foreground (even if the figure is clearly outlined against
\ blank field), no whole pops out. The eye is not directed to any
ungle point in space.

And, there is mo expressive handwriting in the brush work of
slain paintings In contrast to Stuart, there is every effort to leave a
mooth, carefully stroke-free surface. They share with Copley the
quality of being thus “finished to the utmost nicety,” even while they
orebear from his chiaroscuro and occasional baroque costumery. A
Etml in reflecced light of Samuel Broadbent's Mrs. John Churchill,
or instance, siows a polished surface, in contrast to the impasto of
hc academicians (figs. 4-9, 4-10). The texture visible is the rexture
of the canvas, not the paint on the canvas. In some cases the effect
an be truly magnificent, as it is with Miss Gilmore, by Erastus Salis-
sury Field (fig 4-11). In this painting, the edges and the ears are just
uzzed out, alnost like an air brush technique.

I can atrerr from having tried to paint this way myself, that the
mly way to achieve this effect is to take a very fluffy dry brush, and




Figure 4-9. Samuel Broadbent, Mrs. John Churchill
(Courtesy Connecticut Historical Society) 49
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Figure 4-10. Samuel Broadbent, Mrs. John Churchill
Detail in reflected light.

ever so gently dust the edges together on all your colors, after each

day’s work is otherwise complete. This is called “enameling,” and it

is a technique of the Flemish Old Masters such as Holbein and Ver-

meer,'® whom some modern art historians consider to be ancestral

influences on plain painters. In any event, enameling is distinct from

“blending,” the mixing of colors (which sometimes requires special
- equipment like Leonardo’s silk brushes) or “glazing,” the application
of additional layers of thin, transparent pigment. Enameling is a dry
brush process, merely fusing the still wet colors into a smooth surface.
It is an additional process that the plain painter insisted on applying
to the entire painted surface, not just selectively “important” zones
(such as faces) as was the academic tendency. Rather than being mis-
apprehensions of academic models, these plain paintings constitute
Careful and creative reworkings of the concept of presenting the self,
- and in some ways, in the matter of enameling, are in fact more refined
- than academic paintings themselves.

Some Suggestive Examples

from being misunderstood attempts to “achieve” the effect of the
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Figure 4-11. Erastus Salisbury Field, Miss Margaret

Gilmore, Detail
(Courtesy Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)

arrogant, “high” (handed) models, or even of unconscious abs
tionists, the amply trained and professional plain painters made h
polished works. This argument depends of course on the abiliti
the plain style painters and their patrons’ familiarity with, but rejec
of, academic convention.

To begin with, it must be recognized that the popular dichot
of urban sophisticates—ever eager for the new—versus rur
conservatives is really a shorthand for differing social attitudes 1
than a geographic reality. Despite the urban/rural split played
both Yankee Jonathan and Timothy Dwight, masses of unpreten
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people filled the cities, and many of the most worldly individuals built
themselves appropriately decorated “seats” out in the country. For
instance, paintings by Blackburn, Feke, and Copley were very prob-
ably at Montpelier, the French-style house of General Knox, imme-
diately outside of Thomaston, Maine, on axis to the village road, facing
it from the opposite rise.!® As early as the 1680s, the town of Con-
cord, Massachusetts, transcendentally bucolic even a century and a
half later, contained a portrait of its first minister, Peter Buckley, by
the English academician Sir Godfrey Kneller. Similarly, John Wick-
off’s portrait attributed to John Wollaston was in Monmouth County,
New Jersey, by 1758.2°
As this smattering of examples shows, academic art has long been
available in rural areas, to those who would want to see them. Indeed,
the local people most likely to be thinking of having a portrait done
of themselves (tavern keepers, merchants, the more prosperous mid-
dle class), would also be most likely to have social introductions to
the nearby grandee. Still others would visit the local “great house” on
business. Hospitality in small communities was, of course, obligatory.
Eighteenth-century diarists, such as Ebenezer Parkman of Westbor-
ough, Massachusetts, speak only of the weather more often than of
who came to call, or on whom they called, or at whose house they
were obliged (by the weather) to turn in for the night when journeying
away from home.?! And visitors from abroad were sometimes sur-
prised at the lack of ceremony—or inhibition—in the interactions
between social classes here. Thomas Aubrey, an English officer in
Virginia in 1779, recorded how, during a visit to Tuckahoe, Colonel
Randolph’s seat in Goochland County, “three country peasants, who
came upon business entered the room where the Colonel and his
Company were sitting, took themselves chairs, drew near the fire,
began spitting, pulling off their country boots all over with mud, and
then opened with their business, which was simply about some con-
tinental flour to be ground at the Colonel’s mill.”22
If their patrons could thus have been aware of what academic
portraits looked like (and what kind of people had them), the painters
as well had contact with, and not infrequently at least some instruction
i, academic technique. For although the old bugbear of “artisan” or
8ign painter” background is in many cases true (all but the priciest
Portraitists had to resort to painting Masonic aprons, political ban-
f€rs and anything else that came down the pike, including an occa-
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sional coach), still cthis does not explain the whole phenomenon. Th
precision and polish, not to say refinement, of Winthrop Chandle
portrait of his brother Capt. Samuel Chandler and his wife, or Erast
Salisbury Field's portrait of the Joseph Moore family, exceed boi
inspired amateurism and commercial entrepreneurism. It is simp
untenable to maintain that the features of these paintings, and of ¢
plain style in general, are due to substandard technique.??

Field, in fact, studied for several months with Samuel E B. Mor
one of the most atmospheric of all nineteenth-century painters, duri
the period when he was doing his turgid portrait of Lafayette in 1824,
Though we have no exact evidence what was stressed during t
study, one might imagine that one of the first things raught would
where to put a shadow, or a bit of easy perspective. Yet the mome
Field got back to Leveretr and Plumerees, Massachusetts, he was doi
flatly shadowless portraits, with the floors as vertical as the walls.
other words, the academic style was, for whatever reason, simply 2
what his local community wanted, nor were they willing to pay for

And again, Ralph Earl had the benefit of seven years of a
training in England and had several sophisticated works to his cre
there, including some with fluid brush work and some with Reynold
“spotlight on the face and shoulder” device.?* But he becomes,
cording to Alan Burroughs, in his book Limners and Likenesses, '
apparently less stylish artist upon his return to Connecticut.” Thou
Burroughs felt strange “mentioning taste in such an objective way,
if it were a physical entity in some locales,” to me it seems the o
logical inference to draw. What Burroughs is saying is that there
a different aesthetic taste—a plain aesthetic—that accounts for ¢
different styles being painted by the same artist.?¢

That the painter’s skill was less the issue than the cultural exp
tations of the patrons is further demonstrated by the suggestive ¢
trast of both attitude and technique shown in the paintings Jose
Whiting Stock made of himself and his clients. Stock was born
1815, the year Copley died, bur was still as much a plain painter
any (fig. 4-12). He did his self-portrait in 1843 (fig. 4-13). It is in
oval cartouche, the form of, and a reference to, the genre of min
ture, the kind of jewel-like exquisite object usually done on ivol
But this one is not tiny, it is a pastel of the respectable size of 8
10 inches. The strokes of shading one can detect are therefore all
real features of the work, not photographically magnified to exaggé
ation (as might have been the case with an enlargement of a minj




Feure 4-12




Figure 4-13. Joseph Whiting Stock, Self-Portrait, 1843
(Courtesy Connecticut Valley Historical Museum,

Springfield, Mass.)
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ture). Anyone who has ever smudged a pastel knows that they take
exceptionally well to blending, that this is in fact the normal mode
for pastel. Therefore it is a safe assumption that the expressive strokes
about Stock’s forehead are intentional, perhaps to give a sense of dash.
Notice, too, the shading of the features. It forms a chiaroscuro of
shadow by the nose and eyes. There is even something of the toss to
the head, the eyes glancing at us indirectly and probably not for long.
All these features are indicative of a considerably self-confident (not
to mention technically competent) presentation of self. As he did
verbally in his diaries, he placed himself visually among the worldly
artistes; not among mere craftsmen, members of community or guild,
but rather among those he perceived as innovative individuals.?’ By
contrast, Stock’s portraits of his clientele seem almost stoically flat,
even when they attempt a glimmer of a smile.

One could surmise economic motivations for the differences of
degree of finish one finds in the portraits.?® Needless to say, the plain
style portraits were less expensive than the academic model such as
Stuart or Sully or, as even Bulfinch ruefully remarked, Copley. This
cheaper price did indeed open up the market of the rising and buoyant
middle class of the new republic. The entrepreneurial instincts of the
era, to which artists were not immune, drew some artists to exploit
that market. Rufus Porter, with his new-fangled mechanical shortcut,
a camera obscura, which enabled him to produce a “correct likeness”
in a mere fifteen minutes, or J. H. Gillespie, with his one-minute
profile likenesses, would seem to be such cases.?® Others also adopted
cost-cutting efficient techniques. William Matthew Prior, for instance,
is often cited for his sliding scale of prices, and for the variety in the
quality of his work. The least expensive of his work was surely all that
some of his clients could afford, and was indeed, “cheap and slight”
(as the academician John Vanderlyn thought even the best of plain
painting was).3?

But Prior had had enough training, possibly with C. Codman in
Portland, Maine, that he could accomplish works in the academic
mode as well, and exhibit them with aplomb at the Boston Athe-
tl.eum.31 Prior’s skill as both artist and entrepreneur allowed him to
8tve his public a full range of stylistic choices and price brackets. But
among the #pper end of his range were paintings with both the aca-

efnic chiaroscuro (such as the Young Man of 1829) and luxurious
Paintings which were nevertheless without heavy shadows. An ex-
ample of the latter is William Allen, 1843 (fig. 4-14), in which the
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blond child, whose tresses hang daringly across one eye, sits with his
restless hounds and a straw hat, in a robust and romantically looming
wood. Despite the richness and painterliness of this work—which
must surely have been one of his more expensive models—the shad-
ing of the face and arms is quite subtle and the finish quite smooth.
It seems, therefore, that the desire for paintings of restrained impact
or controlled temperament was the result less of artistic skill or of the
patron’s affluence than of something else—perhaps of moral caution.
Rather than calling such painting imitations of academic style it might
just as easily be said that the speedy and unembellished versions ev-
idently produced for the middle-class market are copying the refined
but soberly undramatic painting of the plain style. Here again it could
be argued that the so-called “limitations” or “shortcuts” of a cheap
technique could become so vastly popular exactly because they adopted
and reinforced an already powerful aesthetic taste.

In terms of simple investment of time, the plain style painters
were not any cheaper than the academicians. A reading of Joseph
Whiting Stock’s day book for the New Bedford visit from February 20
to July 29, 1843, shows that he required a minimum of four sittings
and usually took six or more sittings. He labored for more than ten
sittings for the miniature for H. Johnson before they both were sat-
isfied. Gilbert Stuart, on the other hand, delighted in dashing off one
of his more spontaneous and lively portraits in, on one occasion, a
mere two sittings.32

There is also other evidence that a taste for the simple is not
necessarily based on available cash. Orthodox Quakers, for instance,
did not lack in wealth, but were restrained from portraits except sim-
ple silhouettes for fear of prideful vanity. Silhouettes, however, were
acceptable because they were the very imprint of (Divine) Light on
the world.3* And even others who could afford it sometimes felt
uneasy with the vigorous and free new style. As noted above, Charles
Bulfinch knew that his mother, who had been painted by Joseph
Blackburn, wouldn’t care for the rough new textures.

~ Another example of wealthy persons who nonetheless preferred
simple portraits was the rising industrial family of Asa Watters II, prime
movers of Millbury, Massachusetts (fig. 4-15). Asa was born into a
8un making family. When he took over the business he not only
diversified the products made, but improved patents and got large,
Undoubtedly lucrative, contracts to supply the United States govern-
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Figure 4-15. John Blunt, Asa Watters, 11
(Private collection)

ment. His prominence ensured him several local and state offices.
connections to the federal government brought many visitors frc
up and down the coast. He was the first president of the local
and instrumental in the local academy. In 1808 he built an arm:
prominent in the town, and between 1826 and 1829 a large
elaborate mansion. Featuring a columned two-story portico acro
entire front, it contained materials imported from Maine (pum
pine), the Caribbean (mahogany), and Italy (marble). Despite k
vious wealth and widespread contacts, when Asa Watters II cam
provide this house and its guests with a suitable image of its O
he chose the local Portsmouth, New Hampshire, limner, John
Though Blunt’s work was considered the top of the line in
mouth, it is not the fashionable academic style Watters could €&
have obtained in Boston.34 :
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Far from the easy and energetic brushwork of the English style
of Stuart of his followers, suggestive as that was of the senses without
being tied to the surface, Blunt’s work is careful and precise; the
lighting is even and subdued, forms are solid and clear. The Watters
portraits are larger than any other paintings of one person currently
attributed to Blunt, and he seems to have tried to make the fore-
ground and bodies more naturalistic than on many of his other can-
vases. The armory is in view in the distance, and the mansion,
exaggerated to four stories of colonnade, dominates the foreground
out the window. Although Watters had spent years going in and out
of Boston for the legislature by the time his portrait was done at age
61, he evidently did not consider it crucial to associate himself with
the Europeanized set. Perhaps, he even felt it was not appropriate to
do so in such a small community.33

Concluding “Contrasts”

The “contrasts” which Timothy Dwight articulated in his erudite poems,
and which I have found manifest in the differing qualities of plain and
academic paintings, permeate many levels of early American popular
consciousness.

Nineteenth-century popular drama, for instance, similarly adapted
the love of “urban” and “rural” social types and pitted the values of
these two communities against each other in the antics of Yankee
Jonathan. He was rural “verdant,” an espouser of the practical, a down-
to-earth, homespun New Englander—but wise and fundamentally
egalitarian. Inevitably he had a run-in with pretentious, mannered,
and fundamentally elitist urbanites whom he always bested with his
apparently bungling, but effective wit. His countrified consternation
at city ways was stressed in these plays, always making a mess of
refined courtesies or dainty dances such as the minuet. He used his
local vernacular speech, full of colorfully earthy turns of phrase, no
Matter what the situation or company to whom he spoke.3® The “bet-
ter sort” with whom he had these set-to’s (including a number of old
CO\}ntry aristocrats in one series of plays) are always given the worst
of it for their haughty arrogance.

_ The forms of folklore usually depict life in starker black and
.Whne dichotomies than the confusions of reality warrant. Though this
!tensification often serves to bring the ironies of life into high relief,
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the irony here is that both plain and academic portraiture can be
called “folk” art forms, each made for different communities, each
appreciated by different segments of the “art world” for different
reasons. Most importantly, the style of each is at least partly modified
by the values of the other.

Thus the polite poses and refined gestures depicted in aristocratic
portraiture are intended by their promoters in the contemporary et-
iquette manuals to curb the overt exercise of power or display of class.
differences. Nevertheless, the formal features and “painterly” tech-
niques codified in the academics to depict those aristocrats all worked
to produce a strong sense of the presence of ego, both in the physical -
person of the sitter and in the presence of the personality of the artist.
The crescendo of drama points to a special personality and a precious
moment, rare and therefore assumed to be superior. With indivi-
dualizing portraits, the rich found expression for their sense of su-
periority and used those portraits, that sense of uniqueness and greate;
worth, to justify their positions of power and wealth.

The formal features and painting technique of the plain styl
contribute to erase transitory aspects of personality and emotion, an
present instead a permanent image for posterity. Above all, the eg
is controlled, for it is just plain unseemly, in a cooperative soci
for individuals to aggressively assert themselves above their neighbor
The egalitarian ethos of the rural Northeast tempered the inherent
prideful impulse in portraiture and produced exquisitely crafted wor:
of muted control. Thus these plain paintings are simultaneous
sponsive to modern bourgeois #nd traditional values; they e
both the pride in individual accomplishment and claims to new
status (as all portraits must) while also restraining these impulses
the moral caution of a communal aesthetic.
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Folk Art in Context







The House on Penn Street:
Creativity and Conflict in Folk Art

Simon J. Bronner

What colors perceptions of folk art? Folk art owes much to institu-
tions. Media, academies, and galleries reify the category, and they are
connected to upper-class biases common to the art worlds. On a city
block of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, a decorated house that some call
folk art brought forth such issues of institutional and class connections
dramatically before my eyes. Across the street from my own resi-
dence, a drama in paint and board unfolded. Rather than captured at
a single silent moment for a gallery, the house went through many
changes as part of a running dialogue for a neighborhood. In those
changes were recorded responses to social tensions between a local,
noncommercial and a mass, modernist way of doing things. The dec-
oration of houses became the backdrop for a small scene within a
larger cultural picture.

Harrisburg’s Sunday Patriot-News, the most widely read news-
paper in town, took notice on May 15, 1983, of the changes occurring
in midtown and used art metaphors to describe them. “Urban Ren-
aissance,” the headline read. “Penn Street Rowhomes Exemplify the
Fine Art of Recycling Houses,” large letters announced. A photo
§howed one side of the 1500 block of Penn Street, and was captioned,
_'Whole streets in historic residential sections of Harrisburg are look-
Ing ‘up’ these days and much of the credit can be laid at the doors of
City housing renovators. One professional couple who live in a ren-
Ovated Penn Street house say they are reminiscent of Back Bay Bos-
ton.” Capping the photo was a quote from a bank official: “Saving
historic buildings and recycling existing homes for people and neigh-



124 Creativity and Conflict in Folk Art

borhoods that need them are the foundation of a rejuvenated Hat
risburg and its economy."!

Fred Raleigh, occupant of a home which was pictured, though
enough of the article to put it in his front window.? That was th
house I moved into less than two weeks later. Fred worked in sta
government as did most of the residents on the north side of th
street, “There's folk art here,” he proclaimed to me, “and I'm not th
only one to think so. Across the street, take a look at Cal's house
(fig. 5-1). If Fred’s renovated house was the “fine” art, the contras
the “folk” art for him was a decorated house on a side not picture
but a side worthy of attention for what it says about the ways creativit
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Figure 5-1. Cal's House, October 1983
{Courtesy Simon Bronner)
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fesponds to socioeconomic change, and how "art” answers to cultural
solitics. Here in close quarters, what sociologist Ira Kaznelson calls
the “city trenches,” displays of taste are the armature for one’s social
feality in che city.?

As with most folk art, the makers and their communities play
srimary roles. This scene has Cal, a housepainter, and his neighbors
0 midtown Harrisburg. The social significance of his decorations stem
fom economic, historical, and physical conditions particular to Har-
isburg. Harrisburg is the state capital of Pennsylvania. Its main em-
Bloyer is government— 329 of the job marker; manufacturing and
jervice industries dominate the rest. The greater Harrisburg area
fikes in three counties and almost a half million persons. In the last
five years, it has experienced economic and popularion growth when
Most Pennsylvania cities have been in decline. The striking cityscape
f Harrisburg stretches along the Susquehanna River, once the eco-
aomic lifeline of the city, The residential strip by the river is bounded
3y a parallel strip to the east of railroad lines and industry. The city
tests on the “East Shore.” White suburban settlements in the past ten
fears have risen dramatically on the “West Shore.” Harrisburg tradi-
fionally has subdivided sharply into neighborhoods. Residents easily
sircumscribe black sections (called The Hill and The Strip), the Jewish
jection (called Little Israel), the “gay” section, and the gentrified WASP
jection (called Shipoke). Center City Harrisburg is dominated by the
Eapitol Complex, but north of the complex back from the river is a
$eries of narrow streets with neighborhoods in transition, neighbor-
ibods seeking identity. They hold the highest concentration of resi-
fents in the city, and have whar is commonly referred to as a
%loistered” atmosphere. Houses on the side streets are being claimed
and resertled after the upheaval in the 1970s of a ravaging flood, the
threar of a nuclear accident, change in political administration, and
white flight from the city.

One of those old, narrow streets is Penn Street. Two blocks over
$ much wider Front Street and the river. Old mansions and stately
snildings left over from Harrisburg's Gilded Age now house insur-
ince, real estate, and legal firms, and lobbying groups. Second Street,
mst above Front, is the main thoroughfare northward out of the Cap-
ol Complex. Residences share the wide street with professional as-
sociations and legal firms. The narrowness of the streets above Second,
eftovers from the pre-automobile age have fostered more of a sense
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of neighborhood than on Second. The 1500 block of Penn Stree
however, has been slower to develop than others on Penn. The 160
block, in the minds of residents, is “gay.” Third Street, just abow
Penn, is black. Further down on Penn Street live the mayor, man
“bohemians” (musicians and artists), and laborers. The 1500 block
Penn has a mixture of “young urban professionals,” mostly state gov
ernment workers, laborers, and persons on relief. Reily Street, ru
ning perpendicular to Penn Street, has several stores which cater ¢t
specific constituencies. A gourmet shop serves the “gay” communit
A corner grocery is frequented most by laborers, a vegetarian resta
rant attached to an art gallery serves mostly bohemians and you
urban professionals, and a convenience store on Fourth Street is co
sidered “black.” Historians of Harrisburg refer to these few blocks
the “Hardscrabble” section of the city, but the term, more commaol
at the turn of the century, has little significance today for residents.

A disastrous flood in 1936 saw partly to that. It changed th
complexion of the riverfront residences. Before the flood, city leade
had already laid the groundwork for change. From 1902 to 1915, ci
administrators, under the influence of Mira Lloyd Dock, a wealth
burgher, undertook a “City Beautiful" campaign—an outgrowth
the nativist “house beautiful” movement of the 1880s and 90s. Th
“house beautiful” and the “city beautiful” which followed were i
tended to “reform” urban environments and their working-class re
idents by imposing symbols of a bourgeois order—"good taste” defin
by decor reminiscent of descent in old stock American families.* Th
burghers of Harrisburg, mostly Protestant Republicans, called f
“physical improvement” which would “elevate the urban population.
Speaking to the Board of Trade on December 20, 1900, Mira Doc¢
told of the “hideous conditions” of Harrisburg, and she called fi
establishing an elitist “good taste” common, she said, to Boston, Mi
waukee, and European cities. Cleanliness and the genteel beauty sh
wanted to build up had “cash value,” she argued. An “attractive” Fron
Street, by the river in full view, would bring business. |

Opposition to the vested interests in the “"Front Street Scheme‘
grew, bur the proponents’ faking of a typhoid epidemic, the drumminj
up of a threat by the legislature to move the capital to Philadelphis
and the spreading of leaflets accusing opponents of being “tight-fistel
clams” secured a bond issue. Supportive middle-class wards outvore
working-class wards against the issue. The construction of roads, parks
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ind golf courses encouraging middle-class residence went ahead. By
915, J. Horace McFarland, a burgher backing the campaign, could
innounce that Harrisburg was “a made-over town.”*

The combination of the 1936 flood, sharp growth of automobile
taffic, and a rise in the black population led to the second stage of
slanning in 1939-40, the "City Practical.” For a nation that did not
work well during the 1930s, the imagery of the machine suggested
sfficiency and rationality. In the face of impoverishment, art connoted
wastefulness. The cities geared up. Harrisburg's "City Pracrical” was
designed to accommodate “automobility” and business, synonyms
or middle-class values, especially on the riverfront. As before, plan-
ters singled our the aesthetics of worker housing for attack. Planners
ound no “valid reason” for narrow streets and lots, They ignored
slder histories which commended the “caring,” tight-knit neighbor-
hoods fostered by the layoutr. The streets, the planners complained,
€d to “endless rows of monotonous houses” without “architectural
merit.”" The rowhouses would be undesirable “in the eyes of the com-
fig generation, which is witnessing construction of an increasing num-
ser of attractive single-family dwellings, set on adequate sized lots.”
Lhe planners called for slum clearance and new “Neighborhood Units,”
ncluding neighborhoods zoned for whites. Ensuing administrations
ancouraged the occupation of the northern riverfront by white mid-
dle-class residents.

Despite recessions in 1950, 1954, and 1955, employment stayed
high and the economy grew steadily during the 1950s. Suburbia grew.
Historians divide over whether this was a symptom of good times, or
sising racial conflict. The black populaton increased from 1940 to
1950 by 32%, moving in to neighborhoods formerly occupied by
sthnic immigrants and poor rural migrants. The number of families
under the poverty line increased, but city leaders voiced the rhetoric
of prosperity. Construction was at an all-time high; unemployment
was low: Eront Street looked good.

The Regional Planning Commission Report of 1958 was opti-
mistic and self-congratulatory: “Prudent use of natural resources along
mith growth as a transportation and government center, followed by
he development of commerce and industry, has created a thriving
metropolitas community of over a quarter million persons.” Much of
his had to do with the automobile. “With the development and im-
stovement of the automobile, the area became a major terminus for
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people travelling within the Commonwealth as well as the cross-roads
of some of the busiest highways in the eastern United States.” The
planners felt a whir of change since early in the century. The river no
longer provided the focus of the city. Not serving any transportation
or economic value, the river was replaced by the central business
district as a hub. The river could, however, the commission claimed,
be of use as a sport area.

Seeing the future of the city in taking advantage of its role as an
auto-traffic crossroads and its nativist middle-class heritage, the Com-
mission complimented “the old Colonial architecture” and “well-
planned residential areas.” Striking out at traditional ethnic and work-
ing-class communities, the Commission asserted that “the toll of blight
is observed where neighborhoods are small and isolated by heavy
traffic ways.” Neighborhoods should be defined not by social group,
but economic needs and proximity to thoroughfares. To effect these
changes, and entrench the commercial interests of the middle-class in
the city, the Commission called for increased city control of housing
and building, and the expansion of highways and streets. But the
Commission failed to foresee that accommodating the automobile in
the city would also encourage the middle-class to leave more easily.

Penn Street retained its narrowness, and it sheltered a rooted
white, lower-middle-class neighborhood. Population shifts were qui-
etly occurring, however. More blacks and lower-class whites were
coming to the city; more middle-class whites were leaving. Still, a
relative calm prevailed. Whites could give evidence of the town’s con:
servatism by reminding one another that in the liberal landslide of
1964, Harrisburg had the only black ward in the nation to vote Re
publican. But in June 1969, race riots broke out on The Hill
Center City. Harrisburg, which thought of itself as quiet (“dull,’
Philadelphia Inquirer liked to quip), and conservative, found conflic
rising to the surface. E

With the national publicity given to the Harrisburg Seven tri
in 1972, one civic leader, M. Harve Taylor, wrote in his diary, “Y
know, there’s more radicals in this town than you'd think.”® The
were other signs of discontent. Over 26% of all families in the €
for 1969, the U.S. Census reported, had incomes under the pove
level. Yet the total average income was touted as “reasonable” bec
the 13.29% who made better than $15,000 had pushed the fig
upward.
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In late June 1972, Harrisburg suffered its worst flood in the wake
of hurricane Agnes. Taylor wrote, “The mess is horrible, and I'll tell
them the smell afterwards is going to be even worse.” Many middle-
class residents saw the damage, and left for the suburbs. Harrisburg’s
population dropped by ten thousand between 1970 and 1978. Har-
risburg, having concentrated its middle-class along the riverfront, lost
its “City Practical.” Penn Street’s houses were left empty shells.

In 1973, a community survey done by the Greater Harrisburg
Chamber of Commerce lacked the singlemindedness of past reports.
The survey reported that the stability of the region lay in employment
by state government and its growth lay in industry, but its roots were
in the older neighborhood tradition “where people take the time to
meet other people as fellow human beings.” The survey encouraged
“industrial management,” the middle class, to come back to the city.
It boasted of “an art association, a performing arts company, and a
cultural society. ...” “Come to Harrisburg,” the survey concluded,
“if you want a city in which you can really live and work.” The city
hoped to expose the unreality of the suburbs, but reality in the city
was discouragingly sullen; it meant a working-class harshness. Another
flood in 1975 fed disillusion.

Whole sections of the city lay tattered and bare. A reporter from
a national network commenting on Harrisburg after the Three Mile
Island accident in 1979 told viewers that city residents must be in
shock because no one could be seen out downtown after five. “But
no one ever is,” a resident chortled. Meanwhile, local reporter Paul
Beers came up with eight long-standing commandments for the city,
of which the first few were now openly challenged and the last was
looming larger: “obsession with eating, prudent conservatism, con-
genital obliviousness, small-talk enterprise, clear gender distinctions,
contented prosperity, hatred of the cold, and a dark underside.””

Harrisburg was a worrisome place now. It was a city to work in,
but to the middle class not one to live or play in. Harrisburg was left,
temporarily, to the lower class, many working in menial, unskilled
jobs or existing on relief. Penn Street’s empty shells were favorite
haunts for crime, drug use, and squatting. Of the original twenty-eight
families in row houses on the 1500 block, only four remained around
1?7 5. When the middle-class organizations of the American Associ-
ation of University Women—Harrisburg Branch and Historic Har-
fisburg Association Incorporated sponsored a promotional historic
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tour of Harrisburg, they conspicuously skipped over the old “Hard-
scrabble” section. It was not “presentable.”

The revival of the inner city was tied to the success of “Harris-
town,” a commercial venture to consolidate decaying small businesses
into large modern shopping malls attracting professional clientele
downtown. Its name gave it an antimodern tinge, but its subtitle of
“Redevelopment Authority” gave its real intent. This was the third
stage of planning, the “City Renaissance.” It received unsuspecting
reinforcement from a local history project sponsored by the public
library, entitled “Harrisburg: City of Change.” Aimed at lower-class
middle-school students, the program highlighted the progress of busi-
ness and architectural development in Center City where the library
was located. Art and economics were linked again.

While commercial interests were working on Center City, some
working-class families were moving to Penn Street. They took advan-
tage of low rents and easy availability. Repairs were often needed, '
and residents regularly took parts of empty shells to improve their
structures. Cal was one of those residents. Before the “urban renais-
sance,” these working-class residents were renovating using bricolage,
making personal ornamentation and repair from overlays of locally
obtained objects.® Residents were resurrecting an older open com-
munity based on communal aid and frequent face-to-face relations.
Their notions of occupation and work were similar; they sought manual
labor, and applied it at home.

The row houses had a mixed jelly-bean look. Although the s
tures were similar, diverse colors, porch additions, facade ornaments,
and sidewalk alterations gave this side-street cityscape a variegat
appearance. Yet the bricolage approach marked the connection of
residents and the control they were establishing by manually and
formally altering their environment.® New architectural faces sp
ing uniquely for their occupants, faces made out of the rearrangem
and alteration of old parts, reshaped the old middle-class struc
In the process the creative and social texture of the community
reshaped, for the way the buildings were done and the way t
looked bespoke entrenchment of an alternative social orgamz ste
and occupational value system.

On Penn Street, Cal’s housing began taking form (fig. 5-2)
brought in a fence to put out front. He changed partitions insid
painted them in bold colors. He dug up the sidewalk for a garden!




, after Completing
Construction of Shutters from Materials of

Other Houses, July 1983

Cal Painting over the Facade
(Courtesy Simon Bronner)

Figure 5-2.

l
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his front window and constructed rough window boxes. Further up
the street, with their painted blue car parked nearby, Carol and Wil-
liam Paine were painting their bricks a navy blue with white outlines.
“It just come natural,” William Paine told me, “something to do be-
tween sleeping and working.” Their sidewalk garden had recycled tires
and cans, painted blue, to create a distinctive environment. John Voss
boxed in his porch to make another room. His neighbor took dis-
carded concrete blocks to build up columns on his porch. Michael
Williams’s garbage cans got a jerrybuilt shelter with a familiar Greek
Revival pediment from one of the flood’s architectural casualties. Vic-
tor Ross’s house stood out: it was painted orange and had awnings not
original to the house. To George Henry, whose painted brown house
had a hewn cross on its front, “Every house here is different.” “Do
you like it like that?” I asked him. He replied, “That way you know
it'’s yours, and with who you belong.”

In the late seventies, new state and city administrations came into
power promising to “clean things up.” The old dark underside of
Harrisburg, they chided, included political corruption, economic de-
cline, and urban squalor. The new agenda stressed encouraging busi-
ness and high arts to come to the city. The mayor made moves to
require city workers to live in the city. But the trend had already
begun; the incoming administration brought waves of professionals
new to the city. Many looked to the city for appealing housing. Turn-
ing away from the sterility and “unreality” of the suburbs, they found
houses that could be owned easily and altered to suit their middle-
class tastes. They found “services” to do specialized work on the
house, much as they performed services for government.

The trend took on a name, the “back-to-the-city movement.” In
1980, U.S. Secretary of Housing and Urban Affairs Moon Land
announced, “Americans are coming back to the city. . . . Renovatio
in and of itself, will not meet our urban needs and put a halt to url
economic disinvestment.”!® What would? He didn’t say, but his
of “disinvestment” linked urban decline to economic decline.
answer in most city administrations was an economic and cul
hegemony of middle-class professional interests.!! It was planni
professionals for other professionals—a culture of shared tastes.
emergent group was given an appropriate name—young urban p.
sionals (YUP). A popular satire of the trend was published as 1
Yuppie Handbook. Poking fun at the group’s preoccupation with
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ernity, art, and renovation, the book described the young urban
professional as a city person who is between 25 and 45, and “lives on
aspirations of glory, prestige, recognition, fame, social status, power,
money, or any and all combinations of the above.”!? Essential to the
label are housing and art—the renovated Victorian rowhouse. The
rhetoric of the “house beautiful” could be heard again in descriptions
of “homestyle.” Art is “an obvious gauge of taste. Yuppies choose
carefully and use sparingly.” Their investment in the “physical im-
provement” of “living spaces” would “elevate” the city.

Harve Taylor, who was involved in Harrisburg’s “city beautiful”
movement early in the century, now questioned the new movement
in 1981. “Today if your neighborhood’s old, you're in luck. Used to
mean you were just poor. But the bricks aren’t the main thing—a
town is people. And I wonder if all the newcomers will be givers or
takers.”13

Fred Raleigh was the first young professional to come to the
1500 block of Penn Street. He was lured by its short distance to work
in the Capitol Complex and the building’s potential for investment.
“Renovation” meant giving the building a “clean, Victorian” look,
usually engineered by hired “professionals.” The brickfront was sand-
blasted, and inside the dry wall was removed to expose bare brick. A
new door in a turn-of-the-century style with a brass knocker went up.
He removed floor coverings and highlighted the bare wood. These
flights back to the “original” were offset by modern touches such as
the removal of a room on the second floor to create an open space
above the kitchen to the third floor. A modern globe lamp hung from
the third floor ceiling down into the kitchen. The focus of the house
was directed away from the street. The house was made for privacy
and a public image of genteel taste and refined self-control.

Fred influenced three other government workers to buy houses
on the block in 1981. Two lived next door. They explained their
choice: “We're from the Boston area where we were very familiar
with what could be done with old homes. So when we came to Har-
fisburg, we were looking for something energy efficient, something
In town close to our jobs and something for a reasonable price. We
Wanted space that we could ‘grow’ into and a house in an ‘improving
neighborhood’ where we might even be able to get a return on our
lavestment. The biggest plus, however, is that other professionals and
Many of our friends are nearby.” Their brickfront had a “clean Vic-
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torian” look similar to Fred’s. Macrame and plants hung in the front
window. Their focus too, in contrast to the houses of Cal and his
neighbors, was away from the street.

Fred encouraged others to come and renovate their houses sim-
ilarly, because “it improves the neighborhood.” He explained, “Being
in the city, there is a security in a community social network.” The
network was based on a perception of shared professionalism, eco-
nomics, and education showing in “tastes.” Encouraged by the city
administration’s optimism about the future, a special bank subsidy to
promote middle-class ownership of downtown row houses, and the
promotion of the river as a leisure area, two more professionals moved
in by the end of the year. The north end on one side looked uniform.
The houses were subdued, genteel, and to the residents, renewed and
“real.”

The professionals in their renovation projects tried to reclaim a
past heritage and thereby create a present reality, but difficulties arose.
“I was in the grocery store,” one professional told me, “and I realized
that no matter what we do, we're the outsiders, the moved-in set,
even though we consider ourselves residents of Harrisburg.” Their
tastes were antimodern, yet they were treated as symbols of suspicious
modern change.!* 4

houses in the neighborhood, and with Cal’s in particular. Cal’s hous
appeared especially indecorous, “folk” to them. It was not all t

dle-class sensibilities. Its carpeted steps and garden accommoda
the loitering of visitors. Its garish decoration was jerrybuilt from lo
and often discarded, materials. Its taste was not prescribed by pop
fashion or professional advisers, nor put in place for the “therapy”
“doing-it-yourself.” Rather, it was put in place with Cal’s job-rela
skills, showing his mastery of paints. Cal’s house faced outward, ratl
than inward. Its visitors, coming at odd hours of the day and
appeared to be shiftless workers or wards of the state. The house
its occupants did not appear to be self-controlled.

Cal rents his house with two brothers, but Cal attends t
upkeep. Born in 1947, Cal was raised in Harrisburg with four
and four brothers. His father was a roofer whose sons learned t0 ¥
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on houses from him. Cal “made things” in childhood. Sand statues
and sculptures of bricks and boards filled the yard.

“Then somebody said why don’t you learn how to paint,” Cal
told me one day, “so I started painting dog houses and parts of barns.
As time went past, I started painting cars, old cars like a junk yard
and sometimes I used to take paint and in my pastime just paint the
cars up and all that. So then people see how good a job I did on the
cars and everything, so they asked me to, do I want to start painting
houses and I was getting older and all that. So, I said, I might as well,
because I had nothing else to do. So, I started painting this grocery
store down on Capital Street and everything. I painted a good job
there so the neighbors kept on giving me jobs after jobs. I kept on
doing that and then pretty soon my old man got me a job working
for him and everything, fixing roofs, putting windows in, and all that
you know. So I got more creative and I was going along, so I decided
I might as well take stuff off the houses and put different parts of the
houses together on paper and see how creative I can get as to how to
build the house. So I started to putting things together here and there,
find out what I can get a hold of.”

“What do you mean by creative?” I asked him.

“You know like when people tear down balustrades and throw
the wood away, I like to keep all the wood and make some kind of
design out of the wood that they throw away. I don’t like to throw
nothing away if I can use it on a house. I like to keep adding to the
house, make more designs on the house.”

The designs were not just for him. He carved guns and numbers
for a woman across the street to put on her brickfront, because she
liked John Wayne’s guns. For a religious neighbor he made a cross,
and it went up on the exterior brick, near the door. Pearl, who hangs
an American flag from her front window, received a “patriotic” eagle
made by Cal. Cal adorned his house, inside and out with carved
horses. “I just like horses so I made a horse tacked on my house.”
His objects connected him to people, and extended his influence.

As he was unable to own a house, altering and adorning his house
Was his way to “own” it. And his objects on the houses around him
8ave the area a feeling of community. Asked if he thought he could
Own a house, he replied, “No, but I dream about it. I had this dream
%louse I built out of sticks, but I looked at it and got mad, and smashed
1t.”. His creativity dealt with conflicts, often tried to resolve them, but
8 1t did, it could also raise conflict.
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His father had given Cal technical skills, but encouraged him,
Cal said, “to create my own mind. He thought I should learn
by him bur do it by myself.” Grown, he did odd jobs. He could f
bicycles, roof a house, replace a window, or paint a wall. He had new
had a nine-to-five job.

“Do you want one?” | asked him,

"Not really. I like to have more freedom doing the things T’
doing now. A nine-to-five job is just like a prison to me, closed
and everything. I like to be out in the open.”

The first addition Cal made to the house was to paint the outsi
bricks blue and outline them in white. “Then | was building a m':}uJ
of beds, and I said the hell with it. ] made one shorter than the oth
so | said | mighr as well tack them on the front of the house and |
see how they looked. And then this guy down here was cutting do
a balustrade, so 1 just cut the railing part in half, turned it up a lit
bit, and just tacked them on there, just cut out the ends on the pie
of wood | was making a bed out of, just tacked them on for design
He painted the windows on the third floor with alternately color
rectangles and he painted his interior walls with a red and white bri¢
work pattern. He added wooden geometric designs to his front de
frame and he painted his transom with a sunburst design around ¢
house numbers.

A meral “no parking” sign put in front of his house by the d
offended him. He built a box around it, then around the others
the street (fig. 5-3). City officials took them down. He kept the o
in front of his house. Then he painted a fancy “one-way” sign on ¢
paving. Painted bricks were put around trees and parking spaces w
outlined and numbered. In the process, he expressed local cont
over the street. His neighbors picked up on parts of his aesthe
system. Strips of carpeting in different colors went up on front ste
The owner of the house next door to Cal asked Cal to paint K
brickfront. A loud red and offwhite mix went up. On summer da
residents would sit out on their carpeted steps and face one anoth

When the professionals moved in, Cal and his neighbors we
suspicious. “I don't fit into their category and then I feel I'm a re)
or something like that.” He felt that they didn't respect the “wor
he did. To be sure, Fred thought some of his neighbors didn't “re:
work™ and 1 heard references to the people down the street as ol
“funny” or “stupid people.” Social contact between the two grou]




Figure 5-3. Cal's "Box,” April 1984
{Comrtesy Simon Bronner)
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was either to make a curt greeting or some joking remark, like “hot
enough for you?” Cal commented, “When I'm joking around them,
acting the same as they do and everything then I feel right at home.
But if you don’t get into conversation, you realize you're left out and
everything else.”

Cal went about marking his right to home. He outlined his prop-
erty by painting the curb in front white and extending the block of
the garden to the end of his brickfront. The growing uniformity of
the north end of the street made him feel uncomfortable. “I don’t like
to see something plain,” he said out on the street, and neighbors
nodded in agreement.

Cal’s house was never his work alone. Brothers, children, and
neighbors told him to add or take away objects and colors. Cal asked
for and took advice. He covered the blue and white on his bricks
with red and white. Often, he “sleeps on an idea. If it feels good to
me while I'm dreaming then I'll go ahead and do it.” Lacking the
“official” standards of the “professional,” he used social affirmation to
motivate his work, and the extranatural to confirm his extra designs.
When he works on other people’s houses, he says, “I have them go

complaints.” :

But some complaints could be heard from the professionals. A
city administrator who moved in across the street from Cal scornf
commented to me, “I suppose that’s an original work of art.” Anoth
referred to the side of the street as a “veritable petri dish,” and
term caught on. When one of the professionals wanted to sell
house, he worried what the houses down the street would do to
house’s marketability.

After the “Urban Renaissance” article appeared, two
professionals moved in. Of the fourteen row houses on the north
of the block three remained shells and seven were occupied by up
middle-class professionals (saying “professionals” was commonly
to avoid saying what class one was in). After moving in, the p
sionals quickly made their brickfronts conform to the clean Victo
look, and thus reflect their status. Cal’s house was in the mid
the south end of the street on the opposite side from the conc
tion of professionals. Seven rowhouses on his side were occupi
laborers with incomes on the low end of the scale. The other s
the south end had two professionals sandwiched by three laborers:
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two families on relief. Cal’s paint, handiwork, and carvings had by
now touched all the laborers and relief recipients on the south end
(fig. 5-4). He had never touched any of the professionals’ houses.

The “Urban Renaissance” article caused Cal to comment. He was
sweeping the street, and he stopped when he saw me. “What do you
think of that?” he asked.

“I noticed your house wasn’t in it,” I replied.

He turned to look back at his house. “Well, in a way it looks like
art to me you know. Just like a guy going to take a stone from some-
where and carving a statue out of it. My kind of work is art to me
you know—the way I'm doing it and everything.”

“What makes it art?” I pressed.

Figure 5-4. Cal Working on House across the Street from
His, September 1983
(Courtesy Simon Bronner)
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“Different parts that hook together make the designs and all
that.”

Cal worked on his “box” around the parking sign. He tacked
extra boards on it and expanded the base. Its loud red and white
colors had a bolder texture. He put earth in the base and added
greenery. He planted a large bush in the sidewalk garden. Complaints
followed, so he repainted the box a neutral gray. He continued to
paint the front door, curb, step, and garden partition gray. But the
color’s blandness dissatisfied him. In August he painted the rectangu-
lar blocks on the box a bright red and gave a similar red and gray
design to his shutters, window boxes. He built up his garden partition
and painted red rectangles. He replaced his old orange carpet with a
bright green one. His living was more forcefully outward.

The professionals became more vocal in their protest when Cal
brought in a white garden statue of a scantily clad woman and put it
in a barrel filled with earth and concrete (to prevent “theft,” he said).
His answer to the complaints was to greet the coming autumn with 1
a subdued brown covering over the wood on his fagade and sidewalk.
He replaced the green carpet with a brown one. The statue, now
adorned by a neighbor with black yarn for hair, remained in place.
Just before Halloween, Cal took a door from an abandoned house
and replaced his old one with it. It had a long vertical window and
Cal put a larger paper skeleton on its pane for a haunted effect. His
neighbors got in the spirit and filled their windows and doors with
conspicuous decorations. The professionals’ fronts hung quiet re-
minders of autumn such as fall corn husks, or nothing at all.

Complaints continued. The owner of the house, usually absent
and unconcerned, left a note telling Cal to change it. Cal painted
shutters white—the absence of color to him. “I got tired of the
always saying, change, change it, change, so it went white.” But h:
silent protest, he told me, was to leave some of the shutters unfir
ished. His painted curb stressed the boundary of his house more
it had. The house looked confused, and the neighborhood at the sou
end was less visible too, as winter sent residents inside. Cal p
large green concrete blocks around his steps to make walls ar
where he usually sat on the front steps. He turned inward, and :
terialized his feeling of enclosure, after failing at his attempt to
depth to his house (fig. 5-5). _

At Christmas, the south end came alive. Bright decorations, €

8
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sidered tacky by the professionals, went up in front windows. Up the
street simple wreaths were hung on doors. One professional hired a
professional decorator to arrange greenery inside her house. A Christ-
mas party brought together all the professionals on the north end.
Conversation turned to the “veritable petri dish” down the block. Cal
was a “character,” one said. Another responded that “he’s no different
from the others down there. He just puts more of it up front.” When
does he work; what does he do?” another asked. The group speculated
on the new resident of an empty row house formerly owned by a
university professor’s wife. “I hear it’s a professional woman.”

Figure 5-5. Cal Enclosed in the “Porch” He Constructed,
June 1984

(Courtesy Simon Bronner)
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After a powerful snowstorm in January 1984, Penn Street was
ezlected by the city. Neighborhood residents pitched in to help
tmove snow and ice, Cal being most active. Cal seemed enlivened
y this. On a cold, blustery day he put on his coat, took a color
dggested by his sister, and covered the shoddy white paint on the
pucters with a dark brown (fig. 5-6). "She said it should be one color.
t feels good to be our doing something, making stuff. It's not bad
ow,” he said. The house was calm. No complaints followed, but
pring waited, and tensions remained.

decause newcomers, mostly professional, seek “neighborhoods™ al-
gady occupied by laborers, conflicts commonly revolve around class-
bund tastes. In Harrisburg, the establishment of renovated homes
8 a “fine” art and the consequent local designation of the others as
folk” or “non-art” by their absence from coverage put in place a
I;iErarn:hy with the professionals, as in times past, setting standards
ied to economic stability. Cal and his neighbors countered by using
display of creativity, but the trivializing of their effort reduced their
ffectiveness. They were trivialized by questioning the value of their
Jork, and by using their lack of formal education to back up an image
f communal shiftlessness. Their “art” could still be pointed to, but
$ a pacronage of a frivolous class ethic. Their “art” became a bounded
mvironment which underscored its contrast with the dominant mid-
lle-class aesthetic, and drew artention to an emerging localism (figs.
7). Not having access to “raste centers’ or recognition of his cre-
fivicy, Cal could only manage silent protest while subduing his
yroducts.

Architecture becomes symbolic in localism because it is con-
gantly used and is so visible. It immediately tells of the occupants
svel of self-control and his connection to others. To culrural critic
ewis Mumford, architecture's symbolism takes on importance, too,
Ecause it essentially reflects a wide variety of social facts and “the
mpirical tradition and experimental knowledge that go into their
pplication, the processes of social organization and association, and
he beliefs and world-outlooks of a whole society.”'* The meaning of
Fchitecture to Harrisburg's residents, however, is conveyed by dec-
sative overlays on prior forms. The appearance of Cal’s house, for
gample, proclaimed his informal, communal learning and activity,
nd his ambivalence toward middle-class “work,” both challenging
wtions. Using “decoration” to describe what he did implies something




Cal’s Art, June 1984

Figure 5-7.

(Courtesy Simon Bronner)
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secondary and frivolous, but in this urban world, decoration becomes
a productive way to show involvement in one’s space or community,
since the structure of the house is already predefined, and selection,
especially to the lower class, is limited. Decoration becomes important
socially, because it visibly shows social organization. At bottom, dec-
oration gauges propriety, especially when placed out front. There it
can show one’s “taste” and can identify one’s “taste culture.”

In our dominant consumer economy, a sense of “folk” production
usually comes from arrangement and alteration of ready-made forms.
In the result is a transformation into a new unity. Often these are
called “environments,” places where the “making” consists of pro-
cesses of arrangement and alteration. They are not as curious as they
first might appear, for they stand in relation to commercial culture.
The making of these environments acts out traditional attitudes which
are affected by the rising consumer economy. The notion of “art”
normally calls for isolation of the forms, but my vantage in the neigh-
borhood showed me communal connections and activities not readily
apparent in form. Still, the maintenance of those connections de-
pended on individual initiative whose ability to persist would provide
an alternative model to the commercial art world. Cal, stepping for-
ward with non-traditional designs but often traditional ways of doing
things, provided that alternative. In this urban setting, some of his
innovations became part of the traditional order which working-class
residents sought to define in the wake of the area’s reclamation after
the flood.

Decoration there, and elsewhere, was a source of conflict because
it reflected normative taste. It provided a visible index of conformity
and legitimacy. Too much decoration was seen as a lack of “self-con-
trol.” The middle-class provided the model of restraint. Ironically,
Cal’s innovation appeared antimodern. The bricolage of his home and
the others down Penn Street appeared more unusual because it worked
outside of commercial tastes. It did not rely on the planning and
professional service central to a middle-class consumer culture. It did
not stand still. Based as it is on a creative process of recycling, informal
learning, and communal activity, however, bricolage provides a “real”
and “intense” premodern experience, and for this reason the neigh-
borhood professionals were condescending to it. Normally, the forms
f)f Premodern experience can be manipulated, because they come as
1solable things. But on Penn Street, the things were part of the life
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there. In the confrontation which occurred on Penn Street, then, the
professionals were hostile to Cal’s house, but still it persisted.
“Class” did not enter the rhetoric, although it was implied in uses
of “folk” and “fine.” In a society like modern America’s where the
identity of “class” is generally denied, social status is often defined by
“taste.” “Taste cultures” have arisen through media and marketing in
a mass society to replace older folk categories of ethnicity and re-
gion.!® Taste cultures are anchored in occupation, income, and social
organization. In other words, status is assigned not just to how much
money is made but the type of work done, how one defines com-
munity, and how one consumes goods and services. “Taste cultures”
exert political control through art worlds. In art worlds, agreed-upon
aesthetic systems are invoked to sanction types of creativity and im-
plicitly downgrade others. In that process of recognition, class identity
is channeled. Cal’s working-class neighbors used localism to avoid the
hegemony of another taste culture with an official stamp on it, but
economic leverage and the pressure of “respectable” residents turned
localism to the advantage of the professionals. Cal’s neighbors failed
to form an “art world.” It was not part of their social organization,
which depended on utilitarian labor and communal aid. g
Although Penn Street might seem a special case, similar patterns
have emerged elsewhere. In Elizabeth Collins Cromley’s study of ren
ovation in Brooklyn, New York, she found that “home-grown facades”
clash and are full of anomalies when judged by the art world, whicl
is steeped in commercial culture.!” Cal made his house clash and pose
more anomalies in answer to normative pressures, before he was sub
dued. The clash simultaneously symbolized conflict and a quest
resolution. His creativity signalled his control of space and his
nection to his working-class neighbors. By imposing a wholeness t
his environment, creativity also became interpreted into a lan
of conflict. In Philadelphia, Paul Levy and Roman Cybriwsky p
out, newcomers came to revitalized neighborhoods “to be with t
people” but found “the people” insisted on a historical connectio
the place to join the flow of neighborhood life. The newcomers,
professionals, appeared too transient. There, too, decorated h
many remarkably similar to Cal’s, were part of the streetscape.’
The vocabulary of art is often a tool in such conflicts. Coif
and controlling “fine” and “folk” art, deciding on the presentati
history, defining fashion and taste and their levels, and dictating
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qualities of “professional,” “improvement,” “work,” and “beauty” are
the strategies of cultural hegemony. Harrisburg does not have to be
an urban art world center like New York City to show the currents
of cultural hegemony. A year after the “Urban Renaissance” headline,
a related story appeared in the Patriot-News. “Local law firms,” the
paper announced, “are in the vanguard of preserving the older and
historic buildings that play such an important part in the architectural
beauty of Pennsylvania’s capitol city.” Later, a state senator, angered
by a forced compliance to city architectural requirements in the his-
toric district, threatened to paint his building orange and purple in
response.!® Most of the stately buildings occupied by professional
firms sit by the river, where they can be seen by a crowded daily
caravan of people going to work (fig. 5-8). They create a visual gallery
on the riverfront. They obscure the view of a vernacular further back.

All art, all creativity, involves collective action and systemic
thinking. But art gains its levels through the institutions which support
it. Artists like Cal do not seek institutions, because institutions deny
his social organization. Art worlds thus tend toward commercial cul-
ture and upper class tastes.?® When art is invoked by art worlds, and

Figure 5-8. Harrisburg Skyline, June 1984
(Courtesy Simon Bronner)
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then, when it is sliced apart, power and ethical relations are implied.
References to the ways groups view one another, what they do for a
living, and the ways historical, social, and economic conditions are
interpreted lie not far from the surface. Why? The ability to make
and alter things has the potential of influencing others and identifying
the individual’s role in a larger system. The power to shape and control
objects is also the power to reshape self and community, especially
when the maker is allowed to control the conception, production,
completion, and use of the artifact. And for many places, as Lewis
Mumford warned, architecture is the “essential commanding art.”?!

.‘

February 1984. Cal’s story lacks an ending, but has an epilogue. His
colors have stood still for several weeks. Yet his activity, his creativity,
continues to act and react, clash and resolve. He is out again. He
adjusts the arrangements in his garden, fixes the window in Pearl’s
house, sweeps the street. Cars flow up Second Street and down Front,
their drivers oblivious to the social currents on the side streets. Yet .
the currents affect the structure of city life. On Penn, traffic bows to
people and houses. People and houses hold center stage here. Eyes
now, though, are turned to the river. Rain has hit hard the last few
days. The river reaches for the street. Once again the waters threates
to alter the reality people have wrought.
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The Folk Assemblage of Autumn:
Tradition and Creativity in Halloween Folk Art

Jack Santino

In 1982, on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, I noticed a small pumpkin
on the doorstep of a house. It was the third weekend in September,
and at first glance I thought it was a bit early to display a pumpkin,
but upon reflection it seemed appropriate (fig. 6-1). In that area, by
late September, summer is on the edge of turning to autumn. The
days are still warm, but the sun sets earlier and its rays are more
oblique, so the light of late afternoon tinges everything amber. I
looked around and saw marigolds and goldenrod blooming true to
the color of their names. Milkweed was opening. The trees were still
green, but the landscape had gone wheat-brown. All the colors were
of earth and autumn and harvest. Plucked from its vine and placed
on that doorstep, the pumpkin provoked in me this sensory awareness.

In October of the following year, 1983, the first such harbinger
of fall that I saw was a jack-o-lantern in the city. Its grinning face
heralded the coming Halloween holiday. Like the uncarved pumpkin
of the year before, it seemed to emerge anonymously, almost spon-
taneously, out of the very season of the year, and in this case it glee-
fully anticipated a special day. Halloween—that central holiday of the
fall—was approaching. I began to wonder: was it the presence of the
pumpkin and the jack-o-lantern that made it feel like it was the au-
mn? Did the season create the symbols or did the symbols create
the season? In certain ways, the answer to all of these questions is yes.
TO_display pumpkins and make jack-o-lanterns are customary acts
Which help us to feel properly attuned to the season of the year, and
t0 the changing of those seasons. Calendrical holidays commemorate



Figure 6-1. Halloween Atsemblape, Eastern Shore,
Maryland, 1983
(Comrtesy Lucy Long)
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historical, religious and political events, but they also celebrate the
seasons in which those commemorations occur, People decorare their
‘homes, inside and our, for the holidays. The placement of these dec-
prations, in some cases the making of them, helps to create a feeling
appropriate to the holiday season, to put one in the “mood” or the
Vspirit” of the holiday. Perhaps that pumpkin on the Eastern Shore
#oas a bit too early. Nevertheless, seeing it in the unnatural context
of a doorstep brought to mind associations with the harvest and a
sensitivity to the turning of the year from summer to fall. Maybe that
first jack-o'-lantern was put out a bit too soon; nonetheless, it trig-
gered feelings—nostalgic, happy ones—of Halloween and all the magic
and shrouded mystery of that great night.

The point at which a calendrical festival season begins and ends
is variable and subjective, but the appearance of objects and the car-
rying out of folk customs artendant to a holiday show the gradual
social movement into, and ourt of, a particular holiday or festival sea-
son.! Putting up decorations such as the jack-o™-lantern and taking
them down mark the movemenr into and out of a socially defined
period of calendrical time. The decorations frame that time and define
it symbolically. In this way, people display their sense of when a
holiday season begins and ends.

Folklorists have long been interested in calendrical customs and,
sometimes, with the material culture associated with them today.?
Withour sanction from an “art world,” however, Halloween decora-
tions have eluded mosrt folk art surveys, although they contain behav-
jors related to folklorists’ concepts of folk arr. Making and displaying
Halloween decorations is a contemporary custom that continues folk
traditions in our society that are ancient. These decorative objects are
artistic embodiments of historical and contemporary ideas and emo-
tions. They contain artitudes and beliefs, ways we think abour and
ways we feel about the season and its holiday.

This essay is an exploratory study of traditions that are broadly
based in our society and part of the American calendrical cycle. I am
here concerned with those decorations on the ourtside of the house,
specifically the “Halloween dummy” and surrounding objects, and the
ways in which these relate to the seasonal, occupational, and social
cycles of the contemporary year. To fully comprehend the dimensions
of meaning, and to approach an understanding of these objects on
their own terms, | view them in the social and spiritual context in
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which they occur and to which they belong. 1 will ery to work towarg
an understanding of the unarticulated aesthetic according to whic
these are built, and attempr to discover the dynamics by which the
have meaning.

We are dealing, often, with organically based figures, pumpkin
headed and straw-legged, stuffed with rags, seated next to cornsralk$
Such figures are usually referred to as harvest figures, and certainl
they do have at least a symbolic connection to the harvest.? Obsef
vation indicates, however, that these dummies are often part of
larger display thar includes paper curours of jack-o'-lanterns, ghosg
and witches, and other seasonal fruits and vegetables such as squash
gourds, and apples. Further, displays of fruits, vegetables, and sheave
of wheat oftentimes decorate a front porch withour such a figurg
Sometimes a lamppost in the front vard is transformed into a scarg
crow-like figure. Sometimes a giant ghost sways in front of a housg
and sometimes a macabre figure is hung from a tree in the front yard
In each case, some or all of these elements, natural and artificial, hav
been chosen from many possibilities and combined to form a uniq
work. Thus, the term “harvest figure" is imprecise. Many displays d
not include a humanoid figure at all, and those that do very ofte
teature personages specific to Halloween—such as ghosts, witche
and ghouls—which are not self-evidently related to the harvest. Indee
the phenomena range from artistically arranged groups of unworke
vegetables to fully realized humanoid figures which are often on
indirectly involved with harvest symbolism but instead are specifical
related to the supernatural aspects of Halloween (fig. 6-2). Therefor
the term “harvest figure” does not account for related displays th
are not figures, and is used to refer to displays that are not alwa
directly related to harvest symbolism

If humanoid figures are present, they are often similar in a
pearance to scarecrows, and they have been called scarecrows broug
to the city.* Although agricultural, the scarecrows have more to d
with planting and growth than with the harvest. Perhaps the mo
ubiquitous motif used in these displays, however, is the jack-o'-la
tern, and it is essential to this study. The jack-o'-lantern is the prima
symbol of Halloween. The pumpkin is carved into a jack-o'-lanter
Doing so embodies a basic principle: the transformaton of a natur
organic thing into a cultural object specific to the holiday. Moreov
the jack-o™-lantern is a personality, with a face, representing a tricksté
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figure of traditional narrative who might lead men to harm.* Origin
in Great Britain the jack-o-lantern was made from urnips or po
toes, but in America it is always carved from pumpkins. A genui
folk object, it is found in great variation and elaboration (figs. 6-
6-5), and very often the more fully realized, three-dimensional figu
are extensions of the jack-o'-lantern face, which is often seen as
disembodied head.® The full standing figures often are jack-o'-lantet
given bodily form. Even Halloween costume disguises are based
the jack-o’-lantern. A direct continuity exists berween the jack-
lantern and the so-called harvest figure on the one hand, both
which are decorations of the home, and on the other, the Hallow
costumes, which are decorations of the self. People draw from ¢
same well of symbols to create either, so masqueraders are oft
Halloween figures come to life.

Figure 6-3. Carved Pumpkin, Falls Church, Virgnia, 1982
(Counrtesy Lucy Long)
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Figure 6-5. Carved Pumpkin, Bowling Green, Ohio, 1984
(Courtesy Jack Santino)

When dummies are present they are not usually alone. More
often they are accompanied by worked and unworked vegetables such'
as corn, squash, pumpkins, and jack-o’-lanterns, along with homema
cutouts and decorations, and perhaps other figures in the yard. It is
not the dummy on the porch or the pumpkin on the front stairs of
the corn on the door or the paper cutouts in the windows that con:
stitute the work of art but rather all of these together, seen from tl
street, framed by the facade of the house (fig. 6-6). The front of the
house becomes the “canvas,” as it were, of a three-dimensional work
of art.

As a term that would be more useful, and more precise
“harvest figure,” then, I would suggest the French word assembla
term which refers to a category of art, a genre of sculpture done"
found objects, a kind of three-dimensional collage.” The group
objects we are examining are something like a folk version of @
a folk assemblage. Specifically, we are looking at holiday folk asse
blage, and more specifically, it is Halloween folk assemblage. Otk
calendrical holidays are also marked by the display of assembid
Because the study of folklore and folklife has in the past been plagt
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Figure 6-6. Decorated House-Front, Bowling Green,
Ohio, 1984
(Courtesy Jack Santino)

with the elitist idea that the folk arts are merely debased versions of
the high arts, some may feel that to call a folk phenomenon after a
genre of high art is counterproductive because it wrongly indicates
that the folk art is a poorly realized imitation of the high art form.
Nevertheless, I think that the term assemblage is appropriate because
it gets at the essential nature of the material we are examining: the
Combining of a variety of symbolic elements within a single frame,
ar'ld the creation of a single aesthetic entity by grouping together
f11§parate things. It is important to view the assemblage holistically, as
Itis created and presented to the public, rather than isolate elements
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of it, such as a figure, and ignore other elements suwh as the vegetable
arranged around it

These folk assemblages are results of the proces that Claude Lév
Strauss has termed bricolage, described by Henry Glassie as “the ver]
complicated synthesis of old and new ideas.” On¢ man, for instance
a farmer, transformed an old orange rubber bal into a Hallowee
figure by painting a face on the ball, and impalingit on a stck whic
served as a pole. On top of the ball he placed a blie hand on a spring
the kind that waves to you from the backseat of acar. He said he di
so because he had these things lying around. It vas getting towards
autumn (“beginning to feel fallish”), so he painted he face on the bal
and since he had this toy blue-hand, “Well,” he sid, “why not?”

It is this act of combining elements which are varied but limice
(one is generally restricted to the symbols of harvest and Halloween
bounded bur infinite (no two assemblager are the ssme) chat I think §
the outstanding charactenistic of these works of urt. Bricolage is th
ability of the folk artist to connect bits and piees of culture frod
here and there to create an integral art form, Wesee this process d
bricolage in these figures when, for instance, a discarded Clorox bleag
bottle is used as a head for a figure, but on a detper level we see
in the use of culturally oppositional symbols of lifeand death in singl
displays. Always, the organic representations of Ife, such as flowe
or corn sheathes, are combined with or modified into figures of dea
(such as skeletons or ghosts), or of evil (witches). As the organ
becomes cultural (a pumpkin becomes a jack-o'-laitern) so the natur,
becomes the supernatural.

The range of available symbolic elements islimited but neve
theless wide, while the acrual choice of elements is n each case uniqué
Each assemblage is a discrete aesthetic entity, a toality in which EH.(.'I
of its parts contributes to a meaningful unit. Metphor and metanyn
are both in operation. For instance, a skeleton metaphorically sran:I
for death. Placed next to it is a pumpkin which does not stand fa
death but is emblemartic of the harvest. By purtinz the two togethes
the meaning of the one informs and is affected bythe meaning of thi
other. The skeleton is seen to have something i1 common with t
pumpkin, to share meaning metanymically, by virue of its contiguo
placement. Since an assemblage usually has several dements, a comple
system of metaphor and metanym occurs among il its elements anl
throughour the work of art, simultaneously creaing and reinforcin
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sver deeper layers of meanings. It is this process of bricolage and the
elationality (the greater sum resulting from the combining of parts)
which defines and gives meaning to the works.”

When analyzing the folk assemblage, one can begin with formal
tharacteristics such as the internal ratios of individual elements that
make up the work, and the position of the assemblage in relation to
the house. Commonly, several jack-o’-lanterns are placed in such a
way as to create a whole greater than any single one of them. In
addition, the fagade of the house is itself an aesthetic element in these
gsremblages. It is the house that is being decorated in such a way as to
make a public statement.

Because of the organic nature of so many of these, decay and
deterioration become aesthenc elements. As the jack-o-lantern rots
and sags, its persona changes. With the passing of time rthey decay
wisibly, publicly. In this way, the objects are rooted in the cycles of
the year: the seasons, th