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There's a movement afoot to
declare thot the conflict between
ortand craftis dead, that the strug-
gle has been won, that craft is art.
We can all congratulate ourselves
and go home happy. But art has
its own rules and its own lan-
guage, which make implicit claims
to dominance over all other codes.
If you want to join the club, you
have to speak, act and think like
the club members, and they are
not particularly interested in being
challenged. If craft wants entry into
the temple of art, it had better
change its clothes—and be very
polite.

The thesis of this article is simple:
craftspeople should stop trying to
make modern art. Assimilation inlo
artis deadly to craft and should be
avoided. Alter 20 years of obser-
valion and a dozen years of teach-
ing, | believe that there are impor-
tant distinctions between craft and
art. The clearest evidence | can
point to is that when craftspeople
and sculptors make sculpture, the
results are different. Craft-based
sculpture tends to be more decora-
tive, more richly visual, more
respectul of material and process,
but olso less cognizant of the his-
tory of sculpture and art-world
issues. | can only conclude that
craft comprises a different class of
objects and also springs from a dif-
ferent set of values and a separate
historical consciousness. These dif-
ferences are essential to craft, and
they are in peril of being lost.

in its broadest outline, artin the
Western world is characterized
by limitlessness. Since Marcel
Duchamp’s urinal, art is constitut-
ed by the authority of the ortist. If a
convincing argument is made, the
thing he names or points to is new-
ly understood as arl. Duchamp
pointed at the urinal and the bottle
rack, and they became ort. Joseph
Beuys painted his face Sold/
walked around o gallery explain-
ing paintings lo a dead rabbit in
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his arms, and it was ort, Warhol
filmed the Empire State Building
for eight consecutive hours, and
that, too, was art. Anything can be
ort in this intellectual climate, and
such permissiveness is not neces-
sarily bad. The limitlessness of art
is a metaphor for treedom, dis-
turbing or frightening as thot may
be. But not anything con be craft.

Craft—ofthe kind this magazine
is devoted to—is defined by four
simultaneous identities. First, it
must be made substantially by
hand. This is the primary root of all
craft, the wellspring ond reference
point for everything else in the
tield. Additionally, craft is charac-
terized by references to three tra-
ditions that evolved before the
advent of mass production. Craft is
medium-specific: it is always iden-
tified with a material and the tech-
nologies invented to manipulate it.
For instance, ceramics can be
defined as the use of clay and pro-
ficiency in such skills as throwing
or handbuilding. Woodworking,
metalsmithing, weaving and glass-
blowing are all disciplines specific
to a medium and its masiery. These
materials are only incidentally
industrial; most have been used
since the beginning of civilization,
and many of the skills are equally
ancient. The preindustrial roots
and traditional medium-specificity
of craft create a number of gray
areas: is neon-sign making a craft?
is machining on a lathe?

Third, craft is defined by use.
Craft disciplines are traditional
groupings of functions—jewelry,
furniture, clothing, for example—
with irregulor boundaries and no
direct correspondence to material.
lewelry refers to objects that adorn
the body, furniture to movable
objects used for domestic purpos-
es, and so on. None of these cate-
gories specifies a material, how-
ever. So even the narrowesl Euro-
centric jewelry tradition can
include gloss, ceramic [as

faience}, coal {as jet), even human
hair [in memorial lockets}—a
greater range than the precious
metal and gemstones thot conserv-
ative practitioners claim as the
exclusive and proper materiol for
jewelry. Similarly, furniture and
clothing can be made of a variety
of materials. Most of these craft
functions were established under
preindustrial conditions. While
our idea of furniture has accom-
modated uses not dreamed of 50
years ago, like computer tables
and television stands, the sphere of
craft does not yet include manu-
faciured goods like appliances,
airplanes or telephone equipment.

Craft is olso defined by its past.
Each of the craft disciplines has a
multiculbural history that is docu-
mented mostly by objects, many
from societies that have long since
disoppeared. The history of each
cratt is far older and richer than
that of painting, in spite of the way
arthistory has been taught. A huge
body of objects exists as a poten-
tial reference library for craftsmen.

Thus, craft is a set of limitations
arising from tradition. By noture,
craft looks backward, which is no
longer supposed to be o virtue, But
all its ancient usages provide a
sourcebook from which craft can
clorify its essential distinction from
fine art. Once that is done, croft
can develop its own conceptual
opproach.

At present, craft is sandwiched
between two imposing neighbors.
On one side are the mass-produc-
tion technologies thot have been
superseding it for the last three cen-
turies. The ongoing indusirial rev-
olution rendered most subsistence
crafts obsolete. Pottery, yardage
weaving, basketry, boatmaking
and hundreds of other crafts
became marginal. Others were
killed off: carving figureheads,
[Qbricc'ins Wcoden Coqche§ <F
making hatboxes are among
many that have vanished. Cralt

producfion, once representing
most of material culture, was
replaced by manufactured goods.

Mass producﬁon, in turn, stimu-
lated consumerism, which Edward
Lucie-Smith has defined as “the lib-
eration of desire to own from strict
claims of necessity.”' As foctory-
made objects flooded the morket-
place to be purchased by a grow-
ing middle class, these items no
longer had to serve the demands of
survival: articles meant strictly for
decoration, once the exclusive
property of the rich, became corr-
monplace. Then, in a great irony cf
history, craft reentered the market-
place after the Second World War
in response to consumerist valves.
Today gifts and home furnishings
constitute the most significant mar-
kets for craoft. No longer marginal,
croft now competes in these mor-
kets on an equal footing with indus-
try.
The other neighbor of craft 's
modern art, with its history and the-
ory. Craft teachers and craft stu-
dents—the maijority of ronproduc-
tion craftsmen—have long envied
the status enjoyed by modern art,
as well as its financial rewards.
This wistful desire for loftier status
has created confusion, frustration
and guilt. The common sirategy to
achieve art's prestige has been to
adopt the style of any recently cer-
tified movement, from Abstract
Expressionism to performance art.
Yet, to perceive art as a porade of
styles is an error, for modern art is
principally an ongoing debcte
about the value and purpose of
visual experience.

Where modern art is defined by
theory, postwar craft has cvoid=d
it. Few critics have developed a
career writing about craft alore,
and even fewer ideos have
emerged specifically from craft
practice. Most writing in the field
borrows ideas uneritically from
painting and sculplure, without
questioning how appropriale they
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are to a craft object. Most writers
on craft assume that the language
of art criticism fits craft like a com-
fortable old pair of pants, no alter-
ations necessary. One has only to
read the words "expression” or
“conceplt” repeated ad nauseam
in articles about craft to realize
how the myths of modern art have
besn applied indiscriminately.
How can a pot be expressive?
How can an object be minimalist
ana decorative af the same time?
Which cencepts are appropriate
to iewelry and which are not? Such
qusstions are rarely asked.

A pervasive anti-intellectual bias
exists in the craft world. In books
on craft, photographs dominate:
two of the more recent surveys of
201ih-century jewelry had a com-
bineditotal of 51 pages of fextand
26C of photographs.” The few
monographs on established crafts-
men read fike extended publicity
releases—seldom is heard a dis-
couraging word. Perhaps the
know-nothing attitude is most
nokadly revealed in this statement
by iaweler and teacher David
LaPlantz: “Metalsmith [magazine]
... hos been boring, uninteresting
and filled with . . . pieces thatonce
| read ! did not understand or even
care fo understand. Actually, |
have stopped reading Metalsmith
and now just skim the pages for
inferesting images and the adver-
tising.”? Such an ottitude discour-
ages critical thinking and does not
bode well for the future of crafts.

The paucity of thinking and writ-
ing on craft has led to a vacuum in
debate and standards. Teachers
offer their students na articulated
direction; collectors and curators
have no standards of quality to
guide acquisitions; and the field
lacks ¢ distinct language to
describe its own practice. The
implication is that any craft object
is as good as any other, and that
quality is chiefly a matter of star
status.

If craft claims to be art, it must
examine its means and ends more
closely. Even in the current atmo-
sphere of freewheeling pluralism,
craft will not be taken sericusly
until it can demonstrate genvine
significance and relevance. Tom
Wolfe in The Painted Word is
right; nchody sees art unless it
comes with a text. For better or
worse, croft must develop its own
theary about the meaning of hand-
made obiects in the late industrial
era. Ana the task must begin with
our understanding the theory that
has thorcughly infiltrated contem-
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porary craft under the rubric of
Modernism.

Modemist Theory: The
Disinterested Gaze and
the Autonomous Art
Object

There is a distinction between
modern art with a small m and
Modernism with a capital, The
term Modernism encompasses a
group of ideas and the works that
emanated from them_ It is not a
vague label for all the art made in
the 20th century. The Modernist
art object was made to support
aesthetic contemplation, which
was limited to a highly specialized
set of conditions. While the
decline of Modernism has been
loudly proclaimed over the past 15
years, the status accorded the fine
ort object has yet to be over-
thrown.  Postmoderns  might
admire strotegies like approprio-
tion and social engagement, but
they remain reluctant to admit o
potter or a weaver into the Whit-
ney Museum Biennial. All the old
prejudices are intact, and those
prejudices are inherent in the the-
ory of Modernism. At the same
time, the doctrine of formalism
and the concept of autonomy—
two of the keys of Modernist theo-
ry—are taken as basic assump-
tions by many of the most respect-
ed croft practitioners. Ironically,
contemporary craft is one of the
last bastions of faith in Modernism.

Modernism emerged fram the
ashes of the First World War. The
alienation that intellectuals felt
from the self-destruction of Eurc-
pean culture molded their ambi-
tions for art and design. The new
art was 1o be vtopian. Proponents
of Futurism, De Stiji, Construc-
tivism, and the Bouhaus envi-
sioned @ new society which radi-
cally rejected the bourgeois values
that supposedly caused the war.
The new society would embrace
machine production, it would be
completely redesigned to be effi-
cient, and it would be ruthlessly
modern. To accomplish this revi-
sion, the medernist had to cut him-
self off from the past, from all but
one tradition. More than anything
else, the new world would be ratio-
nal, and in that respect, Mod-
ernism is firmly anchored in the
mainstream of Western philoso-
phy and cesthetics.

While Modernism is not a single,
unified narrative, some critics insist
that it presents the most cogent the-
ory of art, mostly because all the

Voo

others are less rational. As a
branch of Western philosophy,
Medernism is part of o search for
transcendent absolutes and pre-
cisely delineated categories. Mod-
ernism is also regarded by many
as o series of claims that constitute
an ideclogy, that is (in Feminist
terms, for example}, a narrative
that empowers one group at the
expense of another, while explain-
ing that inequity as natural or logi-
cal.

The cornerstone of Modernist
ideclogy is the idea of the
autonomous art object. Here, the
word “autonomous” describes a
state ot being self-contained, exist-
ing without reference to or influ-
ence from anything else. The
outoenomous obiject is intended to
do one thing only—to support an
aesthetic experience. This thinking
is grounded in Western philoso-
phy, in which art is distinguished
from other categories of objects.
Broadly, this desire for extreme
clarity is a variety of essentialism:
an effort to find the irreducible
essence of o category of experi-
ence (or object). But there were
insoluble problems with categeriz-
ing art objects as being distinct
from all other classes of objects, so
philosophers resorted to examin-
ing the experience of art instead.
Again, the essentialist maneuver:
The question What is the essence
of the art experience? was restat-
ed as What is not duplicated in
any other type of experience?
Western aesthetics thus became
process of exclusion.The separa-
tion was completed by the notion
that art creates a special experi-
ence like no other. If an observer
had the cesthetic experience, he
must be in the presence of art.

In his Critique of Judgment
{1790}, Immanue! Kant declored
thatthe cesthetic experience could
occur only when the cbserver had
a "disinterested” attitude. He did
not suggest that viewers should not
be attentive and emotionally open,
but that they should not expectany
type of profit or sellimprovement
from the experience. Artworks had
to be savored only for the pleasure
of beauty, and experiencing art
must be entirely self-rewarding. An
attitude of mind that looked for art-
work to be good for any other pur-
pose diverted aftention away from
the art, and toward this other
“good,” which Kant declared was
outside the cesthetic experience.
Any aspect of an artwork which
spoke to an ulterior mative was not
concerned with beauty, and thus

was disqualified from causing an
aesthetic experience. Using a sim-
ilar logic of exclusion, Kant also
rejected sensory pleasure and
emotional appeal from the realm
of the aesthetic. Art could only be
good for being art.

The idea of disinterestedness
makes a disfinction between a non-
aesthetic “confent” and the formal
means of oesthetic contemplation.
As Harold Osborne, an enthusiast
of high Modernism, explains in his
introductory text, Aesthetics and
Art Theory. “We may appreciate
works of art as vehicles for non-
aesthetic values—moral, social,
religious, intellectual, and others:
and the experience will be the rich-
er for it. But if we respond directly
to those other values {so the doc-
trine of disinterestedness or psy-
chical distance mainiains ), we are
not apprecioting the object aes-
thetically as a work of art. . . . In
artistic contacts, so long as they
remain in the aesthetic sphere,
there must necessarily be restraint
from fuil commitment to the urgen-
cies and values of ordinary life.”
And Osborne confinues: "All these
aftitudes and emotions are foreign
to aesthetic contemplation
(although they may of course enter
into the content of a work of art
toward which we take up the ces-
thetic attitude of attention }.4

The disinterested attitude man-
dates that any component of expe-
rience that appeals to “the urgen-
cies and values of ordinary life” is
not properly aesthetic. This is the
logic that excludes craft from the
realm of art. According to this the-
ory, using a bowl to eat your oat-
meal is not, in itself, an aesthetic
experience. Expecting any goin—
in this case, nourishment—putsthe
viewer in a frame of mind in which
an aesthetic experience, by defini-
tion, cannot be encountered. You
would have to stop using the bow!
before you could perceive it aes-
thetically. Any type of use, any refi-
gious content, any political propa-
ganda or critique, any commen-
tary on the real world—all are held
to be incapable of supporting o
true aesthetic experience.

Kant admitted that cesthetic judg-
ments are subjective: they cannot
be proven true or false but are ulti-
mately based in the viewer's state
of feeling. There is no measure-
ment in aesthetic judgments, none
of the objectivity of science or
mathematics. On the other hand,
Kant could not admit that aesthetic
pleasure might be completely rela-
tivistic, residing strictly in the taste




ot each individual. To claim that
“Beauty is in the eye of the behold-
er” would place the aesthetic expe-
rience outside the purview of phi-
losophy and demote cesthetic
judgment to the same status as raw
emotion. This was clearly unac-
cepmble.

So Kant performed a nifty trick.
Since aesthetic aftention is possi-
ble only in & state of disinterest,
where no frace of personal desire
exists, Kant asserted that every true
judgment of beauty contains an
implicit claim to universal validity.
That is, a person in a state of fotal
disinterestedness is actually oper-
ating in a free state of cognition
that does not vary from person to
person. Kant was claiming that a
disinterested aftitude is identical in
allindividuals and all cultures, and
is inherent to human nature. Kant
called this, of all things, “common
sense.” The aesthetic experience
was thus defined as occupying @
middle ground between objectivi-
ty and subjectivity—between the
cool distance of scientific observa-
tion and the messy heat ot human
emotion. Furthermore, the aesthet-
ic experience, being a special type
of cognition, was universal.

This marvelous mental sleight of
hand is Modernism’s chief claim to
authority. Kant's “common sense”
cannot be tested—it is not measur-
able—but it claims to be identical
for every sensitive person, regard-
less of sex, education, class or cuk
tural background. {in contrast,
anthropological research suggests
that few visual experiences are
understood the same way in every
known culture, and might be limit-
ed to the smile, the scowl of anger
and the frown of anxiety.}
Untestable truth is a powerful intel-
lectual weapon. It is no wonder
that most Meodernists accepted
Kant's logic at face value.

In high Modernist ideology, only
one kind of visual phenomenon
supports the aesthetic experi-
ence—the formal elements of art.
Coler, line, plane, mass and void,
and composilion cannot speak to
sel-interest, and thus they qualify
as able to stimulate valid aesthetic
experiences. Only the formol ele-
ments ofortquuﬁfyfor universality.
This is the doctrine of “formalism,”
and it exploins why abstraction—
color and form disconnected from
content—became the most signifi-
cant mode of art-making by the
mid-20th century. Abstraction sat-
isfied all the demands of Kantian
theory.

Art devoid of conlent, utilizing

only formal elements, was said to
be "autonomous.” That is, it was
designed solely to create an ces-
thetic experience, and therefore
became a stand-alone phengme-
non, disconnected in every other
way from the rest of the world. To
many critics, autonomy became a
necessory precondition for an
object to be called modern art.
Pure art for art’s sake, art about art
and nothing else. No use, no
meaning, no impurity, no unruly
world to intrude.

Several corollaries flow from the
logic of autonomy. First, any
object embedded in tradition, or
made for physical use, is art only
to the degree that tradition and use
can be ignored, and the work’s for-
mal gudlities atiended to instead.
Second, it was held that these for-
mal qualities, by stimulating an
aesthetic experience, could cause
the viewer to "transcend” immedi-
ote material existence. The meta-
physical place one franscended to
was never specified, but it was usu-
ally located either in Plato’s
domain of pure absoluies, or in a
moment of superior, refined plea-
sure. The term "transcendence” is
a Modernist buzzword, intended
to argue for the philosophical
and moral superiority of the
aulonomous art object. And so, the
ideology of Modernism is com-
plete.

Ultimately, Modernism redefined
art. Once its assumptions are
accepted, it follows that valid art
must be autonomous. Anything
else—the craftness of cralt, the
social and psychological uses of an
object, the meanings that people
project upon the things they love—
does not fall within the realm of art.
And if it’'s not ort, according to the
rules of Medernism, it cannot cause
an aesthetic experience, it's not
worth looking at seriously, and it's
not worth doing.

Modernist theory estabiished the
look and feel of credible art, a tock
that was immediately legible, if
poorly understood. And crofi—
especially craftrooted in traditions
of skill, material, function and his-
tory—did not have the proper look
and feel. As Clement Greenberg,
the foremost spokesman for high
Modernism, still says, “Craft is not

art.”?

Damage Done:
Modernism’s Effecton
Craft

CroHsmen have long wished for
the privileges of modern ort: clean,

white gaclleries, museum collec-
tions, amazing prices. Once craft
practitioners were relegated to
non-artist status by Modernisi ide-
ology, it was not surprising that
they would envy the prestige art
commanded. They concluded that
the perks were awarded for the
condition of autonomy: standing
apart from the world and serving
no other function than to be
regarded.

Status-hungry craftsmen treated
the notion of autonomy like a new
religion, accepting its claim to
authority uncritically and never
examining its supporting logic.
The two fundamental principles
of Modernist theory—the
outonomous object and the lan-
guage of formalism—were per-
ceived as basic elements of fine
art, and craft adopted them for the
sake of credibility. Instead of mak-
ing decorative or funclional
objects, or exploiting other tradi-
tional contexts of craft, craftsmen
tried to make modern sculpture. in
attempting to cleim equal status
with art by adopting Modernist
rules, craftsmen revealed their cul-
tural “cringe”—an implicit sense of
inferiority about the traditional
roles of craft.

More frequently than not, “star-
quolity” crofts are autonemous
objects made from craft media.
Harvey Littleton’s glass, William
Daley’s ceramics, Heikki Seppa’s
metalsmithing and thousands of
other objects closely follow Mod-
ernist prescriplions. The many
sacial implications of craft have
been amputated without ceremo-
ny. Elements of design, material,
and technology are attended to
visually without concern for social
meanings. Littleton monipulates
form and void in space, as if he
were Henry Moore in miniature.
The properties of glass—irans-
parency, reflection and refrac-
tion—are the only remaining craft
content in Littleton’s work. Daley
concerns himself with the fension
between inside and outside of the
ceramic vessel, a focus that falls
neatly within the boundaries dic-
tated by formalist principles. Sep-
pa makes bizarre abstract forms in
spoce. Otherwise, there is no con-
tent, exacfly as the theory of auton-
omy prescribes. Apparently these
croftsmen have not examined the
reason for making craft jump
through the hoop of autonomy.
Either unfamiliar with or dismissive
of the logic of the disinterested aes-
thetic experience, they Iry to make
their work look like autonomous

art. Modernism is taken as a style
rather than an idea. The result of
such superficial mining is o wide-
spread confusion, because the
essential characteristics of craft
ore denied.

In making autonomous art
objects, craftsmen enshrine use-
lessness. The nonfunctional object
has become the stondard of
achievement, especially in ceram-
ics, glass and fiber. No one ques-
tions the logic of making o formal
ist sculpture out of craft media,
because no one questions the log-
ic of autonomy in the first place. In
a bid to gain respect, otherwise
sensible craft practitioners call
their work fiber art, art furniture
and art jewelry, as if the terms
weaving, furniture and jewelry
lacked dignity. Only a few of these
aspiring artists, however, have
had the courage simply 1o call their
work “sculpture” and leave the
unthreatening arena of crafts.

Another legacy of Modernism is
a distrust of skill and fine cralts-
manship. The history of modern art
records a gradual abandonment
of the traditional crafts of painting
and carving, partly as a symbolic
rejection of academic taste and,
ultimately, of bourgeois culiure. By
the late 1940s, jacksen Polleck
could pour house paint on a can-
vas, throw his cigarette butts onto
it, and be heralded as the hero of
American painting. The uncrafied
gesture now stands for authenticity

Lo Naissance de Vénus (The Birth of Venus)
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and raw emotion, and has, ironi-
cally, been converted into dogma
in university art departments. It
becomes increasingly difficult for
teachers to insist on control and
discipline because they would
seem to be arguing against the
apotheosis of American art:
Abstract Expressionism.

Craft has embraced cther Mod-
ernist assertions: the insistence on
o rupture with the past; the cele-
bration of newness and rejection
of the familiar; the stress on origi-
nality; the silly military metaphor of
the avant-garde. Another of Mod-
ernism’s insidious influences on
craft has been the implication that
irnovation and originality can be
realized most effectively outside of
craft traditions. The most art-aspir-
ing among crafismen reject the tra-
ditiona! strengths of handcraft:
pride in skill and craftsmanship;
utility; familiar shapes refined over
centuries of production; and social
and psychological applications.

When craft is forced to aspire to
a condition of autonomy, several
unresolved problems develop. The
theories of autonomy are ques-
tionable atbest, and are no longer
as persuasive as they once were.
To accept autonomy as a neces-
sary precondition for craft, the
craftsman must agree with a sys-
tem that denies aesthetic value to
the very things that make craft dis-
tinct. If he transforms the craft
object info autonamous art, he

83. by Alexandre Cabanel, colection of Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France. @ Photo R.M.N.
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denies the ways that craft relates 1o
real life. He is then left with “art-
guilt*—about making merely a
pot, a chair, a knite, a coat, or an
engagement ring.

Critigues of Modermist
Theory

Modernisl theory does not
stand uncontested. Several
schools of thought, including
Morxism, Feminism and the study
of material culture, contend that
autonomy is an illusion and that
artwork is inevitably entangled
with the larger world. Those hold-
ing such views point to a broad
sphere of pelitical, economic, sex-
val and psychological meanings
that sometimes constitute the true
valve and meaning of the artwork,
and which the doctrine of autono-
my only serves fo camouflage. |
refer to these many connections as
“contingencies,” and, for the pur-
pose of this discussion, | will
demonstrate how craft is contin-
gent to the larger warld. While
Modernist theory acknowledges
that such implications are present
in the artwork (recall that Osbarne
called them “content”), they are
denied aesthetic status. Recent crit-
icism challenges this restrictive dis-
tinction and suggests that contin-
gencies can have aesthetic value.

To illustrate a negative example
of contingency and to show how
claims 1o high-minded aesthetics

Y en o

can obscure social content, | have
chosen an easy target: Alexandre
Cabanel's La Naissance de Vénus
(The Birth of Venus), 1863,
Cabanel depicts the nude, new-
born Venus lounging on the sur-
face of a wave, representing the
ideal of feminine beauty. The con-
cept of ideal beauty, which
referred to classical Greek statu-
ary, justified the painting to its
viewers in the mid-19th-century
Paris Salon. Butto our eyes, some-
thing else is going on. The depic-
tion of a nude woman, posed with
her pubic region centered in the
composition to imply her sexual
availability, now appears to be
offensively sexist. What originally
was conceived as the essence of a
sensual, modeled object now is
understoed as softcore pornogra-
phy—the submissive female,
accessible to the owner of the
painting. Such bod taste would be
challenged by most serious critics
and curators today. While not
abstract and thus not the product of
the Modernist theory of autonomy,
the painting offers an instructive
case of how the subtext may be the
genuine subject of an artwork, and
how aesthetic theory can disguise
nasty realities.

The New York School paintings
that Clement Greenberg touted
as superior autonomous ari,
designed exclusively for sustained
aesthefic contemplation, had their
dirty little secrets, too. First, they
were shown for sale in galleries,
immediately becoming commedi-
ties. In fact, they became rescund-
ingly successful as investments,
and some of those heroically dis-
interested objects made millions
for their owners. Second, they
were quickly deployed by the Unit-
ed States government as propa-
ganda to demonstrate the cultural
superiority of capitalism over com-
mynism. In the same exposition
that featured the famous “kitchen
debate” between Nixon and
Khrushchey, the United States
exhibited a group of Abstract
Expressionist paintings, the impli-
cation being that the American
economic system was responsible
for the best new painting in the
world.® And last, feminists have
pointed out that the female
Abstract Expressionists like Lee
Krasner and Elaine de Kooning
were every bit as innovative as the
men, but were accorded fome and
fertune only decades later. How
could a truly disinferested critic,
feminists ask, discern the sex ofthe
artist? They conclude that dealers

and critics invoked supposedly
impersonal standards, butiressed
by theories of qutonomy, to dis-
guise a different intent: to lionize
men and marginalize women.

It is obvious that Modernist paint-
ings were caught up in social prac-
tice. Postmodernists, going one
step further, claim that the ideal of
total disinterestedness is an illu-
sion. Art became successful com-
modities, tools for prepaganda
and vehicles for sexist behavior,
roles that intrude into the clean,
dispassionate aesthetic space that
Modernists claimed. Indeed, once
they are recognized, on informed
viewer can’t forget them; the
knowledge disrupts disinterested-
ness. A few diehard Modernists
continue fo insist that one con look
at a Pollock and forget how
famous he was, how expensive the
painting is, and how the artistonce
pissed into Peggy Guggenheim’s
fireplace. But the proposition that
one can willfully disregard all
knowledge in the contemplation of
art is not taken seriously anymore.
Such monumental forgetting isn't
credible. The idea of disinterest-
edness that underlies the theory of
autonomy has been undermined,
and all aesthetics left open to revi-
sion,

The notion that art is necessarily
contingent is not new. Marxism
insists that ort emerges from the
larger society, particularly from
economic conditions. In this view,
art is regarded as “instrumental,”
@ tool for a social agenda. Art
becomes a vehicle for purposes
that high Modernism excluded,
and the criteria for cesthetic suc-
cess shifts: art can be judged by
the efficiency with which it
achieves its goal and the nobility
of the goal. Generally, instrumen:
tal art takes social change as the
most desirable outcome. Of
course, most Marxists insisted that
Communism was the only suitable
goal, and the proletariat, the only
suitable audience for art. Becouse
ort under Communist regimes was
usually restricted to serving repres-
sive governments, theories of
instrumentality are not greally
respected in the United States.

A more American version of con-
tingency emerged from Feminism.
The civil rights movement and
protest against the Vietnam War
suggested that, contrary to the doc-
trine of disinterestedness, social
criticism in art was both possible
and necessary. A small group of
artists called for direct action
against society’s ills, and the call
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was an: women WhO eh
swered b
4 'SUGI art was

that a truly female Vi we
b;ng sup);ressed. Early feminist

arlists like Judy Chicad® cn:! f;f:;-.
am Schapiro pointef:! out that the
art world ignored in|u_shces_F.,qr;
ticularly discriminahion c:gcnnsf
women—because the dlsv.jom:e o
autonomy diverted oﬂenhoDn rom
the social aspects of.arf- espite
Modernism’s roots 19 refvo|9n.on
and imaginary utopios, em.fm_:s
claimed that Moder.msm of the
19505 ond 60s pOSs‘uvely .o.g;ep,;
ed corruption cmd. meq:mes o
power. In opposition: they P;&
posed an art that referred to Z-e'
and actively sought 1 re.:ore ig-
nity fo women's lives. Furl’f1 ermﬁf?l
feminists pr0posed K cl‘.llt |I%r
activist art was aesthetically vg ,I )
In o sense, they sought @ mi d 3
ground between formalism an
instrumentality. A rponum.,;m to
these attempts o revise arl fpeory
is Judy Chicage’s Dur_w_ler g,,yf;
one of the most cmb_moui cra
objects produced in rhn; century.
While the doctrines © autonorny
might be discredited, theic?mm-
ue as @ powerfu! .myf oogg
Standing in opposm?ﬁ to Mod-
ernism are theories © lnslru?Fn};
tality and conlingency. w 'E
stress art’s relafionfhlp o the
world. There are conflicts befw.'gen
the two approcches. Modernism

posits the metaphysics of ranscen-

dent absclutes, of clean theoretical

perfection, ofariasd S_elf-reward.
ing, self»referenﬁd cc't;vny_l.cog_
fingency presupposes llu eﬂlsdw; )
knotty problems of cultural di ?ri
ence, art as caught up in socia
practice. An aesthetic wor bnow
between Modernist abstraction
and social realism, between
defenders of the esml-ahshed C:'r_der
and radical political ~ crifics,
between formalism and decora-
tion, between art and craft.
Craftas contingent Art
Form

The ‘dea of confingency can
help us to focus on ways that cf,-gﬁ
is enmeshed in the processes @ liv-
ing, not separated from them by

gesthetic distance. My thesis is that

tingent art
< inherently o confing
ol thetic value must

ond its aes > mus
I:(:T;cmed in the ways cratt is inti-
mate, useful and meomngh:ul_ Craft
should not presuppos® disinlerest
edness in order to |Ushfy itself.

EHorts fo dispense with contin-

gency also dispense with cr.oh,
until oll that's feft 16 attractive,

timid, mediocre sculpture.
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Again, | choose an easy target:
Harvey Litileton, a founding father
of studio gloss. In his loops and
arcs, widely held to be a pinnacle
of craft accomplishment, all the
rich, social resonance of tradi-
tional craft has been caretully edit-
ed out. Any “craftness” that sur-
vives resides in the material and its
manipulation and nothing else.
What remains is slick, facile sculp-
ture that follows the theoretical
confines of the cutonomous art
object. Conceptually, the object is
empty: the difficult groundwork of
abstract sculplure was prepcred
long before by the Constructivists,
Henry Moore, David Smith, ond
others. Littleton let them take the
risks. His sculpture is made with o
repertoire of proven techniques
like casing transparent colors,
bending and slicing. None of the
adventure and variation of form
exists that makes Moare or Smith
so interesting. Llitllelon makes
cutonomous art objects as craft
and he exploits the glow of artistic
credibility thot 1950s art theory
reflects on his work. He reduces
Modernism to a limp formula, and
he has been wildly successful inthe
marketplace.

Craft must avoid such easy imito-
tions of Modernism. If it wants 1o
build a conceptual foundation and
distinguish itself from the other
arts, it must turn away from Mod-
ernist aesthetics and begin lo
examine the ways in which its
practices are conlingent to social
life. Craft objects can stand back
and ofter commentary, propose
reforms, advocate traditions or
simply try to help people get by.
But croftspeople can no longer
afford to produce objects that do
nothing but sit on a pedestal and
look pretty. If that practice contin-
ves, the ultimate price will be the
reduction of craft to a poverty-
stricken colony of the art world.

We in cralt must start by exam-
ining the vorieties of contingency
and discovering meaning within
them. These may have little to do
with art [as defined by Modernism
and Postmodernism), but they are
often the iraditional roles of croft.
Craft theory must look not to art,
but 1o craft, and how croft refuses
to conform to art theory. In fact, the
project of reconstructing the mean-
ing of craft will culminate in rewrit-
ing Western aesthetics, ultimately
forcing the "art” category to
become moretolerant and inclusive.

Craftis defined by tradition, ofter
all. Where Modernism stipulated a
rupture between present and past,

craft proposes seamless confinuity.
Craft looks to the past for tech-
niques, visual cues, meanings and
ideas. Even today, craft depends
on the continuous revival of prein-
dustrial technologies. Most craft
practitioners reenact processes
that have been in use for thousands
of years, whether it is throwing on
the potter’s wheel, hammering a
sheet of metal into a hollow form,
spinning and weaving fiber, or
blowing glass. Craftsmen also
look to historical production for ref-
erence and inspiration, the way
that Bernard Leach held Sung
Dynasty pottery to be a paradigm
of excellence, or that jewelers now
look at African and Oceanic bedy
adornment as o source of vigor-
ous, wearable form. Historicism
and eclecticism were standard
practice in the crafts long before
Postmedernism provided theoreti-
cal justification.

This open relationship to tradition
rejects modernity as an absolute
value and denies the claim of ear-
ly Modernists that art must reflect
only the most recent conditions.
The Futurist romance with urban-
ism and high technology is rarely
reenacted in the crafts. Mod-
ernism’s Haw was to demand an
entirely new world, filled with new
artand architecture, and mass-pro-
duced design based on formalism
and functionalism, while arrogant-
ly ignoring the human need for
rootedness. By contrast, craft looks
at society as a continuum, not a
new invention. This stark differ-
ence from the stonce of Modernism
is occasionally asserted, but rarely
examined. To affirm the value of
tradition suggests a view of society
in which the familiar is recognized
and valued, not rejected out of
hand. To craft, tradition is not nec
essarily backward, corrupt or a
restraining force in civilization; itis
not an anchor but a rudder.

The conlest between innovation
and tradition illuminates o larger
question about cralt’s relation to
society. Modern art positioned
itself as an adversary 1o mass cul-
ture, struggling to maintain the
lamp oftrue enlightenment against
the darkness of ignorant, bour-
geois society. Modernists assumed
the mantle of leadership, but they
held their audience in contempt
{read Greenberg’s early writings,
like The Avant-Garde and Kiisch,
1939, for evidence). Almost an
antithesis to Modernism, craft
offers no radical critique of bour-
geois culture or capitalist econe-
my, ond not since the days of

William Meorris has it claimed the
moral authority to build a utopia.
Generally, craft is an advocate,
not an adversary. The bourgeoisie
represents a markelplace, not a
class of criminals. Craft adheresto
a middleclass view of the middle
class, acknowledging bourgeois
taste as a marketing parameter,
and recognizing capitalism as a
cultural given. Service and accep-
tance, not agitation and criticism,
are central to the ethos of croft.

Typically, croft objects are acces-
sible, fitting comfortably into life-
as-lived, rather than interrogating
or challenging it. Craft usually
observes humonistic practices:
seifemployment in low-impact
capitalist businesses, modest
incomes, ecological preservation,
dignity through henest labor.
Pointed commentary is not foreign
to craft—the ceramists Howard
Kottler ond Michael Frimkess and
the jeweler J. Fred Woell are well
known as social critics—but its
stance is more that of a loyal oppo-
sition, unlike early Modernism’s
alignment with Marxisi revolution,
or with T. S. Eliot’s sour metaphor
of modern life as o wasteland.

The strong Marxist influence on
art criticism leads many writers to
dismiss crofts as hopelessly uncrit-
ical.” Such views naively assume
that the supportive role of craft is
less dignified and important than
the adversarial role of some fine
art. Most of the Communist gov-
ernments have been overthrown:
one can enly wonder when the
dim-witted prejudice against
the “working-within-the-system”
stance of craft will undergo the
same fate.

Anonymity and ldentity

Cruﬁ retains one crucial opposi-
tional stance. The handmade
object is widely understood to be
the antithesis to mass-produced
anonymity, and offers the middie
class one of its few defenses
against the early Modernist's
authoritarian  dream of totol
design.® Combining ideas of uni-
versal form, standardization, elim-
ination of decoration, rejection of
historical prototypes, and the
enthusiastic embrace of the
machine age, Modernist design
theorists largely ignored cuitural
differences and the perplexing
psycholegy of subjectivity. At ro
point did theory account for per-
sonal experience or the need for
self-identity. The utopia envisioned
by Corbusier and Gropius turned
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outlo be sterile, boring and devoid
of comforting symbolism. For 30
years, it has become increasingly
obvious that objects designed
according to “rational” standards
precipitated a mass identity crisis:
people could not relate to
their environments. Alienation
inavitably followed. The abject fail-
ure of the Pruiti-lgoe housing pro-
jectin St Louis is only the mostcon-
spicuous example of the dismal
rezord of Modernist reform.

*Aodernism once proposed a
brove new world of unified design
and high-tech manufacture but
crofresists. Craft objects reinforce
personal identity. American con-
sumers intuitively read the unique-
ness of the handmade object as @
tangible analogue to their own sin-
guiarity: the marks of hand fabri-
cation symbolize the uniqueness of
an individual life. Subtle variations
of handmade form and the textures
of handmade surfoces resist simy-
lation, and thus cannot be incor-
porated into the vocabulary of
industrial design. Glaze effects,
the irregularities of handweaving,
or hammer marks on o planished
bow! ol become fingerprints in an
otherwise perfect environment.
These glitches and blips, inevitable
by-products of preindustriai tech-
nclogies, not only become anti-
dotes to the sameness and pre-
dictability of mass-produced
objects, but they return visual com-
plexity and a sense of the individ-
val’s connection to the home. Peo-
ple use handmade pottery, weav-
ing ond jewelry to prove they're
nof just another number. Craft has
been enlisted in an intuitive rebel-
lion againstthe “improvements” of
Modernism, and this is why the
market for it has exploded in the
last three decades.

For the middle class, the symbol-
ism of uniqueness takes place in
the margin between too much
samengss and too much differ-
ence. Too much weirdness indi-
cales poor socialization and solic-
its rejection, as anyone who has
ever worn a Mohawk haircut to @
job interview can attest. Crafts that
are different enough from mass-
produciion but relote to the tradi-
tions of Western decorative arts
are the ones most often used to
stave off the anxiety of anonymity.
The familiarity of craft forms com-
plements the uniqueness of hand
production,

Made for @ particular person
and occasion, a craft object, like
an engogement ring, can serve as
a specialized symbol. A generi-
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cally designed, mass-produced,
and nationally distributed ring
cannot carry the same meaning,
because the consumer knows that
hundreds or thousands of identical
rings are given and received. As @
consequence, handmade objects
are often used to mark important
milestones: births, comingsofage,
marriages, anniversaries, deaths.
Mot surprisingly, in this country
crafts are used as gifts much more
frequently than as necessities.

Social and Psychological
Function: Meaning and Use

I nModernisttheory, function was
defined as limited to physical use.
The study of the function of any use-
ful abject could then be treated as
a quasi-science, measuring the
human body and its parameters of
movement. One could obijectively
examine how a chair supports the
human body, or how a teapot
holds and pours tea. But defining
function in this manner deflects
oftention away from the possibility
of meaning. Entranced by formal
principles of composition, new
industrial materials and the study of
ergonomics, designers forgot that
people alse require meaning and
tradition. Indeed, the early Mod-
ernists consciously tried o erase
meaning from design—with the
possible exception of symbols for
progress ond utopian socialism.
To grasp the difference between
the objective stance of Modernism
and the more traditional atfitude
that sees an object as o vehicle for
meaning, compare ¢ Bauhaus
teapot with an elephant mask from
the Bamikélé chiefdoms in
Comeroon. The teapot, made to
appear os if it were produced by
machine, consists of carelully com-
posed geometric forms. Each part
of the design serves a function—-
spout, insulating handles, lid,
body of the container—as well as
satislying the demands of formal-
ist aesthetics. it symbolizes nothing
of the past; in fact, it stands for the
absolute break with tradition that
Modernism specified. It was sup-
posed to “read” os a rational icon
of the new age and nothing more.
The elephant mask is not an
absiract sculpture. It is worn every
two years at the meetings of soci-
eties associated with the Bamikéle
ruling council, or upon the death of
the ruler, called the fon. When the
mask is seen, it means an impor-
tant ritual is taking place. The mask
can be worn by members of only
two societies out of eight, so it is

exclusive. The image of the ele-
phant symbolizes power, repre-
senting both the animal and the
fon. Further, the elaborate bead-
work represenis wealth, power
and prestige: the glass beads are
ancient barter money. The func-
tion, to mark a ritual, is overlaid
with multiple and simulteneous
meanings based on honored fra-
dition. To apply ergonomics here
would be absurd, and to demand
a radical rupture from the past
would be destructive.

In the United States, most cere-
monial and ritual objects have fall-
en into disuse, but not all are obso-
lete. Within the craft traditions of
metalwork are marriage rings,
baby’s spoons, Catholic chalices,
patens and monstrances, Judaic
kiddush cups and menorahs, gold
watches for retirement. In each
case, the physical function is
joined to a widely understood
social meaning. The object com-
municates through a social code,
learned like a language by mem-
bers ofthe culture that produced it.

Enchanted by the spell of Mod-
ernism, “artistic” temperaments
today usually believe ceremonial
objects are too tradition-bound to
be suitable vehicles for self-expres-
sion. But self-expression needn’t
be the foremost goal of the craft
practitioner. In a secular world,
craft can serve others by offering a
medium for personal meaning—a
receptive screen upon which to
project significance. Instead of
conveying total self-absorption in
expreassion, a craft can perform a
service. Instead of celebrating the
artist’s ego, the work can discover
the unanswered needs of the user.
Craftspeople can move into areas
of subject matter that art ond
design have declared irrelevant
for almost a century, and in so
doing, they may octually become
soctally responsible.

Americans today are starved for
authentic meaning. Status symbols
and TV images fail to satisfy grow-
ing numbers of people. One man-
ifestation is the explosion in popu-
larity of body piercing and fattoos,
which many of the young see as
on uncontaminated emblem of
rejection of the mainstream, and @
voluntary embrace of outsider sta-
tus. The permanence of the tattoo
underlines its authenticity. Surely,
such drastic alterations must be
motivated by a genuine hunger,
and while they might seem
exireme, the point is that mony psy-
chological needs are not
answered either by mass-market

design or fine art. ltremains for the
craftsman to become a schalar of
the “niche market,” to discover
vacuums of meaning (ond there
are many), study them carefully
and then make objects that con-
tain—or can take on—appropri-
ate meanings.

The site for most of this meaning-
ful wark is not the gallery or the
museum, but the body and the
home. The meaning of craft oper-
ates in humble places, but it is as
site-specific as a Richard Serrc
sculpture. The coded language of
craft speaks from the body—with
jewelry and clothing—and the
home—uwith furniture, pottery, fab-
ric, lighting and deceration. Once
the craft object is isolated on a
pedestal like avtonomous art, itlos-
es most of its power to be invested
with infimate and ongoing person-
al meaning.

Redirecting the ambition of creft
from galleries to homes does not
mean that craft objects must nec-
essarily be less profound or less
satisfying than modern art—they
merely serve a different agenda.
Of course, to suggest that a simple
pot may be as good as your stan-
dard art masterpiece is profoundly
subversive. What would happen if
we had fo take all those pots seri-
ously? Museum curators would be
required to attend craft fairs, buy
pots and weavings and jewelry,
and place them next to those
expensive paintings. The canon
would have to be rewritten, and
hordes of craftspecple admitted to
the temple of art. But most revolu-
tionary of all would be the notion
that goed art could be widely
available and cheap—40 dollars
{or lessl} could get you into the
elite. Of course, few mandarins of
culture would be likely to allow it.

Unfortunately, most contempo-
rary croft practitioners do not con-
sciously address meaning. Dis-
course about function is directed
toward physical use, exactly as
Modernism dictates. Croftspeople
who wish to claim the exalted posi-
tion of “artist” are distracted by the
toolish idea that the functionless
object is innately superior. The
possibilities of craft serving psy-
chological uses go uninvestigated.
This is sad—a betrayal and a loss.

Craft and Conditions of
Production

The basic concepts of Mod-
ernism—disinterestedness, formal-
ism, the autonomy of art—specifi-
cally address the way that a per-
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son is supposed to lock at art. The
conditions surrounding the making
of artare not given much attention.
Such matters as how the artist
thinks and feels, and how society
influences him or her get swept
under the rug. While expressionist
theory examines the emotional life
of the artist, Marxism offers a
slant on economic factors, and
Feminism analyzes power rela-
tions between the sexes, the com-
plex network of social impact on
personal experience is largely
ignored. Most critics  have
assumed that craft is uncritical,® so
they never imagine that craft rep-
resents a collective, intuitive reac-
tion to industrialization. When it
comes lo “conditions of produc-
tion,” croft has profound implica-
tions.

The foundation of today's craft
movement was laid by William
Morris, the English reformer who
saw how the handmade object
could be made relevant in an
industrialized society. To Morris,
craftwork performed a social cri-
tique. It could counteract the
degradation of factory labor, he
claimed, if only English society
would turn back the clock and
return to a craft-based economy.
Workers would then take pride in
their labor and at the same time be
freed of capitalist exploitation.
Obijects in everyday life would
become beautiful, informed by the
loving touch of impassioned labor.
Finally, ort and craft would
become unified. Cf course, the the-
ory did not work. Morris and a few
other workshops ultimately pro-
duced only luxury gocds for the
wealthy, and industrialization pro-
ceeded undisturbed. Nonetheless,
Morris was the firstto imagine that
preindustrial technologies should
be preserved for their social use-
fulness, and thousands of people
followed his teachings. In the Unit-
ed States during the Depression,
Arts and Crafts societies and some
universities tock up the cause of
preserving craft skills. Enough insti-
tutions and teachers survived to
germinate the post-World War Il
craft revival.

Teday, eraft in this country rep-
resents a collective response to
social conditions, os well as an
implicit social critique. Most crafts-
men intuitively respond to hand
labor, finding it satisfying and
somehow filting. Often, when pec-
plefirsttake up a craft, they are sur-
prised atthe unpredictable and vis-
ceral nature of their feeling. As a
teacher, | have observed many

times how directionless and unmo-
tivated students come alive once
they puttheir hands on metal, fiber
or clay. Unexpectedly, they find an
activity that conforms to an innate
sensibility and answers an unartic-
ulated need. For some of these shy-
dents—as happened with me—the
craft becomes their life’s work.
The choice to devate one’s life to
a craft is a conscious rejection of
the way our culture has devalued
physical labor. Generally, West-
ern societies are patterned after
the classical Greek hierarchy in
which the mind, being closer io the
realm of pure absolutes, is held to
be superior to the body, which is
rooted in lowly actuality. Brain
work is accorded higher status
than physical work: the bureaucrat
is paid more than the factory hand,
and so on. It is quite remarkable for
college students—so close to
becoming qudlified to work
behind o desk—to choose to work
with their hands. Ultimately, it's a
quality-of-life issue: what work is
going Io be most safisfying? Thata
craft continues to be an atiractive
option in the age of computers and
bureaucracies proves that human
animals still value their hands, and
that these most sensitive of instru-
ments continue to modulate the
world in powerful woys. The hand
melding clay; hands holding o
mallet and chisel; the hand touch-
ing fabric; the object taking shape
when before there was nothing but
formless mud or wood or thread—
craftdiverts experience back to the
material levels. The choice of craft
is not anachranistic. it is a state-
ment that we still live in a body rich
in potential. In a sense craft clways
tries to perform a metaphysical
revision: the return of physicol
labor to equal status with thought.

The Symbolic Dalue of
Craftsmanship

AII this relates to the question of
technical virtuosity. What is the
valve of mastery of a craft? In the
fine arts warld, virtyosity has been
regarded with intense suspicion
ever since Manet infentionally
employed rough painting to criti-
cize the mindless polish of academ-
ic styles. Today, critics continue to
use words like “raw” and "tough”
to apploud sloppiness for its
“"guthenticity.” The same school of
thought attacks fine craftsmanship
os an end in itself that distracts the
artist from becoming more creative
and original. A basic article of
faith in the Modernist academy is

that careful, controlled work has
no aesthetic potential. But in the
crafts world, fine workmanship is
regarded either as a known quan-
tity to be manipulated like a tool or
as a worthy and self-rewarding
goal. Conservatives in the field
hold that fine croft has intrinsic val-
ve. They see mastery os a purpose
of object-making, to be valued and
encouraged for its own sake, and
they enjoy the challenge of diffi-
culty, regarding a skillful job done
well as evidence of rare achieve-
ment.

On the other hand, the arkcraft
faction asserts that skill merits
admiration only insofar as it is jus-
tified by another agenda. They
refute the argument for virtuosity
by pointing to any number of well-
made but derivative craft objects,
like the hundreds ofimitation Scan-
dinavian-modern leapots cranked
out by American silversmiths in the
1950s and 60s. Most were fech-
nically competent, but lacked the
innovation of the Danish criginals.
Because the end result was com-
promised by lack of originality, it
is argued that craftsmanship alone
could not improve the object. By
logical extension of the Modernist
argumenl, virtuoso technique has
no aesthetic impact.

It Modernist criteria are put
aside, however, fine craftsman-
ship takes on a different meaning.
In Japan and Korea, mastery of
technique is understood as evi-
dence of spiritval maturity. To a
Buddhist, work spent on attaining
skill necessarily contributes to high-
er awareness. |t is regarded as a
spiritual discipline to have repeat-
ed patiently the same act thou-
sands of times, to have paid care-
ful attention in years of work, and
finally to have achieved perfec-
tion. Virtuosity is admired not just
for its own sake but because it
demonstrates a religious accom-
plishment.

Even if Americans don't have the
same respect for patience, mastery
and spiritual discipline, fine crafts-
manship can still prove that the
maker cares passionately about
his work and refuses to compro-
mise his standards. Concern for o
jobwell done and steadfast refusal
to surrender to expedience show
an integrity that is increasingly
rare in this society. Anybody who
has had his car repoired by o core-
less mechanic or foucet fixed by a
sloppy plumber is vividly reminded
of the need for rigorous standards.
While iechnique alone cannot res-
cue an illeonsidered design from

mediocrity, the effort should still be
honored.

Tactility: Engaging the
Senses

SOme of the most pervasive anc
least examined aspects of craft are
its sensuous qudlities, especially it:
appeal to touch. Reductive Mod
ernism restricled aesthetic experi
ence in the visual arts o sigh
alone, os if no other pleasure:
were possible. But craft objects
because they are used in so mam
ways, engage all the senses by
taste. When a pot is held, it con
veys weight, balance and density
Lifting @ heavy, thick-walled pot i
very different from holding a thin
light one. The surface texture o
clay and glaze is experienced o
the same time, and offers a distine
pleasure. Weavers and garmen
makers are conscious of the feel o
different fabrics, from silk to den
im. The material controls how ¢
gorment feels, how appealingitis,
how wellitwill insulate, and how i
will drape and weigh on the body.
None of these experiences rely or
sight, but olt of them have an aes
thetic component.

Certain types of jewelry, like
chain mail, have properties ol
weight, motion and temperature
change that can only be under-
stood when the object is worn.
Sound is also port of the craft expe-
rience: the clink ol a fork on a
plate; the chime of o gloss; the tiny
note of a dangling earring that
only the wearer can hear. Some
potters will ring the rim of a pot like
a bellto test the fit of clay body and
glaze. And, of course, there’s the
immensely seductive feel of pol-
ished and oiled wood, or the per-
fect fit of o dovetail joint.

Richard Wagner regarded his
operas os o composite of all the
arts: music, literature in the libret-
to, painting ond architecture in the
set design. He aimed for a fotality
of sensual experience that he
called synesthesia While craft
may not be able to encompass the
entire catalog of senses in one
object (Wagner ignored smell and
taste, too), it is clear that craft
engages a great deal more than
sight. So far, however, most peo-
ple seem content to remark that
such phenomena cccur, and do
not consider how sight, touch and
hearing can be organized into @
unified composition. Craftsmen
intuitively make judgments of how
sound or touch intersects with the
visual but never think much about
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it. Here is another conceplual field,
ripe for exploration, that remains
ignored.

The Meaning of Decoration

You can always tell a true Mod-
ernisi by the way he uses the word
“decorative”—as o pejorative.
Modernism abandoned decora-
tion in @ fit of righteous indignation
early in this century. The harshest
oppenent of arnament was the
Vienrese architect Adolf Loos,
who set forth his principles in the
essoy “Ornament and Crime”
(1908}, According to loos, all
ornament can be traced to childish
graffii—sexval images smeared
in fecal matter. The same impulse
is manifested today in tattoos (Loos
claimed that only savages and
criminals bear tattoos)., Decora-
tion represents only the lowest of
human impulses, and so it must be
stripped from art and design, espe-
cially from usetul objects. While
Loos’s argument seems laughable
today, for the past BO years Mod-
ernist designers have behaved as
if it were true.

The: upshot is that craft is pro-
foundly uncertain about the legiti-
macy of decoration. Given that
craft has traded in decoration for
thousands of years, it is peculiar
that this central purpose is current-
ly colled into question. When dec-
cration is applied to a croft object,
itis usually justified in formal terms.
A potter, for example, relying on
the language of Modernism, might
speak of enhancing the form of the
pot with painted glazes. Since for-
malism was invented to describe
the pure autonemous art object,
using those ideas 1o explain deco-
ration is problematical.

A rigorous interpretation of dis-
interestedness would insist that
decoration is aesthetically valid
only to the extent that it is purely
formal. Any inherent meaning or
use in the object would net qualify.
And then, strict formalism would
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demand that all decoration be
essential to the composition
iremember, perfect design should
have no exftraneous elements},
which immediately disqualities
anything applied to o form. Of
course, most decoration s
applied, fiterally and figuratively.
Any craftsman who attempts to jus-
tify decoration with Modernist the-
ory is stretching the limits of credi-
bility.

If we see craft as o device to
address psychological need, how-
ever, decoration makes more
sense. Decoration is a signifier. In
cultures all over the world, ritual
objects, dwellings, the body, even
cars and frucks cre decorated as
signs ol individual and social iden-
tity. Most ornamentation speaks in
a commonly understood cultural
language, so people live in a
dense continuum of meaning. For
exomple, fattoos are not the badge
of savagery that loos claimed
them to be, but texts that every-
body in a society can read. Scari-
fication, masks, costumes and jew-
elry serve similar purposes. In most
societies, decoration is a social
code; to go without it is to go
naked and stripped of meaning.

Modernism’s insistence on rafic-
nal, formal relationships has man-
aged to make decoration seem
superfluous. But in the real world,
the effects of Modernist architec-
ture suggest that people suffer in
sterile, unornamented environ-
ments. A study showed that after
Scotland Yard moved from its fussy
Victorian building to a new, theo-
retically correct Madernist office,
morale plummeted. A visit to any
college dormitory would reveal
that most students recct to long,
featureless corridors and blank
walls by plastering their rooms
with posters, signs, slogans and
advertisements. The workers who
moved into Corbusier’s housing
project in Pessac wasted no fime
before nailing on shutters and
adding pitched roofs to their Mod-

conference “Critical Studies in the Craft Arts: Cross-
ings, Alignments and Territories,” at New York Uni-
versity, which the author attended.

John Bentley Mays, "Comment,” American Croft,

ernist boxes. Refusing to be brain-
washed, they applied decoration
that symbolized “home.” The evi-
dence suggests that the impulse to
adorn is neither primitive nor child-
ish.

Clearly, decoration can still con-
vey meaning. { It can also be com-
pletely arbitrary ond meaning-
less.} It is unfortunate that most
artists and designers have aban-
doned decoration so thoroughly.
A vacuum of meaning has opened
up. filled, by default, with objecis
from K-Mart and Sears. At the
same time, craftspeople seem
unable to explain the purpose of
decoration. Had craft any ambi-
tion to communicate, and espe-
cially to ameliorate the alienation
and social ills that cause so much
pain, ornamentation would be a
perfect vehicle. If craftspeople
could overcome their artguilt, ook
respectfully at decoration and
study its social functions, they
could recover their heritage. If
craftsmen understood ornament as
a play of meaning, not as a veneer
of style, then, perhaps, the demon
of Modernism could finally be
exorcised.

In Summary

The ideas | have set forth involve
contingencies—the many ways a
craft object can be connected to
the real world. To pursue any one
of them would require that the
basic rules of Modernism be set
aside, and notions as to what is
properly aesthetic be repudiated.
Fine arts has turned away from
Modernist ideclogy; it is fashion-
able now to talk about politics,
AIDS, relations with the third
world, or Feminism in art. These
subjects presuppose an art inti-
mately linked to the world, not iso-
lated in o gallery. And yet, most
painting, sculpture, video and per-
formance still claim the status and
privileges of Modern art, and are
reluctant to enter the homes and
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persancl spaces of ordinary peo-
ple. Those sites remain the
province of craft.

it should be clear that 1 am no
friend of Modernism_ | believe its
ideas have done much damage.
Certainly, there is a place for pure,
vnalloyed visual pleasure, and
Modernist theories describe how
to judge on object intended for that
purpose. But those kinds of objects
have surrendered many of art’s—
and craft's—important purposes:
to remind people of their position
in the cosmos; fo point to meaning;
to be used; to help; to heal; fo
entertain. Those functions were
discarded in the name of the self-
rewarding aesthetic experience,
and it's high time craftsmen
reclaimed them. Craftonce played
all those roles, and, to some extent,
it still does. But the criteria so dear
1o Modernists have narrowed and
stunted craft, asking itto fitinto the
same straitjacket that painting and
sculpture once willingly strapped
on. The more | consider it, the
more | think crahl practitioners
should give up the pursuit of Mod-
ernist art entirely. Either that, or
croftsmen  should have the
courage simply to declare that they
are sculptors and then 1o be pre-
pared to engoge in the art world’s
contentious discourse.

Given these choices, it seems
best, in my view, to relinquish art-
envy and to stop aspiring to the
alleged nobility of fine art. it is
equally noble to communicate with
people and to produce objects that
personalize rather than alienate.
The traditional roles of cralt offer
rich possibilities, it only they can
be reshaped to be relevant to
social conditions today. What
craft has always done is its
strength. The challenge is to con-
sciously, carefully build upon tra-
dition. The project is no less diffi-
cult, no less creative, than any
agenda in modern art. m

to absolute power reflect those fearful components of
the German character which set loose Hitler's power
and the Second World War.* Quoted in Philip Meggs,
A History of Graphic Design [New York: Yan Nos-
trand Reinhold, 1983).
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