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Editor's Preface 

In 1978, the Smithsonian Office of Folklife Programs established 
Smithsonian Folklife Studies to document, through monographs and 
films, folkways still practiced (or recreated through memory) in a 
variety of traditional cultures. Drawing on more than a decade of 
research accruing from fieldwork conducted for the Program's annual 
Festival of American Folklife, the studies are unique in that each 
consists of a monograph and a film, conceived to complement each 
other. The monographs present detailed histories and descriptions of 
folk technologies, customs, or events, and include information about 
the background and character of the participants and processes 
through photographs (historical and contemporary), illustrations, and 
bibliographies. The films, on the other hand, add a living dimension 
to the monographs by showing events in progress and traditions being 
practiced, the narrative being provided mosdy by the tradition 
bearers themselves. Thus, while each monograph is planned to permit 
its use independent of the film (and vice versa), their combined study 
should enhance the educational and documentary value of each. 

Smithsonian Folklife Studies grew out of discussions begun as early as 
January 1967, when the Institution began plans to convene a group of 
cultural geographers, architectural historians, and European and 
American folklore scholars in July ofthat year. One recommendation 
of the conference stressed the need for new directions in 
documentation to keep pace with the ever-broadening scope of the 
discipline, as it extends from the once limited area of pure folk/ore 
research to encompass all aspects of ioWtlife. It was proposed at the 
time that the Smithsonian establish model folklife studies, although no 
specific forms were prescribed. (The Festival was one form developed 
to meet this challenge.) The new publication program, therefore, 
makes available studies which approach earlier research from new 
perspectives or investigate areas of folklife previously unexplored. 

The topics selected for the publications range widely from such 
traditional folklore interests as ballad singing to newer areas of 
concern such as occupational folklore.1 Included are studies of "old 
ways" in music, crafts, and food preparation still practiced in ethnic 



communities of the New World, centuries-old technologies still 
remembered by American Indians, and "homemade" utilitarian items 
still preferred to their "store bought" counterparts. 

Nearly all these traditions have been transmitted orally or absorbed 
through repeated observation. Several generations of Meaders family 
sons, for instance, began to learn pottery-making while at play 
around their father's shops.2 As a youth, Cheever Meaders even built 
a miniature kiln, while his son, Lanier, remembers as a small boy 
being spun around on the potter's wheel for pleasure. Similarly, 
William Baker's exposure to Ojibwa Indian drum traditions began 
when he would sit on his father's lap and be allowed to tap on the 
drum with a small stick, but only softly and on its edge.3 Later, he 
and friends would "play" at having their own Indian dances behind 
the house in the evening, much to the amusement but encouragement 
of their parents. Learning traditions in this way, of course, extends 
beyond childhood. The degree to which oral tradition operates, even 
among today's blue collar workers, has been described by Robert S. 
McCarl in a collection of essays on occupational folklore.4 As McCarl 
points out, "technique [which] reflects the 'working knowledge' (what 
you need to know to do the work) of any work... is passed from one 
worker to another through imitation and instruction. . . ."5 Because 
words cannot always communicate, apprentices must be shown the 
technique. 

Many of the activities documented in the Studies, however, are 
practiced in a world apart from that of the factory; therefore, by 
modern standards of mass production, the technologies shown may 
seem inefficient and imprecise. In some of them, the proportions 
used, arrived at through years of trial and error, are often inexact 
(viz., Cheever's recipe for ash glaze, "roughly two churns of settlin's to 
three of ashes," or his recipe for lime glaze, which differs from that of 
his wife), or even measured using the human hand as Paiute crafts- 
woman, Wuzzie George, does to space the bindings on her duck 
decoys.6 It is also a world where the craftsman eschews technical 
terminology, preferring instead to attach names to his products which 
relate them to resemblances elsewhere, where a southern folk potter 
describes his kiln as a "railroad tunnel" or a "ground hog," or an 
Ojibwa Indian refers to the cloth tabs which decorate the sides of his 
traditional drum as "earflaps." 

Many of the traditions presented in the Studies date back to times 



when the pace of work and passage of time were relatively 
unimportant. It was an age when Cheever could spend hours grinding 
his clay with a mule-drawn pug mill ("I just like it that way"), and 
William Baker could take pride in stitching by hand every inch of the 
several layers of cloth decorating his drum ("I could use a sewing 
machine, but I'd rather use my own handpower. You won't see 
anything on my drum made by machine."). But deliberateness is often 
commensurate with accomplishment, and, for the folk potter and 
Indian drummaker, quality in their products results from the care and 
time devoted to their manufacture. 

The decline of many folklife traditions has paralleled the general 
social breakdown of communities, in many instances the result of 
advances in technology. Concurrent with this social dissolution has 
been the disappearance of many utilitarian items which the maker 
traditionally created for himself or his family. When commercially 
produced glassware appeared for home canning, it doomed to 
eventual extinction the churns and jugs Cheever Meaders, the 
farmer/potter, had turned and fired for use by his wife and neighbors 
in making butter, or pickling meat and vegetables. When Nevada 
marshlands were closed to Paiute Indians, it forced them to depend on 
food supplies from white trading stores. This precluded the need for a 
Wuzzie George to weave a small bag from tule reeds to collect duck 
eggs, a staple of generations before her. Or, as drummaker Bill Baker 
laments, today Ojibwa singers find it expedient to purchase 
marching-band drums from music stores for their dances, thus 
marking the passing of the former practice of his people to construct a 
dance drum as a communal activity in which all took pride. 

Many of these traditions are near extinction or still alive only in the 
memories of the oldest members of a community. Because a major 
role of the Smithsonian is that of a conservation institution, the Office 
of Folklife Programs accepts the obligation to document the tradi- 
tional folkways it researches, and its early commitment to film them 
should be noted. During the 1967 Smithsonian conference, Ralph 
Rinzler's roughly edited film footage of Georgia folk potters was 
shown to demonstrate a new approach in describing the technology 
behind artifacts in the Smithsonian's collection of folk material 
culture. The edited version of the film The Meaders Family: North 
Georgia Potters has become Smithsonian Folklife Study No. la, after 
supplementary film and a soundtrack were added. This screening of 
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the pottery film took place at a time when film documentation of folk- 
life was a novelty. In fact, in 1967 the American Encyclopaedia Cinema- 
tographica listed a silent film on Amish breadmaking as its single 
motion picture entry to describe American folk culture. This dearth of 
folklife films reflected the fact that, for the most part, folklorists were 
continuing to document more the artifact than the craftsman. As 
Archie Green has noted, "... the material favored, metaphorically or 
literally by most American folklife specialists is still the boat or the 
basket, and. . .the object itself gets billing over its maker."7 

Folklorists have not been alone, however, in being late to recognize 
film documentation as a necessary adjunct to verbal descriptions of 
culture. The late anthropologist, Margaret Mead, whose efforts 
helped to establish the Smithsonian's National Anthropological Film 
Center in 1975, recently took to task her own discipline's continuing 
refusal to appreciate the value of film documentation: "Department 
after department, research project after research project fails to 
include filming and insists on continuing the hopelessly inadequate 
note-taking of an earlier age; while before the fieldworkers' eyes the 
behavior which film could have caught and preserved for centuries 
(preserved for the joy of the descendants of those who dance a ritual 
for the last time and for the illumination of future generations of 
human scientists) disappear. . . ."8 

In expanding our study of folklife beyond mere artifacts and texts, 
we have come to recognize that much of what we witness is 
performance. And though performance can be described verbally or 
transcribed in print, only through sound motion picture can we hope 
to capture the complete flow of events, the character of their 
performers, their speech patterns, moods and personalities. Hence, 
by incorporating artifact, text, and performance in our comple- 
mentary monograph/film publications, we bring to readers and view- 
ers, respectively, the immediacy and subtlety within folk culture. 
Essentially, it is our large aim to document folklife in all its 
dimensions. 

Thomas Vennum, Jr. 
General Editor 
Smithsonian Folklife Studies 
August 1980 



Introduction 

This handmade potfry is going to be gone after a while. You take it 
plumb outta existence, nobody to make it, and in ten years people'd be 
wondering how that's made. "How'd them to make that? How's that 
piece of pott'ry made? I just don't see how it's done." 

Cheever Meaders 
May 1967 

In the spring 1967 Keystone Folklore Quarterly, Henry Glassie 
addressed from a scholar's perspective the same issue which Cheever 
covered from his potter's viewpoint: 

When the scholar. . . finally turns to the study of American material 
folk culture, he will find a great abundance of material awaiting him by 
the roadside, in attics and museums. . .but few •and daily 
fewer•who know well how that material came into being. He will also 
find that the majority of the American reports of folk technology are 
unfortunately superficial and that of even superficial ones there are not 
many.1 

During that same period, early in 1967, Secretary S. Dillon Ripley 
brought together a group of Smithsonian scholars to discuss with 
Henry Glassie and me the role the Institution might play in folklife 
research. The group agreed that a number of interesting research and 
presentation models would be appropriate for folklorists to develop in 
a museum program, and in preparation for a July conference, 
"Folklife in the Museums," we designed and began fieldwork for this 
Meaders monograph/film project. In response to the Secretary's 
metaphorical suggestion, "Take the instruments out of the cases and 
make them sing," we also planned for the National Mall a summer 
folklife festival to accompany the conference. We then showed the 
"rough-edit" of the film at the conference. Clearly, the issues addressed 
above by Meaders and Glassie were in the air in the mid-60s and 
formed part of the rationale for the establishment of a program in 
folklife research at the Smithsonian. 
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Figure 1. Eastern seaboard of the U.S., showing location of White County, Georgia, 
(white square) in relation to Atlanta. 
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We made a commitment to document the kinds of objects found in 
the museum with particular focus on the function of the objects in the 
society which produced them and the technology which lay behind 
their production. We intended to retain, in our publication, as much 
of the language and perspective of the craftsmen as possible; this, with 
a view towards capturing the spirit of the people, their humor and 
values as well as their attitude towards their product, their 
technology, themselves. 

It seemed appropriate to combine film and the printed page in a 
fashion that would allow each to offer what it alone could do best. To 
permit the careful scrutiny of detailed data in a way which film cannot 
provide, we decided to present the basic technological information, 
drawings, and facts in the printed document. The film would then 
contain the illustrative material complementing the printed mono- 
graph, thus permitting one to hear the craftsmen and watch them 
carry out each step of the complex of processes described in the mono- 
graph. We determined to shoot elapsed-time footage, framing the full 
coordinated body of the working craftsman when feasible. As a result, 
"reference prints" now available with the Meaders film show elapsed- 
time shots of Cheever turning a pitcher and Lanier turning a churn. 
This footage enables potters, ethnographers, and interested observers 
to see the entire turning process and to compare the Meaderses at 
work in their own shop with footage of potters in other parts of the 
world. We developed this plan in consultation with Leslie Greenhill, 
then American Editor for the West German-based Encyclopaedia 
Cinematographica, to whom we express our gratitude for advice and 
guidance during the months prior to filming the Meaders family and 
at critical points in the editing process. 

While some general shooting guidelines presented by the 
Encyclopaedia proved useful, we decided at the outset to abandon the 
particular approach of the Encyclopaedia that uses film (usually silent 
film) as the primary medium and includes background notes in an 
accompanying brochure of modest length (four to eight pages). 
Rather, we favored in-depth documentation in which the printed and 
the film media could fully complement each other in a mutually inter- 
dependent relationship. Our plan did not seek to address the interests 
of a general audience with a "human interest" film, nor did we 
consider it important to make a film which would necessarily stand on 
its own, apart from the monograph. Instead, we wished to accomplish 
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the basic task of complementing the monograph with information that 
the printed word, diagram, and photograph could not convey. 

The approach of the Encyclopaedia may be adequate for comparative 
research in the natural sciences; history and the social sciences, 
however, concern themselves with people whose verbal communication 
more than equates with their other expressive modes. While faithful 
transcription of interviews might appear in a brochure accompanying 
a silent film, a transcription cannot convey the meaning and savor 
carried by inflection and regional speech styles • important communi- 
cative devices. Thus, we edited the sound track of the film entirely in 
the words of the two potters. (To make all of the potters' statements 
readily accessible•especially to those for whom English does not 
serve as a native language and who would find southern Appalachian 
speech challenging•a complete transcription of the sound track 
appears as Appendix C to the monograph.) 

The decision to use the film and the illustrated printed page in this 
fashion guided planning from the outset. We intended to reach three 
groups: 

1. scholars •ethnographers,  folklorists, anthropologists, histor- 
ians, cultural geographers; 

2. crafts workers interested in the techniques and aesthetics of 
other craftsmen; 

3. students of history and culture. 

We listed these three groups in order of priority because we 
determined the methods of documentation by the needs of the first 
group with the thought that if we met the ethnographer's needs we 
would adequately cover those of the other two groups. While an active 
dialogue on the theory and method of ethnographic filming was in its 
nascent stages in spring 1967, the virtual explosion of published 
information in this area began within a few months of the snooting of 
this film. Although we obtained guidance on techniques primarily 
from the Encyclopaedia Cinematographica literature, a useful seven-point 
checklist of standards for the filming of research footage, almost 
identical to the standards we employed, appeared a number of years 
later.2 Also, an interesting exchange of perspectives on both the 
shooting and editing of research footage came out in an article by 
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E. Richard Sorenson seven months after our filming of the Meaders 
family.3 The article offers suggestions on the shooting, organizing and 
categorization of footage and film and provides a brief historical back- 
ground on film as a research tool from 1882 to 1966.4 In commen- 
tary, a group of distinguished scholars responded to Sorenson's ideas as 
formulated in the article. A useful concept which emerged from the 
article defines the "demonstrative film" as one in which "sequences 
found in research films. . . have been organized, edited, rearranged, 
and augmented... to demonstrate a discovery, summarize data, 
consolidate findings, present knowledge, give a point of view. . ."5 In 
this sense, The Meaders Family functions as a demonstrative film 
intended to summarize accurate film data for comparative 
ethnographic research. In brief, it serves as the motion-study 
component of the Meaders family pottery technology. 

We undertook this study as the first contemporary Smithsonian 
research project using the methods and perspectives of folklore/ 
folklife scholarship. On February 13, 1967, I visited the Meaders 
family for the first time. Having already visited sixteen other southern 
American traditional potters between April 1964 and that morning, I 
was aware of the kinds of changes which had taken place at most of 
these potteries.6 In almost every case, electric power had replaced the 
draft animal. Potters fired their kilns with gas or oil in many cases and 
used packaged glazes. These are but a few of the most common 
changes. Although I had never visited the Meaderses' kiln site, I had 
read about the family more than a decade earlier.7 As I entered the 
house, Mrs. Meaders (Arie) encouraged me to speak loudly with Mr. 
Meaders (Cheever), pointing out that he was hard of hearing. I went 
into the front room where a lean man of 80 sat near a pot-bellied stove 
smoking his pipe. In a loud but friendly voice I spoke out, "Mr. 
Meaders, my name is Ralph Rinzler. It's good to meet you after 
reading about you in Allen Eaton's book for many years." 

Unimpressed, Cheever looked up, took his pipe out of his mouth 
and quietly replied, "A feller sure can read about a lot of no-account 
things these days." A bit surprised, I mustered a chuckle to which he 
responded with a grin, "Oh, just sit down there, boy." 

After a brief talk, we walked through the kiln site and ware shop. 
Unlike all other southern potteries I had seen, this one seemed to be 
untouched by the availability of contemporary technology with two 
exceptions. There were electric lights in the ware shop and, just 
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outside the door, an electric-powered pug mill which I later learned 
had been built by Cheever's son, Lanier. I discussed with them my 
desire to gather examples of their pottery for the Smithsonian and 
within a few weeks wrote to them asking if they would allow us to 
make a film of their operation, spring weather permitting. They 
agreed to help with advice and guidance. Ten years later, reflecting 
on a decade of interviews, filming sessions, and telephone queries, 
Lanier confided to me, "If I'd known that you didn't know anything 
about pottery-making when you come down here, why I would have 
told you a lot more." 

We developed the filming plan with economy in mind: we could not 
afford a crew directed by a seasoned ethnocinematographer. At the 
time, the Smithsonian did not have a film unit within the Office of 
Exhibits Central. The Office of Public Affairs made available an Arri- 
flex M camera and generously detailed to the project cameraman 
Albert Robinson, accustomed to filming receptions and official 
functions. Richard Farrar, a member of the staff of the Smithsonian 
Photography Laboratory, served as assistant cameraman. Under a 
separate arrangement, I secured the assistance of a friend with some 
experience in field filming, Robert Glatzer, who agreed to serve as 
director of photography. He also shot material for intercutting, using 
his own Bolex. We used the Arriflex for all synch-sound shooting, and 
for this camera we established basic guidelines. It would take no zoom 
shots. Before filming any sequence, we would discuss what needed to 
be in view, what processes required elapsed-time shooting, the specific 
framing of each process, the angles and lighting requirements. 
Occasionally, a flood light burned out, and before we could get to a 
nearby town for replacement lamps, we faced the problem of filming 
certain processes with inadequate light rather than miss them entirely. 
When Cheever did not feel well enough to work, we filmed processes 
which did not require his involvement (such as clay digging or the 
gathering of "settlin's" for glaze preparation). A checklist of the essen- 
tial processes had been prepared with the help of Arie and Cheever. 
We worked from that list, but we did not film each process in the 
sequence in which it appears in the film. 

In only one case did this nonsequential approach have a significant 
effect on the film's accuracy. Although we had written and telephoned 
to establish a calender for our arrival and for the filming schedule, the 
natural work rhythm of the pottery went forward at its own orderly 


