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In Rhode Island there is a tension, a set of contrary forces of attraction that
characterize in the broadest sense the modern cultural scene.  On the one hand
are the forces, attractions, and problems of the city, exemplified by the extensive
urban complex of Providence.  On the other hand there are the attractions of the
shore and the country.  I have suggested elsewhere that these two centers of
influence are the cores respectively of two other traditional culture complexes in
present day Rhode Island.  While the shore and country are made up of different
cultural elements, they are one in the larger sense of the major cultural dynamic
that exists in Rhode Island: the city vs. the country and shore and the regular,
periodic moves between them made by Rhode Islanders.  It is the place of the
Native American, the Yankee, and the urban ethnic, and the role of the elite,
popular  and traditional  arts  within  this  dynamic  that  are  the  subjects  of  this
essay.

While what I have to say here relates to Rhode Island specifically, I think the art
complex in Rhode Island is representative of a much larger dynamic of the arts
in America overall.  All that is necessary is to recognize that in other areas of
America the arts  fit  into  a  comparable  primary cultural  opposition of  city vs.
country/mountains/lake/  river/desert/coast  instead  of  the  specific  opposition
exemplified by Rhode Island - city vs. shore/country.  So, while I focus in this
essay on Rhode Island, if the reader just makes the appropriate substitutions for
other areas of America, I think a very similar picture of the dynamic art complex
emerges.

It is a long-standing tradition for urban and suburban Rhode Islanders to make
regular use of the country and especially the shore.  Prior to the 1938 hurricane
which wiped out many of the beaches in the upper Narragansett Bay area, and
prior to the massive pollution of the Upper Bay in the 1930-1970 period, most



residents of Providence were a five cent trolley ride of a few minutes away from
the  shore with  its  many activities.   Family  outings  and picnics  to  numerous
nearby recreation places or somewhat further south to Rocky Point or Goddard
Park  were  common during  summer  weekends.  Urban,  working  class,  ethnic
people of today who are themselves of retirement age, recall an active shore
tradition of this sort as far back as they can remember in their own families, at
least  involving  their  own  grandparents.   Upper  middle  class  WASP families
indicate long-standing familial life cycles that oscillate between the city and the
shore or country.  They describe families with seasonal homes and cottages on
or near the shore where grandchildren with their mother would spend summers
with their semi-retired grandparents.  Parents or fathers would visit periodically
for  weekends  and  for  vacations.   It  often  followed  that  grandparents  would
winterize  their  cottages  and  retire  to  live  year  round at  the  shore.   For  the
parents, the years surrounding marriage, career advancement and child rearing,
including the children's education, required living in the city or its near suburbs.
But by middle age, with the children gone and careers established, more and
more time would  be spent  around a new cottage or  old shore home of  the
departed grandparents.  And so the cycle would go.   From working class to
upper class, the shore has been a long-standing point of contrast with the city.
In recent years the country has become a more and more important alternative
to the shore as a contrast point, but the shore remains preeminent.

Few Rhode Islanders today are probably aware that the winter to summer, city
to shore oscillation that is so fundamental a part of their culture was also basic
in the Native American culture that preceded them.  Indeed, it could be argued
that the present culture of Rhode Islanders in this respect, as well as many other
patterns,  depends  directly  on  the  original  Native  American  culture.   The
Narragansett Indians, who were the dominant tribe in the Rhode Island area at
the  time  of  white  settlement,  were  an  extensive  group  whose  clans  yearly
wintered  in  inland  collective  villages,  but  who  dispersed  into  smaller  family
groups over the entire area in the warm spring and summer months to raise
crops and to reap the harvest of sea life in the salt ponds and along the coast.
At the annual meeting of the tribe in early August, stock was taken of the tribe's
crops and prospective harvest, the needs of each family and each clan were
addressed, and plans for wintering were outlined.  The fall  harvest festival in
October  celebrated  the  foods  grown,  gathered  and  preserved,  and  was  the
occasion around which a final large-scale animal hunting drive took place.  The
tribe then separated into its clan divisions with each locating itself inland in its
winter village location once again.

The Narragansett movement from winter inland, permanent, collective villages
to summer shore, temporary, dispersed dwellings is most likely the precursor of



the current Rhode Islander's cycle of winter home in the city to summer cottage
on the shore.  Besides this fundamental living pattern, the corn cultivation and
shell fishing of the Narragansetts are probably the sources for the foods that
today are considered most closely tied to the identity of Yankees and Rhode
Islanders.   These  foods  include  chowders,  Johnny cakes,  clam cakes,  little
necks on the half shell, and most likely the famous clam bake.  Ultimately even
the summer romance with sweet corn that is so typical of Rhode Island shore
communities depends on Narragansett corn culture and the practice of eating in
celebration some of the sweet immature ears of corn.

Yankees  who,  unlike  the  Narragansetts,  settled  permanently  in  one  place,
accordingly  split  the  previously  united  Narragansett  agricultural  hunting  and
fishing  culture  into  farming  and  fishing  villages  with  seasonal  hunting  by
members of both communities.  Vestiges of the previous unification even among
Yankee agriculturalists are to be seen in the recollections of family traditions of
Yankee farmers as far inland as Exeter and West Greenwich.  These farmers
recall two and three day family trips south to the salt ponds and coast around
Charlestown  in  horse  drawn  carts  and  wagons  to  engage  periodically  in
clamming, scalloping and fishing in the summer and early fall  months.  They
would return with baskets full of shellfish to be shared with neighbors and eaten
as steamers and chowders.  Through the periodic trips of different neighbors,
even the inland farming Yankees could share fairly continuously in the plentiful
seafoods of the shore during the summer.  Over the years chowders and Johnny
cakes have become the symbols of Yankee fishing and agriculture, while their
source  has  been  overlooked,  the  often  persecuted  and  demeaned
Narragansetts.

Clearly Rhode Island traditional culture's debt to Narragansett culture and the
culture  of  associated Native  American groups is  much greater  than just  the
general winter-city, summer-shore oscillation.  Still, while I pursue only this major
opposition in the present essay, I think it can be shown that the urban Rhode
Islander's fascination with and need for the experiences of the shore are related
to the kind of understanding of the social and natural world that is characteristic
of Rhode Island's Native Americans like the Narragansetts.

In the course of my fieldwork from August through October, 1979, in various
shore  communities,  rural  villages,  rural  farmland,  and  rural  suburban
developments  in  Washington and  Newport  counties,  I  talked with  1)  various
Narragansett Indians, 2) long-time Yankee fishermen, craftsmen and farmers, 3)
residents and seasonal dwellers in shore communities of all different types and
levels of economic investment, 4) families and students frequenting the state's
beaches and parks,  5)  sport  fishermen fishing from bridges,  from the shore,



from small open bay and pond craft, and from deep sea craft with flying bridges,
and 6) rural suburbanites restoring old homes and building prefab log houses,
colonial house reproductions, and Tudor style ranch homes.  All of these people
share the fact that they are strongly attracted to the shore and/or country, while
most of them spend the majority of their time working and living in the urban-
suburban area.

The chart which follows summarizes my understanding of the cultural complex
as expressed in art that rests on the difference between the attraction of the city
and the draw of the country or shore.  I think it is in this distinction that the role
of traditional art in Rhode Island is to be understood.  The chart is especially
drawn to represent the view of those who actually do move between these two
environments, and so live out different parts of their lives in these two different
places.  For these people the oppositions suggested are more clear cut.  For
those, like some Narragansetts and rural "swamp" Yankees, who live and work
continuously in the country, the sense of opposition may be less intense with
respect to some of the points mentioned.

The chart beginning on the next page is designed to be fairly self-explanatory,
and I will not go over it point by point in the text, so I suggest that the reader
spend some time with it.  My discussion will focus on the place of ethnicity and
suburbia in this scheme and particularly the way in which Rhode Island elite,
popular and traditional arts relate to the dynamic and fundamental city-shore
opposition in Rhode Island culture.



The Arts in the City-Shore/Country Opposition
in Rhode Island and American Culture

City
(Tendencies in Urban Life)

Social

1.  Sense  of  community  tends  to  be
weak because the large size of the city
and diverse groups that are all present
make it difficult to identify with the city
as a whole. People living in the same
block, even the same apartment house,
may share only sidewalk space.

Shore – Country
(Tendencies in Shore-Country Life)

1. Sense of community tends to be strong
because  the  small  geographical  size  of
the community and greater  homogeneity
of people's backgrounds make it easier to
identify with a town despite the fact that
people  may  be  dispersed  on  the  land.
People  have  an  opportunity  to  share
many  activities  and  events  which
encourage broad personal contact.

2.  Social  relations  are  more  highly
structured  and  formalized  -
authoritarian. Relations are determined
more  by  the  role  a  person  occupies
than  by  who  he  or  she  is  as  an
individual.  Relations  tend  to  be
impersonal. At one and the same time
individuals are more isolated because
they know few around them, yet more
"free" because others around them do
not care much what they do.

2.  Social  relations are less highly  struc-
tured and more informal and egalitarian.
Relations  are  more  determined  by  the
qualities  a  person  exhibits  as  an
individual.  Relations  tend  to  be  more
personal.  Individuals  are  related,
connected,  known and committed within
the community and feel both a sense of
belonging  and  sometimes  a  sense  of
restraint or confinement.

3. Attitudes toward others tend to be 
competitive and often aggressive, but 
the opportunities for advancement are 
great because change is much more 
rapid.

3. Attitudes toward others tend to be co-
operative,  while  real  advancement  may
be limited since change is less frequent.

4. Frequent change in role or position is
accompanied by high mobility in place
of  residence  from  apartment  to
apartment,  neighborhood  to
neighborhood,  city  to  suburb,  city  to
city, and state to state. Few adults live

4. Stability of position, growth within a role
is accompanied by stability in place of 
residence. Many more adults live in the 
neighborhoods, even homes, where they 
were raised as children. Continuity of 
community is strong. Relationships have 



in the location where they were raised
as children. Continuity of community is
weak.  Relationships  of  friends  and
family rarely extend beyond those who
first establish them, and many of these
are maintained secondarily by mail.

a sense of considerable time depth, 
sometimes over generations.

Psychological

1. Commerce, government, industry, 
finance and higher education are all 
associated with the urban center. The 
city is the intellectual center of planning
and technological development. The 
office, the desk and the sedentary 
analyst at work is an urban stereotype. 
The factory in the city is the expression 
of the practical in the urban world. The 
factory stands as a monument to 
productivity, the consequence of 
planning in terms of the intellect alone 
which separates each nut and bolt from
every other one. In the name of 
efficiency, the individual factory worker 
often sacrifices social identity and a 
meaningful sense of work.

1. Knowledge and being aware and able
to do, to act in a practical world, is focal in
country life. The work table or bench, not
the desk, is important, and it  is the real
consequences of  actions that count,  not
the thought. Sensing and feeling, not just
reason and intellect,  are important since
synthesis  in  understanding  the  broad
picture  is  as  crucial  as  isolating  the
pieces.  Work  involves  accomplishing
whole  tasks  whose  consequences  are
recognizable,  immediate,  and  often
personal. Work tends to be satisfying and
work  and  life  are  integrally  related,  not
disjunctive.

2. The city is the world of words, ideas, 
talk. It is a verbal world where 
written and spoken language 
prevail. The telephone. Good 
talkers are admired.

2. The country is the world of observation,
sight, watching. It is a visual world where
observing actions and activities  is  focal.
Frequently speaking too much is frowned
upon.

3. For people who move regularly 
between city and country, the city 
provides stimulation, variety, 
vibrancy, on the one hand; noise, 
discord, pollution, hyper-tension 
on the other.

3. For the city to country to city people,
the  country-shore  provides  relaxation,
simplicity,  tranquility,  harmony,  purity,
quiet, on the one hand; boredom, routine,
lethargy on the other.

4. Change is expected in the city. 
Progress through innovation, invention,
and creativity is assumed. Those who 
lead and create new products, ideas 

4.  Continuity  is  central  in  the  country.
Established  traditional  ways  are  proven
and  should  be  followed.   Ingenuity,  the
ability to come up with new solutions to



and programs are admired. keep the old system working, not innova-
tion  per  se,  is  highly  prized.  Admiration
goes to those who respect the past and
preserve its worthy traditions.

Time

1. For those who regularly move 
between the city and the shore, 
the city is associated with 
everyday, work-a-day, weekday 
life. In the seasonal sense the city 
is associated with the school year,
and with the winter months, cold 
weather, and shorter days. In the 
life cycle, the city is allied with the 
marriage, child rearing, and 
working years.

1. For the city to shore people, the shore
and  country  are  associated  with
weekends,  holidays,  and  vacation
periods.  Seasonally,  these  areas  are
associated  with  the  summer  months,
warm weather and longer days. From a
life  cycle  perspective  the  shore  and
country are associated with childhood and
the retirement years.

2. In the city the orientation is to the 
future. Time is understood as 
linear with new and different 
events always emerging as the 
future unfolds into the present.

2.  In the country and on the shore the ori-
entation is to see the past in the present
carrying  into  the  future.  Time  is  more
cyclical  as  patterns  of  the  past  are  re-
played in the present.

3. The urban world is one of rapid 
pace, little time, fast living, hyper-
rhythm. Admiration is expressed for 
those who are the fastest at what they 
do.

3. The rural world is one of slower pace, 
enough time, natural rhythm, sometimes 
even "time on your hands." It is more 
important to be patient and persistent and
do the job right than to be the fastest.

Economics and Occupation

1. For those moving between city and 
shore, the city is associated with work, 
study, school, business and the 
process of making a living.

1. For city-shore movers, the shore and 
country are associated with leisure, rest, 
play and recreation.



2. The urban world is one where man 
imposes his will, in manufacture 
and production, through the 
planning that underlies them. 
Harnessing the atom and taming 
the elements are characteristic 
metaphors.

2.  In the country and at the shore men 
still struggle against nature, but they are 
more impressed with nature’s power.  
There is a greater inclination, especially 
among the city-shore mover, to utilize and
organize his surroundings to his 
advantage, doing with nature rather than 
doing to nature.  Only for traditional 
Native Americans is the metaphor of 
joining with nature appropriate.

3. The city is the world of the office 
building, skyscraper, high-rise 
apartment, supermarket, factory, and 
discount department store. The work 
world is nearly always separate from 
the rest of living.

3.  In the country and at the shore, office 
and home, work and family life are often 
united in the family store, the fishing boat,
the shop of the individual craftsman, the 
farmstead.

Environment

1. The urban environment is almost 
completely a product of man. Asphalt, 
concrete, brick, steel and glass create 
an artificial enclosure where man lives, 
works, and plays indoors in 
atmospheres created and controlled by 
his technology. Man's culture has vir-
tually negated nature, short of 
snowstorms and blackouts. Parks and 
central squares are the only 
concessions to nature and these are 
controlled by lawnmowers and dams.  
Nature is largely excluded and admired
only under carefully controlled 
conditions: parks, zoos, botanical 
gardens, and licensed pets.

1. The shore and country find man in 
nature. The ocean and shore are 
especially impervious to man's control, 
and the reforestation of western Rhode 
Island in the past generation is testimony 
to the power of nature in the country 
when agriculture is abandoned. Man at 
best keeps nature at bay, as on his 
farmsteads, but much land remains in 
wild condition in marshes, bogs, ponds, 
rivers, and woods. Life and work is 
oriented outdoors, and only homes create
controlled environments that deny the 
weather at times of rest and refreshment. 
Nature is respected by most, and enjoyed
and admired for her power and beauty by 
some. Woodlands, parks, and sanctuaries
preserve nature in its wild state, and 
hikes, canoe trips, and yachts carry man 
into areas where the culture of man is 
mostly negated.

2. With nature tamed, there is an image
of permanence in the solid 

2. Man and his structures - buildings and 
boats seem more fragile and precarious 



structures of the city that is belied 
only from within by the city's own 
commitment to change, progress 
and "modernization."

and so less permanent. Seasonal 
dwellings are less elaborate and often 
movable, some being in fact trailers and 
campers. The mobile and temporary 
image, especially on the shore, is offset 
by the country commitment to continuity 
where generations of the same family on 
the same farmstead in the same 
farmhouse are respected as "natives."

Religion

1. The Judeo-Christian belief system is 
one well suited to urban man. God
exists apart from man and man's 
creation is separate from nature's. 
A God-man mediates between 
Heaven and Hell, both separate 
from the natural world. Man goes 
to one of these places after death 
to live a life separate from his 
earthly life and from continuing life
on earth.

1.  Native American religion like that of 
the Narragansetts is a useful contrast 
here. The Spirit exists in the world with 
man and in the land, and man's creation 
is one with, even derived from nature. 
Spirits of dead ancestors remain in the 
world to protect, punish, and guide the 
living during their lives. These spirits often
locate, express themselves, or are one 
with beings of nature, especially animals. 
The Spirit is in all things of the world, in-
cluding man, and so there are many 
important dwelling places for the 
manifestations of the Spirit (gods).

2.  Within Christianity, there are 
recognizable differences between 
its expression in the city and in the
country or on the shore. It is in the
urban context where the most 
elaborate, formal, and expensive 
buildings, decors, dress and ritual 
is to be found in places of worship.
There is also likely to be an 
elaborate priesthood that places it-
self between man and God.

2. The country and shore are sites of 
simple, basic and inexpensive buildings, 
decor, dress and ritual. Just as 
simplification and orientation to the 
natural world are
associated with the religious country re-
treat, so churches for seasonal dwellers 
emphasize simplicity and natural decora-
tions and interiors. Elaborate priesthoods 
are either absent or de-emphasized with 
the priest or minister serving more as a 
guide in man's personal relationship with 
God.

Art

1. Traditional, popular, and elite art are 
all found in the city, but elite art is the 
art of the city. In this respect New York 

1. Folk art is the art at home in the small 
community, town, village, or hamlet in the 
countryside and on the shore. Outside of 



City, America's city of cities, is the 
capitol of American elite art. The other 
great metropolitan areas of the nation 
are the regional centers of elite art. 
Providence is not a major regional 
center like Boston, but institutions like 
the Rhode Island School of Design with
its faculty and students help to foster a 
small, and mostly young, elite 
community of artists in Rhode Island. 
Between elite art and traditional art is 
transitional art, not to be confused with 
popular art. Transitional art is the art of 
those who on the one hand are 
committed to many of the social and 
environmental values of the small 
community in the natural setting. On 
the other hand they are also committed
to the expansive worldview, stimulation,
intellectuality, and creativity of urban 
life. Transitional artists most often live 
and work in small communities, but 
their background and life patterns 
generally reveal considerable time 
spent in the elite institutions of the city. 
Features of transitional art are further 
discussed in the text.

the Providence area, Newport, and 
pockets in certain other communities, the 
art of Rhode Island is traditional art, 
popular art and transitional art. Popular 
art is the art of mass media that 
transcends communities and is commonly
available at the regional or national level. 
It is the art of the regional or national 
sense of identity. Traditional art includes 
folk art - the art of the small community in 
the natural setting, and communal art - 
the art of those who have a strong social 
sense of themselves as groups or 
communities, but where that social sense 
is not tied to or expressed in terms of a 
natural setting (especially urban family, 
ethnic and special interest groups). 
Features of popular art are further 
discussed below in the text.

2. Modern elite graphic and plastic arts
have  withdrawn  from
representation  or  realism  or  the
concrete  image.  These  elite  arts
dwell either in the range between
impressionism  and  abstract
design, or they deal abstractly with
images as in surrealism or hyper-
realism.  Withdrawal  from
representation in the graphic and
plastic  arts  is  paralleled  by  the
withdrawal  from  linear,
programmatic,  dramatic,  narrative
structure in modern musical  arts.
Elite  drama  and  dance,  besides
evidencing  the  characteristics  of
the  graphic  and  dramatic  arts,

2. Apart from the design crafts (weaving, 
basketry, e.t.c.), the limit of abstraction in 
the folk arts is impressionism. Graphic 
and plastic folk arts are tied to the real 
image, the concrete expression. Folk 
music is correspondingly dramatic, 
programmatic, linear and narrative in 
structure, evidencing overall patterns that 
can be anticipated and remembered. The 
melodic and harmonic contours are 
always standard, and improvisation 
constitutes an embellishment of, not a 
departure from, these patterns. Folk 
drama and dance reveal the same pro-
grammatic patterns. Only folk ritual unifies
participation and presentation, but here 
there is no pretense of fiction.



have  withdrawn  from  drama  as
presentation  in  their  participatory
and improvisational forms.

3. Symbolism in elite art results from a 
process the opposite of folk art. 
Symbols arise as a result of 
progressive withdrawal from the 
image or from overall linear 
development and reflect a desire 
to search for general or universal 
meanings which are ideational, 
and at one and the same time 
momentary and timeless.

3. In folk art, symbols arise when aspects 
of life which are understood to be real but 
which have no presence are provided 
specific and recognizable images so they 
can take their places within the linear 
dramatic structures of folk genres. These 
"symbols" then participate in meanings 
which are moral and addressed to the 
present.

4. Because modern elite art has 
withdrawn from concrete images 
and established linear patterns of 
development, it seems removed 
from its subject, distant. With its 
subject unspecified and distant, 
elite art is impersonal, 
acommunal, not tied to person or 
place. As such elite art looks out 
from person and community to the
universal. It is expansive, and 
encourages the audience to open 
out to new ideas.

4. Because of the concreteness of folk art
and its commitment to recognized linear 
patterns of development, it seems close 
to its subject. The subjects of folk art are 
recognizable and often images from 
within the community itself: landscapes, 
seascapes, village views. The images are
those of everyday life, and these images 
are personal and tied to community. As 
such folk art focuses attention in to the 
community and to the powerful communal
images within it.

5. In its abstraction, elite art seeks the 
idea, generalization or issue 
behind the image. As such it is 
intellectually and philosophically 
provocative.

5. The concrete, communal images of folk
art are more reassuring than provocative. 
Folk art is less concerned with ideas and 
intellect and more concerned with 
sentiment. Its images, characters and 
events are designed to evoke feelings of 
joy, security, or sadness with respect to 
the small community.

6. Provocative elite art tends to 
suspend before its audience some
dynamic tension, leaving either 
the tension unresolved, or the 
resolution without judgment or 
comment. Such art is searching, 
but often disturbing, even 

6. Folk art emphasizes resolution within a 
statement of opposition. It leaves the 
audience with a clear message, the result
of which is usually positive, affirmative, 
reassuring and optimistic.



pessimistic.

7. Perhaps because it is provocative 
and demands contemplation and 
mental attention, and because it 
exists in a world of the intellect, 
elite art tends to be decorative art,
art for its own sake, art with an 
end in itself.

7. Because it is reassuring, easily under-
stood, and exists in a very practically 
oriented world, much folk art occurs as or-
namentation on utilitarian objects or as 
performance associated with everyday 
activities.

8. Set apart as it is from everyday 
living, elite art requires special 
contexts and events of its own.

8. Folk art tends to be unified with craft, 
and is expressed as a part of the contexts
and events of ordinary life, not set apart 
from it.

9. Elite art pursues innovation in all res-
pects. To be at the edge of 
development, flexible, and ready 
to change or adjust at all times is 
essential. Artists constantly push 
particular techniques, 
compositional modes, subjects 
and materials to their limits and 
seek new ones.

9. Folk art emphasizes stability and conti-
nuity. The artist's task is to create again 
something of established quality and 
value. Technique, composition, material 
and subject are stable. Variation occurs 
within recognized boundaries and reveals
personal style in the performance or 
creation of something otherwise well-
known.

10. The elite artist either is or is striving
to be professional. His work is for sale, 
and in the case of graphic and plastic 
art the work is bought for private 
collections or sold to institutions and 
museums where it
is displayed. Middlemen in galleries are
typical with artists often not knowing or 
even meeting those who purchase their
work. Special theaters and music 
academies like Trinity Square Theater 
in Providence cater especially to elite 
performances. Rarely are artists and 
members of the audience known 
personally to one another, even where 
they live in the same city. Artists and 
their works are frequently drawn to a 
particular city for exhibition or 
performance from regional and national

10. Folk art, if for sale at all, is usually 
bought from a person who considers him 
or herself a craftsman. Most often it is a 
utilitarian object that is being bought, not 
art per se. Museums do not buy modern 
folk art, though local historical museums 
often display folk art of previous periods, 
most of which has been donated by 
families in the local area. There are no 
galleries, and often buyers and sellers are
known to each other as members of the 
same community or locality. Folk artists 
are known in their communities, and 
rarely claim their art as their personal 
creations. Many folk musicians, singers, 
dancers and storytellers typically perform 
privately in homes for family and friends 
without pay. If they are professional or 
semiprofessional, folk artists most often 



pools. The artist and his work usually 
make no pretense of "belonging" to the 
community where they appear. 
Formality reigns in performance and 
exhibition events.

perform in their areas before audiences 
whose members are personally 
acquainted with them. They perform in 
established community places like local 
pubs, taverns, grange halls, and clubs 
where informality is the rule.

11. Among artists in the same genre 
there is a fairly strong sense of 
competition and an intense desire to 
succeed, to "make it." Elite artists are 
very self-conscious about their work 
and insist on being prominently 
identified with it. Among collectors it 
can reach the point where owning "a 
Pollock" is more important than the 
particular painting.

11. Folk artists in the same genre 
generally avoid the competitive mode, 
frequently sharing a role or joining with 
one another in performances.  There is an
intense desire to be good and known in 
the area, but other than craftsmen, most 
folk artists earn their “real” living in some 
other way.  At best, folk art is a 
supplementary source of income.

12. Elite art is formally taught with 
respect to both performance and 
appreciation. Formal academic 
disciplines teach its history and 
appreciation and assess it in its 
different forms. Recognized critics,
often themselves not performers, 
formally evaluate elite art. An 
explicit aesthetic and an elaborate
language of understanding and 
evaluation surround elite art.

12. Folk art is less taught than it is 
learned by example as a function of being
around it and growing up with it from 
childhood. When teaching occurs, it is 
informal and applies only to performance, 
never to appreciation, which is assumed 
with membership in the community. 
Except for occasional formal contests, 
there are no separate critics who evaluate
performances. Evaluation is the 
prerogative of all community members, 
but especially of other recognized artists. 
The folk aesthetic is implicit. A very limited
language of description and evaluation 
typically surrounds folk art, because 
quality is recognized from prior 
experience. It is not determined by verbal 
debate.

13. Most people participate in all the 
arts to some extent. But to the 
degree different arts are 
associated with socioeconomic 
class, elite arts are largely 
supported by the educated, upper-

13. Folk art is shared by all, but it is 
typically the art of the common person in 
the rural, natural setting. In the folk 
community, basic formal education is 
complemented by extensive practical ex-
perience. Income is usually in the lower to



middle and upper classes - the 
urbane, professional and 
aristocratic groups.

middle class range. Folk art is the art of 
men and women more than it is the art of 
ladies and gentlemen.  

The preceding chart risks being too simplistic in behalf of making a point which
is less about absolute dichotomy than about tendencies on a continuum.  The
point is that the characteristics of the art produced largely match or mirror the
characteristics of the milieu of the artist.  Art reflects the attitudes and values of
the group that produces it.  The art of the artist is one with the other features of
the world to which he or she orients and belongs.  In this regard modern elite art
in  Rhode  Island  and  elsewhere  in  America  embodies  the  same  basic
tendencies, attitudes, and values as urban life in Rhode Island, while folk art
does the same for the Rhode Island sense of community in the country or at the
shore.   Modern urban life and modern elite  art  both tend to be provocative,
innovative,  "free,"  futuristic,  expansive,  intellectual,  formal,  specialized,  and
professional,  while  at  the  same  time  they  are  a-communal,  impersonal,
competitive, tense, man dominated, and artificial.  Country and shore life and
folk  art  on  the  other  hand  tend  to  be  reassuring,  repetitive,  conservative,
restrained,  past  oriented,  restrictive,  practical,  informal,  non-specialized,  and
amateur  (in  the  positive  sense  of  the  word)  at  the  same  time  they  are
communal, personal, cooperative, tranquil, man influenced, and natural.

Consider the premier example of Rhode Island folk art at the shore, a painting
either of a sailboat underway at sea as seen from land, or of a wooden quahog
or  lobster  boat  or  trawler  moored  in  the  harbor  of  a  fishing  village.   Some
contend that these paintings are uninteresting, that they constitute naive art by
amateurs and are at best quaint.  I suggest that this is a position that accurately
reflects the values of the urban elite person who judges the art appropriate to
one kind of  community by the values of  another.   When well  executed,  the
seascape in question is doing exactly what it sets out to do, to fulfill the mandate
for art by the small shore community and by those who perhaps are not part of
the community but at least periodically identify with it.  Such paintings, whether
on canvas or on rocks, are folk art.  The image is real and ordinary.  The subject
is traditional.   The composition and techniques are established.  The picture
reveals man in nature, moving in harmony with nature.  The overall  effect is
pleasant, clean, tranquil, reassuring.  The old wooden boat suggests continuity
with the past, stability in the present, and continuance into the future.  It is a
picture by a community member who probably knows the owner of the boat he
or she paints.  It is a painting that may well be sold or given to someone within



the community to decorate the walls of his or her cottage or home.  The picture
is traditional, but it is also personal.  The artist is most likely amateur, painting
part  time,  and  as  much for  personal  pleasure  as  for  any monetary  reward.
Beyond an interest in drawing since childhood and perhaps a season of lessons
at the local art association, personal experiences and the comments of other
artists  like  herself  or  himself  are  the  main  sources  of  the  artist's  growth.
Members of the community can and do judge the quality of the painting, but
these judgments are expressed by where the painting is placed in the home, or
by the general, informal remarks of others, not by formal evaluative showings
and critiques, using an elaborate vocabulary of assessment.

The  only  feature  of  folk  art  which  this  seascape  does  not  exhibit  is  the
commitment to practicality.  Should this painting appear on the lid of a chest,
then the typical unification would result of folk art with folk craft, of decoration
with utility.  Folk art and folk performance typically exhibit the characteristics of
paintings like the one just described.  From quilts, to dances, to tunes, to stories,
folk art is art which expresses the attitudes and values of the small community in
the natural setting.

Through all that has been said so far I imagine thoughts among readers like,
"That isn't what city life is like for a lot of people," or "You can't say that folk art is
not germane to the city; you have overlooked the art of ethnic and other groups
in the city."  Indeed, it is time now to consider one of the most prominent aspects
of Rhode Island traditional culture, ethnicity and ethnic art, and the way they fit
into the elite-folk, city vs. shore-country scheme I have described.  Ethnicity is
the  outstanding  feature  by which  urban Rhode Islanders  seek to  create  the
sense  of  the  small  community  within  the  impersonal,  a-communal  urban
situation.  Ethnic groups with their social clubs, their performance groups, their
weekly meetings and weekend activities, and their special days for celebrating
patron saints and national events create a sense of small community around a
common national heritage prior to coming to America.  Other special interest
groups within the city serve a function similar to ethnic groups, the more so, the
more  they  provide  social  and  recreational  activities  for  their  members
(occupational, athletic, horticultural, religious, fraternal groups).  Despite the fact
that  memberships  in  these  special  interest  groups  do  not  overlap  much,
collectively  these  groups  contribute  significantly  to  the  individual's  sense  of
social identity and of belonging within the otherwise a-communal city.  The art
and performance of urban ethnic groups and other special interest groups is the
art of the small community in the city.

I  have  termed  this  art  "communal"  art,  and  it  resembles  folk  art  in  many
respects.  However, communal art is expressed in the artificial urban setting, not



the  natural  environment  which  is  characteristic  of  folk  art.   In  terms  of  the
scheme  worked  out  in  the  chart  above,  ethnic  groups  and  special  interest
groups in the city at best satisfy all of the social tendencies (I, 1-3), some of the
psychological (II, 3 and 4), time (II, 1 and 4), and economic and occupational (IV,
1 and 5) tendencies, but none of the environmental or religious tendencies of
folk  culture.  The  art  of  these  groups,  communal  art,  is  like  folk  art  in  most
respects (VII, 1-7), but it tends to be more decorative, formalized, codified, and
consciously  preserved  as  well  as  rendered  more  frequently  for  professional
ends than folk art.  Communal art is the traditional art of the city.  The large area
of overlap between communal and folk arts is paralleled in Rhode Island by the
similar  position of  these arts  and their  communities in  contrast  to  the urban
world.  Just as urban and suburban dwellers move periodically between the city
and  the  shore  or  the  country,  so  communal  groups  in  the  city  itself  move
regularly between the urban world, especially of employment, commerce, and
education, and the small community world of ethnicity and special interests.

As  more  and  more  of  the  country  and  the  shore  of  Rhode  Island  is  being
claimed by rural suburbanites with their ambiguous commuter orientation, more
and more art in Rhode Island is becoming rural-suburban or what I refer to as
transitional art.  It is the old time native Yankees in Wickford or Block Island or
Exeter, for example, whose art is folk art in the sense I have defined the term.
But the economic viability of these Yankee people has waned, and control of
their  communities  has  passed  into  the  hands  of  "the  newcomers,"  the  new
settlers  from  the  cities  and  crowded  suburbs.   These  newcomers  bring  a
worldview and a life-style that looks both inward to the small community where
they live, and outward to the cities where they work and have been educated.
Saunderstown and Block Island are communities where a significant number of
artists  from outside  the  local  area,  often formally  trained  in  art  schools  and
universities, have come to enjoy the natural setting and the benefits of the small
community.

Stimulated by both the city and the country, the rural-suburban, or transitional
artists appropriately ground their  art  in traditional  craft  and image, but  within
these bounds encourage individual  creativity.   Their  commitment  to  both the
country and the city is reflected in their art which is truly transitional between folk
and elite  art.   Appropriately  much of  this  transitional  art  is  sold  outside  the
community in urban centers or to tourists from the city.  The transitional artist is
likely to be very conscious of the seventeenth century mill or eighteenth century
house in the country he or she has restored to live in, but the books on shelves
reveal an interest in and knowledge of Scandinavian weaving, English pottery,
German silversmithing,  mandala art  in  the Far  East,  or  Scottish ballads and
tunes.   The urban,  elite  tendencies in  transitional  art  include its  being more



purely  decorative,  more  abstract,  more  innovative,  more  philosophical  and
intellectural, more professional, more self-conscious, and more subject to formal
evaluation than folk art.  Still, transitional art is restrained by the positive images
of  nature  and  village  from which  it  rarely  withdraws  beyond  impressionism.
Dwelling  as  it  does  on  these  positive  images,  transitional  art  is  also  less
provocative, less disturbing and more resolved and tranquil, like folk art.  Also,
while  the  tendency  toward  "art  for  art's  sake"  (decoration)  is  greater  in
transitional  art,  there  remain  among  these  transitional  artists  a  great  many
craftsmen-artists whose work, while more clearly open to exclusive decorative
use, remains fully utilitarian.

If transitional art in Rhode Island expresses the continuing influence of the urban
elite environment among those who orient strongly to the little community and
the natural setting, and if Rhode Island communal art expresses the powerful
attraction of the small, rural community in the urban environment, what is the
place  of  popular  art  in  this  elite-communal-transitional-folk  art  continuum?
Popular art is mass mediated art.  It is art produced for the general public, and
made available through the mass media of radio and television, newspapers,
magazines, books, records, tapes, and now - the internet.  "General public" here
means the population at large, regionally as with New England, or more often
nationally as with America.  Popular art, whether a person appreciates it or not,
is the art of the American nation as a group, and Rhode Islanders as part of this
group partake strongly in this form of art.

Popular art rests in the midst of the tension between elite art and folk art.  It is
the tension between the world of the city and the world of the country that is the
subject of popular art.  Appropriately popular art expresses in its nature the two
different poles that influence it.  On the one hand popular art is like elite art, it is
impersonal.   But  popular  art  is  impersonal  in  its  mode  of  production  and
distribution, where modern elite art is impersonal more because of its withdrawal
from explicit  subject  and  image set  within  a  linear,  developmental  structure.
Indeed, popular art is more like folk art in its devotion to concrete images and
programmatic  structures.   It  is  like  folk  art  also  in  that  it  is  dramatically
stimulating but not provocative.

Reflecting its middle of the road stance, popular art draws about equally on the
rural and urban settings (from "The Waltons" to "The Jeffersons").  Interestingly
when popular art does deal with the small community, rural setting, it usually
does so in terms of the past, where urban settings are usually current.  Like folk
art,  popular  art  rarely deals with the future (science fiction being the bow to
elitism here).  Rather the future emerges as an unaddressed choice between
the romanticized rural  past  and the stereotyped urban present.   Popular  art



presents the choices (Country and Western vs. Hard Rock) in abbreviated and
simplified forms, and affirms both.  It also affirms the moral basis of both worlds.
In its affirmative nature, popular art is like folk art, but in affirming in independent
works both sides of the opposition, it is collectively unresolved in its message.
Popular  art  plays  both  sides  for  the  population  at  large  but  remains  in  the
middle, on the fence.  Seen in its broadest sense, popular art presents the range
of American social choices, affirming them all, always dealing with the conflicts
within the city or the country, rarely representing or suggesting a resolution for
the fundamental opposition itself.  Only in recent years has popular art begun to
deal with differences of ethnicity, race and class, basic issues within the urban
world. 

Popular  art  rests  appropriately  at  the  midpoint  on  the  issue  of  innovation-
creativity vs. repetition-recreation.  It seems more innovative than it really is.  As
a highly mediated art,  popular  art  depends on the technology of  the various
media, and it is in the area of media technology or the technique of the art that
popular art tends to be most innovative (e.g. special effects).  With respect to
content,  subject,  and  concept,  popular  art  is  only  superficially  devoted  to
change.  Immediately below the surface are the same old established patterns
on which the "new television series," "new songs," "new games," "new greeting
cards" are based.  Beneath real changes in media technology, which America
tends  to  associate  with  progress  anyway,  and  beneath  shifts  in  a  glittering
surface content are basic character  types and linear patterns of  organization
that are as stable as those found in folk art.  Moreover, like folk art the message
remains the same. 

Rhode Islanders have their share of television and radio sets, record and tape
players, and magazine and newspaper subscriptions.  Providence's broadcasts
and newspapers reach into homes anywhere in the state, and cable television
[now satellite and internet based] makes the most powerful of the popular media
available in the depths of the country in the most attractive and complete form.
Flickering silver and blue light is now as characteristic of windows at night in the
homes of old rural Yankees as it is in the urban row houses of ethnic families, as
it is in the suburban ranch houses and Georgian mansions of the upper middle
and upper classes.  Popular music and song are equally the companions of
virtually  everyone  who  drives  a  car,  whether  it  comes  multi-channel  in  a
Mercedes  or  in  monaural  in  a  Datsun.   Popular  art  in  Rhode  Island,  as
elsewhere, is truly mass art, shared by the mass of people, and it is the art of
the middle of the road, affirming first the country, then the city, but making no
judgment between the two.  As America has neither recognized nor resolved the
opposition between these conflicting worldviews, so the art of America, popular
art, neither displays nor suggests a resolution for this fundamental issue.  The



conflict is hidden in separate, but equal, representation.

Where  communal  groups  (ethnic,  fraternal,  e.t.c.)  seek  to  realize  the  social
values of the little community within the impersonal urban world, suburban life
seeks  the  more  spacious  natural  setting  and  the  greater  socio-economic
homogeneity of the small community, while retaining the impersonality and a-
communal  aspects  of  urban  life.   Suburbs  typically  produce  physical
communities composed of families of similar socio-economic class standing, but
these communities are virtually devoid of any social sense or real communal
social life.  Individual families in rows of individual houses on various size lots
separated by fences of one type or another is usual.  While parents usually play
out  friendships  and  social  relations  established  along  lines  other  than  what
particular suburb they live in, the education of children in the schools is often the
only phenomenon that  produces any community sense.   Indeed,  it  could be
argued that it is only the children that sense their suburb as a community.  But
these children are typically caught up in middle and upper-middle class mobility
patterns and rarely end up living in the suburban communities where they were
raised.

With  no  suburban communal  life  there  is  no  community  level  suburban art.
Rather suburban art is restricted to the statements made by individual families
with their homes, yards and automobiles.  Except for upper middle and upper
class suburbs, houses in most suburbs tend to be quite similar in style and size,
so  it  is  in  upkeep  and  lay  of  the  yard  where  each  family  expresses  itself.
Gardens,  trees,  hedges,  shrubbery,  flowers,  patios,  and  the  LAWN  are  the
centers of attention apart from the house and the type and newness of the car(s)
in the driveway.  Upper middle and upper class suburbs add spacious grounds
(estates)  with  swimming  pools  and  tennis  courts,  besides  larger  and  more
individualized homes.  The abstract  and impersonal issue of  a family's class
standing is the central statement made in suburban architecture, landscaping
and  associated  automobile(s).   In  addition,  landscaping  also  reveals  the
suburban attitude toward nature.  With the exception of very large estates or
unusual terrain, landscaping in the suburbs reveals an attitude toward nature
first  of  basic  control  (pruned  shrubs  and  mowed  grass),  then  of  formal
organization within control (organized plantings of trees and shrubs in terms of
the house, street and patio), and then of beauty or fruitfulness within organized
control (flowers or vegetable plants organized by types within beds which should
be kept free of "weeds").  Apart from the estate and special terrain exceptions
mentioned, there is nothing of "wild" nature in the suburbs.  Indeed, there are
often ordinances that require the suburbanite to maintain what I have described
as basic control.  In the city, nature is virtually excluded at ground level with the
exception of tiny backyards.  In the suburbs nature is permitted, even enjoyed



and  admired,  but  only  if  kept  under  complete  control.   We take  all  this  for
granted until we see the way the Japanese struggle to create the impression of
miniature natural settings in the smallest of urban spaces.

Once inside a  suburban home,  the full  array of  artistic  expression in  decor,
furnishings, plantings, and hangings is possible.  A few rules apply here as well
as elsewhere, however.  First, art of the public spaces will differ from that of the
private family spaces.  Typically art in public space is purchased art, where art of
private  family  space  is  more  likely  to  be  given  or  understood  as  familial  or
personal art.  In the public rooms the largest, most valuable or most expensive
elite art is likely to be found in the most formal rooms, living rooms and dining
rooms.  Outstanding folk and personal art may also appear here.  The kitchen
and bedrooms are typically decorated with popular and folk art, and sometimes
personal art.   The more elite art  a family has,  the more it  intrudes on other
spaces in the suburban context, unless factors like ethnicity serve as restraints.
Economic value, together with recognized quality in elite art, are the key issues
that determine art selection for suburban decoration.  Suburban art is the art of
those who have been successful within a strong urban orientation, those who
have "made it" or who are moving up.  The elite art, monetary foci of suburban
art are in keeping with the urban, socio-economic orientation of suburban life.

In keeping with the scheme described above, the art decorating homes in the
country and at the shore is selected giving greater weight  to age, to familial
reference, to community reference, and to personal statements.  The amounts of
both modern elite and popular art tend to be much less and the amount of folk
art tends to be much greater.  Folk, familial, and personal art make easy entry
into the most formal public spaces in the homes of small communities in the
country or at the shore.

With this brief look at suburban art, I have completed my attempt to survey the
different social contexts in which art appears in Rhode Island.  I have tried to
show how the artistic expressions of  each of these different  social situations
reflect the pervasive values of social groups in that situation.  To accomplish
this, I  have tried to locate each of these social contexts or communities with
respect  to  a  rural-urban,  country-city  continuum  and  their  arts  on  a
corresponding folk-elite continuum.  I come now to the central concern of this
essay, to relate this scheme of communities and their arts to the prominence of
the  oscillation  between  the  city-suburbs  and  the  country-shore  as  a  basic
pattern in Rhode Island culture.  Few Rhode Islanders live only the urban or
country life.  Most are involved to varying degrees in the regular shifting back



and forth between these two worlds with their  distinctive arts.  Neither world
alone seems satisfying or complete, and there has emerged no compromise that
successfully unifies  the two.   Much like  the popular  art  that  speaks to  their
situation very accurately,  Rhode Islanders move between one world and the
other, affirming both, and seeking no unified resolution.  They want the benefits
of both worlds and apparently enjoy alternately immersing themselves first in
one, then in the other.  However, with more and more families settling in rural
and shore suburbs, more weight has been given in recent years to the world of
the small community and natural environment.  For the families living in rural
suburbia, the father is usually the only one to feel the full  force of the urban
influence,  commuting daily  to  work  somewhere in  the metropolitan complex.
The father's urban orientation reflects the fact that while the romance of family
life in the urban and denser suburban worlds has waned in recent years, the
commitments  to  progress,  technology,  and  personal  advancement  in  the
economic,  professional  and  intellectual  marketplace  of  the  city  remains  little
challenged.

Most Rhode Island families live in the city or the suburbs where they feel more
completely the influences of the urban world.  Days are spent in the stimulating,
change oriented, but hectic and impersonal city.  Weekday evenings are spent
with the family and the mostly popular, sometimes elite, entertainments.  In the
winter season, weekends and holidays are spent in ethnic or popular or less
frequently  elite  indoor  entertainments.   In  the  warm  months  from  April  to
October, weekends, holidays, and vacations are spent on the shore or in the
country where outdoor, traditional recreational activities and folk and transitional
arts and crafts prevail.

Few Rhode Islanders are not reached by all the arts over the annual cycle.  The
folk arts, which are the focus of what folklorists study, are an important part of
this complex, just as the cultural environment where this art is produced, the
small community in the natural setting, is an integral part of the Rhode Island
experience for the great majority of Rhode Islanders.  In Rhode Island folk art
there is a calmness, a stability, a concreteness, and a sense of both continuity
with the past and personal commitment that reflects the individual who knows he
has a place in a community, and that that community is inseparable from the
natural world.  On the shore and in the country, Rhode Islanders discover and
partake, if  only temporarily and incompletely, in this sense of community and
understanding of nature that is captured in the best folk art.  Communal art in
the  city  is  closely  related  to  folk  art  because  both  arts  reflect  groups  that
emphasize the values of the small community.  As ethnicity is a powerful force in
Rhode  Island  culture,  so  the  communal  arts  make  significant  statements  in
behalf  of  small  community  values  in  the  city.  Indeed,  it  is  often  through



communal  entertainments  that  the small  community  sense is  generated and
sustained  in  the  urban world.   The  communal  arts  occupy within  the  city  a
position similar  to the folk arts outside the city.   They are powerful  points of
contrast to the elite art of the urban world.

It is impossible to understand Rhode Island arts or Rhode Island culture without
considering the folk and communal arts along with the transitional, popular and
elite arts.  Collectively the folk arts and the communal arts represent the range
of the traditional arts in Rhode Island.  These are the arts the folklorist studies
along with their  respective communities,  but  a folklorist  must understand the
larger picture of Rhode Island culture and its arts into which these traditional
communities and their  arts fit  and function because life in Rhode Island is a
dynamic that includes and flows across the boundaries of these arts and social
settings.

I want now to bring this essay back to its beginning and the beginning of Rhode
Island culture with the Native Americans.  The oscillation between city and shore
that is so characteristic of Rhode Islanders and which has its original base in
Native  American  culture,  expresses  something  different  today  from  what  it
originally meant in Native American culture.  For the western man, the winter-
city is set in opposition to the summer-shore as two different worlds.  For Native
Americans  like  the  Narragansett  Indians  the  winter  encampments  and  the
summer shore communities were two expressions of the same world.  Though
many thousand strong, the Narragansetts, like most Native American groups,
organized themselves into small communities in close relationship to the land
and  nature.   The  larger  sense  of  community  was  created  around  periodic
collective events like the Fall Festival.  The Narragansett community at large
was not expressed in single, huge physical settlements on the land.

Ownership and permanent settlement on the land are the central conceptions of
western man that distinguish him from the Native American and his culture. The
Native American moved in small groups on the land with the cycles of the plants
and animals and with the seasons.  No one person or family owned the land and
no person, family or clan established permanent settlements or created fixed
boundaries  on  the  land  and  said  they  would  make  their  living  within  them.
Community in the Yankee sense of permanent settlements on the land, though
personal, is not community in the Native American sense.  Similarly the Yankee
view of nature, though usually respectful, is not the Native American sense of
nature.   Indeed,  there  is  probably  as  great  a  distinction  between  the  rural
"swamp" Yankee and the Native American as there is between the rural Yankee
and the man of the urban world.  To the Narragansett, the Yankee's separate,
permanent  homes on separate,  permanent  homesteads would constitute the



height  of  isolation  and  impersonality  compared  to  the  Native  American's
communal ownership and longhouses or circles of homes in one area.  Much
more space and living was shared by the Narragansetts, with a much tighter
sense  of  community  resulting.   In  fact,  for  the  Narragansetts,  the  winter
collectives  were  the  strongest  expression  of  community,  while  the  summer
dispersed farm and shore camps were more separate and isolated, the exact
opposite of the oscillation effect and significance for the modern Rhode Islander.

With respect to nature, the true Native American of the past and the present
considers himself part of it, while the Yankee thinks of himself as in it.  Where
the Yankee works nature to get what he wants, the Native American like the
Narragansett unites with it to locate what he needs.  The Yankee clears it and
plows it to make it produce what he wants.  The Yankee never controls nature
like the suburbanite with his sprinklers and crab grass killers, but neither does
he begin to feel himself a part of it  in the way of the Native American.  The
Yankee focuses on what he wants and then creates the technology to move the
mountain  to  make  it  happen.   The  Narragansett  senses  the  totality  of  his
surroundings and discovers through his holistic sensitivity what he needs in it.  It
is  the  Yankee's  tendency  to  independence,  to  isolation,  to  control,  and  his
fascination  with  machinery  as  the  way to  get  what  he  wants  that  links  the
"swamp" Yankee to his western urban cousins and creates the gulf  between
Yankee folk culture in Rhode Island and what one Narragansett I  spoke with
calls the culture of the "natural man."  We should expect an equally dramatic
difference in the arts of the two groups.  Probably most important here is the fact
that for the Narragansetts art is more than decorative and not just integral with
everyday utility.  It is itself efficacious, it participates in cause because words
and pictures and objects declare and affirm relationships among things,  and
since all  things are related,  art  recreates and promotes life.   For  the Native
American, art does not just capture positive images, sounds or actions of the
community.  It participates in directly manifesting these relationships.

Rhode Islanders should be aware of the dramatically different alternative that
Native American culture in Rhode Island represents since it is ultimately toward
this cultural  perspective,  and not just  toward folk culture,  that  current  Rhode
Islanders tend every time they shift their attention and experience to the small
community and the natural  setting of  the shore and the country.   If  Yankee
based folk culture in Rhode Island is endangered, Narragansett culture is that
much more fragile.  The recent land settlement in favor of the Narragansetts
presents hope, but by one knowledgeable Narragansett's rough figuring, there
are only twelve families, totaling about fifty Narragansetts who have maintained
first hand knowledge of and comprehensive experience within the Narragansett,
Native American orientation to life.  Many of these families are working hard to



reeducate Narragansetts who have drifted away from experiencing their culture
as a result  of  one hundred years of detribalization,  poverty,  alcohol,  and the
temptations  of  the  government  dole.   The  real  dilemma  for  these  true
Narragansetts  is  that  even they recognize the need to "walk  in  two pairs  of
moccasins" in order to survive.  Yet the urban pair is so radically different from
the Native American pair that it is hard to imagine both pairs being worn on the
same feet without producing a disoriented personality and identity.  Different as
they may be, folk culture and the culture of the natural man are both extremely
valuable  components  of  Rhode  Island  culture  -  since  in  the  larger  cultural
dynamic  they  both,  along  with  communal  groups,  point  to  an  alternative
perspective as compared to urban culture.

I will conclude with two images that come to mind which link the western urban
dweller with the Native American.  Both of these images are mostly devoid of the
spoken word, and this is one reason why both are such powerful statements for
the perspective of the folk or natural man.  In the first image a Narragansett
mother is sitting in the woods with her three children who range in age from four
to eight.  It  is a warm autumn day and they are sitting several feet apart on
rocks, tree trunks and the ground.  There is very little movement as they look out
into the woods, all with different orientations.  They came to this place quietly,
and they will sit for an hour or two like this, then leave in silence.  Once back in
the home,  each child  will  report  what  he or  she observed,  starting with  the
youngest.  Each will add to the picture and make the other aware of sounds,
smells and sights that he or she did not observe.  The mother's role is not to
teach,  but  to  require  observation  and  discussion.   She will  not  mention  the
things they did not observe.  Rather she will revisit the same place several times
at different times of the day and in different seasons until each child has sensed
the  totality  of  that  environment  through  the  natural  cycle.   The  mother  will
conduct the same kind of activity at a brook, at a pond, at a salt marsh, and at
the shore.  With repeated exposure, each child will slowly begin to sense the
whole environment as a web of related parts which he or she can sense if he or
she recognizes the cues.  Each child will continue to refine his or her abilities as
he or she goes with his mother or father, gathering, hunting, and trapping.  The
child will reach the point where while crabbing at a salt pond, he will hear a faint
flutter of wings in the nearby reeds and know that a duck is nesting there, a fact
that could reemerge as important later with the coming fall.  By adolescence the
child will  know that by immersing himself  in the natural environment, he can
respond automatically as part of it, and that by operating from within the system
that he can most effectively obtain what he needs.  It is also from within the
system that he can truly appreciate the significance of what he takes and his
responsibility to use it fully and to protect its place in the scheme of things.  He
will watch with dismay while the white weekend hunters from the city walk down



the railroad track, chattering, and waiting for their  half  trained dog to flush a
pheasant.  He will himself feel the sadness of the river bank strewn with rotting
fish taken for sport from a pool, and wasted, by a rollicking, beer drinking group
of teenagers.

While no one will see the Narragansett mother with her children in the woods, it
is a silent image pregnant with profound consequences.  My second image is
one that Rhode Islanders can observe in many forms along nearly any Rhode
Island  shoreline.   In  this  scene,  there  are  three  retired  people  of  ethnic
background from the city, each sitting on his or her aluminum folding chair, the
chairs placed ten to fifteen feet apart on the shore looking out to the water.  It is
a warm summer day, but the area is not populated.  A young couple is stretched
out on a blanket twenty or so yards down the beach and a beach stroller or two
are in sight further down the sand in the other direction.  The sun is hot, the
breeze off the water is warm, but the three people are fully clothed, with hats to
shade the sun.  Their car is parked over the dune and down the path behind
them.  They have been coming to this same spot for some time now, and as the
car approached the area they spoke little.  Each took his or her chair from the
car trunk and headed quietly toward the beach.  They set up their chairs and
made themselves comfortable.  It is early afternoon, and they will sit looking out
on  the  water  for  an  hour  or  two.   There  will  be  little  movement  and  no
conversation.  They smell the salt air, they watch the gulls soar, they listen to the
rhythm of the waves, they hear the hissing sea foam and the water rolling the
small shore pebbles and shell pieces together.  They lose themselves, allowing
these  rhythms  to  overtake  their  everyday  thoughts,  concerns,  worries,  and
pains.  It is a time not to sleep but to drift attentively.  After their hour or two, the
three chairs will be folded, returned to the car trunk, and the trio will return to
their  shore cottage or home in the city.   They will  drive slowly,  and they will
comment on the outing and what they saw, but each will know that the real issue
is the sense of refreshment and tranquility they all feel.

These are the water watchers, and it is the urban ethnics that appear to be the
most common practitioners, though young intellectuals, attracted by meditation
and mysticism, have a growing representation.  Ironically, it may be these urban
water watchers with their ethnic sense of the small community within the city
and their  periodic practice of immersing themselves in the natural world who



come closest among non-Native Americans to the "natural” man’s understanding
of  community  and  nature.   In  a  sense  water  watching  and  comparable
phenomena complete the folk cultural pattern for the urban ethnic, adding the
component of the natural setting to their commitment to the small community.
Of course the number of water watchers is few even among the ethnics, but
many of the shore recreational activities like sailing and surfing, when pursued
non-competitively, have the capacity to produce sensations of the natural world
akin to, if not so potentially profound as, water watching.  Moreover, activities
like sailing and surfing are the pursuits of groups usually defined by other criteria
than ethnicity (socio-economic class and age-sex).   As such these activities
reach other major Rhode Island groups providing them with an opportunity to
understand man as part of, and belonging to, the natural world.

Ultimately it is the point of this essay that the value of folklore, folklife and folk
art in Rhode Island is one with the fascination of Rhode Islanders with the shore
and the country.  In these contexts, the traditional arts, crafts and recreational
activities  are  pursued  and  appreciated  by  Rhode  Islanders  exactly  because
these pursuits emanate from and bring them into contact with the values of the
small community and the natural world.  The Narragansett mother in the woods
with her children and the urban ethnics in chairs at the shore are particularly
powerful  images  for  me  because  they  assume  a  commitment  to  the  small
community and reveal the quest for a sympathetic, symbiotic understanding and
relationship  to  nature.   I  suggest  that  it  is  out  of  this  commitment  and
understanding,  realized  to  varying  degrees  by  different  artists,  that  folk  art
emerges, has its place and derives its appeal.  Most Rhode Islanders SENSE
this,  if  they do not  KNOW it  consciously.   I  think the same is  true for  most
Americans in their alternative settings elsewhere in the nation.


	Social
	Shore – Country

	Psychological
	2. The city is the world of words, ideas, talk. It is a verbal world where written and spoken language prevail. The telephone. Good talkers are admired.
	3. For people who move regularly between city and country, the city provides stimulation, variety, vibrancy, on the one hand; noise, discord, pollution, hyper-tension on the other.
	Time
	1. For those who regularly move between the city and the shore, the city is associated with everyday, work-a-day, weekday life. In the seasonal sense the city is associated with the school year, and with the winter months, cold weather, and shorter days. In the life cycle, the city is allied with the marriage, child rearing, and working years.
	2. In the city the orientation is to the future. Time is understood as linear with new and different events always emerging as the future unfolds into the present.
	Economics and Occupation
	2. The urban world is one where man imposes his will, in manufacture and production, through the planning that underlies them. Harnessing the atom and taming the elements are characteristic metaphors.
	Environment
	2. With nature tamed, there is an image of permanence in the solid structures of the city that is belied only from within by the city's own commitment to change, progress and "modernization."
	Religion
	1. The Judeo-Christian belief system is one well suited to urban man. God exists apart from man and man's creation is separate from nature's. A God-man mediates between Heaven and Hell, both separate from the natural world. Man goes to one of these places after death to live a life separate from his earthly life and from continuing life on earth.
	2. Within Christianity, there are recognizable differences between its expression in the city and in the country or on the shore. It is in the urban context where the most elaborate, formal, and expensive buildings, decors, dress and ritual is to be found in places of worship. There is also likely to be an elaborate priesthood that places itself between man and God.
	Art
	2. Modern elite graphic and plastic arts have withdrawn from representation or realism or the concrete image. These elite arts dwell either in the range between impressionism and abstract design, or they deal abstractly with images as in surrealism or hyper-realism. Withdrawal from representation in the graphic and plastic arts is paralleled by the withdrawal from linear, programmatic, dramatic, narrative structure in modern musical arts. Elite drama and dance, besides evidencing the characteristics of the graphic and dramatic arts, have withdrawn from drama as presentation in their participatory and improvisational forms.
	3. Symbolism in elite art results from a process the opposite of folk art. Symbols arise as a result of progressive withdrawal from the image or from overall linear development and reflect a desire to search for general or universal meanings which are ideational, and at one and the same time momentary and timeless.
	4. Because modern elite art has withdrawn from concrete images and established linear patterns of development, it seems removed from its subject, distant. With its subject unspecified and distant, elite art is impersonal, acommunal, not tied to person or place. As such elite art looks out from person and community to the universal. It is expansive, and encourages the audience to open out to new ideas.
	5. In its abstraction, elite art seeks the idea, generalization or issue behind the image. As such it is intellectually and philosophically provocative.
	6. Provocative elite art tends to suspend before its audience some dynamic tension, leaving either the tension unresolved, or the resolution without judgment or comment. Such art is searching, but often disturbing, even pessimistic.
	7. Perhaps because it is provocative and demands contemplation and mental attention, and because it exists in a world of the intellect, elite art tends to be decorative art, art for its own sake, art with an end in itself.
	8. Set apart as it is from everyday living, elite art requires special contexts and events of its own.
	9. Elite art pursues innovation in all respects. To be at the edge of development, flexible, and ready to change or adjust at all times is essential. Artists constantly push particular techniques, compositional modes, subjects and materials to their limits and seek new ones.
	12. Elite art is formally taught with respect to both performance and appreciation. Formal academic disciplines teach its history and appreciation and assess it in its different forms. Recognized critics, often themselves not performers, formally evaluate elite art. An explicit aesthetic and an elaborate language of understanding and evaluation surround elite art.
	13. Most people participate in all the arts to some extent. But to the degree different arts are associated with socioeconomic class, elite arts are largely supported by the educated, upper-middle and upper classes - the urbane, professional and aristocratic groups.

