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w R e v i e w e d  b y  B e t t y  J a n e  B e l a n u s  

The H e n r y  F r a n c i s  d u  P o n t  W i n t e r t h u r  Museum, a  v i r t u a l  
b a s t i o n  o f  e i g h t e e n t h  a n d  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  A m e r i c a n  d e c o r a -  
t i v e  a r t s ,  s p o n s o r e d  a  1977  e x h i b i t  o f  f o l k  a r t  a t  t h e  B r a n d y -  
w i n e  R i v e r  Museum, Chadds F o r d ,  P e n n s y l v a n i a .  T h i s  book  i s  
s t e p  t w o  i n  a  g r a n d  p l a n  t o  p r e s e n t  a  " f o u r - f o l d  a p p r o a c h  t o  

V 
f o l k  a r t - - e x h i b i t i o n ,  e s s a y  a n d  c a t a l o g u e ,  c o n f e r e n c e ,  a n d  
c o n f e r e n c e  r e p o r t . "  The b o o k  i s  handsome i n  t h e  manner  o f  
museum c a t a l o g u e s :  p r o f u s e l y  i l l u s t r a t e d  w i t h  g o o d  b l a c k  a n d  
w h i t e  p r i n t s  i n t e r s p e r s e d  w i t h  e x c e l l e n t  c o l o r  p l a t e s .  Y e t ,  
i t  i s  n o t  j u s t  a n o t h e r  c o f f e e  t a b l e  a r t  e x h i b i t  c a t a l o g u e ,  
s i n c e  Amesl l o n g  e s s a y  i s  i n t e l l i g e n t  a n d  s e n s i t i v e ,  a n d  p r o -  

& 
v i d e s  some i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  p r o b l e m s  r u n  a c r o s s  b y  t h e  s c h o l a r  
i n t e r e s t e d  i n  " f o l k  a r t . "  

P u t t i n g  t o g e t h e r  a n  e x h i b i t  o f  f o l k  a r t  i s  n o t  as  e a s y  
as  i t  s o u n d s ,  s i n c e  t h e  t e r m  h a s  n o  s a t i s f a c t o r y  d e f i n i t i o n ,  
e v e n  t h o u g h  e v e r y o n e  f r o m  t h e  a r t  d e a l e r  t o  t h e  f o l k l o r e  
s c h o l a r  h a s  h a d  a  c r a c k  a t  p o s i t i n g  s u c h  a  d e f i n i t i o n .  Ames' 

w 
m i s s i o n ,  t h e n ,  h a s  b e e n  t o  a t t e m p t  t o  p i e c e  t o g e t h e r  n o t  o n l y  
t h e  v a r i o u s  p a s t  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  t h e  t e r m ,  b u t  a l s o  t h e  p h i l o -  
sophy  b e h i n d  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  t h e  t e r m :  " f o l k u t  
a n d  " a r t . "  We c a n  h a r d l y  e n v y  t h e  t a s k .  The a u t h o r  d o e s  a  
d e c e n t  j o b  o f  p u l l i n g  t h e  t e r m  a p a r t  a n d  p u t t i n g  i t  b a c k  t o -  
g e t h e r  a f t e r  e x a m i n i n g  a l l  o f  i t s  f a c e t s ,  a n d  makes some 

w 
p e r t i n e n t  o b s e r v a t i o n s  a l o n g  t h e  way. F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  Ames i s o -  
l a t e s  f i v e  t t n y t h s l l  p e r v a d i n g  t h e  p o p u l a r  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  
f o l k  a r t i s t :  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ,  t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  
" p o o r  b u t  h a p p y t 1  a r t i s a n ,  h a n d i c r a f t  v e r s u s  s i m p l e  m a c h i n e  
w o r k ,  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  " f o l k  a r t u  i s  p r o o f  o f  a  c o n f l i c t - f r e e  
p a s t ,  a n d  t h e  m i s c o n c e p t i o n  o f  n a t i o n a l  u n i q u e n e s s  i n  A m e r i c a n  

w 
f o l k  a r t .  I n  t h e  s e c t i o n  o n  t l I n f l u e n c e s  o n  F o l k  A r t , "  Ames 
l o o k s  c l o s e l y  a t  t r a d i t i o n ,  d e c o r a t i o n ,  a n d  c o m p e t e n c e  i n  a  
commendable,  p s y c h o - f u n c t i o n a l  f a s h i o n .  



Perhaps t h e  most p r a i s e w o r t h y  aspec t  o f  Amesl work, how- 
eve r ,  i s  t h e  j a b  he makes a t  t h e  p o p u l a r i z e r s  o f  I t f o l k  a r t " :  
t h e  a r t  d e a l e r s .  One i s  rem inded  o f  R i c h a r d  M. Dorson ls  f i g h t  
f o r  t h e  l e g i t i m i z i n g  o f  genu ine  American f o l k l o r e  t e x t s ,  and 
t h e  t e m p t a t i o n  t o  c a l l  u h a t  t h e  a r t  d e a l e r s  have i n  t h e  p a s t  
promoted as " f o l k "  a r t  by t h e  t e r m  l l f ake l f  a r t  i s  s t r o n g .  

The s e n t i m e n t a l i z a t i o n  o f  l lnaive, f l  o r  l l p r i m i t i v e f t  
a r t - - two  of t h e  a l t e r n a t e  te rms u t i l i z e d  by 
a r t  d e a l e r s  and c o l l e c t o r s - - i s ,  i ndeed ,  r o u g h l y  ana logous t o  
t h e  I1gooey c o n f e c t i o n s I 1  American f o l k  n a r r a t i v e s  u e r e  reduced  
t o  i n  t h e  v a r i o u s  Treasury c o l l e c t i o n s  i s s u e d  i n  t h e  1940s 
and l50s.*  L i k e  t h e  pseudo l f f o l k l l  c h a r a c t e r ,  P a u l  Bunyon, 
some o f  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  i t e m s  of  l1folk1!  a r t  were n o t  genu ine,  
b u t  passed as such because of  t h e i r  supposed s i m i l a r i t y  t o  
genu ine i t e m s  and t h e i r  d i s p l a y  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  p o p u l a r -  
l y  ass igned  t o  such i t e m s .  

Ames has c o n s u l t e d  t h e  works o f  f o l k l o r e  s c h o l a r s  
s p e c i a l i z i n g  i n  f o l k  a r t  r e s e a r c h  (most n o t a b l y  Henry G l a s s i e  
and M i c h a e l  Owen Jones)  i n  p r e p a r i n g  h i s  essay. Yet t h e  f a c t  
t h a t  Arnes h i m s e l f  i s  n o t  a  f o l k l o r i s t  i s  obv ious .  The i t e m s  
i n  t h e  e x h i b i t  a r e  a lmos t  u n i v e r s a l l y  d a t e d  pre-1900 and, 
b a s i n g  h i s  essay on these  i t ems ,  Ames' h i s t o r i c  b e n t  overpowers  
h i s  b r i e f  b u t  a s t u t e  o b s e r v a t i o n  t h a t  an e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  l i v i n g  
f o l k  a r t  i n  c o n t e x t  can r e s u l t  i n  more t h a n  s p e c u l a t i o n  based 
on h i s t o r i c  r e s e a r c h  (p .  8 7 ) .  Ames i s  l i m i t e d  by h i s  m a t e r i a l s :  
l i k e  a  f o l k l o r i s t  w o r k i n g  w i t h  t h e  b a r e  t e x t s  f r om an h i s -  
t o r i c a l  p e r i o d ,  he must su rm ise  a  g r e a t  dea l ,  and i n  so d o i n g  
he can sometimes be found  s k a t i n g  on t h i n  i c e .  

I n  sum, Beyond Necessity: Art in the Folk Tradition i s  
n o t  t h e  d e f i n i t i v e  work on f o l k  a r t  t h a t  s c h o l a r s  i n t e r e s t e d  
i n  t h e  s u b j e c t  e a g e r l y  a w a i t .  The work i s ,  however,  v a l l ~ a b l e ,  
and s h o u l d  n o t  be o v e r l o o k e d  by  s t u d e n t s  of  f o l k  a r t .  S c h o l a r s  
s h o u l d  a l s o  be on t h e  l o o k o u t  f o r  t h e  f o r t h c o m i n g  r e p o r t  o f  
t h e  con fe rence  t h a t  made up t h e  f o u r t h  s t e p  o f  t h e  a m b i t i o u s  
W i n t e r t h u r  p l a n .  My guess i s  t h a t  t h e  two works w i l l  complement 
each o t h e r  and, t o g e t h e r ,  w i l l  h e l p  r e d i r e c t  t h e  f r u s t r a t i n g  
s t u d y  o f  what Ames a p t l y  c a l l s  " t h e  paradox of  f o l k  a r t . "  

* 
See R i c h a r d  M. Dorson, Anerican Folklore and the Historian 

(Ch icago:  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Ch i cago  Press ,  1971) ,  p. 5. 




