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''Tl'fPe Me11 Wroqght Pot" 'was suggested by my fr iend and colleague dobert A. 
Georges t o  whom I ' m  indebted not only f o r  the t i t l e  of t h i s  paper but a l so  fo r  
some of the ideas expressed herein.1 

Obviously I ' m  concerned. with the a r t i s t i c  and aesthet ic  dimensions of 
folklore. But who i s n ' t ?  '!'his is cer tainly a major direct ion i n  folklore 
scholarship for  the present and the future as  indicated by works i n  the recent 
past, among them the essays by Jansen on classifying performance, Bascorn on 
verbal a r t ,  Dorson on s ty les  of folk narrators,  Abrahams on a rhetoric of every- 
day l i f e  and on playing the dozens and rapping and capping; the books by Ives on 
singers l ike  Larry Gorman, Browley on Bahamian s tory te l le rs ,  Lord. on epic singers,  
Rosenberg on the art of American folk preachers; and the a r t i c l e  by Ben-Amos on 
the defini t ion game i n  which he contends tha t  folklore is " a r t i s t i c  communication 
i n  small groups." 

'Jhe affect ive qual i ty  of behavior has probably at t racted most investigators 
t o  folklore and i t s  study, although t h i s  has never been adequately examined: 
e i ther  the fo lk lor i s t ' s  in te res t  i n  the a r t i s t i c  and aesthet ic  dimensions of 
~ o l k l o r e ,  or folk a r t .  Strangely, more at tent ion has been given t o  delineating 
types of s to r i e s ,  songs, and objects than t o  ascertaining s ty le ;  t o  describing 
technological processes i n  production than t o  analyzing creative ones; and t o  
se t t ing  for th the fo lk lo r i s t ' s  personal reaction t o  songs and s to r i e s  than t o  
determining the performer or audience's response. 

Part of the explanation fo r  t,his s i tuat ion i s  tha t  the study of folk a r t  or 
folklore as art has been impeded by two basic assumptions, both of which are  
wrong: that. the investigator i s  dealing with the lore  of a folk o r  of the folk , 
and tha t  lore  i s  an e n t i t y  or a r t  i s  an object. There are other assumptions i n  
much of the l i t e ra tu re  but they seem t o  follow from these two, and many of the 
models, techniques of data-gathering, and analyt ical  methods are  based on these 
two assumptions tha t  folklore or folk a r t  consists of e n t i t i e s  or objects made 
by the folk. 

I n  a recent essay on s tory te l l ing  events Georges objected. t o  t h i s  "p r s i s t ence  
of the premise tha t  s to r i e s  are  surviving or t rad i t iona l  l inguis t ic  e n t i t i e s ,  I t  

and "the a pr ior i  assumption tha t  the means of discovering the meaning and 
~ g n i f i c a n c e  of these e n t i t i e s  i s  through the collection and study of s tory texts." 
,Nearly a decade e a r l i e r  Edmund Carpenter had noted tha t  "Eskimo are  interested 
i n  the ar t , is t ic  a c t ,  not i n  the produet of tha t  act ivi ty .  A carving, l ike  a 
songz. i s  not, a thing; it i s  an action." Carpenter admonished tha t  "It's sense- 
l e s s  t o  assume tha t  when we col lect  these s i l e n t ,  s t a t i c  carvings, we have col lec t tu  
Eskimo art.. . . ' 

Of course we tend t o  f e e l  more comfortable i n  analysis when the subject under 
discussion i s  tangible and vis ible ,  as i n  the form of a well wrought pot or  a 
song t ex t  that, has been written down, f b r  then we can, we suppose, be t t e r  under- 
stand it. After a l l ,  it exis t s  i n  physical r e a l i t y ,  i t  af fec ts  our sens ib i l i t i e s  
i n  some way, and it certainly is not so elusive as  thought processes. No one 
can deny tha t  the objects are there or tha t  a "story1'--at l eas t  the l inguis t ica l ly  



coded part--has been transcribed on paper from a tape recording of the event* 
But i s  a r t  just a thing and may we content ourselves with the col lect ion and 
study of a r t i f a c t s  or l inguis t ic  en t i t ies?  No. 

How often has someone shown you an object or a typed copy of a s tory  and 
asked, "Is t h i s  folk art (or folklore) "'i And how often have you been unable t o  
answer, because there are  simply no distinguishing physical a t t r ibu tes  tha t  ensure 
immediate recognition of the object or tex t  as folklore,  as  there are  obvious 
physical traits by which horses may be distinguished from trees:  Before you 
can answer t h i s  question you have t o  ask who made the object or to ld  the 
story., where, when, and from whom the individual learned h i s ' s k i l l s ;  and i n  what 
circumstances the Activity occurred. The object or t ex t  i s  of l i t t l e  consequence 
e i ther  i n  attempting t o  explain what folklore i s ,  or i n  t rying t o  understand the 
object i t s e l f .  What is signif icant  i s  the h u ~ a n  being who behaved i n  a .certain 
way. ,To dea l  with folk art  or folklore as  a r t ,  we must, as Frmp, Boas wrote 45 

. years ggo, "turn our at tent ion f i r s t  of a l l  t o  the a r t i s t  himself." 

The ou t ,p t  i s  i n  one sense a manifestation of the production or performance 
which signals the  existence of this process. The output sometimes precipi ta tes  
an aesthet ic  response, but so does the making or doing. And. the  output, even 
if tangible i n  the form of a pot or a chair ,  is  not r ea l ly  s t a t i c ,  f o r  concrete 
things change texture and s~ l r l ace  qual i ty  with handling; ohange color with 
ageing' or bewuse of differences i n  the l i g h t  stxiking them; and change i n  
appearance'anc! soundness with use and the inevitable restorat ion or repair.  . 
The output, as  one aspect of the process of production and consumption (or of 
performance), has received f a r  too much att,ention i n  the scholarly l i t e r a t u r e  
with , the resu l t -  t ha t  other parts of these processes have been noticed seldom and 
examined hardly at all .  I 

Georges proposed a new conception of narrative and narration not as  s to ry  
or art or l inguis t ic  e n t i t y  but as "the d i s t inc t  events within continua of human 
comt~nicat ion,"  and he stressed the significance of these "s torytel l ing events" 
as  "communicative events, as  soc ia l  experiences, and as  ur.que expressions of 
human behavior.'' Implicit  i n  Carpenter's statement i s  a more dynamic conception 
of art tha t  has not been f i l l y  exploited. Of cen t ra l  concern would be not the 
object but the ac t iv i ty ,  the process of production-or performance and a l l  tha t  
g;)es in to  each; and the process of consumption, use,  response, evaluation and 
a l l  t ha t  goes i n t o  the appre~ ia t~ ion  of production or performance g ~ d  the formation 
of standards of excellence and preference. Not s tory,  but s tory te l l ing  event; 
not pot or chair ,  but pottery or chair prduct ion  and consumption; not object but 
process ,and event involving producers and consumers and t h e i r  interactions.  I n  

. . other wor6s, we rn~~st begin with the individual and h i s  behavior. 

That's the general' framework. Now what about such basic constructs as 
- a r t ,  folk,  and lore? 

The essay by Georges on s tory te l l ing  events am1 an unpublished paper by 
Kenneth L. ICetner on "dhat i s  & story? I' a re  essent ia l  i n  understanding folk 
a r t  or folklore as  a r t ,  despite the fac t  tha t  the a~rthorsf do not discuss at 
length the a r t i s t i c  element i n  storytell ing events. it is ,  however, t h i s  
a r t i s t i c  ,dimension or aestheiic aspect of s torytel l ing,  singing, and so  on 

, , tha t  actual ly  f a c i l i t a t e s  the cornrnunieation and soc ia l  interact ion with which 
the authors are  concerned. , 



"Old J G ~  leabody used t o  be an awful man at t e l l i n g  t a l l  s t o r i e s ,  I '  a 
fisherman i n  Newfoundland to ld  me. "I couldn't t e l l  it the way he used t o  t e l l  
it. Anyone tha t  i s  used t o  this can t e l l  'em i n  a d i f fe rent  way &om what I can, 
you know, make a Tot of fun out of it. I ' m ,  I'm no good t o  t e l l  a story. 
DON'T GET NO R I C K  O(IT A l v i E  -ELLIN1 A S;2OLiY. I don't know how." 

Stories can be to ld  rather "ar t lessly" as we know, but communication is 
impaired and soc ia l  inJberaction impeded. Who l ikes  t o  l i s t e n  t o  a poor stonyteller? 
O r  who fancies noise: 

"'ljlerets some people gif ted with music, It  5 was told.  "There was a f e l l a  
here. . .you had t o  dance t o  music he used t o  give, @U HAL, T 0 DANCE--you couldn ' t 
help it,! He could do anything with a 'ccordian." 

O r ,  f o r  that, matter, who wants t o  carry water i n  a heavy, lopsided jug, or  
si t  on a chair t ha t  "has the r ickets  and cr ies"  because it was fashioned of 
unseasoned pieces? 

"A g o d  chairmaker," said a craftsman i n  Kentucky, "would have t o  make 
'em slow and make 'em right.  You can't  just throw a chair together any way 
and. get a good. chair out of it." Said another artist about h is  friend, "He 
can make a chair so pre t ty  you can see your face shinint  i n  it." 

But t h i s  is not t o  suggest tha t  s t o r ~ e l l i n g  or  chairmaking i s  always or even 
necessarily conoeived of as "ar t"  by those who engage i n  t h i s  behavior. 'What do 
you think a r t  is?" I asked a man with whom I had been staying i n  a Newfoundland 
village. 

"I dunno, " he said. 

"\Jell, i s  it painting? music ?" 

Rather uncertainly he replied, "I"d say painting, ~i-a&&, Stuff like .that, 
wouldn ' t it be? " 

"Nhat about mu-sic and dance'?" 

"Music and dances?" he asked; "there 's  no a r t  t o  that..& there'{" 

I dunno, " I said, "that, 's what I 'rn trying t o '  f ind Out. lrJhat about story- 
?el l ing l ike  ! -ary Burrage--what, about tha t  ? " 

" 2  don't regard that...." 

"1.Jhat aa ry  t e l l s  i s  t rue ,  you know, " interrupted his wife, "it ' s ,  i ts1 
Exmri ence . " 

. "But," s&id the &n sIowly, "she's got a way of TELLIlI' i t ,  yeah." 

rJhile some behavior may notk,called " a r t ,  I '  it nevertheless is taken t o  be 
something special  often because of the s k i l l  involved- which i t s e l f  may generate 
an aesthetic experience. 

'T hat crippled woman Nary, by Goddarnn , mister, you get her a-going , " said 
the fisherman, shaking h i s  head back and for th  i n  appreciation, "she can t e l l  ya. 
Some of 'em i s  t rve ,  too. Funny s tor ies ."  



One of the men who had been t o  a wedding to ld  t h i s  fisherman t h a t  "a f t e r  the 
lunch everybody was t e l l i n '  s to r i e s ,  you know, ancl he said Nary s ta r ted  t o  t e l l  
about the crippled wedding. well, &ire Barrow said everybody i n  the place was 
groanin' . Some of the women had t o  go t o  the bathroom! Oh, my son, t 'hear her 
t e l l  that; you Id crow; she got a way of t e l l i n '  it.. . ,I can ' t  do it. I t  

For present purposes I am using the word "a r t "  mainly i n  the sens'e of skill 
i n  the making or doing of tha t  which functions as  (anong other things) a stimulus 
t o  aesthet ic  experience; the output of tha t  s k i l l ;  anci the a c t i v i t y  involving 
the use of that, s k i l l .  Admittedly, f o r  some a r t s  so con-eived the aesthet ic  
aspect i s  limited ( for  example, the a r t  of defensive driving).  And. t o r  a few 
things tha t  generate an aesthet ic  experience i n  someone, accident my be more 
important than s k i l l  ( for  instance, randomly sorted p i les  of :mrn t o  be used 
f o r  rug making which i n  and of themselves may generate an aeshhetic experience 
because of the balance, harmony, symmetry, and cen t ra l i ty  of t h z i r  arrangement ) . 
As a general characterization, though, it ~~oulc l  seem tha t  thxt  ~;hic:i i s  most 
often taken t o  be "a r t "  (whether actual ly  called tha t  or  not) i s  something 
thought t.o be "specialt i  (usually because of the s k i l l  involved), generating an 
appreciative, contemplative response i n  the percipient. 

Storytel l ing,  then, may be "a r t t i  or it mzy hzve an ar t i s i t ic -aes the t ic  dimen- 
sion, but the a r t  i s  not exclusively a s tory,  a l inguis t ic  en t i ty ,  t ha t  i s  the 
counterpart of writ ten l i terature-- this  i s  one of the most important points i n  
Georges ' essay, The 1'Jewfoundland fisherman ;ras willing t o  concede tha t  the 
mIVI'IES of s tory te l l ing ,  music, and p rhaps  dancing tha t  he ?:as familiar with 
had an "ar t is t ic-aesthet ic  dimension" (my words, not h i s )  ; involved some special  
s k i l l s  which he did not possess; and generated an apprecizbive response i n  him 
when the s tory te l l ing  or music was s k i l l f u l l y  performed (sure some of the 
won:en , too, who wet t h e i r  pants found Plary1s s tory te l l ing  t o  be "beautiful" or 
"pleasurable, I '  otherwise they would not have laughed so  long and hard) . .But "it" 
was not "art" as  a c lass  of objects comparable t o  the "fine arts" ("painting, 
drawing, and s tuff  l i ke  tha t"  ) as  they are presently conceived--allegedly genteel 
i n  nature, bef i t t ing  the upper classes,  serving primarily an aesthet ic  function, 
and tending t o  ref ine or elevate the mind (211 of which csldom o b t a i ~ s  , hovever) . 

By exclucling the  element of a r t  from discuss?-on, and by emphasizing 
s torytel l ing events rather  than focusing on narratives as  "oral  litg - \,urc, 
Georges dea l t  with s tory te l l ing  f o r  what it is  primarily: a conmnicative 
process and soc ia l  experience generated by the interactions of two or  more 
people regardless of socio-economic or educational s ta tus ;  it i s  simply not 
a r t  i n  the usual 'Jestern e l i t e  sense of the so-called f ine  a r t s ,  E, concept tha t  
i t s e l f  i s  suspect and needs re-examination from other perspectives ( u n f ~ r t u n a t e ? ~ ,  
every recent, study of "primitive" a r t  of which I 1 m  cware d i s t o r t s  and misrepresents 

. the behavior under scrut iny because the investiqator has accepted the very 
assumptions he claims, or would l i k e  t o  be challenging). A s  Georges wrote about 
s tory te l l ing ,  "Though it i s  possible t o  draw ~ n z l o g i e s  be-tween written narratives 
and. the messages of s tory te l l ing  events, tfle sane c r i t e r i a  cannot be u t i l i zed  
t o  judge both, nor can both be subjected t o  the same kinds of study 2nd analysis." 
'The s k i l l s  i n  each are  leaxned and practiced i n  quS.te d i f fe rent  s i tuat ions.  
Namely, i n  the case of folklore,  one involving face-to-face interact ion;  and the 
mode of behavior i s  conceived of d i f fe rent ly  by p a r t i c i p a ~ t s  .in the  interact ion 
and it, serves a i f f e ren t  purposes. 

There i s  irony here. The s t u d ~ n t  of fo lk  or pr ini t ive a r t  investigates 
. waat he c a l l s  "art," by whi'ch he usually means "fine art It; f o r  example, Herta 



Haselberger , i n  her methodological essay on primitive art study, noted tha t  "The 
term ' a r t '  i s  used. here only fo r  the so-called f ine ar ts . .  . ." She then l i s t e d  
painting, sculpture, drawing and "stuff l ike  that .  I' The actual  p rcd~ce r s  or 
performers and t h e i r  ilivnediate custom el"^ or audience usually do not,  however, 
conceive of t.he5r dk i l l s  and ac t iv i t i e s  i n  t h i s  way. A s  Ralph Altman admitted, 
"The concept of art i n  our civlizat.ion today i n  t h i s  case, a particular 
acadenlic t rad i t ion  of art study and the concepts t o  which the researcher has been 
conditionecl kkd5 na t rue  equivalent i n  any of i.he cu-ltures with which we are here 
conc~rned.'  Cur d t i t u d e  t o ~ , ~ w d  t r i b a l  objects tha t  Ire c a l l  art d i f f e r s  from 
tha t  of the i r  makers and users,  " 

Precisely. That ' s the point. 

Attempted defini t ions oi folk a r t  have generally fa i led ,  i n  part  because - as h i e  Harmon suggested, "Too nzmy different  kinds of a r t  produced i n  too 
many d-if f wen t  circuri?stance-- are  involved . " Harmon herself seems t o  conceive 
of folk art as unsophisticated productions, r.a<ril;r material objects, especially 
among country people, primarily i n  de s te rn  Europe q d .  America. And that..' s 
important, fo r  clefinitions of folk a r t  have fa i led ,  too, because of this object- 
or entity-orientation of most commentators who focus at tent ion on the formal 

1 
qua l i t ies  of a thing, and who assume a pr ior i  t ha t  folk art--whether verbal 
or material output--is the . infer ior  count.erpart or debased :imitation of the 
fine * arts from which folk art d i f f e r s  because of l ess  sophisticated formal 
character is t ics ,  usually because of the low socio-econormcor educational s ta tus  
of those t*rho prod~~cecl "it" o? fo r  whom "it" was intended. 

Folk art, i s  usually 6istinguished from folklore and both from primitive 
a r t ,  f i r s t  because a r t  i s  assumed t o  be objects, and secondly because lore  or 
a r t  i s  "mad-e" by the or a folk.  bihat I a m  sugzesting i s  tha t  there i s  no signi- 
ficant, difference between folk and primitive a r t  despii.e the widely held belief 
i n  some c i rc les  that folk a r t  i s  the low art of high cultures and primitive 
art i s  the high art. of lo~fi~~cul tures;  and tha t  "folk art,'! is not limited t o  
objectxi but incl tdes  s l t i L l  md the use of tha t  s k i l l  whether i n  performance or 
i n  the prod.uction of tangible outputs. 

. ,  F B  cl oes not inean backward, poor, or i l l i t e r a t e  people--most fo lk lor i s t s  
wov.ld now agree t o  t h a t ,  thou-gh some a r t  historians and anthropologists aren ' t  
yet convihced, perhaps because they are not faniiliar with Dorson's notion of 
"a fo lk ,  not t,hF! folk" which Is "a v i t a l l y  integrated, like-minded group." B u t  
FOLK does not mean "group" e i ther ,  "like-mind-ed" or otherwise, regerdless - 
of the statement by Dundes, i n  elaboration of Dorson's remarks, t ha t  folk is  
"any group whaLsoever having a t  leas t  one factor i n  coinmon. " A "group" has at 
l eas t  one factor  i n  commcn, yes, but not everyone who in terac ts  with other 
'people conceives of himself as thus belonging L o  a "g~oup." iqor does &&mean 

'I 
, people generally, " as some' individuals haxe vaguely suggested . 

I t,hink what gorson and Oundes r ea l ly  meant t o  say, and what Rbrahams and 
especially Georges have clear ly implied or t o  a great extent s ta ted ,  i s  tha t  
FOLK refers  t o  a process of learning and u t i l i z ing  cer tain modes of behavior and. - 
c d e s  of communication i n  2 si tuat ion of face-to-face interc?d?'lge involving 
members of a small interact ional  network. LQiE i s  not song t ex t s  or old objects 
but the uni ts  of expressive behavior or the s ty l e s ,  designs, and techniques of a 
particu.lar 'i'(.ADIIi01\J, the general category of behavior t o  which we tend t o  give 
an id-entifying labe l  such as  s torytel l ing,  chairmaking, dancing, or singing, 
and i n  which the process has been sustained suf f ic ien t ly  long fo r  several 



. . 
in;'ivirllials t,o ha- l~a rnec  -y>ri t ) - t - i l i ~ ~ ~  +,he b ' i ; L T r i C , :  . l ~ i - ~ ,  :-" an<' ' : : i  qries"  

I a&e not rxwsPf on" o- hancl~r' c G'X, ' anc' ' it ej ' i s  1101 $=..oral circl 1-+ i ~ n ,  
and people are  not "active" or passive" '*bearers of t r aa i t ion" ;  rat he^., as 
Ketner has suggested., "an a b i l i t y  i s  learned or is demonstrated according t o  a 
teache-c*'~ guidance or an audience 's appreciation, subject t o  soc ia l  approval. I' 

This does not ru le  out or ig ina l i ty  i n  folklore. Ar t i s t i c  creativity--which is 
obviously present i n  much production and performance--is simply the c l a r i f i ca -  
t i on  of potent ia l i t ies  already present i n  the r a w  materials (whether clay, sounds, 
or b d y  movements) i n t o  ac t iv i t i e s  or objects more completely sat isfying 
aesthet ical ly  than the materials themselves; t h a t ' s  why s k i l l  i s  s o  important. 

Singing or dancing or storytelling--as Georges made clear--is a communica- 
t i v e  event and soc ia l  experience primarily. But I ' m  suggesting t h a t  i f  the  
behavior i s  not engaged i n  with skill then communication and interact ion are 
impeded or prevented. Thus, we need t o  examine the a r t i s t i c  qual i ty  of 
performance. And the  manufacture of pots or chairs i s  bas ica l ly  industry 
resul t ing i n  outputs serving pract ical  purposes. But one must consider the 
a r t i s t i c  dimension i f  one i s  t o  account for  the remark by Aunt Sa l  Creech t h a t  
I1 bfeaving, h i t ' s  the  pur t ies t  work I ever done. I t 's  a s e t t i n '  and trampin' the 
treadles and watchin ' the pre t ty  blossoms come out and smile at  ye i n  the kiverlet  . " 

This is not t o  suggest t ha t  folklore i s  " a r t i s t i c  communication i n  small 
groups" because tha t  I s  not what folklore i s  and because tha t  exaggerates the 
importance of the a r t i s t ic -aes the t ic  dimension of the behav io~  diminishing the 
significance of other qua l i t i e s  and functions. 

The emphasis on "folk" as a s i tua t ion  of first-hand interact ion i n  which 
expressive un i t s  of behavior are  learned and u t i l i zed ,  however, makes it possible 
t o  t r e a t  "folk" and. "prinritive" art as the  same phenomenon--which they are-- 
and accounts f o r  the  existence of folklore tcday--which cer ta in ly  pers i s t s  i n  the 
mcdern world. And the study of lore  as human behavior involving processes 
manifested by unique events, as well as an examination of production and perfor- 
mance as art conceived of as s k i l l  i n  the making or doing of tha t  which functions 
as  (among other things) a stimulus t o  aesthet ic  experience, should make possible 
a fuller understanding and greater appreciation of the affect ive domain universally 
i n  human relations.  

1. This paper was presented at the annual meeting of the American Folklore 
Society at Austin, .Texas i n  Ilovember , 1972, and incorporated, with revisions,  

. i n  the  first chapter of a book on folk a r t  t o  be published by the  University 
of California Press i n  l a t e  1 9 4 .  




