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ABSTRACT

THE FOLK POTTERY-MAKING TRADITION OF
GRAND LEDGE, MICHIGAN: A MATERIAL
FOLK CULTURE STUDY
by

C. Kurt Dewhurst

The purpose of this study has been to rediscover and
further document the history and nature of folk pottery
production in Grand Ledge, Michigan. This has been under-
taken with the hypothesis that the history and nature of
pottery can best be fully revealed by examining the inter-
relationship of the makers of the pottery and the members
of the community of Grand Ledge. Conventional historical
accounts rely primarily on census materials, business
directories, deeds, tax assessment records, newspaper
accounts and diaries to reconstruct events. Although these
tools played a considerable role in this project, the
often overlooked resources -- the people —-- have taken the
central role in presenting the folklife of a community that
has had a distinctive past in pottery making. This mater-
ial folk cultufé study relies upon a synthesis of
approaches employed by various disciplines that have

addressed material culture study. The collection and



C. Kurt Dewhurst

documentation of examples of pottery and the many inter-

views and fieldwork experience serve as the data base for

this study.

The development of pottery making-activity in Grand
Ledge is traced from early family potteries of the 1860s
to the establishment of industrial potteries of the 1880s.
However, the primary focus of this study are the examples
of folk pottery made by workers on their own time while at
work in the industrial potteries. These creations of
lions, turtles, alligators, snakes, dogs, cats, bookends,
ashtrays, planters, and assorted items were made for the
workers' personal use or as gifts for friends. These items
of material folk culture are examined as indicators of com-
munity identity and folk expression.

Among the findings of this study for understanding
the Grand Ledge folk pottery-making experience were the
following:

1. The impact of industrialization on folklife and mater-
ial folk culture has not only been exaggerated but mis-
understood.

2. Occupational groups can function as folk groups to
cultivate,Aformulate, and transmit folklore and mater-—
ial folk culture.

3. Material folk culture such as the folk pottery of
Grand Ledge provides an indicator of workers' culture.

4. Community response and time can alter the meaning of

material folk culture.
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5. The study of American material folk culture might best
be understood to be the study of material folk culture
in America.

6. Objects of material folk culture such as the folk pot-
tery of Grand Ledge can be collected systematically
and organized for analysis.

In addition to these findings, a number of basic premises

are identified as an integrated theoretical framework that

can serve as foundation for material culture study.
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"You can make anything
out of clay"

Harry Poole



INTRODUCTION

American Studies scholars tend to rely on verbal data
alone in attempting to describe and analyze American cul-
ture. This approach often overlooks the contributions of
Americans who were not part of what has often been termed
the "world of letters."” Another distinct potential source

for data on American life and culture is largely overlooked

-~ the realm of physical objects or material culture.
Thomas J. Schlereth, Director of the American Studies
Program at Notre Dame, in Artifacts and the American Past,

has written of this situation,

I view the study of artifacts and the Ameri-
can past as a thoroughly historical study
and hence, a totally humanistic enterprise.
"Great nations write their autobiographies
in three manuscripts,' insists Ruskin.

"The book of their deeds, the book of their
words, and the book of their arts. Not one
of these books can be understood unless we
read the two others; but, of the three, the
only trustworthy one is the last." While I
would certainly not claim that artifacts
possess the only veracity as historical evi-
dence, I do wish to make a strong case for
the potential of this largely unexamined

(at least by many historians) data. Utiliz-
ing Leslie A. White's three main subdivisions
of culture -- material, social, and mental
== I would argue that American material cul-
ture has received far less systematic atten-
tion as a field for pioneering historical
research and teaching than the other tw? sub-
divisions of social and mental culture.



- While some American Studies scholars have developed
hypotheses and approaches for the study of American mater-
ial culture, a unified snythesis for analyzing objects has
not emerged in the fields of American Studies and folklore.
Simon Bronner has suggested that, "American Studies has not
yet escaped the early domination of the field by the coali-
tion of elite history and literature, and folklore study
has failed to fully incorpofate material culture into a
total culture concept."2 In order to fully comprehend the
nature of traditional behaviors particular to Americans,
the fundamental goal of American Studies and folklore
réseafdh, fﬁé’f61k16r13£ éndyAﬁefiéanﬂétﬁdies'séhéiarvﬁﬁst “
have an awareness of material culture. Writers such as
Daniel Boorstin, John Demos, Henry Glassie, Herbert Gutman,
Michael Owen Jones, and Russel Nye have already noted the
usefulness of material culture in théir studies. However,
in order to make folklife and material culture more inte-
gral parts of American Studies, the rationale for consider-
ing material evidence must be demonstrated.

Perhaps the ﬁost frequent criticism of studies of
American material folk culture is the alleged lack of a
theoretical basis. This response has come primarily from
those scholars who mistrust or underestimate the value of
artifactual research to American folk studies. Essential
to the advancement of existing scholarship in the object-
oriented study of American folklife and American Studies,

and the placement of that study in the perspective of



folkloristics is an understanding of the concepts -- those
fundamental ideas that represent the purposes and methods
of study -- particular to material research. Among the
conceptual approaches that must be considered are the fol-
lowing: historical reconstruction, functionalism, symbol-
ism, structuralism, behavioralism, and aesthetics. The
various approaches reflect the diverse goals and methods
of researchers from different disciplines. Material cul-
ture study has a foundation of theories and methods on
which 'to continue to build. In combination with the oral,
gestural, written, and customary traditions -- material
’cﬁiﬁure S£udy cén.bé mérgéd ésméJ56urcé‘f6r thé uh&ersfand-
ing of American folklife and the larger realm of American

culture.

Object Making and Objéct Use

Man as object maker in Ame:ica has differed throughout
history in the products of his labor but not in the capa-
bility to make objects. Native Americans and all those who
éettled and participated in the American experience contri-
buted to the body of work recognized today as material cul-
ture. Even the Puritans, despite their concern for the
potential evil influence of art, have produced a material
cultural heritage. Colonial New England has long been'
characterized as having been influenced by a Puritan reli-
gious aesthetic that fostered a '"plain style.'"3 This

"plain style" emphasized functionality and simplicity in



the cultural life of the people and was advocated by promi-
nent and persuasive 1eaders, such as Cotton Mather who

advised, '"Let not what should be ‘sauce, rather than food

4

for you engross all your application.” The American his-

torian Perry Miller has written of the Puritan's desire to

use art to reinforce the restraint and order that the

Puritan morphology of conversion imposed on their 1ives.5

However, the human desire to create ideas, speech, move-
ment, music -—- or objects has resulted in a vast body of
material culture that reflects the beliefs, values and cus-
toms of those who produced or used the objects.

. Mihaly CSiksZéﬂtmihalyi ahd‘Eﬁééne'ﬁdéhﬁerg-ﬁaitdn
have expressed man's capability to create objects in this
passage:

Humans display the intriguing characteristic
of making and using objects. The things
with which people interact are not simply
tools for survival, or for making survival
easier and more comfortable. Things embody
goals, make skills manifest, and shape the
identities of their users. Man is not only
homo sapiens or homo indens, he is also homo
faber, the maker and user of objects, his
self to a large extent a reflection of
things with which he interacts. Thus
objects also make and use their makers and
users.

To understand what people are and what they
might become, one must understand what goes
on between people and things. What things
are cherished, and why, should be part of
our knowledge of human beings. Yet it is
surprising how little we know about what
things mean to people. By and large, social
scientists have neglected a full investi-
gation of thg relationship between people
and objects.



The material folk culture study conducted in Grand
Ledge serves as a case study thét relies upon a synthesis
of the approaches employed by various disciplines that have
addressed material culture study. This undertaking has
been designed to explore the valués of the related concep-
tual approaches of these various disciplines as they are
applied to a body of data. The collection and documenta-
tion of examples of pottery and the mahy interviews and
fieldwork experience serve as the data base for this study.

The study has been organized to first present in
Chapter I an o&erview of the dominant academic approaches
to the study of materiéi folk cuitﬁré'aﬁd‘thé'ﬁndériYing'
concepts of these approaches. Included in this chapter is
the proposed model of investigation utilized in Grand
Ledge. The model chosen relies heavily on a synthesis of
the concepts developed by material culture scholars. While
the proponents of each of those often divergent approaches
are at odds with one another, it is possible to borrow key
principles to formulate strategies for examining material
folk culture.

Chapter II summarizes the methodology of this case
study. The role of first-hand documentation in folklore
fieldwork will be presented. The discussion of the method-
ology and proposed framework for analyzing the data col-
lected appears in this chapter. A brief description of the

circumstances surrounding this study since its inception
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also is offered as an explanation for fhe development of
this study.

Chapter III provides the historical and geographical
background of the community of Grand Ledge. Attention
focuses on the early role of pottery-making in Grand Ledge.
Profiles of the early potteries and the development of
the later industrial potteries appears in this chapter..
The operative approach taken in this chapter is historical
reconstruction as an explanation of the pottery past of
Grand Ledge.

In Chapter 1V, the pottery-making tradition of the
Wbrkér atréfaﬁd’Lédge indﬁstrial pbttéfiéé‘is’éxaﬁinéd;

The nature of pottery-making as a folk activity is con-
sidered from a technical process, an index of functionalism
at work in a material culture tradition, and lastly, an
indicator of material culture as a purveyor of symboiic
meaning for makers and users alike in Grand Ledge, Michigan.
The relationship between the pottery-makers and the com-
munity at large is also explored in fhis chapter.

Chapter V provides a view of the attitudes of workers
toward their work and folk art, the work situation, exper-
iences as participants in a folk pottery tradition, and
their motivations through brief biographical portraits of
the potters and selected users of pottery in the community.
A summary of the examples of material folk culture col-
lected and documented in Grand Ledge and a compilation of

the informants for this study appear in this chapter.



The concluding chapter, Chapter VI, is devoted to an
evaluation of the study and the related interpretative
questions. As an outcome of the study, eight primary pre-
mises of material culture study are identified in this
chapter. These premises provide a model theoretical frame-
work for material folk culture study. In addition, the
Grand Ledge folk pottery tradition is evaluated as an indi-
cator of folklife in America and a phenomenon that has
implications for American Studies and folklore scholarship.

Throughout this study, the term material culture is

used according to this definition formulated by Herman
’Herskovifg;" - e D

Meterial culture can be considered to be

the totality of artifacts in a culture, the

vast universe of objects used by human kind

to cope with the physical world, to facili-

tate human intercourse to delrght7our fancy,

and to create symbols of meaning.
The terms folk art and folk arts also appear throughout
this study. The singular term folk art generally refers to
material culture or visual art. Folk arts has been gener-
ally used to describe a broad range of art activities
including performing and visual arts. While each term has
been used frequently by writers, a preferred term utilized

in this study to describe folkloric material culture or

folk objects is material folk culture.
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CHAPTER 1
THE STUDY OF MATERIAL FOLK CULTURE STUDY

Even before the word "folklife'" entered the
vocabulary of American folklorists, there
were a considerable number of what might be
termed folklife studies done from the point
of view of art history in the United States
and centering on folk crafts and arts. Even
now, some art historians continue to use the
“term "folk art" in‘a ‘special sense. An oo
important task of American folklife research,
then, is to locate, evaluate, and synthesize
these studies in order to establish a criti-
cal bibliography for the field and to deter-
mine what genuinely traditional material has
described. :

American Studies has been defined in the simplest
generic terms as a field of "teaching,'researching, writ-
ing and publication done by individuals who seek to inter-
pret the American cultural experience in order to under-
stand its historical development, literary expressions,
artistic and material manifestations, and present con-

figurations."2

This chapter will attempt to summarize the
primary academic approaches to the study of material folk
culture and the underlying concepts of these approaches.
While often at odds with each other, proponents of these

approaches often borrow from one another in the formulation

of strategies for examining the nature of material folk
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culture. In the course of this chapter, those approaches
will be evaluated and the selected approach of the case
study will be presented.

The relationship between American Studies and material
folk culture study reveals strong similarities in their
development and current status. The following description
of American Studies given by one writer could just as
easily have been applied to material folk culture study:
"highly pluralistic -- pluralistic in methods, techniques,
and pdrpose."3 A shared approach to problem solving
resulting in an interdisciplinary framework has been the
cornerstone of the American Studies movement. Similarly,
joint approaches have been employed by scholars in areas
such as material culture study. Thomas J. Schlereth has
written of contemporary American Studies in an article
entitled, "American Studies and American Things'":

The second s in American Studies immediately
tells one a great deal about the discipline's
multiple history, theory, and practice. The
exploration of the historical and methodo-
logical development of the American Studies
movement is organized around three sets of
disciplinary foci: 1literature and history,
the arts and sciences, and folklore and his-
torical archaeology. These disciplines have
influenced the evolution of the American
Studies movement in three distinct chrono-
logical eras: (a) pre-1950; (b) 1950-1970;
and (c) 1970 to present.
While the impact of each of these disciplines may have been
felt to a greater extent at a particular time, as Schlereth

suggests, all three of these disciplines (and some related
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fields) continue to examine the same objects, art, and
related data.

To more fully understand the values ascribed to mater-
ial folk culture, one must become further acquainted with
the primary disciplihes that have chosen to incorporate the
study of material folk culture (folk art, folk crafts)
under their own investigative umbrellas. Perhaps a more
basic distinction between the academic disciplines that
have treated material folk culture is in order than the
three sets of disciplinary foci that Schlereth identifies.
In keeping with this notion, one can identify two separatel
bodies of schbiarship: the’humanitiés‘F;’répréééﬂfédrﬁf |
art historians, aestheticians, folklorists, and historians;
and the social sciences -= represented best by cultural
anthropologists, historical archaeologists and folklorists.
It is worth noting that folklorists appear in both groups
as some find their academic "homes'" in English departments

while others are at home in anthropology departments on

university campuses.5

The Humanities and Material
Folk Culture Stud

The earliest collecting of material culture -- folk
art -- in America took place in antique shops, barns, and
in the auction place during the 1920s and 1930s. This
activity resulted from a value that was attached to the

pleasing aesthetic elements of the objects collected. Much



12

of the early scholarship that accompanied the initial
exhibitions of American folk art at New York art galleries
and museums in the 1920s and 1930s stressed the aesthetic
appeal of folk art to the uninitiated.6 The oft-quoted
words of Holger Cahill in the 1932 exhibition catalog
entitled American Folk Art: The Art of the Common Man in
America, 1750-1900, demonstrate this appeal:

"Folk art'" is the most nearly exact term so

far used to describe this material . . .

The work of these men is folk art because

it is the expression of common people, made

by them and intended for their use and

enjoyment. It is not the expression of pro-

fessional artists made for a small cultured

“class, and it has little to do with: the

fashionable art of the period. It does not

come out of an academic tradition passed on -

by schools, but out of a craft tradition

plus the personal qua%ity of the rare crafts-

man who is an artist.

These comments reflect a decidedly romantic view of
folk art as a manifestation of a simpler and purer form of
expression that is peculiar to the ''common man."8 However,
this perspective is not only in itself naive, but also has
dominated the view of many folk art collectors and scho- .
lars. This perceptiqn was shared by American artists such
as Robert Laurent, Wood Gaylor, Marsden Hartley, Stephan
Hirsch, Bernard Karfiol, Yasuo Kuniyoshi, Niles Spencer,
and William Zorach -- all members of the Ogunquit School of
Painting and Sculpture at Ogunquit, Maine in 1913.9 The
enthusiasm of this group for folk art led to the later

involvement of Charles Sheeler, Elie Nadelman and other
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New York artists. As a result of the persuasive attitude
of influential artists who collected folk paintings, carv-
ings, sculptures, utilitarian objects, and textiles, there
deveioped an audience and a market for the particular style
of the "folk art object.'" Today, that aesthetic perspec-
tive has been widely acknowledged by the general public and
is readily apparent in the pages of popular magazines, such
as Better Homes and Gardens and Architectural Digest, which
feature folk art objects as contemporary decorative items.10
Despite the populariZation of American material folk

culture_as a decorative trend, art historians continue to
identify,‘réséarch, and éxhiﬁit fbik objéc£§ fhétainéof?‘
porate a combination of aesthetic values that set them
"above" other folk art objects in the same medium, style,
or hand of a given artist. American museums, acknowledging
these values and realizing the parallel relationship of
folk arts with the fine arts, have accorded folk art a
place in their permanent collections of American art. 1In
her book, Provocative Parallels, Jean Lipman compares
examples of folk art with visually similar examples of fine
art. She points out that '"serendipity" played a major role
in the parallels and adds:

One must not, however, imagine an evolutionary

line from one to the other; it is important

to remember that even in the most striking

analogies the differences of intention are

as significant as the obvious relationship

. « » However, after this warning, we can

conclude by stating that the sense of kinship
between folk art and contemporary art seems
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to be strongly felt and expressed, both by
people involved in the folk art field and by
vanguard artists. It now seems clear that
the kind of abstraction that twentieth cen-
tury sophisticates achieved by deliberately
unlearning or ignoring their acquired tech-
niques was intuitively created by the naives,
whose technical limitations made way for 1
uninhibited expression in terms of design.

Some art historians have chosen to formally recognize
folk art as the early American art. The influence of
Holger Cahill's view of folk art has had a lasting effect.
In his view, folk art was '"the work of simple people with
no academic training and little book learning in art . . .
this kind of [art] comes out of a tradition of craftsman—

ship rather than out of an academic tradition passed on by
schools, and in this sense it is similar to old masters."12
Since the above statement was first expressed in the cata-
logue for an exhibition entitled "American Primitives" at
the Newark Museum in 1930, many art historians and museum
curators have documented and exhibited folk art as a signi-
cant part of American art histofy. Some art historians
have gone so far as to suggest that because America had sd
many self-taught artists -- and that many of America's

best artists were self-taught -- due to the lack of art
schools and formal training, America had a tremendous

wealth of folk art.13

Lloyd Goodrich, former director of
the Whitney Museum of American Art in an introduction to
an exhibit entitled '"What is American in American Art"

(1961) consequently drew the following conclusion: '"Hence
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early America had a larger proportion of folk art than
Europe, and this remained true well into the 19th century.
Created directly by innate talent out of local content,

folk art contained the essence of native flavor on a popu-

lar level."14

Since 1961, the Whitney Museum has carried on the com-
mitment tb present American folk art as the formative
influence on the develbpment of American art. In 1974, the
Whitney mounted a major exhibit entitled '"The Flowering of
American Folk Art 1776-1876.'" Alice Winchester, phe former
’editor Qf Antigues Magazine summarized the development of

interest in American folk art since the 1920s in this pas-

sage from the introduction to exhibition catalogue:

The interest in American folk art has
increased steadily for over fifty years, and
it is keener and more widespread today than
ever before. The main emphasis continues to
be on the painting and sculpture, while
minor fashions come and go in this art as in
any other: now and then a specific category,
such as quilts or painted furniture, enjoys
a burst of popularity sparked by an exhibi-
tion or a new book. Each discovery helps to
expand the whole field and brings out fasci-
nating relationships between one aspect and
another. Research continues to give iden-
tity to anonymous folk artists, and it tends
increasingly not merely to supply names and
dates but to interpret the social setting
and the intellectual climate in which Ameri-
can folk art flowered.

The artisan tradition discernible in all
folk art is perhaps its chief unifying char-
acteristic, but it is the eye of the artist
directing the hand of the craftsman that
gives it esthetic validity. The works
gathered here [in the exhibit] demonstrate
the heights American folk art could achieve
in all its amazingly varied forms. They
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represent the unconventional side of the
American tradition in the fine arts: yet
they are an integral part of that tradition,
as they have alwagg been an integral part
of American life.

The Whitney Museum has continued the attempt to secure a
place for American folk art in the art history of America.
Another major Whitney exhibition of American sculpture
entitled "200 Years of American Sculpture," (1976) included
an entire gallery devoted to the contributions of folk
sculptors to American art history. The curator wrote of
the contribution of these folk sculptors, "As the expres-
sions of the people of this country in the 18th and 19th
"éentﬁrieé,’it‘sﬁfpasséé thewérté’ﬁaSed ohﬁfbiéiéhwthAifidn
which were superimposed upon our developing cultural heri-

16

tage." This trend of placing folk art in the broader

chronology of American art history continued at the Whitney
into the 1980s when an exhibit entitled "American Folk
Painters of Three Centuries" opened. Thomas Armstrong,
Director of the Whitney Museum, wrote in the catalogue for
this show: “

The American folk artist intrigued people
searching for the backbone of our visual
arts, but in the absence of biographical
information, the folk artist became the sub-
ject of myths derived from speculation
about the objects produced . . . These
initial attitudes toward folk art deter-
mined the position that the folk artist
has occupied in American art history . . .
As a result, folk art has been largely
ignored as a serious aspect of American
art history. This gap in the study of the
visual arts in this country is being
reversed by public enthusiasm, but more, ,
scholarly study and insight are needed.
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Of course, other institutions and individuals beyond the
Whitney Museum have contributed to scholarly activity on
folk art. Art historians such as Daniel Robbins have
written perceptively on the folk art phenomenon as it
related to American art history:
One of the most important aspects of the
acceptance of modern art in the United States
is the very special place within it that was
assumed by American folk art. This has to do
with the internal collapse of what had, up
until the arrival of modern art, been
regarded as high art. In view of this sudden
floundering of values, a need developed to
discover a tradition out of which one might
explain the emergent triumphs of a new high
art: modernism. This was the role thrust
~upon-folk art. It furnished, ‘almost over-
night, an unbroken American tradition with a
clear relationship to what was being done by

leadigg American artists in the early thir-
.ties.

While the scholarly debate continues regarding the proper
place of American folk art in American art history, the art
historians' argument rests on the aesthetic values/proper-
ties found in folk art. Only rarely are the cultural/
historical values considered in the analysis; Thus,'in the
simplest terms, art historians have been more interested in
the art in folk art than the folk.

In contrast to art historians, folklorists have been
concerned primarily with the term folk in folk art. Folk-
lorists generally contend that while the viewer can find
aesthetic principles and values in folk art that conform to
the values of the academically trained artists, such a view

often inverts the original intention and expression of the
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folk artist. Barry Toelken, a folklorist, in an essay
entitled, "In the Stream of Life," (1980) passionately
pleads for a fuller understanding of folk art as a complex
cultural phenomenon:

Folk art, of whatever genre, is not the
uninspired or naive production of items that
might have been done better had the artisan
only been properly trained. It is not the
humble outpouring of rural, backward, or
underdeveloped genius, nor is it the coin-
cidentally attractive making of practical
items by people unawares of what they are
doing. Rather, folk artists are likely to
be fiercely aware of what is good and beaut-
iful in their areas of expression, and even
more aware of what their community will
think about it. The folk artist is usually
guided by a sense of community aesthetic
which is often unspoken because it is so
functional, not intellectualized; he or she
may also subscribe to a sense of decorum
which prevents bragging and disc?grages the
overarticulation of the obvious.

Toelken's words remind one that to discover fully the
meanings that reside in all material folk culture one must
begin by coming to understand the culture itself. To
embark on such an investigatory journey, one must not only
have a grasp of customs, beliefs, language, and physical
context but, perhaps most importantly, also know what ques-
tions to ask. Only then can one transcend the initial
visual appeal of an object and understand the process
involved in its creation and use. Folklorists have been
engaged in just this activity -- identifying what questions
to ask of the informant/tradition bearer.

Hand in hand with the art historians' and the folk-

lorists' appreciation of material folk culture is the
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appreciation of the object by the historian. Louis C.
Jones, in an article entitled, '"The Genre in American
Folk Art," states,

The importance of a particular folk-genre

piece may be greater as a document than as a

work of art and it should be recognized as a

supplement to the written word, as an his-

torical source. All social history is weak

when it comes to the habits, work, dress,

attitudes, play, and religious life of the

lower classes in any sogaety and this is

very true of Americans.
Historians have been quick to recognize the potential of
material folk culture as a '"supplement to the written word"

and they have attempted to reassemble a particular place in

time utilizing material culture evidence. In Michigan, for
example, folk objects produced in lumber camps have pro-
vided evidence of the nature of life in such camps during
the lumber boom years. The subjects depicted and even the
very media employed by folk artists can provide clues for
the historian concerned with man's attitudes toward himself
and his community, as well as the persistence of tradi-
tional cultural life and the pervasiveness of technological
influences in a certain location and among a particular
people.

Other disciplines within the humanities have contri-
buted to material folk culture study. Linguistics, reli-
gious studies, philosophy and literature have all, at
times, explored the potential of objects as sources of new

21

information or substantiation of hypotheses. In addi-

tion, academic disciplines such as American Studies have
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attempted to develop interdisciplinary ways of understand-

ing the American cultural experience.

The Social Sciences and
Material Folk Culture Study

The fields of anthropology and folklore have been.
especially instrumental in providing the scientific method-
ology for the study of the folk object as an outgrowth of
the communal context in which it was produced and used.
Cultural anthropology has been based on the principle of
cultural relativism, which contends that no oné level or
part of a particular culture is more important than any

other.22

This has 1led to ah’appfeciafion.of areéé of
material folk culture which had long been regarded by other
disciplines as unworthy of critical inquiry. Alan Dundes,
a folklorist, has described folklore by first defining
"folk" as "any group of people whatsoever who share at
least one common factor." He defines "lore" in terms of
origin, form, transmission, and function. "It would appear
that folklore is transmitted from individual to individuai,
often directly by word or act, but sometimes indirectly,

as when a folk artist copies a traditional design from the
finished product of another artist with whom he may have

had little or no contact."23

The folklorist, then,
attempts to focus on the living process of which the folk
art object is but a part. Hence, the folk object with the
greatest value for the folklorist -- and cultural anthro-

pologist -— embodies the cultural context in which it was
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made and synthesizes the communal values held through time.
One cannot generalize that the perspectives of folklorists
and cultural anthropologists are identical. However,
William R. Bascom has pointed out that, "Of the four
branches of anthropology, cultural anthropology, which is
also referred to as social anthropology, ethnology or
ethnography, is most closely associated with folklore -
the study of customs, traditions, and institutions of liv-

24 The underlying assumptions that folklor-

ing peoples."
ists and cultural anthropologists share about material
folk qulture’is that’objects‘made eithgr consciously or
unconsciously reflect the belief systems’(ideas;wﬁaiﬁés,“
attitudes and communal assumptions) of the maker or user.
Thus, the maker and user (in the context of creation and
functional use of the objéct) become the primary sources
of data for answering the questions of the significance of
the object of material folk culture.

In an effort to achieve a deeper understanding of a
particular folk object, folklorists have stressed the
belief that the life of the folk artist shapes the folk
object. In addition, folklorists recognize that the folk
object has a life span beyond the artist. The opportunity
to connect objects to the artist as caretaker of a commun-
ity folk aesthetic is central to expanding understanding.
William Ferris, in an essay entitled, "Local Color: Memory

and Sense of Place in Folk Art," in Made by Hand,

Mississippi Folk Art, wrote of this approach:
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The life and work of a folk artist must be
considered together because each deepens our
understanding of the other. Artists' voices
are an important counterpart to their art,
and as they weave our thoughts with their
own, we unfold a closer sense of their vis-
ion and allay [their] fear that [their] work
may be interpretegsapart from the vision
that inspired it.

Yet another approach to the study of folk art revolves
around the ability to reconstruct the way in which the
object originated, and how it functioned, through time.
Indeed, in cases where nothing is known about the age or
context, that may be the only option open. Such an
approach must seek to answer three basic questions:

(1) Can the object be identified as the product'of a folkv
group? (2) Was there a distinct pattern of transmission of
expressions, behaviors, and forms that were primarily
learned informally and conveyed orally? (3) Was there a
clearly identifiable traditional community aesthetic that
governed this process of folk expression? If these ques-
tions are answered in the affirmative, the folklorist can
then go on to draw conclusions as to whether the object
is truly material folk culture.
The Conflict: The Art,

The Artists, and The Context

The previous discussion of the various academic disci-
plines and their approaches to material folk culture reveal
some distinct differences as well as some subtle variants

of interpretation. The central conflict in arriving at the

essence of what constitutes material folk culture [folk
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art] involves opposing points of view about the very

nature of art itself.26

Two questions have long occupied
scholars’' minds: (1) What is art? and (2) What constitutes
the "art of our times?" The twentieth century has brought
with it an expanding definition of those activities known
as art. Attitudes toward art in this century have allowed
for more emphasis on unique solutions to problems. The
professional art community embraced American folk art pre-
cisely because of its seemingly unique or individualized
solutions to problems at a time when the impact of modern-
ism on art was first truly being felt -- the 1920s. Con-
cerh fbr néturaiism;rﬁ#infefiy efeéf;ﬁéﬁd>obsef§aﬁéé’6f
traditional academic tenets were all being challenged, and
no clearly definitive rules were offered in their stead.

As exciting as this period was for the art community, it was
at the same time disconcerting for those who sought order
and pattern. Artists, art historians, and critics alike
recognized potentially new aesthetic solutions in American
folk art and brought them to the attention of the populacé;
The ideological emphasis on the contribution of the single
artist as interpreter of reality became a widely recognized
phenomenon. Folk art, with its perceived qualitiés of
"vigor, honesty, inventiveness, imagination, and a strong
sense of design," as stressed by Holger Cahill,27 was
regarded as the product of the common man. Hence, what

transpired was the formulation of a posture by artists,

art historians, and critics that was consistent with the
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manner in which the material was initially randomly col-
lected and exhibited by the art community in America --
with little regard for pattern or tradition.

While the art community was actively engaged in plac-
ing newly-recognized American folk art in the continuum of
objects regarded as art, the folklorists and anthropolo-
gists were adamantly refusing to acknowledge the use of
the term "folk art" to be applied to what many of them
considered crude or eccentric artistic expression that were
unrelated to any concept of folk. Clearly, the overwhelm-
1ng appeal to the art communlty was the art in folk art
whereas the 3001a1 scientists held that the concept of folk
was a necessary condition of the very existence of folk
art. The theoretical foundations set forth in the discus-
sion of primitive art by anthropologists spoke directly to
the matter of what primitive art was -- and clearly folk
art was not primitive art. Paul Wingert in Primitive Art
has written that, "primtive art is basically a mature form
but within the contexts of man's own beliefs, institutions;

28

and technologies." In regard to those artists with

little formal academic training who are called folk or
primitive artists, Wingert writes,

Here the term characterizes artists who have
not received professional training and who
paint with a personal, naive quality in
their mode of representation and interpreta-
tion of subject matter . . . Their manner
of painting is not akin to the traditional,
academic or avante—-garde styles of their
day. It is in fact, a unique and highly



25

personalized, untutored art expression.

This is not any early phase within a histor-
ical development but is a sport, in the bio-
logical sense of the word, that is, a spon-
taneous deviation from the norm. Used in
this connection, primitive means the
untrained, the naive, and the non-conform-
ist art. This has nothing to do with the
first examples of this term (primitive art)
with an early chronological period . .
Primitive art is therefore not a free,
uncontrolled and untutored creation . . .

In primitive cultures the production of art
was heavily influenced by a vigorous adher-
ence to tradition, which necessarily Essults
in the growth of strong conservatism.

Here one sees dramatically that the very attributes of folk
art that are praised by the art community, who view it as
-"a unique and highly personalized, untutored art expres--
sion,"30 are precisely the evidence_sufficient for its
dismissal as a folk art form by anthropologists, historical
archaeologists, folklorists and many art historians.

To further grasp the opposing positions on the defini-
tion of folk art, it is useful to understand the crucial
concept of context and its relationship to art. 1In 1877,
Hippolyte Taine in History of English Literature was among
the first to write of the influence of cultural context on
art when he wrote, "a work of art is determined by an
aggregate which is the general mind and surrounding circum-

stances."31

Simple by today's standards, this observation
was a forerunner of an increasing interest in context,
with the acknowledgement of '"cultural relativism" as the
active principle in social science inquiry. The impor-

tance of context was to challenge the prevailing
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preoccupation of art critics and historians with formal
analysis. One aesthetician has acknowledged that, '"In
aesthetics we are inclined to conceive of the work of art
as an isolated object, as if the social setting for which
it is created and in which it is presented were merely
accidental."32
To counter this position, social science disciplines
have focused on the context from which the folk object has
evolved. Social scientists hold that the objéct can be
fully appreciated only in relation to the whole living pro-
-cess of man and man's patterns of origin, form, transmis-
sion, and function (as well as symbolic meaning). Thus the
folk object is but a product of man ih a particular place
in time. In acknowledging the social scientist's emphasis
on context rather than isolated expréssion, one comes to
recognize that, as K. Mitchells has written, '"The issue of
social setting and aesthetic isolation has become a major
problem in the arts through their growing detachment from
social life in modern times."33
Obviously, the degree of commitment to these positions
varies within both the art community, the humanities and
the social sciences. However, there has been some recog-
nition of these diverse positions. This has led to some
cooperation, and subsequently, mutual advances in fields

such as American Studies.34

F. Graeme Chalmers, in an art-
icle entitled, "The Study of Art in a Cultural Context,'

has written, "In recent years [there has been] a growing
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realization among art historians that the environment of
a given period can be portrayed in an effective relation-

ship to the arts of the time."35

Meanwhile, he points out
that art has still been neglected by social scientists and
that one author blames social scientists for their "intel-
lectual or rational approach toward life," '"their dis-
inclination toward value judgements,' and the '"common error
that art is a matter of divine revelation and spontaneous

36 Chalmers concludes that, "A major diffi-

inspiration.”
culty encountered in the study of art in society is that
nearly all judgements depend on a variety of individual

37”’SuCh”

points of view and are thus primérilywsubjeétivel"
subjective distinctions in rendering judgements are widely
acknowledged by those in the art community, and standards
have been defined on the basis of aesthetic content and
elements. Although those in the social sciences frequently
avoid subjective judgements, those in the humanities --
especially in the arts -- welcome the opportunity to make
such judgements as part and parcel of their appointed
scholarly task. The community of scholars within the
humanities relies on concurring opinions to determine the

38  rhese individual

validity of an art form or art object.
judgements confer aesthetic worth, and when an overwhelm-
ing number of voices render an appraisal of significant

merit, it is believed to be reasonable to assume that such

merit does exist.
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Basic Conceptual Approaches to
Material Folk Culture Scholarship

In recent years, attempts have been made to effec-
tively categorize concepts of material culture study.
Relying on separate schools of thought, these attempts
have labelled categories of inquiry -- often illustrating
each with the work of the leading scholar utilizing this
conceptual approach. The conceptual models are primarily
as follows: (1) cultural geégraphy; (2) historical recon-
struction; (3) functionalism; (4) symbolism; (5) aesthet-

39 yhile

ics; (6) structuralism; and (7) behavioralism.
‘'no one model will be followed for this study, it is -
instructive to consider material folk culture from each of
these perspectives. It has been noted by Michael Owen
Jones that these categories usually mix "principles of
research objective (i.e., historical reconstruction), dis-
ciplinary affiliation (cultural geography) and schools of
analysis (structuralism, functionalism, and behavioral-
ism)."40 Nevertheless, a brief description of each of
these approaches is worth considering.

1. Historical reconstruction: This approach relies
on the pefsistent character of tradition in the attempt to
literally reconstruct a particular place in time. By com-
bining fieldwork with the collection of material culture,
practitioners strive to replicate the traditional patterns

of life of the past. Simon Bronner has suggested that this

approach is most commonly practiced by museum curators and
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that it has developed as a response to the Great Man theory
of history -- as everyday activities of life are stressed. 4!
2. Cultural geography: This approach is closely
tied to the determinist theories of cultural geographers
who contend that cultural features diffuse as they are
stretched over geographical space. Thus material folk cul-
ture, while particularly connected to local community
values, loses its power and character as it moves from
its cultural center or base. Through both environmental
and human cultural factors, material folk culture changes
over space not so much over time.
| 3.’NFﬁh¢£i6nélismﬁ ’This'épﬁrbééh atfémﬁfswféﬂﬁndef;
stand why a particular folk object is of functional value
to a people at a particular place in time. The functional
value or usefulness is perceived to be linked to a tradi-
fional pattern of successful use in an appropriate environ-
ment. The local context proVides the background for the
interpretation of the object.43
4, Symbolism: This approach assumes that objects
speak. Objects are believed to convey beliefs or have a
higher level of functional meaning that needs to be decoded
by studying the makers and users of the object. From.
religious objects to a particular house form, objects are
perceived to be transmitters of abstract psychological and
sociological messages.44

5. Aesthetic Theorv: This approach stresses the

interaction of the object with its audience as a primary
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basis of analysis. The power and sincerity of the object
as it affects the community audience becomes the focus of
study. The "infectiousness'" of the art experience is
examined and the artistic reaction is measured as an indi-
cator of the "taste'" of either the individual or social
grouping.45

6. Structuralism: Attention is given to the form of
the object. The practitioner attempts to understand why
the form emerged by studying the maker, user, and context
of the material culture. The objective is to determine
what factors, including unconscious psychic patterning,
'influenée thejfiﬁal form'of the ébjéct;46h‘ “ B

7. Behavioralism: This approach stresses the stﬁdy
of the life and activity of the object-maker. Practition-
ers attempt to understand the motivations of the object-
maker. The psychological character of the object-maker
is studied and compared to other makers to understand more
fully human consistencies and recurring patterns of beha-
vior.47

In an attempt to provide a more meaningful framework
to understand both the past scholarship on material folk
culture as well as emerging trends in scholarship, Michael
Owen Jones has recently proposed a new model. This model
was developed to:

« « o identify various and changing con-

ceptions of the data and then match research
questions to these fundamental notions:
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1. folk art as a survival/and an index of
historical processes

2. folk art as an aesthetic phenomenon/and
as an index of human capability

3. folk art as an element of culture/and an
index of socio-cultural processes

4. folk art as personal expression/and an
index of psychological states and pro-
cesses

5. folk art as a behavioral phenomenon/and
an index of cognitive and interactional
processes

6. folk art as a symptom 2§ social problems/
and a model for action

Jones has stressed that '"these six categories are parallel,

employing the same set of principles. 1In each category

" there is first a conception of the data base; this is fol--

lowed by an indication of the framework in which questions
are posted."49 This particular model enables the
researcher to gather the appropriate data base for more
than one category and then pose the appropriate questions
for more than one category. This approach has been
employed for the case study of the Grand Ledge Folk Pottery
Tradition and some conclusions can be drawn regardihg each

of these six general categories.

Material Folk Culture Study:
An Integrated Selected Approach

Describing the creative process, John F. A, Taylor in

Design and Expression in the Visual Arts wrote, "Art is a
t."50

doing -- an acting doing, not a passive dumb arres

All art, whether of the folk, popular, of fine (elite)
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variety, is the result of the organized behavior of man.
Therefore, one should not consider material folk culture as
a mere reflection of human behavior, one should realize
that it is, in fact, part of human behavior. Thus a full
understanding of the objects should help one see how
people at a particular place in time responded to the
various circumstances of their lives.
The probing for a deeper meaning in a folk object can

best be realized by understanding that the life of the
folk artist shapes the folk object; and that the folk
object has a life span beyond the artist. It is the inten-
tion of this study to communicate an awareness of'both
dimensions, presenting, where possible, an account of the
experiences that shaped the lives of the folk artists
whose art is examined in this study. Such opportunities to
connect objects to the artist as caretaker of a community
folk aesthetic are central to exapnding understanding of
folk art. Imn 1927, Franz Boas, in Primitive Art, wrote of
the need to carefully study the artist and the artist’'s '
connection to his community. Boas proposed the following
course for scholarship:

We have to turn our attention first of all

to the artist himself . . . Unfortunately,

observations on this subject are very rare

and unsatisfactory for it requires an inti-

mate knowledge of the people to understand

the innermost thoughts and feelings of the

artist. Even with thorough knowledge the

problem is exceedingly difficult, for the

mental processes of artistic production do

not t%Ee place in the full light of conscious-
ness.
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Another complementary approach to material folk cul-
ture analysis has relevance to the model employed in this
study. This approach revolves around the ability to recon-
struct the way in which the object originated, functiomned,
and continues to function today. Indeed, in cases where
nothing is known about the age or context, that may be the
only option open. Such an approach must seek to answer
three basic questions: (1) Can the object be identified as
the product of a folk group? (2) Was there a distinct pat-
tern of transmission of expressions, behaviors, and forms
that were primarily learned informally and conveyed orally?
(3) Was there a clearly identifiable traditional community
aesthetic that governed this prdcess of folk expression?

If these questions are answered in the affirmative, one
can go on to draw conclusions as to whether the object is
truly folk art. However, where possible, folklorists
attempt to build upon more generalized notions of folk
craftsmanship to establish operative definitions of folk
artistry. In an article entitled, "Mr. Westfall's Baskets:
Traditional Craftsmanship in Northcentral Missouri,'" Howard
Wight Marshall has employed the criteria for traditional
country craftsmanship established by folklorist J. Geraint
Jenkins. Although biased in favor of rural folk artistry,
they do convey the folklorist's concern for utility, con-

servative techniques, and operative tradition;
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1. The craftsman is able to marry beauty
and utility, combining good taste and use-
fulness.

2. The true craftsman does not depend on com-
plex machinery and equipment to complete
his work.

3. The true craftsman is not only able to
work in an ancient tradition, but he is
able to build on the foundation of his-
tory. The pa§§ provides a solid basis
for his work.
Appreciation for these traditional cultural values has been
a strong guiding force in this study.

The considerati