Design Project 1:

Front End Analysis

September 2006

The front-end analysis was conducted between Friday Sept 15 – Sunday Sept 17, 2006 at both the Tarble Arts Center and Booth Library on the Eastern Illinois Campus.  The intent of the analysis was to gage the general public’s knowledge of folk art as well as assess their past experiences with museums.  Twenty-seven people where surveyed in the course of this study.


The majority of people surveyed, seventeen to be exact, had been to the Tarble Arts Center prior to the survey.  Nine people had never been to the Tarble, while one person did not answer. 


When asked whether or not they would be interested in seeing an exhibit on folk art the majority of people stated yes, fourteen responses.  Seven people flatly stated that they would not be interested in such an exhibit, while five people stated that they did not know.  Once again, one person abstained from answering this question.


The majority of the people interviewed go to museums about once a year or less and more people said that they go to art museums than history museums.  Almost everyone, regardless of whether they visited museums or not, understood the difference between art and history museums, stating that they collect different types of objects or express different types of messages to their visiting public.  
The most common association that people made when they thought about folk art was folk music.  Eight of the twenty-seven people survey mentioned folk music or an instrument commonly associated with folk music when answering the question, “What is the first thing that comes to mind when you think about folk art?.”  The second most common response with four such answers dealt with crafts or craft objects such as corn husk dolls.  Several individuals associated folk art with a specific region or time frame, three generally describing it as American while others made more specific statements such as “The South,” “Oldwest,” or “The Dust Bowl.”  Other answers ranged from “old people working with metal” to “barn.”


The question, “Is folk art still produced today” received mostly affirmative responses with twenty-two “yeses,” three “no’s” and two “unsures.” 

When asked where folk art came from people gave a variety of answers.  The most common response with six appearances was that the responder did not know where folk art came from.  The second most common with five responses expressed the idea that it was un-academic and passed down through a culture.  Three individuals similarly associated it to “local artist” or “local areas.”  Other people made general associations with geological regions or separate social groups such as “The South,” “The West,” “Appalachia,” “Quaker Communities,” and “Amish Communities.”  Two individuals specifically attributed folk art to Native Americans, while two other people chose specific dates, 1800 and 1930 respectively.  Most responses show a narrow view of who produces folk art.  We might want to attempt to broaden this view within our exhibit by including artists with varying backgrounds.  


The sixth question on the evaluation was, “T or F: Paintings are not considered folk art.”  Twenty-six people answered False while one individual believed that painting does not constitute folk art.

When asked to name things that are folk art people commonly listed more than one item.  The most common object listed as folk art was “paintings” with nine responses.  This answer may have been influenced by the presence of question six, discussed directly above.  The second most common response once again related to folk music, highlighting the close association that many people make between the two art forms.  Five individuals stated that they did not know any item that would be considered folk art.   Eight people associated folk art with textiles, four stating objects like quilts and rugs, four specifically stating handmade clothing.   Pottery, sculpture, baskets, and crafts each received three responses on the survey.  Nine other responses appeared with one mention apiece: dolls, furniture, jewelry, clocks, barns, stones, poetry, patriotic items, and useful items.  The wide range of responses shows that people have a vague if not complete understanding of what constitutes folk art.
The majority of the people interviewed (17) said that they did not personally own any folk art. Those that said they did own folk art (5) named a variety of different things. Some of these were: dolls from the American West, a hand-colored map of the United States, jewelry from east-central Illinois, music (specifically Bob Dylan vinyls), baskets, and pottery. One person said that they have reproductions of folk art but nothing original, and another said that they do not own any folk art but wish they did. The remaining five interviewees were not sure if they owned any folk art. 
We presented the people interviewed with a collage of photographs of various folk artifacts divided into four categories: paintings, textiles, dolls, and models. For the rankings in each category, see the attached chart. 
Most people ranked the items according to their personal experiences and preferences. Overall, interest was distributed fairly evenly among the four types of folk art we showed. The models seemed to be the most popular out of the group, and the dolls the least popular. Many were drawn especially to the models because they provide “many things to look at,” and they “explain something about the past.” 
The textiles and paintings had mixed reviews – there were some who had “no desire” to see these kinds of objects, and some who thought they were interesting. Most of the people who liked the paintings mentioned that they did so because they prefer more “traditional” art – i.e. art that is hung on a wall. Some of the people who liked the textiles said that they did so because they show people’s different lifestyles and the way people are “influenced by their culture.” 

It was difficult to come to a definite conclusion about what kinds of folk art most interested people – the majority of the people interviewed did not have a definite idea of what folk art really is and where it comes from. These issues will be important ones to address in our exhibit. 

