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IHDIAN ARTS AND CRAFTS
AND THEIR PLACE IN THE MODERN WORLD

Cooperation and interchange of experiences between the American Re-
publics in the field of Indian arts and crafts is a matter of utmost im—
portance for administrators as well as for students. All of those inter—
ested in the promotion of Indian arts and crafts know that the general in-
clination of the buying public to regard contemporary Indian products as
souvenirs of little intrinsic value has made it diffiecult for the Indian
craftsman to obtain adequate rumuneration for his best efforts. Any agency
oceupied with the promotion of Indian art as a mesns to increase the income

of the Indian craftsman must thersiore attempt to create among the general

public a better understanding and decper appreciation for Indian productss
It is true that the Indian arts of many of the American Republics are im-
pressive in quality and variety, just seen by thamselves, and yet, a full
appreciation of the artistic genius of the Indian race can only be gained
through a knowledze of its achievement throughout both the Americas.

To give Indian art its rightful place in the ecomomic as well as in
the cultural life of the contemporary world, it is necessary to present it
to the world not only in its regional manifestations but as the aberiginal
art of a continent that, in its amazins scope and virility, constitutes a
major contribution to eivilization.

Another reason for close cooperation of the American Republics in the
field of Indian arts is the fact that the political boundaries of the vari-
ous countries rarely correspond to the limits of the areas of aboriginal
Indian culture, and often the very same articles are produced by the mem-
bers of the same tribal group, but within the jurisdiction of two different

countries.
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It goes without saying that, in both these countries, administrators

interesved in the production and the marketing of such artifacts would gain
a great deal from comparing their methods with those of their neighbors.

It is not necessary to deal with identical groups to gain from an inter—
change of knowledge. Comparative studies bring often valuable results, even
if the affinities between the two svoups are remote. The Indian arts of the
Mesa Central in Mexico and those of the southwestern part of the United
States are excellent illustrations of such a case.

For the casual observer, it may scom impossible at first to find a
basis for fruitful work in the comparison of the arts of these two rezions,
The arts of the great pre-Columbian cultures of Central Mexico are today 2
subject for the archaeologist oniy. They disappeared with the conquest and
were replaced centuries zgo by the vital and flanboyant forms of the popu-
lar arts of modern Mexico, Born of the contacts of Indian and Buropean
elements and fused into 2 new homogenous entity, the popular arts of modern
Mexico have but little to do with the traditional Indian arts flouwrishing
today in New Mexico and Arizona.

Such comparisons may seem difficult even among the ancieéent products of
these cultures. The arts of the great civilizations of the Mesa Central,
with their urban refinement, their elaborate zold jewelry, picture writing,
and decorative architecture, were far enough removed from tho rural arts of
the Pueblo and Hohokam cultures so that theoir affinities are often difficult
to trace, and yet thcy can be found, especially in the general character of

form and decorations.
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Due to the fact that many of the tribes of New Mexico and Arizona
have preserved the identity of their cultural ancestry to an amazing de-
gree, it is possible to see their craftsmen today create designs and forms
that are more closely related to those produced in the liesa Central five
hundred years ago tha,n.to any manifestation of popular art in contemporary
Mexico. Vhile there are cases lmown where the inspiration for such tradl-
tional worlc can be traced to the discovery of archaeologicel specimens, the

majority of the work carried on teday is still done in the spirit of a liv-

ing tradifion and not as an antiquerien revival., This traditionsl art is
neither static nor decadent. Within the limits of its style concept, it
develops new forms with every piece thot is produced. Here then is an op-
portunity for the student of the arts of ancient llexico to have personal
contact with artists vhose forn concepts are similar to those of the artists
who created his muscum specimens that lost thelr living soil centuries ago.

A study of the ancient and contemporary arts of Mexico, on the other
hand, could give those interested in the Indian arts north of the border a
far wider understanding of the process of transformation of an art through
outside contacts and assimilation than could be found within the limits of
the United IStates.

To be an effective stimulus to Indian arts and crafts, inter-American
cooperation in this field must zo beyond the interchange of Imowledge as a
means to gzin and to promote better understanding of the subject 1tself.
The future of Indian handicrafts, and what is cven more important, the fu-
ture of the Indian craftsman, calls above all else for the broadest inves-

tigntion of the potential market for these Indian products.
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The place of the handicrafts in the twentieth century has not yet been
defined. TFor the last fifty years, the ever—increasing :pfessure of the low-
priced but useful factory product has limited the merket for handicrafis the j
world overs Mass production has made available thousands of articles that
are cheaper and often more useful than those previously made by hand, In
consequence, certaln types of handicrafts have today almost gone out of ex-
istence. And yet it appears that the factory-made srticle does not satisfy
the needs of that part of the buyring public that demands individual design
and individual workmanship. During tke last few years, numerous efforts to
establish new studios and shops devoted to the scle and production of hand-
made objects have been made everywhere, especially in the larger cities. It
seems that we are just now in a period of transition that will eventunlly
lead to the establishment of 2 new position of the hondicrafts in the world
market where they will not attempt to compete with machine products, but will
supplement them. Since the handicrafts in most countries have ceased to be
of purely utilitarian value, =nd since their future functions can only be a
matter of conjecture, it is necessary to examine their present status in the
1light of the existingz demand. The present market for Indian arts and crafts
can be roughly divided into the following main divisions:

A. The market within the producer's group
3. The collector's market
souvenir market

s market for useful gquality products

L R e
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4. The market within the producer's group is still far greater than

is generally believed. It is true that machine products are today available

at least to a certain extent in almost evary reglon of the two Americas, bub

their local price increases in proportion with the remoteness and inaccessi-
bility of the region, so that, in some places, the native hand-made article
remains still more economical than the imported mass product. In other
Places, local tradition calls for certain sixapes or designs for specific
articles that can not be supplied by imported goods. Under such circumston-
ces, the hand-made local product is usuvally found side by side with the im-
portation and reserved for such purpcsaes as are associnated with religious
or social customs. The local market for Indian handicrafts that is based
purely on econonic considerations is of course dacreasing steadily with the
opening of new means of transportation and the subsegquert reduction in price
of machine products, while the market based on the preference for Indimn
form and design for traditional purposes is declining only in places where
tradition itself is en the decline. It is most encouraging to find that,
in recent ycars, 2 new attitude towards tradition has appeared among some
tribal groups who recognize tradition simply as an expression of tribal
identity and not as an inflexible pattern opposed to progress. It is the
ups to absorb rather than to copy foreign achievements;
nd their arts become enriched instead of being shattered by the impact of
innovations. The iaportance of the existence of this Indlan market for In-
dian products can not be atressed enough. It givea the craftsmen an irre-
placeable synpathetic background and safeguards Indian production from the

ianger of 1 ing its rost valuable asset, its Indian identity.
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B. The collector's market, whilo it has no regard for the utilitarian
values of the individual object, is neavest to the Indian's own marlket in
1its understanding of traditional merit.

The number of collectors of contemporary Indian art is still very
limited, due to the widespread belief that the contemporary production is
inferior to the work of former days, and also to the fact that Indian art
as a whole ig gtill but little known. The collector's market is international
in character but offers.a commercial outlet only for the most outstanding
pieces, since on this marlzet rareness is. considered a definite agset. This
market for Indian art has never been systematically developed, and intensive
promotional worlc may well increase its demands. It would ve unwise, however,
to overestimate the financial benefits of such development. While the prices
paid for individual pieces are far zreater on this market than those obtain-
able through any other outlet, the benefits will always go to a relatively
small number of craftemen.

The main advantages to be expected from an increased collector's market
are the promotional values of fine private and public collectlions that gtim-
ulate wider demands among the general public, and the fact that the exlistence
of a discriminating and exacting group of buyers is an invaluable aid in main-
taining high standards of workmanship.

C. The widest and best known market for Indian arts and crafts today

is unquestionably the souvenir market. In gpite of its extent and its large

turnover, this market has often failed to bring the expected benefit to the
malcer, and is at present in many places seriously menaced through competition

from machine-made imitations.
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The souvenir buyer, like the collector, does not look for utilitarian
values; and, since he purchases an object not for its own merit but simply
for the sake of its associations, he does rnot even care much about its work-
manship or aesthetic value. The souvenir buyer is usually satisfied if the
article serves to remind him of a pleasant trip or conveys to his friends
the knowledge that he has been to far and pleturesque pleces. He 1g there-
fore rarely willing to spend more on such a purchase than the price of a
postal card or a colored photograph. ZEspecisally in countries with a rela-

tively high cost of living, it is difficult to find hand-made articles that

can be profitably produced at such low prices, and the desire to supply the
demand just the same leads often %o unbelievably low returns for the erafts-
men and to the complete deterioration of individuval workmanship. Wherever
this happens, machine-made imitations appear and eventually crowd off the
market, because, with the loss of individuality, his product can not compete
with the lower prices of the factory-made article.

To evaluate the possibilities of a sound souvenir market for Indian
crafts, it is necessary first of all to recognize the conflict in concepts
of wvalue that exist here between producer and consumer. In the long run, it
is impossible to carry on a stable buginess with articles that are considered
worthless trinkets by the purchaser and useful objects of value by their
maker. There are many regions where the low cost of living and the sub-
standard economic requirements of the craftsman make such an adjustment
temporarily possible, because the price that seems adequate for a trinket to

the buyer constitutes loecally a relatively large amount of money.
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In such regions, it may be desirable to maintain or even to encourage
production as an irreplaceable source of income for the time being; tut,
even in such cases, it should be realized that sooner or later the producer's
demands are bound to incresse, either through a wrise in the local cost of
living, or through an increase of his own standards that is often due to his
contacts with this very consumer. As soon as this happens, the remuneration

for the craftsman's work becomes insufficient, end he is forced either to

sacrifice the Quality of his workmenship or to sesk new means to speed up
and simplify his producticn methods,

If one is not to be satisfied to limit production to those few tradi-
tional products that can be mede repidly without loss of duality, such as
certain small baskets and certain simple pottory vessels, the souvenir market
offers 1little hope for the future, In a long-range program that is to teke
full advantage of the potentialities of Indian erts and crafts, there is, as
hes just been indicated, no way to reconcile the exigencies of traditional
production and those of the souvenir market, But there are two possible so-
lutions for the economic problems created by this conflict, These solutions
1ie either in the education of the buying mublic to an spprociation of the
intrinsic values of Indian handierafts, which actually would remove the cus-
tomer from the class of souvenir buyers, or in the stimalaticn of an avowed
souvenir industry that is mainly based on speed and volume of production, and
1eads therefore to the loss of individuality in design and worlsnanship
characteristic of traditional crafts work, While it is obvious that such
development does not fall within the scope of arts and crafts worlk proper,
it must nevertheless be given consideration in certain rezxions s a matter

of economic expediency,
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D.  The market of useful guality products offers doubtlessly the bost
opportunities for a sound development of Indian crafts. If interpreted in
its broadest sense, this market includes not only all types of practical
household and clothing accessories such as furniture, sporting goods, fab-
rics, and jewelry, but also objccts bought exclusively for the sake of their
decorative function in the buyer's house, It includes the table center and
the wall hanging that are bought to £ill an neathetic need in the home, but
not the collector's item that is acquired only because it is ethnologically
or technolozically interesting, or the souvenir that is purchased on the
strength of its associations.

The variety of products that f£ill the needs of this market is almost
unlimited, and their prices can always be baced on real values. Since their
cost can be determined by their usefulness and the quality of their execution
rather than by such intangibles as associations or rarity, the customer can
always be sure that he receives his money's worth in any price range.

It is true that some Indian crafts can not take advantage of this market
without adaptations, since the functions of traditional Indian products are
not only more limited but often different from those demanded by the general
public, However, such sdaptations have taken place in the course of the pro-
duction history of all crafts and are part of the normal development of any
living art form.

a traditional art to ideas that come from outside its

producers! own realm of experience are of course more difficult to make than
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those based on needs developed by the producers themselves. However, many of
the great craft centers of the world have primarily served outside groups when
the demand arose, and have been successful in doing so as long as the craftsman
understood. the need of the buyer, even if he did not share it.

It seems unbelievable that this market for well-made, useful Indian prod-
ucts, with its great potentialities, has so far been badly neglected in many
places. It has developed here and therc in response to a demand from the buy-
ing public, but has been given little encouragement by most of those interested

in the production and sale of Indian arts and crafts.

In most sales outlets for Indian goods, the emphasis in display and proi-
motion is still placed on guaintness and picturesqueness--in other words, 'on
the souvenir values of the product. The creation of a romantic atmosphere
in the sales premises is often considered more important than the presenta—
tion of such intrinsic values of the product as its usefulness, its workman-
ship, and its beauty. Stories that give a picturesque background to the ar-
ticles, espcially elaborate explanations of the symbolic meanings of Indian
design, are widely considered the best inducement for the buyer to spend his
money.

There are business enterprises that give away printed folders claiming
to explain the meaning of all symbols of all tribes with every ten cent pur-
chase, which gives the customer guite a bargain considering the fact that a
medicine man usually needs a lifetime to understand true significance of the
symbols used by his own immediate groupe.

The worat aspect of such practices is that they are used mainly to dis-

gulse the poor quallty of products made for the souvenir trade, and sometimes
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even to stimilate the sales of outright imitations. These methods naturally

attract a large part of the buying public temporarily since they satisfy a

widespread yearning for romance at bargain prices, but they are bound to un-
dermine public confidence in the end, The customers of today are becoming
increasingly aware that they are often being sold fairy tales instead of val-
ues, and therefore draw the conclusion that Indian art as a whole is as spuri-
ous as some of the promotion methods used in its sale.

This false emphasis so frequently found. in the commercial presentation
of Indian art, is the reason rather than the result of a lack of a widespread
appreciative public. Many potential buyers who have had an opportunity to
see Indian products of good quality have lost their initial interest when
their demands for real value were met with fanciful pretensions. It should
be said here that many of the salesmen who are most indiscriminating in their
romantic sales talk are acting in good faith because their own knowledge of
Indian lore is too limited to meke them see the absurdity of their claims,

It is astonishing how little thought and effort has been given so far
to the development of sound merchandising and promotion practices in this
field, The intensive studies of adequate display and sales methods that are
considered a basic necessity for all other types of merchandising have never
been made for Indian ecrafts, and most present practices are just a continua-
tion of the first fumbling efforts to meet the casual demands of early tour-
ists in Indian country. Not only has the discriminating city market been
neglected in favor of the local outlets, but even in the regional outlets

quality merchandise, if it is handled at all, is carried only because a
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specific dealer personally happens to have good taste, and not because of 2
general recognition of the potentialities of the trade in better productss

‘Even such simple devices to gain public confidence as the separation of qual-

ity work from poor work and from imitations are employed only in very excep-
tional sales outlets.

From g1l this it becomes apparent that a sound development of the trade
in Indian arts and crafts along the lines of useful articles of quality can
only be estabiished if the agencies interested in the field are willing to un-
derteke intensive research work that mu.‘td enable them %:o act efficiently as
advisors of production and merchandicing,

1. TVork with the producer. To give sound advice to the Indian crafts-

man, it is first of all necessary to reclize that the Indian product will only
be successful if it retains the basic merits of Indian form, design, and woTke-
manship, and that no one can judge these qualities better then the Indian pro-
ducer himself, At the same time, the advisor must be aware that vhenever the
Indian craftsman attempts to gain a wider market outside his own community he
must be assisted to understand all those exigencles that are foreign to him
before he can adapt his work to the new demand.

This means not only that he must be made acquainted with the functions
his products are to fulfill in the hands of their prospective buyers, tut it
also means often that the crafteman has to learn to adapt his pro@uction hab-
it

basiec prices and timely delivery of finished producta.
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The fact that the craftsman himself should make these adaptations does
not mean that the advisor does not need to understand the traditional back-
ground of the product and his maker. In fact, such understanding is pre-
requisite for any suceessful cooperation, because, without a thorousgh lmowl-~
edge of tribal tradition, the advisor may not even be able to see those con-
flicts between traditional methods and new demands that he is supposed %o
help the craftsman to bridge.

Many Indian craftsmen of today have already yielded to outside pressure
and made adaptations thet were not based on their own judgment but were made
in accordance with directions given by their cusfomers. Many of these im-
posed adaptations are unsuccessful economically as well as aesthetically.

If the advisor is to be able to help such a craftsman to find himself again,
he must first of all be familiar emough with the old regional style to de-
tect such aberrations and must also be capable of differcntiating between
them and the sound adaptations that are part of any normal development.

The greatest responsibility falls on the advisor when it comes %o the
development of new production methods to fit the demands of the modern mar-
ket, since the craftsman's lack of experience in this field makes him almost
entirely dependent on outside council.

This is especially true of the introduction of labor-saving devices in
Indian arts and crafts. It is impossible to establish fixed rules that would
apply to all such adaptations, and the advisor will have to judge each case

entirely on its own merit., The purist who wishes to bar all technical inno-

vations forgets that there never was a living traditional craft in the world

that did not adapt more efficient tools whenever they were made available,
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The desire of the purist to see the craftsmen go back to the original

method of production is absurd, since it is impossible to dscide what stage

of technical developuent should be considered as the "orizinal one". Any
stage of technique is preceded by = more prinmitive one 2nd continuous search
for the "most original' method of production inevitably leads back to the
formative period of the art when technique disappears into the vague baclk-
ground of rudimentary experimentation. Improvement of technigue has always
been the aim of every craftsman, and there are few, if any, among the tradi-
tional Indian art forms of Itoday that have not taken advantage of techniecal
d.gvices developed outside their own Zroup.

The invention and adaptation of new tools must therefore be considered
as 2 necessity in the development of a living art, but one nmust also realize
that it can lead to its destruction if it is done indiscriminatingly. Therc
are devices that increase the speed of manufacture but impair function and
appearance of tho product, to such an extent that theoy lead eventually to
the loss of ifs merit and appeal.

Taile this development of an art throuszh adaptations has been part of
the history of traditional arts throvzh the ages, the need for careful in-
vestization of the merits of each innovation has become apparent only in re-
cent years. The control of their market by outsiders has deprived many
crafismen of the opportunity to freely reject such innovations as do not fit
their own basic concepts; 2nd since this control is often exercised by
People who themselves are incapable of judging the desirability of a new de-
velopment in terms of the craftman's interest, it is the task of the advisor

to help the Indian producer to find his own solution.
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Lack of space prevents a discussion of all the aspects of the advisory
work that needs to be done in the field of production of Indian crafts,
but the given examples make it clear that the field is almost unlimited and
needs to be studied with utmost care if satisfactory results are to be ex—
pected.

2+ Work with the consumer. Most Indian craftemen live miles away from

any large trade center serving the type of public that constitutes the mar-
ket for useful quality objects. Their only direct sales are therefore to
tourists, who happen to visit the rasion; and many tribes, who live in places
seldom visited by tourists, are barred even from this type of direct sales.

Most Indian craftsmen sell their warss, therefore, to a trader, who
acts as their retaller or wholesaler, This arrangement is often very ef-
fective, but there are cases where the Indian product passes through the
hands of four to five middlemen before it reaches the ulfimate consumer.
Strangely enoush, even with such intricate sales channels, the ultimate
destination of the Indian product is still usually a souvenir market, and
articles made in one region are frequently sold as local souvenirs thousands
of miles from the homes of their makers.

To help the craftsman establish himself on the market for useful gqual-
ity produects, it is necessary therefore not only to introduce new methods
of presentation and promotion, but also to widen the geographic scope of
the market to include those regions that contain the best consumer's groups,
and to reorganize some of the existing trade channels to eliminate unneces-

sary overhead expenses.
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~+(a)s The introduotion of new display snd promotion methods m
regarded not only as an effort to present the individual object in such
way as to emphasize ite intrinsic values and its appeal, but aleo as a
means to overcome existing prejudices among the more discriminating buy-
ing public. Surveys of the modern methods used in the trade with other
articles of quality should be the basis for all such endeavors, This does
not mean that display and promotion methods for Indian products should be
.copied. from department stores: It simply means that a study of the care-
fully worked out schemes employed in modern trade will stimulate thought
and lead to the discovery of more adsguate measures to promote the sales
of Indian craft work.

(b). The opening of new markets, especially in larger population een-
ters, where the majority of buyers for quality goods live, is one of the
major problems in this field. This market can be reached either through
specialized enterprises organized solely for the sale of Indian products,
or through. the introduction of Indian crafts in existing sales outlets for
quality merchandise.

In both cases, a careful study of the problems of distribution and
merchandiging cost must be made before any attempts to realize such project
can be undertaken. In the case of the introduction of Indian produects in
existing establishments, it is also important to ascertain whether the mer-
chandising principles of the particular outlet are compatible with the
nature of Indian production. The relative slow developments of new Indian
styles, for example, make it very dangerous to, introduce Indian products

in stores that function on the basis of rapid and complete style changes.
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Such stores must feature their current merchandise as the "fashion" of the
season and give their public new styles every year. It seems probable that
Indian quality goods will be handled most profitably in enterprises that
carry less volume but aim to create a more permanent demand for their mer-
chardise. The slowness of developing the volume of Indian crafts work is

another factor that needs serious congideration. The premature creation of

a demand that can only be partially filled Hhas often caused disappointment
among retailers and le=d to their abandonment of that particular line of
Indian products.

(c). Improvement of existing trade channels is another aspect of the

problem that needs attention. The Indian artist, like most craftemen, has
only rarely shown much interest in the merchandising of his product. His
lack of resources and his remofeness from the best outlats make his effec—
tive participation in the retailing of his own products often impossible.
There are, however, many groups that could zain considerably through the
establishment of producer's cooperatives or wholesale enterprises within
their tribal or wvillage group.

The scope of the work with the consumer, as outlined here, is almost
staggering, since it includes everythinz from the establishment of small
tribal wholesale centers to national and international promotion campaigzns;
yet, every one these problems will have to be given due attention, if
Indian arts and crafts are to gain their place in the modern worlds

We have just arrived to recognize the magnituds of the task we are fac-—

ing; we just bezin to see the basic difficulties that have kept Indian art
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from finding its rightful place, and are making the first steps toward its
rehabilitation in terms of the needs of the contemporary world. Every one
of the American Republics has within ite borders some of this wealth that

is waiting to be developed, and only cooperation and interchange of knowl-

edge by all will make it possible to release in its entirety one of the
great contributions that thie continent has to offer to eivilization--the

artistic genius of the Indian of the two Americas.

Rene a'Harnoncourt
General Manager

April 5, 1940
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