“Tales Untold: The Stories of Folk Art” Main Introductory 

Folk art challenges the established notions of what art is and how it is defined. As an art form, folk art differs widely from traditional fine art in both its creation and appearance. No universal definition of folk art exists. Those with a vested interest in folk art, including museums, art galleries, and collectors all devise their own variations of a definition to suit their individual beliefs about the form. The Tarble Arts Center definition, which is used to classify folk art throughout this exhibit, is as follows:

"Folk Art:

    -can be both functional and decorative;

    -is usually created by non-academically trained artists;

    -is a craft tradition that can be either passed down through generations (parent to child or master to apprentice) or self-taught;

    -tells the tale of the artist."

This exhibit draws heavily on the Tarble Arts Center’s Folk Arts Collection, much of which focuses on artists from East Central Illinois. Throughout the exhibit, these artists form the basis for the exploration of the stories behind the folk art pieces- the tales that can only be uncovered and understood by exploring the artists and their influences.

E-GALLERY

1. WHAT IS FOLK ART: Do you know Art when you see it?! 

You may surprise yourself. This gallery contains an all you can eat buffet of Folk Art! It has been laid out for you to sample the various pieces and see for yourself what Folk Art can be (at least according to the Tarble’s definition). Test your artist’s eye for Folk Art at our various stations. Is it Folk Art? You be the Judge!?

Flip Panel Label: PAINTED ROCKS 

Betty Schreur, of Kanawha, Iowa, painted these rocks. She has no formal training in painting. She paints as a hobby during her retirement, and displays the rocks around her house or gives them to family and friends as gifts. YES, this is folk art. 

Flip Panel Label: WAL-MART DECORATIVE “FOLK ART”SECONDARY: WAL-MART DECORATIVE "FOLK ART"
This is a painted, antiqued sign.  It is common, mass-produced, and inexpensive.   People often choose to decorate their homes to look "Americana," "country," or "homey" using these widely-available painted signs meant to look like hand-made, authentic folk art. 


Flip Panel Label: CARVED BEAR
This bear was carved by an academically trained artist.  Even though it "bears" many similarities to that of other folk objects specifically of its handmade amateur appearance, the fact that it was carved by a trained artists takes it out of folk art world.  This is not Folk Art.

Flip Panel Label: AMISH BRIDLE

An Amish man named Amos Miller handmade this bridle.  The Tarble Arts Center later collected it on February 4, 1984.  Although it is handmade, it is very similar to any number of mass-produced leather horse bridles.  It is folk art.  Would a similar commercially produced example be folk art?

2. FUNCTIONAL VS. DECORATIVE: What’s Your Function?
The term folk art has traditionally been applied to utilitarian objects that also possess a type of visible beauty or aesthetic value.  As the form has grown, however, folk artists have begun to create objects that are primarily decorative in purpose.  At the same time, other objects sustain both decorative and utilitarian functions.  Often the true intent of the artist is not evident.  Further analysis is needed to understand the influences that shaped the form and function of each object.  By exploring the information given here as well as in the Brainard Gallery each visitor can explore function for themselves.

Chair Covers

The basic function of each of these two chair covers is the same: to cover and soften the seat of a chair. The materials and methods used to make them and the overall aesthetic quality of each are very different however; one is recognizable as a more traditional example of folk art – a simply crafted braided wool chair cover. The other, while more aesthetically detailed and decorative, is also an example of folk art; this Amish seat cushion is an example of an artist’s individual expression while also representing a shared aesthetic of a larger group or community, the Amish. 

Duck Decoys: An Evolution from Functional to Decorative
Duck decoys are a classic example of American folk art. Originally, the functional use of decoys was of primary concern. Eventually, however, decoys became admired for their aesthetic appearance and are now highly prized as collector’s items. The decoys shown here represent the evolution from the functional form (carved decoy on the left) to the functional yet aesthetically pleasing form (center decoy) to the purely decorative (paper mâché decoy on the right).

Basket, Coverlet, and Doily: Functional Beautification
The basket, coverlet, and doily demonstrate how folk art can be both functional and decorative at the same time. For example, the coverlet functions as a bed cover, but its design is also appealing. These three objects are practical, but the artists have also used them to express themselves and to decorate their homes. 
Cane  

This intricately carved cane has a plethora of images carved into it. Because of its intricate carving it is doubtful it had a practical function.  It was likely appreciated for it aesthetic beauty and craftsmanship.  How many animals and objects can you fine carved into this cane?
BRAINARD

3. HOW THE TRADE WAS LEARNED: One of the defining characteristics of folk artists is that they receive no formal academic training in art. Instead, folk artists generally learn their respective crafts either through self-instruction or from a craft tradition passed down through generations of their family or taught to them by other folk artists.

Whatever the means of instruction, folk artists create their art as both a means of individual expression and as a representation of one or more aesthetic traditions. Each of these characteristics of a folk artist contributes important and unique aspects to his or her personal story – and helps us to tell each tale. 

Folk Art that is Self-Taught
Often, folk artists learn their craft through teaching it to themselves. Many of these artists pick up the crafts later in life. Bobbin-lace maker Christy Holtkamp of Centralia, Illinois began collecting lace in the 1940s, but not until the 1980s did she teach herself how to make lace using books and magazine articles. Jennie Cell of Charleston, Illinois was a famous folk artist who began painting when she was fifty years old.
Apple head doll
This apple head doll represents the connection between generations though craft. Marilyn Kinnett of Rossville, IL learned how to make this and other dolls from her grandmother and mother. "She would sit with the apples and she would peal the apples first and then cut the pieces and then hang them up to dry " Later in life she passed on her learning to her children and even her daughter in law.

Bobbin Lace Bonnet
This infant girl’s christening bonnet would be worn on the day of baptism. The bonnet would then be tucked away until her wedding day, when simple stitches would be removed to create a handkerchief that could enfold a small Bible and be carried down the aisle. Folk artist Christy Holtkamp of Centralia, Illinois created this bobbin-lace trimmed bonnet. The lace trim, which took approximately forty hours for Holtkamp to make, is a Danish heart pattern. 
How Learned-Passed Down

One of the ways a folk artist can learn his or her craft is by being taught by an older generation - either a family member or a master of the craft tradition. Helen Albin, a rug braider from Decatur, Illinois, learned her craft from her mother and grandmother when she was a young child. She remembers sitting on the floor with her brothers and sisters braiding strips of wool for her grandmother and mother to lace together into both functional and decorative rugs. Folk art can be a way for one generation to connect to another.

4. HOW IS FOLK ART MADE? Folk artists often produce objects with materials found in their environment.  Many of the artifacts in this section are made from cornhusks, apples, and walnut shells; materials commonly found in east central Illinois.  The process a folk artist traditionally uses to create objects can also change due to the introduction of new technology, such as power tools, or changes in the folk artist’s environment, thereby introducing new materials the folk artist works with.  As a folk artist’s skills develop, the process used to create objects can also change to show the artist’s progression of skills.

Walnuts and Apples and Corn, Oh my!
The sliced walnut shell lamp, apple-head doll, and cornhusk doll are all recognizable forms folk artists adapted by using materials found in their immediate environment.  Ferd Metten used walnut shells and wood from the walnut trees growing in on his land to make the sliced walnut shell lamp.  The folk artists who made the apple-head doll and cornhusk doll adapted ordinary doll forms into unique items by using materials found in their environment- apples and cornhusks.

Ball and chain and Matchstick House
The progression of informally learning a method to create folk art is shown in this section by the ball and chain.  Traditionally, whittlers and carvers first learn the process of making the ball and chain before proceeding to more difficult projects.  The house shows how processes change with the introduction of new materials- matchsticks in this example.  The material’s purpose has changed from being solely functional to decorative, resulting in the matchstick house. 

5. RECORDING LIFE

When anyone creates through art they leave behind a record of themselves and the times in which they live, not just the piece of work that is created.  In many ways Folk Art serves as a sort of mirror that reflects the world.  This reflection is enhanced by the beliefs and values of the artist.  Folk Artists record the world with a stroke of the brush, a mini-lathe on wood and welding on metal.

National Road Tavern and Statue
McLeansboro educator Lodge Grant designed this tavern to teach people about the National Road and a common sight along the Road in the 1820s, the frontier tavern. The National Road began in the early 1800s as a convenient means to travel westward (see map). In the 1920s, the Daughters of the American Revolution dedicated several statues, known as “Madonnas of the Trails,” which symbolized pioneer women who traveled the Road. One stands in Vandalia, Illinois and is presumably portrayed here.

Caption for photo of Vandalia Madonna of the Trails Statue  

Note: Photo will be taken by Nelia over Christmas break.

Here is one from the Route 40 website to give you an idea of what it will probably look like: 
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The Madonna of the Trails statue by the Old State House in Vandalia, Illinois. 

Fit for a Doll
This dollhouse and furnishings by James Tucker are miniature versions of the furnishings Tucker made for his own home. As a boy, Tucker collected laundry for his mother, a laundress, to wash.  Mr. Tucker based some of his designs on what he remembers of his mother's clients' furnishings.  He built the dollhouse to organize the furnishings for competitions.  

Mr. Tucker’s wife helped "decorate" and choose factory-made accessories, i.e. silverware, from miniature catalogs.  Tucker began teaching himself woodworking and miniatures after he retired.  He used a mini-lathe for miniature turnings, and got his wood from a dump near his house. [This label will include three images: one of Mr. Tucker with some of his furnishings, and two of his own life-sized furniture.]
Barn Built by J.B. Schmitt
This painting was done by Folk Artist Estella Siebman of Ridgway, IL in 1980.   The barn in the painting was built her father, John B. Schmitt in 1913.  Siebman writes about the barn and the times that have disappeared with the barn on the back of the painting. Siebman's painting of her father’s barn serves to preserve not only a need for her to remember her father and his work but also to preserve these types of structures for the viewer’s memory.  
Ferris wheel
Arthur Walker was a wood and metal artist who worked in Sullivan, Illinois.  He drew many of his designs from past experiences, considering each object to be a piece of “folklore.”  As a child, Walker traveled with his family to Mattoon for carnivals and circuses.  Mattoon was one of the first towns to employ the portable Ferris wheel, developed by the Eli Bridge Company from Roodhouse, Illinois in 1900.  [This label will be included with an image of the Ferris wheel taken in Mattoon; I believe that it is included in the APHCC files in the Mattoon Public Library as long as they agree.]

Caption for Ferris wheel: This photograph was taken during the 1900 Street Fair in Mattoon.  Portable Ferris Wheels like the one seen above were invented in Jacksonville, IL only a few years earlier.
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6. REGIONALISM: Location, Location, Location!

 Regionalism can influence folk artists in several ways. In their work, artists use specific regional characteristics or features familiar to the artists and their neighbors. Artists utilize material readily available in their immediate area; for example, broom-makers in Illinois use the local crop of broomcorn to make their brooms. Certain groups share design motifs that can take on a regional form. Quilts, for instance, are found nationwide, but certain patterns and colors have regional connections. Can you tell how the folk art in this section shows regional influence? 

Amish Covering and Quilt
The Amish culture emphasizes a simplistic lifestyle nationwide, yet certain stylistic differences tie these items to this region. The covering, standard for Amish women, is round with no middle seam; coverings from other areas tend to be heart-shaped with a central seam. The quilt shows characteristics of specifically Midwestern Amish in its use of bright colors, lack of borders, and its rectangular shape. Non-Midwestern Amish make square quilts with wide borders and muted colors. 

Note: Would it be possible to have a small italicized line after this label to cite Amber Kaufman for her information about the covering? Also, there will hopefully be a photo of a non-Midwestern quilt for comparison pending further communications. Also, will hopefully have photo of other covering to compare. 

Whisk Broom

Broomcorn, a crop used in broom production, was introduced to Illinois following the Civil War.  By 1979 Coles County led the nation in production with over four million pounds.  The industry created jobs in production, manufacturing, and transportation, peaking in 1900.  In later years the broomcorn industry began to shift towards western regions.  By 1969, Mexico exceeded the United States in production.  Despite its decline, broomcorn has remained a prominent icon of Eastern Illinois.

Coal Miner Carving

Within the boarders of Illinois is the Illinois Basin coalfield, which extends into southwestern Indiana and western Kentucky. This field supplies the twenty-two coal seams that have been mined in the state, mainly in central and southern Illinois. Kenneth Boyett mined one of these seams around Eldorado, IL. During his time there, he saw machines replace pick, shovels and dynamite. His carvings of the people he knew reflect the older tools he was familiar with when he started working.

7. RELIGION: Divinely-Inspired Folk Art: (the only artists represented are Johnson, Metten, and Mitchel) 
These artifacts show the importance of religion to the artist, and how it impacts their culture and daily life.  For thousands of years, artists have been interpreting their religious beliefs through works of art, and East Central Illinois is no different.  Both Sister Carol Johnson, a Catholic nun, and Ferd Metten reveal their Catholic beliefs through their art. Polly Mitchel bases her Scherenschnitte design on the Biblical story of Noah's Ark. Religion exerts a strong and common influence in art, and in folk artists' daily lives. 


Ferd Metten: The Last Supper

Ferdinand (Ferd) Metten was born and raised in Teutopolis, Illinois.  As a member of the St. Francis Catholic Church of Teutopolis, religion was an important element in Metten’s life.  Religion influenced many of the carvings and dioramas of community and religious events that Metten created.  A Prime example of religious inspired folk art is Metten’s unique carving of the “Last Supper.”

Sister Carolita Johnson: Scalpel, please!

While the other sisters spent their free time knitting and crocheting, Sister Carolita Johnson wanted a different hobby so she took up woodcarving.  Sister Johnson is a self-taught woodcarver, who has quite a curious woodcarving tool; this trained nurse uses a scalpel.  A majority of the woodcarvings created by Sister Johnson are religious in nature.  She has the consumer in mind when she creates each figure however she never sells them instead she gives them as gifts.   

8. CONSUMERISM: The consumer comes first!
There are many various reasons why folk artists create their art.  To some folk artists their art is a hobby, while others are influenced by the consumer and use their craft as a means of making a living.  Consumerism is underlining theme of all the objects in this section.  The consumption of folk art is a profitable means of living. However there times the need for profit is so great that the true expression of folk art gets lost in the process.  Sometimes artists will even label their objects “folk art” in hopes to churn a better profit for their creations. 

Hord Laundry Basket

Consumerism plays an important role in the folk art of the Hord family. As skilled basket makers, the Hords depend on their craft for their livelihood. Much of their work, such as this laundry basket made from white oak and hickory, is sold for profit. Consumerism is likely the greatest influence on the Hord family’s folk art traditions; many of their baskets are surely created based on consumer interest and demand.

Fishing net
Theron Myers is the artist who made this large dip net by hand. Despite his skill his main occupation was a professional fisherman. He constructed his own nets to use and sold extras on the side. The sale of the nets was not what drove him to make them. Regardless of whether people bought them or not, he needed them to earn a living as a fisherman. 

Toy Truck (limited information from acquisitions record)

This toy truck was created by Ivan York and is carved from cypress wood.  However there is little other information known about Ivan York’s wooden toy truck.  We do know that this toy truck was made for consumer reasons.  He creates many objects from wood such as airplanes, trucks, cars and even ducks.  Ivan York’s creations appeal to many younger audiences and can be classified as a true expression of folk art.   

