EXHIBIT THEME STATEMENT

The Tradition and Context of Late 20th Century Folk Arts in the Tarble Arts Center Collection

The research and exhibit design for the Tarble Arts Center folk arts exhibition will primarily consider the folk art in context of tradition, creation and consumption (rather than as aesthetic objects of individualized expression). 

To ensure common goals, the following outlines the working definition of folk art for the exhibit as well as establish the major themes and educational goals for the exhibit.

Working definition of Folk Art for this project:

The term "folk arts" describes an object created by a non-academically trained artist that connotes some form of individual expression, and also represents the shared aesthetic traditions of an ethnic, religious, or family group, community, or geographic area.  Usually such art is passed transgenerationally (parent to child or master to apprentice), and often comes from a craft tradition, rather than a fine arts tradition, and may also include self-taught artists, including those historically classified as "naive," "primitive" or "outsider."

-- Tarble Arts Centers’ definition

Theme: 
The exhibition will trace and explore the roots of the objects in the collection as part of a tradition or continuum; less what make the forms "art" and more on how the forms came to be.  [This "continuum" approach ties into the "cultural corridors" concept developed for the four-year HA/Tarble master plan (2004-2008)].

It follows conceptual ideas articulated by Henry Glassie:

". . . the act of creation, occupying time, reaches at once backward and forward (p. 52)" and "Functions precede, guide, and follow structures (p. 66)" (i.e., function rather than aesthetics influence the creator as they develop the art). Through a few, select objects students could examine both directions in associations -- back and forward in time, pattern/form, association, etc.  This could be tied to expressions of tradition in folk arts, i.e., folk art as the product of repetition or continuity (or, if relevant, aspects of folk art that reflect innovation).
-- (Glassie, excerpts, Material Culture).   

By exploring selected objects and artists represented in Tarble Arts Center’s folk art collection, the exhibit will address:

• 
the idea of regionalism and tradition and how these factors affected artist motivation, identification, and creation

• 
how consumerism affected the production and distribution (functional/non-functional)

• 
if modern transportation systems disassociated artists from folk art communities and/or created new communities among artists/creators and/or between artists/creators and consumers. 

• 
how consumerism affects traditional interpretations of folk art as individual creation or products of community influence; and how is this significant for understanding this genre of American art associated with untrained and therefore naively innovative artists
· Whether folk art is becoming increasingly a reflection of community ideals sustained through virtual means of communication or if folk art remains a product of face to face, aka traditional, means of contact (Less by region more by self-selected association?)

Historical/situational context for folk art from East Central Illinois
The context for folk art in the Tarble Arts Center collection begins with understanding factors that create an East Central Illinois regional identity -
Origin/Tradition:

Identify/trace the objects' antecedents from Europe, Africa, etc., and examine in what ways the objects in the collection are part of a larger tradition, how they were modified, and to what extent the modifications have/had to do with using materials native to this area.

Region Distinctions:

Upland South vs, Yankee traditions (the dichotomy explored at the Lincoln/Sargent farm) and the role played by the National Road in having examples of both in this area?

Contexts (per Glassie):

“Contexts of creation teach about creators. Contexts of consumption teach about consumers. Contexts of communication connect the two, balancing creation against consumption, enfolding their similarities and differences. Meaning has its center in communication, at the point where intention and response link, where the consumer receives the creator’s gift and continues creation in use.”

--Glassie, Material Culture, 58-59.

Glassie’s Contexts of Creation:
concentration, learning, technology, memory, hope

--Glassie, (Material Culture, p. 53-54)

Glassie’s Contexts of Communication: 

Does folk art result from a creator working in isolation or in a collaborative performance with others? How does collaboration affect the product?

"...a complete idea of material culture must encompass industrial production as well as handcraft, consumption as well as creation.”

--Glassie, excerpt, Material Culture, p. 78
Glassie’s Contexts of Consumption:

“Communication and consumption always mesh, and in consumption the sequence of contexts continue within with the meanings of the creator are eclipsed by the meanings of the consumer.”

--Glassie, excerpt, Material Culture, pg. 57

Consider how a consumer’s ideas about the objects use/function may affect the choices made regarding consumption, preservation, and assimilation of the object.
Were the objects in the Tarble Arts Center created to be sold or created more for self-satisfaction? How would the goals of the creator/artist affect their product(s)? How have mass production and consumerism affected folk artists/creators, their products, and the functions of the objects?  (i.e., could show a Wal-Mart plastic basket next to an oak splint basket and talk about the "function" each holds in today's context?)  
What do we want the audience to learn?:

The following reflects Mike Watts thoughts (Sept. 7, 2006) - but students may refine this as they work through formative evaluation, ongoing exhibit research, and the application of theories and principles of exhibit development and public interpretation to the situation at Tarble.
From this exhibit, the audience will:

1. Recognize the goals of creators (aka folk), regardless of the object or the medium


- Objects may be utilitarian but the artists take more pains with details, techniques, materials, etc. - Why?


- Does region affect this?

2. Identify the role that context plays in giving objects meaning (this will evolve out of applying Glassie's methodology)


- Does region affect this?


- Continuity?

3. Analyze the process of consumption and the ways it affects objects (will evolve out of Glassie's methodology)


- Does region affect this?


- Role of function: for use (decoys; baskets; chairs; quilts) or for display (artwork; carvings. . . )

           - Through manipulation by researchers and marketers (consumerism; advertising/marketing


- How does this influence modern attitudes toward folk art?

4. Understand the politics of defining folk art - who determines what is folk art and what is not - why does it matter?


What do carvers, quilters, rug hookers, painters, etc. say about the things they create? (the creator's concept of function guiding the form rather than aesthetics)


What do art historians say?


What do anthropologists/folklorists say?


What do graduate students say?


What do collectors say?

5. Recognize whether ideas about folk art have changed over time
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