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Abstract 

 

Crafting a Definition: 
A Case Study of the Presentation of Craft at the Renwick Gallery 

 

Chandra Noyes, M. A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Paul E. Bolin 

 

This report is a case study of the presentation of craft at the Renwick Gallery, the 

craft museum of the Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM).  The Renwick, 

founded in 1976, is a curatorial department of SAAM, focusing in modern and 

contemporary American craft.  Through an examination of the museum’s galleries and 

exhibitions, interviews with staff, and an analysis of educational programming, this thesis 

explores how the Renwick defines craft implicitly and explicitly.  Giving a context for 

this study is a history of the Renwick Gallery, as well as history of craft and its 

definitions.  With these histories as background, the ways that the Renwick, and thus its 

visitors, understand craft is explored.  The qualities specific to craft in the literature and 

manifest at the Renwick are examined in order to determine how they influence the 

presentation of craft at the Renwick. 
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Chapter One:  Introduction to the Study 

INTRODUCTION 

This investigation was a descriptive case study of the educational programming 

that occurred at the Renwick Gallery in Washington, DC.  In studying the Renwick 

Gallery, I sought to more fully understand how an institution focused on craft uses 

educational programs to frame the objects in their collection.  I set out to investigate the 

following questions:  How does the Renwick Gallery define and conceptualize the works 

in their collection?  What bodies of knowledge and scholarship do they rely on to 

understand and interpret the works in their collection?  How are these theoretical 

foundations represented in the practice of museum educators? 

This research built upon my belief that craft objects and the traditions and 

communities they emerge from are valuable subjects to study.  I also believe these works 

offer unique challenges to educators in the museum environment, and that in spite of this 

difficulty, these objects are worth studying, displaying, and sharing with the public.  A 

most basic challenge of engaging with crafts in the museum gallery is that nearly all craft 

objects are meant to receive physical interaction.  Most crafts serve a functional purpose 

and to this end are three-dimensional and meant to be engaged with physically.  Finely 

crafted functional objects will call out, grab our attention, and demand that we use them, 

that we put them to the test to see how well they can perform their task.  In keeping with 

this notion, traditional craft materials all have a tactile quality and a texture that is 

familiar, inherently captivating, if not also pleasing.  For example, due to our everyday 

relationships with fibers, many craft works in textiles call on our impulse to touch them 

and experience their softness or durability.  Wood is a material we also frequently engage 

with in everyday life, and objects crafted from it often temp us to examine its relative 
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roughness or smoothness for ourselves.  It may be frustrating to both visitors and 

educators that in the gallery we must deny our impulse to touch the objects on display in 

order to experience their materials, textures, and functions. 

Many craft objects, even masterworks, are not meant to be considered as singular 

or unique objects.  Instead, they are intended as objects that inform one or several 

dialogues.  This dialogue may be between the user and the object, the object and the 

media it is made from, or perhaps the tradition of objects like it that have come before.  

They are not meant to stand alone on a pedestal; they are meant to interact with our lives 

and have lives of their own.  Their meaning is derived from the ways in which they were 

created and the lives we create for them through repeated use.  When making an object, a 

craftsperson pushes the boundaries of their medium, exploring techniques that have 

evolved over the ages, and playing with a whole history of humans and the tools they use.  

By isolating a craft object on a pedestal, we often stunt its life and thus its meaning.  In 

turn, our interpretation and presentation of the object will be inhibited. 

In the same vein, working with craft in the museum setting is complicated by the 

fact that visitors are often familiar with the objects on display.  In many institutions, craft 

objects, similar to those shown in the gallery, can be purchased in the museum gift shop.  

Many visitors know they will never live with a Van Gogh in their home, but they do use 

ceramic objects everyday.  This familiarity represents a sort of suspension of the holiness 

we usually regard great works of art with, and can cause some confusion for the museum-

goer.  Additionally, crafts people may be more familiar and relatable because they are not 

designated with the title of “Genius” that we bestow upon revered visual artists.  Helping 

visitors to engage critically with artists and objects that may be considered “normal” or 

“everyday” presents an additional obstacle for educators working with crafts. 
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If these issues were not challenging enough, in the past 50 years, craft practices 

have become increasingly conceptual and less based on tradition.  With the emergence of 

the studio craft movement, more and more self-identified artists (as opposed to 

craftsman) are working in craft media.  This has changed the nature and purpose of craft 

objects, many of which are now made to be exhibited in the museum or gallery 

environment rather than being made to serve an acknowledged function.  This new type 

of conceptual craft object no longer fits in the decorative arts wing where craft objects 

have traditionally been relegated.  Many will argue that the rift between craft and fine art 

has always been artificial.  While I do not disagree, I do think these forms of art and craft 

derive from different traditions.  As fine art and craft techniques and traditions collide, 

how can museum educators offer comprehensive programming in the narrowing gap 

between craft and fine arts?  How can we take advantage of the new popularity of craft 

materials to expand the scope of our educational practices?  How do we accomplish this 

in a way that stays true to craft? 

The Renwick Gallery is an ideal setting for examining these issues for many 

reasons.  According to its website, 

The Renwick Gallery, a branch of the Smithsonian American Art Museum, 
features one of the finest collections of American craft in the United States. Its 
collections, exhibition program and publications highlight the best craft objects 
and decorative arts from the 19th century to the present. One-of-a-kind pieces 
created from clay, fiber, glass, metal, and wood from American Art's permanent 
collection of contemporary craft are displayed on a rotating basis in the second-
floor galleries.  (The Renwick Gallery, n.d.) 

 

As a part of the Smithsonian American Art Museum, the Renwick Gallery is 

America’s National craft museum, which lends it a certain prestige, as does its location in 

an historic district of Washington, DC, very close to the White House.  These 
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associations of location help to position the Renwick Gallery as an authority on craft, 

with the power to define craft and influence both craft theory and the many visitors its 

location affords. 

The Renwick’s position within the Smithsonian is itself a situation worthy of 

exploring.  Because the Renwick is a curatorial department of the Smithsonian Institution 

and draws from their collections, it is in some ways like the decorative arts wing of a 

larger fine arts museum.  However, it is also in a free-standing, separate building, with its 

own mission, making the Renwick seem like its own craft museum.  According to former 

Curator-in-Charge Kenneth R. Trapp (1998), “Because the Renwick is separated from its 

parent institution by nine city blocks, the public tends to perceive it as an independent 

museum” (p.13).  Because the Renwick Gallery lies somewhere between these physical 

contexts it receives certain advantages and disadvantages, making it a unique case to 

examine. 

The Renwick is also valuable to investigate because in many ways its own history 

mirrors that of craft in America for the past 40 years.  The Renwick was founded in 

response to the emergence of the studio craft movement, a time when craft was enjoying 

renewed popularity.  The Renwick has always intended to be a museum focusing on 

modern and contemporary crafts.  However, the Renwick’s collecting and exhibition 

practices have kept up with this mandate, as it has not evolved very much to reflect 

changing trends in American craft practices.  How the Renwick and their education staff 

have or have not adapted to the increasing conceptual interests of craft artists is of 

particular relevance to this study. 

By investigating the Renwick Gallery and their educational programming I have 

sought to understand the unique circumstances of the museum itself, its collections, and 

how their staff approaches education. 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study addresses the following research questions: 

Through their educational programming, how does the Renwick Gallery represent 

craft traditions and values in fine art museum education?  How does the Renwick Gallery 

position their collection and exhibitions in the fine art museum environment while paying 

homage to the craft world from which they emerge?  How do these practices reflect the 

Renwick’s beliefs regarding craft? 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

As previously discussed, crafts operate differently in the museum setting than fine 

art objects frequently do.  Crafts differ from art, though it can be difficult to articulate the 

how and why of this division occurs.  With the emergence in the last 50 years of 

conceptual craft-as-art objects, craft media is more popular than ever, and the worlds of 

fine and craft art are coming together in the museum setting in new ways.  Presently, 

there is not a separate paradigm for displaying crafts in the fine arts museum setting.  As 

craft differs from fine arts, and most museum education is geared towards fine arts, what 

does museum education for crafts look like?  How does museum education at the 

Renwick Gallery reflect those differences or similarities? 

RESEARCH METHODS 

This project utilized a descriptive case study methodology to examine the 

presentation of craft at the Renwick Gallery.  This case study included: (a) interviews 

with staff members; (b) a review of the institution’s published educational materials 

(mission statements made online, printed materials available to the public at the museum, 
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and internal education documents, such as docent training guides); and (c) observations 

made of the educational program in practice that I made over the course of a week stay 

there, which included a docent-lead tour and other public programming.  Chapter Three 

details these sources and my research methodology. 

MOTIVATIONS FOR RESEARCH 

In the course of this research I discovered that I have always had a natural affinity 

for crafts.  My father is very much a maker of all sorts of things, and in part through his 

example, and maybe through his genes, I have always enjoyed working with my hands.  

Though I initially intended to pursue an arts degree in college, I found the fine arts 

intimidating and frustrating. During this time I was in the Appalachian Mountains, where 

I was surrounded by various crafts.  I have found it liberating to engage with techniques 

and materials without the pressure of trying to be a conceptual genius.  It took moving to 

Austin, Texas for me to realize that my own and the community’s appreciation of craft 

was something I had taken for granted.  By conducting this research I pursued my own 

broad interest in craft in order to further my knowledge of the topic.  Beginning this 

project I was interested in craft as a means of making and a lifestyle for those practicing 

it, as objects on their own, and as objects to present in the museum environment.  I 

wanted to spend time both with craft objects and in the museum environment, further 

exploring craft and museum education practices and philosophies.  There is little to no 

published information on craft museum practices, and even less available information 

specific to craft museum education departments and practices therein.  Acknowledging 

this lack of literature, I have been motivated by my own curiosity about these more 

specific topics and by the desire to contribute to this field of scholarship.  I have aimed to 
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improve my own practice as a museum educator, and to potentially help enrich the 

practice of museum educators working with crafts. 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

 Craft 

Craft is a term that is notoriously difficult to define, an issue I examine at length 

later throughout this study.  For the purposes of this investigation, I utilize the definition 

of craft that the Renwick Gallery uses to guide its collecting practices.  The Renwick 

does not offer us their definition out-right.  They seem to rely on the concept that we (the 

audience), and they (the museum and its staff), will know it when we see it, an 

understandable standpoint that allows the Renwick and the Smithsonian American Art 

Museum to be flexible with what it acquires and how it is used. The Renwick seems to 

employ the media used in the work, a common criterion, to define an object as craft.  

These media include glass, metal, fiber, ceramic, and wood.  Relying on this criteria, 

which can be ambiguous, allows for a flexibility that can be both liberating and 

problematic.  An interesting example of this flexibility is the work of Martin Puryear.  

Puryear is a master woodworker whose works are more conceptual than functional, 

though they often blur the line between the two.  Puryear, rather infamously, has declined 

to be called a craftsman and insists on being referred to as an artist (Danto, 1994).  While 

his pieces would fit with the materials and techniques of other finely crafted wood works 

in the Renwick’s galleries, Puryear himself might prefer to be exhibited at the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum, where they are in fact seamlessly integrated into 

their contemporary fine arts context.  Accordingly, his works and other boundary-

blurring objects like them could be approached from multiple education standpoints, 
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including a basis in the history of woodworking, or a more fine arts emphasis on 

contemporary sculpture. 

Uncovering the Renwick Gallery’s definition of craft and how it functions in their 

education programming is at the heart of this research.   While the task of defining craft is 

a difficult one, and my own definition may differ from theirs, use of the term “craft” in 

this study is based largely on the Renwick Gallery’s own employment of the term as it is 

evidenced in their galleries and published information.  I am reliant on their 

categorization of an object as ‘craft’ (as indicated by its presence in their galleries), and 

have further endeavored to understand what that categorization means for education in 

the Renwick. 

 The Renwick Gallery 

A brief explanation of the place of the Renwick Gallery within the Smithsonian 

American Art Museum (SAAM), formerly the National Museum of American Art, is 

helpful in understanding the inner-workings of the museum.  Kenneth R. Trapp explains 

in “Twenty-five Years at the Renwick Gallery” (1998), 

The Renwick Gallery is three entities in one.  First, it is a curatorial department 
within the National Museum of American Art (NMAA).  Second, the Renwick 
functions as a museum that collects, exhibits, studies, and preserves the finest 
work in American craft and design.  Because the Renwick is separated from its 
parent institution by nine city blocks, the public tends to perceive it as an 
independent museum.  Third, the Renwick is housed in a historic building that is 
maintained as an architectural landmark.  (p. 13) 

 

These multiple overlapping roles of the Renwick give the museum a fair amount 

of flexibility, and means that several forces interact to influence the change and growth of 

this institution.  The Renwick Gallery does have its own curator, but much of the rest of 
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its staff (education included) falls under the auspices of the Smithsonian American Art 

Museum.  I further explain how the Renwick functions within SAAM in Chapter Four. 

LIMITATIONS 

I would have preferred for my data collection to have been limited to the Renwick 

Gallery only, but this institution is part of the Smithsonian American Art Museum 

(SAAM) system and is thus inextricable from it. Though SAAM has crafts in their 

collections, and this is an interesting conflict to potentially explore, the Renwick is the 

only museum in the Smithsonian that is focused primarily on craft.  I have limited most 

of my data collection to the Renwick, and have excluded most of the data from SAAM. 

I have intentionally not written extensively about fine arts, including museum 

education pertaining to fine arts.  Because craft has often been viewed in contrast to fine 

art, the comparison between fine art museum education and craft museum education is 

natural. In undertaking this study I wanted to uncover independent content about craft 

museum education, and did not desire to rely heavily on the comparison between fine arts 

and crafts.  Some discussion of this contrast is necessary, but I have sought to avoid 

indulging in it excessively.  Because of the abundance of writing on this topic, it is easy 

to slip into writing on this subject.  However, my study will focus on crafts in the 

museum setting and not fine arts in the museum.  

There is a lot of writing from British authors about British crafts.  Although there 

is overlap, this realm of artwork and scholarship is distinct to Britain.  I concern myself 

with American craft traditions and institutions, and thus do not spend much time on the 

works of British authors and the history of craft in Britain. 

I discuss my limitations within data from the Renwick in Chapter Three. 
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BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

Through this research, I have aimed to provide insight into the ideology behind 

craft museum education programs.  Subsequently, I have attempted to shed light on how 

ideologies in general are and are not represented in educational programs.  In my 

experience, as museum educators I feel we are often so weary of answering the tired 

question, “But is it art?,” that we sometimes fail to address our own assumptions about 

the nature of art and our programming. 

Compared to fine arts museums, craft museums and their educational programs 

are not studied frequently.  Craft museums are institutions that have unique collections 

and distinctive educational issues and agendas.  In pursuing this project I have attempted 

to contribute to scholarship specific to craft and the field of museum education.  I believe 

that art education as a field will benefit from this broadening of their scope of interest. 

SUMMATION OF CHAPTER ONE AND A LOOK AT CHAPTER TWO 

In this chapter I sought to familiarize the reader with the basics of this research 

project.  My questions and motivations were the impetus for this research, and form the 

most immediate goals of this work.  All the elements in this chapter reemerge throughout 

this study as I further address them.  In Chapter Two I offer a review of the literature 

pertinent to this study.  Just as I have sought to orient the reader through this chapter, 

Chapter Two has grounded my research. 
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Chapter Two:  Review of Literature 

INTRODUCTION 

In this review of literature, I have sought to ground my research in the theory and 

history of craft.  This helped keep me focused in my main research subject while reading 

other more general histories and theory-based sources.  This chapter focuses primarily on 

how craft is defined, the meanings we derive from craft, and how these ideas can be 

incorporated into craft museum education.  I have included a review of contemporary 

craft trends, as they are becoming more and more prevalent, and may represent the future 

of craft and the Renwick Gallery’s collection and display practices.  These works are 

contributing to a changing definition of craft.  Through these sources I explore the world 

of craft and situate the Renwick’s objects within the field.  I have then sought to 

contextualize the Renwick in the field of craft museums, which is a small community.  

To provide an understanding of general craft education practices, I have examined craft 

educational resources available to the public and museums.  Through examining these 

sources, my intent was to examine the contexts in which craft objects are created, 

defined, and presented, by theory, museum practices, and education.  This information 

gave me a critical lens to conduct my primary research at the Renwick Gallery. 

GETTING TO KNOW THE RENWICK 

To prepare to conduct my research on-site at the Renwick Gallery, I learned as 

much as I could about the museum.  My primary sources for this were my own interviews 

and observations, exhibition catalogs, the website of both the Renwick and the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM), and resources about the James Renwick 

Alliance.  These sources detail the history of the Renwick and give a well-rounded view 
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of their practices.  I have intentionally relied on sources that have been published by the 

Renwick.  The ways the Renwick defines craft and their museum is more important to 

this thesis than how outside sources view them. 

Skilled Work:  American Craft in the Renwick Gallery, co-authored by Renwick 

curator Kenneth R. Trapp and Howard Risatti (1998), accompanied an exhibit celebrating 

the museum’s 25th anniversary by presenting highlights of the museum’s collection.  In 

his essay, “Dedicated to Art:  Twenty-five Years at the Renwick Gallery,” Trapp (1998) 

offers an extensive history of the museum since 1965, when Lyndon Johnson gave the 

Smithsonian Institution rights to use the building.  I elaborate on this history in Chapter 

Three.  This account details the bureaucratic processes through which the museum 

emerged, its previous curators, and their respective missions.  These facts show how the 

museum has evolved, and offer engaging insight into how their mission has changed over 

the years, becoming what it is today. 

Howard Risatti’s (1998) contribution to Skilled Work is an essay titled, 

“Metaphysical Implications of Function, Material, and Technique in Craft.”  The focus of 

this essay is studio craft, its development in relation to fine arts trends, its present day 

situation, and its meanings.  This is appropriate as the vast majority of the objects in this 

exhibit are studio craft.  This is still the trend at the Renwick, as I saw during my time 

there that the majority of the objects in permanent collection galleries were of the studio 

craft movement.  The colorplates of exhibition objects in the catalog are organized by 

materials:  clay, fiber, glass, metal, and wood.  Director of SAAM, Elizabeth Broun 

(1998) also defines craft in this way in her foreword to the catalog.  This represents a 

traditional definition of craft, one where eligibility for that label is based on the materials 

used.  The Renwick is evolving away from this definition, making this catalog 

emblematic of a certain time period and viewpoint. 
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Skilled Work offers a chronology of both the Renwick Gallery’s history and the 

James Renwick Alliance (JRA).  The inclusion of the JRA in the text, in Trapp’s history 

and via this chronology, indicates the high level of influence the Alliance has had on the 

museum throughout its history.   

The Renwick Gallery’s website is the most accessible source for getting 

information about the museum, its exhibitions and programs.  One may access the 

Gallery’s website directly at http://american.si.edu/rewick/, and through the website of 

the Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM). SAAM’s primary website  

(http://americanart.si.edu) lists the Renwick Gallery beneath the larger title of SAAM.  

This is indicative of the fact that the Renwick is a curatorial department within SAAM.  I 

detail how this organization of institutions and collections functions in chapter four.  The 

Renwick is listed under the heading of “Collections” on SAAM’s homepage, an 

identification I find confusing and ambiguous.  The location of this link presumes the 

user knows that the Renwick is a curatorial department, a fact that is not common 

knowledge and may be puzzling to the layperson. 

CRAFT 

Craft: Its History and Definitions 

The separation of craft from art has been a hotly debated subject since the field 

was divided at the end of the 19th century.  Perspectives on this division diverge in 

several  directions.  Some insist art and craft are different fields, and want them to remain 

that way.  Others believe the fields are no different from one another, never have been, 

and should be treated similarly by museums and writers.  Yet another group still sees the 

changes that are happening in craft and art production in recent years and believe that 

both of these traditional viewpoints no longer apply.  Writers and makers inside and 
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outside the field of craft have never been able to establish a consensus as to exactly what 

craft is.  Because of this I describe the definition of craft as changing: depending on your 

own vantage point and the scholarship you are relying on, the definition of craft 

constantly shifts.  Many of these sources have several elements in common.  They 

contain the following: a review of craft history, with an emphasis on what they believe to 

be defining moments; criticism of the current state of affairs; and suggestions for the 

future of the field.  In this portion of the literature review I reflect on these points of view 

in order to present a comprehensive view of what has and can constitute and define craft. 

In “Shaping Craft in an American Framework,” Jonathan Fairbanks (2007) ties 

the history of craft to the history of America.  Fairbanks asserts that the Industrial 

Revolution found such fertile ground in America due to the prevalence of crafts 

throughout New England.  This resulted in a strong Arts and Crafts revival movement in 

the early 20th century, apparent in the popularity of Craftsman style homes and home 

furnishing, as well as ideals associated with the movement.  This trend lead to an increase 

in manual training and vocational schools, which have helped maintain the craft 

movement to this day.  Fairbanks (2007) describes the motivations of craft artists and 

patrons carrying on American history as, “their collective beliefs about the virtue of 

workmanship form spiritual substrata of memory and appreciation that spread across the 

continent” (p. 71).  He also sites America’s melting pot or “Nation of Nations,” as having 

sustained craft traditions through both the Great Depression and Industrialization, despite 

the fact that mass production made redundant the need for many handcrafted objects 

(Fairbanks, 2007, p. 72).  Throughout American history, immigrants have brought folk 

traditions from their countries, adding these practices to American craft traditions.  In the 

1950s, craft saw a downward shift in relevancy, due to the introduction of new materials 

(such as plastics) and design surrounding them.  Out of this down time blossomed the 
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studio craft movement.  Fairbanks (2007) explains that, “central to the new studio crafts 

movement is the realization that craft no longer needs to serve utilitarian ends.  Studio 

crafts became tied to contemplation, touch, and communion” (p. 76).  New tools and 

materials were incorporated into traditional crafts during this period, and conceptualism 

was brought into craft by studio craft.  Due to their ties to our history, Fairbanks (2007) 

believes that, “an important function of crafts today is to reground us in the real and 

material world.  This is not a mere luxury–it is a necessity” (p. 76). 

Fairbanks’ history is particularly relevant because it focuses on America and how 

its conditions and culture have shaped craft.  As the Renwick Gallery is a museum of 

American craft, its collection has been shaped by this unique context.  Fairbanks includes 

early America guild-like craft production, as well as the contributions of immigrants’ 

traditions and practices, which is not found in many other craft histories.  Immigrant 

contributions have muddied the waters of separating craft from folk and ethnic art works, 

adding to the dialogue of defining craft.  Fairbanks’ (2007) assertion that craft is a 

“necessity” (p. 76) is one I find contentious.  When so few Americans are aware of craft, 

and even fewer own and use handmade goods in their everyday lives, to whom exactly is 

craft a necessity?  While I can certainly relate to this sentiment, it is a fairly narrow in its 

application.  

In “Labels, Lingo, and Legacy:  Crafts at a Crossroads,” Paula Owen (2005) 

primarily discusses issues of terminology, particularly the many ambiguous definitions of 

craft.  Owen names the ambiguity of language as a root cause of the lack of theory and 

ideology specific to craft.  Owen offers a history of the fine art versus craft rift, dating 

back to Industrialization and the Arts and Crafts movement of Ruskin and Morris at the 

end of the 19th century.  She focuses her analysis on how societal systems of valuing 

objects and goods, in terms of both social and commercial value, have grown and 
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changed since Pre-Industrial times.  Owen (2005) links the fine arts to financial and 

intellectual elitism, and, quoting John Perrault, asserts that in opposition to choosing a 

fine art media, “‘to chose craft is to declare a political position’” (p. 27).  Owen sees the 

recent trend of synesthetic and experiential art as owing something to craft, which by its 

functional nature creates a dialogue with the body, and through its media emphasizes the 

tactile quality of its being. 

Owen breaks down the societal value systems that have lead to the separation 

between craft and art, and states that this separatism has been to the detriment of craft.  

Though I do not disagree with her, I find it somewhat contradictory that Owen 

simultaneously seeks to bolster this separatism through the development of distinct 

theory of craft.  Owen (2005) refers to art that blends craft and fine arts practices as 

“crossover art” (p. 30), and sees these works as instigators of change in craft theory.  The 

need for better terminology is a large part of the difficulty of defining craft, and one I 

deal with constantly, as all of my sources refer to boundary-blurring crafts using different 

terms. 

In his article, “Moving Beyond the Binary,” James Sanders (2005) identifies the 

rift between fine arts and crafts as a binary that is socially constructed, and serving the 

societal purpose of maintaining hierarchies of power.  He writes, “I argue that separations 

are in the interest of those seeking to sustain class, race, and gender domination by means 

of formalist and traditional aesthetic theories that marginalize the craft experience and the 

craft maker's subjectivity” (Sanders, 2005, p. 88).  Sanders (2005) elaborates by calling 

for, “the development of a craft aesthetic and valuation process that is grounded in a 

social theory of the maker.  This theory recognizes that a craft artist reflects multiple 

subjective identifications” (p. 89).  Positing that this binary is socially constructed, 

Sanders points out that it can therefore be deconstructed in order to increase equality in 
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the arts and society generally.  Sanders’ analysis of the craft verses fine arts binary is 

particularly interesting when applied to the studio craft movement, which can be seen as 

an attempt on the part of craft artists to align themselves with the power, money, and 

elitism of the fine arts.  This also applies to institutions such as the American Craft 

Museum and the California College of Arts and Crafts, which have in recent years 

removed the word “craft” from their names (now the Museum of Arts and Design, and 

the California College of the Arts, respectively).  The use of feminist and queer theories 

as a lens is common in art history, and the authors’ application of these perspectives to 

craft represents growth in the field of craft theory.  Following Sanders’ analysis, if the 

fine arts have an agenda to maintain their superiority over craft by maintaining the power 

of the wealthy white, male elite, then craft and craft museums are by their nature 

politically potent.  This constitutes a challenge to craft institutions, that they have the 

potential, and possibly the duty, to take advantage of their political position.  As the 

Renwick grows and changes in the coming years, it will be interesting to see how they do 

or do not respond to this challenge. 

In his article “The Fate of Craft,” Larry Shiner (2007) gives a history of craft and 

design since the Arts and Crafts movement.  Shiner states that craft practice, as we know 

it, arose out of the Arts and Crafts movement, as it had previously been a part of the 

decorative arts.  Shiner identifies a rubric defining crafts by their main characteristics.  

The defining qualities he uses are that the object: is primarily made by hand; is made of 

traditional materials (wood, clay, glass, metal, fiber); demonstrates a mastery of materials 

and process; and has a use (Shiner, 2007, pp. 39-40).  Shiner points out that many 

contemporary art-craft objects sample from two or three of these categories, but rarely 

demonstrate all four.  He notes that systems of Computer Aided Design and Computer 

Aided Manufacture are changing how craft is made and how we can categorize it (Shiner, 
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2007, pp. 39-44).  Shiner also points out that craft, design, and art fields all have a 

slightly different understanding and definition of the term “use,” and that this ambiguity 

of language confuses larger discussions of art and aesthetics.  Finally, Shiner notices that 

craftspeople often become artists, but wonders how frequently designers or artists 

transition to identifying themselves craftspeople, a trend several authors note. 

Shiners’ rubric is based on recurrent themes in craft’s 150-year history, and is 

thus fairly traditional.  Explaining the diminishing relevancy of this definition, Shiner 

(2007) states: 

Our three-way comparisons [between art, craft, and design] have shown some 
specific ways that craft is pulled by its own essential conditions toward art on one 
side and design on the other.  But developments within both art and design have 
also pulled art and design toward some aspects of craft.  (p. 41) 

 

Further problematizing this definition, Shiner (2007) explains that artists may take  

a craft-like approach to painting, with an emphasis on hand-work, mastery, and 

exploration of materials (p. 43).   He predicts that, “‘Craft’ as the name of a practice, 

therefore, could in principle survive the disappearance of ‘craft’ and ‘the crafts’ as names 

for a collection of genres” (Shiner, 2007, p. 43).  Shiner sees this as an opportunity rather 

than an entirely bad development or end for craft.  I think that in the use of this rubric as 

applied to contemporary objects and trends, requiring perhaps only two of these defining 

elements could be useful and applicable and may have some relevancy for talking about 

what becomes of craft in coming years. 

In his article “Paradise Lost?:  American Crafts’ Pursuit of the Avant-Garde,” 

Rob Barnard (2005) calls on craft to make itself more relevant in order to survive.  

Barnard cites the emergence of the New York School of artists in the 1950s, who became 

the art worlds’ first international celebrities, as the root of crafts’ difficulties.  Craft artists 
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began to crave the fame and fortune that their fine arts counter-parts were finding.  

Concurrently, craft became increasingly influenced by college-level education as a result 

of increased funding to the arts from the GI Bill.  Here, craft media professors were 

competing with their fine arts media colleagues for recognition and funding (Barnard, 

2005, p. 57).  A result of this was the move away from functionality towards self-

conscious conceptualism.  Barnard (2005) describes ceramic works in this trend as, “not, 

in point of fact, pottery, but rather forms that were about pottery” (p. 58).  These works 

were created with museum display and prestige in mind, rather than home use.  This is a 

defining component of the studio craft movement.  The rift between these two types of 

craftspeople (those that make art about craft and those that make craft for crafts’ sake) 

endures to this day.  Barnard states that craft has suffered from this divide as a result of 

many factors. Barnard (2005) asserts that craft artists created and immersed themselves in 

an insular world that lacks “critical scrutiny” (p. 59), in order to present themselves as a 

united front and avoid engaging with fine arts.  Part of the reason craft has avoided 

becoming critically involved in fine arts is that the field does not have the language and 

theory to speak critically of itself.  This becomes a cycle, where craft cannot advance 

because of its lack of scrutiny but does not have the vocabulary to be self-critical.  

Another problem craft has suffered from is a lack of self-esteem, due in part to their 

minimal commercial success compared to fine artists (Barnard, 2005, p. 63).  Barnard 

(2005) faults craft for failing to define itself, for neglecting, “to address, in a critical way, 

what elements make significant craft compelling, but also show how functional 

handmade objects might carry meaning in modern culture” (p. 62).  Naming crafts’ 

deficiencies and their sources is important in advancing craft. Barnard (2005) ends by 

speaking to the enduring power of handmade objects, and calls on craft to rectify these 

gaps in craft theory and practice in order to survive and thrive (pp. 63-65).  Barnard’s 
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faith in craft’s ability to endure is inspiring.  He speaks eloquently and passionately about 

the power of handmade objects in our everyday lives.  While this is not an advancement 

in theory, it is a necessary and moving part of craft that we need to be reminded of. 

A more cynical assessment of the state of craft comes from critic Garth Clark 

(2008) in his lecture and subsequent article, “How Envy Killed the Crafts.”  Clark cites 

identity and economic issues as a source of contention from the initial emergence of the 

Arts and Crafts movement.  At the end of the 19th Century, “Arts” was added to “Craft” 

in its title in order to elevate craft to a fine arts’ level of prestige, as well as justify raising 

the prices of functional objects (Clark, 2008, p. 446).  Clark believes that little has 

changed since this era, and that the same economic and valuation issues were manifest in 

emergence of studio craft in the 1960s and ‘70s.  Clark sees this conflict as having lead to 

the crisis that craft finds itself in today, and in fact its death.  Using the evolution of the 

American Craft Council over the last 40 years as a case study, Clark (2008) describes 

how envy and greed have harmed crafts (pp. 447-448).  Detailing the changes of this 

institution and applying them as a trend, Clark (2008) summarizes: 

While the leadership was focused on its upward migration policy, the marketplace 
was slipping, education was failing, criticism had become a sham (it was almost 
impossible to write honestly about the field while it pretended to be something 
else) and crafts identity was fatally compromised.  The field lost respect, 
credibility, direction, purpose and what had always been one its sterling qualities, 
authenticity. (p. 449)   

 

Clark (2008) describes crafts’ need to compete with art for prestige as a “self-

loathing crusade,” which has led to the death of craft institutions and the craft movement 

in general (p. 449).  Clark cites several issues for the failings of craft.   The first is a lack 

of aesthetic evolution, which has left craft in the past and kept it from being interesting 

and relevant to contemporary audiences.  Clark (2008) sees design as having undermined 
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craft by better knowing its market, and believes that craft should learn and grow from 

their example (pp. 450-451).  This, combined with the absorption of craft materials and 

processes into fine arts, is a “pincer moment from both fine art and design, while not 

intended to kill craft, is doing a good job of making it redundant by crushing its market” 

(Clark, 2008, p. 451).  Rather than dwelling on these failings, Clark sees an opportunity 

for craft to be reborn, better than ever.  He ends with recommendations for the future, not 

by trying to resuscitate old practices and ideas, but by purging craft and starting from 

scratch.  Clark (2008) suggests moving craft’s capital away from New York City, 

assessing the market and adjusting accordingly, moving forward aesthetically, and 

defining craft unambiguously as ways to bring new energy to the field (p. 451).  Clark 

asserts that craft should only include artists that self-identify as craftsmen, and not 

sculptors.  Clark’s analysis calls itself an abandonment of the past to create a brand new 

future.  However, some of his concepts are not entirely new, such as requiring artists to 

self-identify as such.  Whether or not this will materialize has yet to be seen, though 

Clark is an influential figure in the craft world. 

The Changing Face of Craft 

Throughout its brief history, craft has been defined tenuously and with shifting 

terms.  In the past 50 years, craft media has been appropriated more and more by fine 

artists, and craftsmen have frequently changed their self-identification from “craftsman” 

to “artist”, as their work moves away from the functional towards the conceptual.  

Likewise in the field of craft, traditional materials and techniques are often still used, but 

not exclusively.  Plastics and technology are increasingly present.  Many young artists do 

not emphasize mastery in their works.  Studio craft, the dominant trend in craft for over 

50 years, is on the decline as many of its artists either retire or lose relevancy.  These 
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trends have brought craft to a crux, where it risks being absorbed completely into Art and 

losing its unique identity.  This identity crisis has been well documented in the literature.  

These issues are present in the Renwick’s galleries and exhibitions, informing my 

research by shaping the definition of craft, and thus the way it is presented to the public.  

As craft production changes, I seek to explore how the Renwick might change with it. 

In his article, “The Artisanal Urge,” Jed Perl (2008) states his fear that, “the 

artisanal urge–the fundamental human desire to make something with one's own 

hands−has never been so endangered as it is right now” (p. 78).  Perl cites the popularity 

of the industrially produced works of Jeff Koons and Takashi Murakami as evidence of 

this anti-artisanal trend.  In a critique of these works, Perl (2008) claims to not see a 

difference (excepting scale) between the large multi-million dollar industrially produced 

objects of Koons and Murakami and the dollar store kitsch they are mimicking:  “So far 

as I'm concerned, Hanging Heart is a piece of generic mall trash only on steroids” (p. 

78).  Perl (2008) believes that works like these have contributed to the fact that, “in 

today’s art world, the artisanal urge is at best a personal choice, no longer the essence of 

art but something more like a possibility among possibilities” (p. 78).  Perl states his own 

preference for objects and art that reflect their handmade nature, and his belief that this 

quality defines the aesthetic experience.  Perl sees works like those of Koons and 

Murakami as being so widely accepted because they confirm our pre-existing beliefs and 

values, the same societal beliefs and values that have led to the mass-production of the 

kitsch these works are based on.  Thus, “the industrial look becomes a seal of approval” 

(Perl, 2008, p. 80).  Because these are familiar forms, they do not challenge the viewer, 

and do not require us to judge them in any way.  Perl (2008) claims that more unfamiliar 

and unique works of art do require us to judge them aesthetically, which “can provoke 

anxiety” (p. 80).  Perl situates his own arguments as a version of the debate as to whether 



 23 

concepts or individual expression are more important in art, an issue particularly relevant 

to contemporary craft and its future. 

Perl’s (2008) article is of particular interest to me because it articulates an 

argument against the appropriation of craft techniques into fine arts.  Perl argues against 

the false-alignment of Koons and Murakami with craft values.  Koons and Murakami use 

craft when it is convenient for them (when they want to evoke the sentimental values 

associated with it, and can hire skilled craftspeople to do their work), but in a less 

meaningful way (they have not had to devote the time and energy to building this skill 

set).  Perl also relates craft skills being diluted in fine arts to the fine arts being diluted by 

the use of digital media and industrial manufacturing processes.  He writes, 

by now the marginalization of the crafts traditions can look like a rehearsal for 
what in recent years has come to be referred to as the death of painting, which 
many critics use as a shorthand for the death of nothing less than the handmade 
work of art. (Perl, 2008, p. 81) 

 

I agree with parts of Perl’s assessment that crafts can be devalued by their 

absorption into fine arts.  However, Perl expressing concern for the “death . .  . of the 

handmade work of art,” takes away some of his credibility.  To resist change is a futile 

pursuit, and refusing to accept new technology in art makes him sound out of touch with 

the reality of contemporary art. 

In response to Jed Perl’s (2008) article in American Craft, “The Artisanal 

Urge,” Eleanor Heartney (2010) makes a case for the dissolution of the craft/art divide, 

stating that, “the blurring of boundaries can offer provocative new ways to think about 

the audiences, functions, social hierarchies and meanings of both art and craft” (p. 80).  

These two authors have differing opinions on the works of Koons and Murakami, who 

use staffs of skilled manual laborers to industrially produce their art works.  In her article, 
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“Further Notes on the Art/Craft Debate,” Heartney (2010) claims that Koons, Murakami, 

and Franco Mondini-Ruiz use “craft associations to critique aspects of [their] own social, 

ethnic or national milieu” (p. 80).  Contrary to Perl, Heartney (2010) believes that these 

artists are playing with notions of high and low art and their respective associations with 

artisanal handcrafting and mass production.  Heartney (2010) writes that through their 

work Koons and Murakami are paying homage to craftsmen and the traditional 

techniques they use, and that “in those [museum and gallery] settings, their ‘craftlike’ 

production and distribution tend to be seen as ironic gestures rather than a sign of 

dedication to popular taste” (p. 81).  I have a difficult time following Heartney's line of 

thought when she sees this “ironic gesture” as an homage.  Conveniently, an artists 

“paying homage” to craftspeople can be highly profitable (Koons and Murakami have 

both sold works for more that $20 million).  Heartney's example of Mondini-Ruiz stands 

apart not only because he hand-makes his objects, but because he has not had the 

financial success of Koons and Murakami. 

This article is relevant to me because these works represent another place on the 

continuum between traditional craft objects and contemporary craft objects.  Heartney 

(2010) writes, 

All three artists undermine the purity of categories and the hierarchy of high and 
low in ways that reveal how much those distinctions are dependent on carefully 
constructed social and cultural realities.  In their work the frictions between art 
and craft become surrogates for questions of class consciousness, ethnic identity 
and social hierarchy.  (p. 83) 

 

As previously discussed, breaking down hierarchies is an important part of 

advancing craft and its theories (Barnard, 2005; Clark, 2008; Owen, 2005; Sanders, 

2005).  However, most audiences are not well-versed in the politics surrounding craft, 
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and may not grasp these associations.  How these deconstructions are manifested in 

museum exhibitions and education is very interesting to see.  Additionally, it is unclear in 

Heartney’s version of these events if this will truly benefit craft. 

The development of new craft forms is currently and will continue to have great 

impact on museum education.  Exploring education within changing definitions is a large 

part of my examination of the different educational approaches to traditional craft and 

contemporary craft. 

Craft on Display:  Museums 

In order to more fully understand the Renwick, I sought to understand the field 

wherein it is located.  Craft museums are not plentiful, but there are several important 

institutions that help define the field. 

Jonathan L. Fairbanks’ (1987) essay, “Crafts and American Art Museums,” in the 

exhibition catalog The Eloquent Object:  The Evolution of American Art in Craft Media 

since 1945, is one of the only sources I have found that deals directly with craft in the 

museum.  Fairbanks details the Boston Museum of Fine Arts’ history of collecting fine 

functional objects dating back to the Museums’ founding, which has been defined by 

collecting both historically important and contemporary craft works. Fairbanks argues for 

the full integration of craft within fine arts museums, believing that this will offer a more 

complete version of history.  Fairbanks was ahead of his time in promoting this display 

concept, as more and more fine arts museums are using this approach, though it is still 

not the standard.  Fairbanks (1987) states that, “the purpose of museums is to reflect 

culture rather than form it” (p. 163).  Though it is true that art and crafts are a part of life 

and culture, and art museums should reflect that, I would argue that it is not possible to 

separate the reflection and formation of culture.  Many museums not having displayed 
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craft objects as of equal value to fine arts, or banishing them to the decorative arts wing, 

has reinforced a cultural devaluation of craft.  Fairbanks fails to address any possible 

negative affects of integrating crafts into fine arts museums, nor does he address the 

potential for separate craft museums.  Though the exhibition catalog focuses on studio 

craft objects, at no point does the author recognize the many differences between 

traditional craft objects and studio craft objects, and how they are treated museum 

settings.  I agree with Fairbanks (1987) that context is important when displaying craft 

objects in the museum environment, though he does not fully elaborate on how this might 

be achieved (p. 164).  While Fairbanks makes a solid case for crafts’ presence in art 

museums, unfortunately he is working from a fine art, not a craft, museum perspective.  I 

see his need to justify crafts in the fine art museum at all as a substantial reason for crafts 

to have their own museums, where they can stand on their own. 

The Museum of Arts and Design (MAD) in New York City is an interesting case, 

one that provides a contrast to the Renwick.  As detailed in Garth Clark’s (2008) article, 

“How Envy Killed the Crafts,” MAD was formerly the American Craft Museum (ACM), 

and was owned and run by the American Craft Council.  In 1990, the ACM sued the 

Council to become a separate institution.  In 2002, they changed their name to the 

Museum of Arts and Design, and in 2008 moved from their more conservative space to a 

new, very modern, and controversial building (Clark, 2008, pp. 446-447).  With this new 

title and building came a new approach to collection and display in the museum. The 

exhibition catalog, Radical Lace & Subversive Knitting (McFadden, 2007) presents the 

work of contemporary artists using techniques based on the traditions of lace tatting and 

knitting.  David McFadden (2007) sets the tone for his analysis in the questions he opens 

his essay with:  “How does something as innocent and harmless as knitting become 

subversive?  How can lace serve radical ends?” (p. 8).  McFadden (2007) continues by 



 27 

describing the trends in contemporary artworks as follows:  “Materials identified with the 

craft traditions−wood, clay, and especially, fiber−and the techniques used in their 

transformation from mute to mutational are today serving the artistic goals of a 

burgeoning generation of practitioners” (p. 8).  According to McFadden, materials such 

as fiber are by nature politically and conceptually “mute,” requiring innovative artists to 

mutate them in order for them to be dynamic and worthy of the museum.  While, “this 

exhibition makes no attempt to define either knitting or lace in any specific historical or 

technical sense” (McFadden, 2007, p. 9), the author cannot refrain from referencing 

historically established and biased notions of these craft techniques and their potential.  

McFadden refers to the traditional uses of these techniques and media as “simple,” 

elaborating that what makes these contemporary works more profound is their 

complexity.  The assumptions that this statement is based on are at best naive, and at 

worst, as Larry Sanders (2005) points out, sexist and classist.  An author who is qualified 

enough to write the exhibition catalog for a major show would know that there are 

hundred year old tatted and knit objects that represent complex and innovative 

techniques.  The Museum of Arts and Design director Holly Hotchner (2007) writes in 

the catalog foreword that, 

The works [in this exhibition] are also barometers of change in the visual arts of 
our time, signaling the dissolving of the categories of art, craft, and design that 
have fragmented the world of aesthetic and functional objects for more than a 
century.  (p. 6) 

 

McFadden's essay indicates that though these categories may be eroding, the 

stereotypes behind them remain intact. 

This exhibition catalog is useful to me in that it summarizes,  

The Museum’s enhanced and expanded mission to explore and reveal the 
engagement with materials and process that forms the core of creativity in the 
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visual  arts. . . . As such, the works acknowledge and honor the processes that 
have been part of human culture for centuries, while looking forward to a future 
on continuing creative experimentation. (Hotchner, 2007, p. 6) 

 

If this is what acknowledging and honoring is going to sound like in the future of 

craft, then craft may not have a long future.  The emphasis in Director Hotchner’s 

statement and McFadden’s essay is clearly on innovation and not history.  McFadden 

(2007) writes that in this exhibition, “the limitations usually placed on either a material or 

a technique are insignificant and possibly nonexistent” (p. 18).  The fact that he sees the 

core of craft tradition (material and technique) as a hindrance makes more obvious his 

interest in contemporary art and not the traditions out of which these works arise.  

There is little to no writing that specifically compares the presentation of 

traditional and contemporary craft objects.  Mary Douglas’ (2007) article, “When is a 

Teapot Not a Teapot?” begins to do this in her discussion of issues surrounding the 

display and sale of craft objects in the same context.  This issue can lead to confusion for 

visitors, and is one all craft museums face in having their collections taken seriously.  At 

the time this article was written, Douglas was organizing the display of the Kamm Teapot 

Collection, a diverse ten thousand-item collection, to be displayed at the Sparta Teapot 

Museum in Sparta, North Carolina. Though Douglas frames her analysis from a curatorial 

perspective rather than one that is educational, both curators (of museums and shops) and 

educators “present” their works with an agenda in mind.  Pondering the line between a 

gift store and the gallery or museum it is housed in, Douglas (2007) writes,  

A market definition of craft is a major factor in the current confusion of identity 
that afflicts the field.  All who work in modern craft need to recognize that 
craftwork is a commodity, whether it functions in the merchandise world of 
consumable goods on store shelves or the art world of pedestals.  (p. 19) 
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Douglas compares the display strategies at the Highland Craft Guild in Asheville, 

North Carolina, and the Mint Museum of Craft + Design in Charlotte, North Carolina.  

She describes the Highland Craft Guild as taking a “retail strategy” in its museum 

display, potentially confusing the visitor about which objects can be handled and bought, 

while acknowledging craft objects’ history as consumer goods (Douglas, 2007, p. 22). 

Conversely, Douglas (2007) writes that at the Mint Museum of Craft + Design, “in 

emphasizing crafts’ link to contemporary art, the museum is attempting to rearrange 

hierarchies, but such a move comes at a price.  It submerges crafts’ historical roots or 

makes the connection more difficult to understand” (p. 20).  In this article Douglas asks 

many of the same questions I have, however she does not answer them.  Unfortunately, 

the article is short and has no citations or reference list.  

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 

I have explored educational resources related to craft in order to understand how 

educators in museum and non-museum settings interpret craft.  These resources are 

particularly interesting as they may be used by docents to learn about craft objects 

themselves and to explain them to an audience.  These texts are also often oriented 

towards a “lay-person” audience, so a visitor may access these resources before or after 

their visit for additional information. 

In 2007, master jeweler and educator Bruce Metcalf gave the Distinguished 

Lecture at the National Council on Education for the Ceramic Arts (NCECA) 41st 

Annual Conference.  In his lecture, “Craft Education:  Looking Back, Looking Forward,” 

Metcalf  (2007) discusses his concern with “the decline of craft instruction at the college 

level,” due to the fact that crafts are now a part of a far-reaching fine arts education, and 

thus are not studied in-depth.  As artists now primarily work in hybrid forms and media, 
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mastery of a material or technique is no longer a goal of fine arts education.  Metcalf 

wants crafts to be taught in the art department of universities, specifically those that 

emphasize the liberal arts, but as a field distinct from fine arts (like design departments 

are) so that as many students as possible can be exposed to crafts without them being 

diluted by absorption into fine arts.  Metcalf sites the strong grassroots and online crafts 

communities as evidence of the demand for these courses.  Metcalf (2007) writes, “It 

seems to me that the survival of craft instruction depends−in part−on the construction of 

an argument that places craft at the center of a contemporary higher education, not at the 

margins.”  Metcalf repeatedly states that the demands he makes in this lecture are more 

fantasy than reality. 

As Metcalf discusses, the Studio Craft movement arose in part due to the 

expansion of fine arts departments resulting from the GI Bill.  Thus, much of recent craft 

history takes place in the university.  Metcalf also sites the absence of other craft training 

options (the dearth of apprenticeships, workshops, small factories, and manual training 

institutions) as a reason for craft to more fully develop in universities.  Metcalf (2007) 

writes, “the fact is that colleges are now the primary repositories of craft knowledge, and 

the primary vehicles for sophisticated craft education.  They are also the most important 

sites of innovation in the crafts” (Metcalf, 2007). 

In his discussion of contemporary craft and education, Metcalf posits that studio 

crafts are intellectually based.  He also writes about crafts’ unique ability to merge the 

mind and body in the learning process, which is in line with the fact that “the humanities 

are concerned with the development of the whole person” (Metcalf, 2007).  These are 

both issues present in the display of crafts.  Metcalf also calls for the development of a 

theory of craft, stating that the field “needs to assemble a new narrative” to justify itself. 
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Answering his own call for craft to have a stronger presence in university art 

departments, Bruce Metcalf co-authored with Janet Koplos (2010) Makers:  A History of 

American Studio Craft.  This textbook represents the first comprehensive historical 

survey of craft.  The authors state that their purpose is two-fold.  It intends to serve as a 

broad reference point for both professionals in craft and non-professionals seeking a 

knowledge base.  Additionally, it is intended for use in a university setting:  “It is also a 

survey that can add new dimensions to college-level programs on twentieth-century 

American art or material culture—as an accompaniment to existing courses or for new 

courses that focus on craft” (Koplos & Metcalf, 2010, p. xi).  This second purpose can be 

described as a bit of an “if you build it they will come” approach.  The authors admit that 

presently few courses include craft history in their curricula, and even fewer (if any) exist 

solely to teach craft history.  Though these may not have fully materialized yet, the text 

signifies an advancement in education on the history of craft, and hopes to help create a 

market for itself.  The text offers an accompanying website and extensive bibliography to 

encourage further research and scholarship.  While a docent’s knowledge of artists and 

specific works usually goes deeper than what the book may offer, this is an excellent 

starter source for docents, offering a basic overview to contextualize artists and works, 

and connect works in different media across common trends.  Does it include museum 

history? 

Presenting a well-rounded view of traditional and studio craft is Craft in 

America:  Celebrating Two Centuries of Artist and Objects (Lauria & Fenton, 2007), an 

exhibition catalog created to accompany a traveling national exhibition of traditional and 

contemporary craft works.  In tandem with the book and exhibition, PBS has an ongoing 

television series of the same name, featuring the same artists. The exhibition further 

partnered with PBS and SchoolArts magazine to develop a large and diverse body of 
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curricula available to teachers through the magazine and online, increasing accessibility 

to this information and expanding their audience.  The text gives a fairly comprehensive 

history of craft in America, though it does not contain very in-depth discussions.  The 

text is organized into sub-sections by communities−“Communities of Culture” and 

“Communities of Craft Teaching.”  This is an interesting way to honor an essential part 

of the craft tradition−the ways in which knowledge is passed on.  The book also discusses 

the contributions of Native Americans, a group often ignored in both craft and American 

histories.  This book is an excellent resource for a variety of people interested in craft, be 

they scholars, aspiring craftspeople or teachers.  The text includes helpful lists of craft 

centers, schools, museums and galleries, and includes a bibliography.  These materials 

can be of great value to museum and classroom educators and are used in docent training 

at the Renwick.  Craft in America offers classroom lessons and projects that can serve as 

a excellent entry point for studying craft in the museum, or vice versa. 

This is a rare text that manages to situate crafts within their historical community 

bases, while relating it to contemporary craft innovations and institutions.  The authors’ 

organization of crafts by communities also offers an engaging lens through which to 

examine studio craft objects, which also arise out of communities, though they may be 

communities more closely aligned with the fine arts. 

While craft education materials are most often of the how-to persuasion, in recent 

years more comprehensive and historical resources have been published.  These resources 

will have an increasing effect on educators and the public.  Through them, opinions on 

and definitions of craft will be shaped. 
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SUMMATION OF CHAPTER TWO AND A LOOK AT CHAPTER THREE 

These sources have shaped and informed my research. Through them I have 

established an understanding of craft and how it may appear at the Renwick Gallery.  

This information has helped me to situate craft objects within the context of the Renwick, 

and the Renwick within the larger field of craft.  In Chapter Three I detail further sources 

that have guided my research methods.  Prior to beginning this endeavor I established a 

knowledge base for understanding the Renwick Gallery, its history, and practices.  This 

history and the literature surrounding it are discussed in Chapter Four. 
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Chapter Three:  Methodology Resources and Methods 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter I review the means by which I gathered data.  I discuss the 

methodological sources I relied on to conduct my research, for both my case study and 

the interviews that were part of it.  I review the resources available to me at the Renwick, 

online, in person, and in a variety of other places.  These sources, both methodological 

and primary, provide a foundation for the rest of this thesis.  They have guided the 

process by which I gathered and analyzed my data. 

DATA COLLECTION METHODS  

Crucial to my research was the collection of a range of data pertaining to the 

Renwick Gallery.  This included both research to prepare for my visit to the museum and 

data I could only collect in person.  In assembling my data I sought to gain a broad 

sampling of the Renwick’s publications, both in print and available on the Internet.  Over 

the course of a week I spent at the Renwick, I took time in the galleries to analyze their 

contents and display.  I gathered printed materials available to visitors in the museum.  I 

have critically analyzed their online offerings.  I obtained internal documents only 

available to staff.  I interviewed an array of staff members in order to gain a sampling of 

their varied perspectives.  In looking at these sources I sought to view the face of the 

Renwick that a visitor might encounter, seeing it through their eyes.  Prior to my 

approaching these sources I grounded my practice via methodological literature. 

METHODOLOGY LITERATURE REVIEW 

In order to have a comprehensive and reliable case study, I consulted literature to 

guide my methodology.  I utilized case study methodology suggestions of Robert Yin 



 35 

(2003) and Robert Stake (2006).  I also referred to two sources to guide my interviews, 

the texts of Terry Gross (2004) and Irving Seidman (2006).  Prior to conducting this 

research, I prepared for my time at the Renwick, in order to optimize my time and 

experience gathering data.  

Descriptive Case Study Resources 

Robert Yin’s (2003) straightforward text, Case Study Research: Design and 

Methods, provides an easy to follow yet comprehensive approach to implementing a case 

study methodology.  Starting with the basics, the author defines what the case in a case 

study may be and lists research projects a case study may be used to investigate.  An 

emphasis is placed on designing case studies so as to maximize internal and external 

validity and reliability.  Contrasting the approach of Robert Stake (2006), Yin, “considers 

single- and multiple-case studies to be variants within the same methodological 

framework” (p. 46).  At its simplest form, the framework for conducting a case study is 

to: define and design; prepare, collect and analyze; and analyze and conclude (p. 50).  

Helpful information is provided on how a researcher may be trained and prepared to 

collect case study data.  General guidelines include asking specific questions, listening 

well, being adaptive and flexible, always keeping in mind the larger issue being studied, 

and being unbiased by preconceived notions (p. 59).  Yin provides more specific 

instructions about how to perform interviews and observations properly, as well as how 

to collect other types of evidence.  Once data is collected, Yin recommends having an 

analytic strategy laid out before beginning the analysis−a general strategy such as 

theoretical propositions, rival explanations, or descriptive frameworks (pp. 111-115).  

Beyond this strategy, one needs specific analytic techniques, such as: pattern matching; 

explanation building; time-series analysis; and logic models (pp. 116-122).  Yin ends his 
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instructions by examining how to write up the case study report, including determining 

who your audience is and writing for them. 

In Robert Stake’s (2006) Multiple Case Study Analysis, extensive instructions are 

given about how to conduct every phase of a multiple case study.  Stake suggests starting 

small with your case studies, focusing on mini-cases and small targets within the larger 

case.  Within the multi-case study are the individual case studies, and within these are 

issues that represent questions to address with deeper research.  Stake asserts the 

importance of studying the context wherein the cases exist, which, depending on the 

relevancy, included the historical, social, physical, economic, political, ethical, and/or 

aesthetic contexts.  According to Stake, a researcher must have a research plan that is 

well-developed but not to point of being constraining. When conducting research, one 

should try to find the “perfect middle ground between underanticipating and 

overanticipating” expected data, keeping the main research question in mind, while also 

adjusting for and acknowledging unexpected information (Stake, 2006, p. 13).  Stake 

(2006) provides helpful directions for triangulation, stating that,  

each important finding needs to have at least three (often more) confirmations and 
assurances that key meanings are not being overlooked.  Each important 
interpretation needs assurance that it is supported by the data gathered and not 
easily misinterpreted by readers of the report. (p. 33)   

 

He suggests the use of rich and precise descriptions, as well as “verifying the 

repeatability of an observation or interpretation” to gain triangulation (Stake, 2006, p. 

37).  In analysis, Stake suggests discussing both the commonalities between cases and 

what makes each case unique.  The text includes many helpful worksheets and diagrams 

for data coding, gathering, and analysis, which the author has made available online 

(http://education.illinois.edu/CIRCE/EDPSY490E/worksheets/worksheet.html).  Stake 
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has focused his own studies on education, so many of the examples used in the text are 

education-related, which is helpful and also interesting.  

Interview Methodology Resources 

For guidance and inspiration in conducting my interviews, I consulted Terry 

Gross’s (2004) book, All I Did Was Ask:  Conversations with Writers, Actors, Musicians, 

and Artists.  As an interviewer for the NPR program Fresh Air, Gross has interviewed a 

huge variety of people, from politicians to artists to authors and cultural icons.  This book 

consists of interviews with a variety of people in the arts and creative lines of work.  This 

is one reason I found this book helpful and relevant:  I see both educators and curators as 

being very creative in their work.  In her interviews, which I have listened to frequently 

throughout my adult life, I have been impressed my Gross’s wit and candor, as evidenced 

by the interview transcripts in this book.  Gross is able to ask difficult questions 

sensitively, and is skilled in getting her subjects to open up and answer honestly. Gross 

(2004) pushes boundaries with her questions.  She explains, 

I also violate decorum by asking questions of my guests that you usually don’t ask 
someone you’ve just met, for fear of seeming rude or intrusive. . . . I’m trying to 
encourage introspection, hoping for a reply that might lead to a revelation about 
my guest’s life that might lead, in turn, to a revelation about his art.  (Gross, 2004, 
p. xi) 

 

Part of her success in conducting interviews is not being afraid to share her own 

feelings, experiences, and opinions in a tactful manner.  While sharing bits of herself, 

Gross (2004) strives to “make it a point to keep the focus on my guests” (p. x).  She sees 

her role as an interviewer as being, “to help these people, the experts as well as the artists, 

focus and present their thoughts” (Gross, 2004, p. xv).  To achieve this, Gross may 

interrupt with a helpful or clarifying question, or gently cut an interviewee off when they 
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are being too long-winded or getting off subject.  To balance this, Gross makes sure her 

guests will feel comfortable drawing a line if there is a subject they do not feel 

comfortable speaking about.  In several of my interviews, I offered my subjects the 

option to go off the record if they preferred, and several opted for this.  Gross (2004) 

seeks to examine all facets of her interviewees:  “I often ask my guests what they 

consider to be their invisible weaknesses and shortcomings.  I do this because these are 

the characteristics that define us no less than our strengths” (p. xii).  This has been an 

approach of mine in my analyses of all of my data sources.  Gross (2004) also describes 

her interviews as not being “’definitive’” (p. xxiii), an admission that helped me feel less 

intimidated in my own interviewing process.  For this book, Gross (2004) had to rewrite 

the interviewee’s answers occasionally to make them more grammatical and more easily 

read (p. xxii), a tactic I have had to use at times.  The interviews in the book are 

insightful, often funny, and vacillate between being very serious and light-hearted.  I 

hoped my interviews would proceed similarly. 

The third edition of Irving Seidman’s (2006), Interviewing as Qualitative 

Research:  A Guide for Researchers in Education and the Social Sciences, is an excellent 

resource for information on the all aspects of the interviewing process, from the 

beginning stages of how-to and why, to coding data and everything in between.  Seidman 

describes interviewing in its most basic form as gathering stories from interviewees.  He 

describes the advantages of this by explaining that, “Most simply put, stories are a way of 

knowing. . . . Telling stories is essentially a meaning-making process.  When people tell 

stories, they select details of their experience from their stream of consciousness” 

(Seidman, 2006, p. 7).  Seidman (2006) asserts that because of this, successful 

interviewers must have a true “interest in understanding the lived experience of other 

people and the meaning they make of that experience” (p. 9).  This is part of what drove 
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this research, though I also sought to uncover how their recounted experiences create 

meanings for others.  Seidman details the many skills and approaches important to 

effective interviewing, including listening more than you talk, and remaining an active 

listener throughout the interview.  This includes following up on what the participant 

says, asking questions when you do not understand, and asking the participant to 

elaborate on a subject.  In question asking, Seidman suggests avoiding leading questions 

by asking open-ended questions, and when following up, being careful not to interrupt 

(pp. 78-86). To keep your data unbiased, an interviewer should share experiences only 

occasionally, avoid reinforcing participants’ responses (pp. 88-94).  In order to keep 

participants focused and engaged, an interviewer should ask for concrete details, while 

encouraging laughter if appropriate, following your hunches, and tolerating the 

occasional silence (Seidman, 2006, pp. 88-94).  Seidman warns to use an interview guide 

cautiously, so that it does not distract from the natural flow and content of the interview’s 

progression. 

Seidman gives encouraging and helpful advice for approaching the data you 

accrue.  In sorting through the fruits of your labor, Seidman emphasizes organization of 

both the interview data and your method of approaching it.  The author also instructs 

researchers not to, “address the material with a set of hypotheses to test or with a theory 

developed in another context to which he or she wishes to match the data.  The researcher 

must come to the transcripts with an open attitude, seeking what emerges as important 

and of interest from the text” (Seidman, 2006, p. 117).  This is especially difficult when 

one is a well-informed researcher looking for information that answers specific question.  

This is something I have struggled with, and a particularly interesting result of this 

research has been uncovering my own assumptions and biases.  Seidman (2006) 

acknowledges that sorting through data can be a trying process, that it is important to not 
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lose confidence in yourself and your judgment of the material (p. 118).  When sharing 

interview data in a presentation or report, Seidman (2006) details using either a profile 

approach or taking passages from interviews and grouping them together thematically 

(pp. 125-131).  I have chosen the latter approach, as my interviews are less narrative-

based, and my thesis is focused on the institution rather than individuals.  This process 

requires coding data, or labeling it with subjects or themes.  Seidman insists that these 

categories remain flexible. This process is described as being partly intuitive, though the 

researcher must keep their coding structured by having criteria for the inclusion and 

elimination of data (Seidman, 2006, p. 127).  It is important not to force passages into 

your categories if they do not fit, and not to eliminate all inconsistent or anachronous 

data, as it can be very telling (Seidman, 2006, pp.127-128).  Seidman (2006) describes 

the final phase of research as follows: 

The last stage of interpretation, then, consistent with the interview process itself, 
asks researchers what meaning they have made of their work.  In the course of 
interviewing, researchers asked the participants what their experience meant to 
them.  Now they have the opportunity to respond to the same question.  (p. 129) 

 

This description goes to the reflexive nature of the interviewing and analyzing 

process, and the fact that the researcher is an integral and influential part of the process, 

rather than an objective observer.  Like Gross (2004), Seidman mentions that, “the 

narratives we shape of the participants we have interviewed are necessarily limited” (pp. 

129-130).  In conclusion he notes that, “We have to allow considerable tolerance for 

uncertainty in the way we report what we have learned from our research” (p. 130).  This 

bit of advice has been very helpful in proceeding in my thesis work, rather than dwelling 

on what could be.  In all stages, Seidman emphasizes remaining flexible, an idea that has 

helped me remain confident, engaged, and productive in this thesis.  Seidman’s detailed 
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instructions on all elements of the process of interviewing have been helpful at every 

stage of my work. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Throughout my research I sought to uncover how the Renwick Gallery explicitly 

and implicitly defines craft.  I worked towards this by viewing critically all of my 

materials.  By doing this I set out to understand how a visitor might categorize what they 

saw and experienced while they were at the Renwick.  I wanted to understand how the 

visitor might form a definition of craft as a result of their visit.  Craft has always been 

difficult to define, and in recent years has seen a significant change in the artworks that 

may or may not fall under the category of “craft.”  I sought to examine how the Renwick 

might offer programming within this changing definition and whether or not the museum 

would reflect this new vantage point.  Through examination of educational programming 

and resources available to the public, I looked for how the Renwick Gallery bridges the 

divide between fine art museum education and craft traditions and values.  Ultimately, I 

endeavored to uncover how these practices reflect the Renwick’s beliefs regarding craft. 

LIMITATIONS 

In addition to the limits of this study, detailed in Chapter One, I have had to limit 

my collection of data.  There were more people I could have interviewed, more exhibition 

catalogs I could have reviewed, and more content on the Internet that I could have 

analyzed.  In order to make this study feasible I had to limit the field from which I would 

cull my information, and further eliminate pieces of information I had amassed. 
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SOURCES OF MATERIALS 

In this section I briefly review my sources of materials, how I gathered them and 

how I began to examine them.  All these sources will be discussed more in-depth in 

Chapter Four, which contains the bulk of my case study research. 

Content Online 

On their website (http://americanart.si.edu/renwick/), information specific to the 

Renwick Gallery is limited, though the Smithsonian American Art Museum has extensive 

offerings.  This includes mission statements, calendars of public programming, lists of 

exhibitions, and images of much of their collection, with limited information about the 

objects.  The education department, in general, has a plethora of content, created by both 

staff and students.  I have had to greatly limit my data collection from their website to 

include only applicable and pertinent content. 

Printed material 

While at the Renwick I gathered handouts available to the public at the 

information desk in the front hall of the museum.  Much of these documents provided 

straightforward information about the history of the Renwick and its programs and 

collection.  A major source of information has been exhibition catalogs.  These offer 

insights into the museum’s mission and how it has evolved, what the museum’s interests 

are in the field of craft, how these might reflect the field overall, and how they define 

craft in their collection.  Exhibition catalogs feature colorplates of the collection, and 

specific information about artists and objects.  Exhibitions I have reviewed include:  The 

2011 Renwick Craft Invitational:  History in the Making (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011); 

The Art of Gaman:  Arts and Crafts from the Japanese Internment Camps, 1942-1946 

(Hirasuna, 2005); and the upcoming exhibitions “Something of Splendor”:  Decorative 
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Arts from the White House, and 40 Under 40:  Craft Futures.  All these exhibitions have 

accompanying information online.  For the recent and popular exhibition, The Art of 

Gaman (Japanese American Citizens League, 2010), a corresponding DVD was created, 

which I examined in a manner similar to the other exhibition catalogs.  I also looked at 

future exhibitions, such as the Decorative Arts of the White House, which recently 

opened, and 40 Under 40, scheduled to open in spring 2013?  While the catalogs 

accompanying these exhibitions were not available to me, I was able to learn about them 

through my interviews and the Renwick’s website. The range of exhibitions themselves, 

their subjects and themes, when viewed critically, offer insight into how “craft” is 

interpreted by the museum staff. 

The Physical Museum 

Viewing critically what is displayed and how it functions in the gallery was an 

important component of my research at the Renwick.  In examining this my main foci 

were:  what choices the curator has made, what these choices do or do not emphasize, and 

how these choices are manifested in larger themes.  I also looked for the flow of the 

space, or how the visitors’ physical movement through the galleries informs what they 

may take from their visit.  When visitors move through the space, what becomes apparent 

to them?  In looking at the objects on view, I looked for what themes and definitions the 

objects speak to.  Ultimately, I looked for how all these components formed a definition 

of craft, and how are they representative of the overall collection and museum practices.  

Interviews 

In my interviews I used a flexible, semi-structured style.  I entered each interview 

with a substantial list of questions (see Appendix), each one having been slightly altered 

for the differences amongst my interviewees.  From this list I chose a sampling of 
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questions that seemed appropriate to the person’s specific knowledge and experiences. 

Through this method, many of my interview questions were addressed without my having 

to formally ask them.  I interviewed the following people:  Renwick Curator Nicholas 

Bell;  Renwick Director Robyn Kennedy;  Suzannah Niepold, the Smithsonian American 

Art Museum’s (SAAM) Teacher Programs Coordinator; seasoned docent Alexis Levine;  

Carol Wilson, Coordinator of In-Gallery Programs and my liaison at SAAM and the 

Renwick;  Tierney Sneeringer, a public programs staff member at the Luce Center 

Foundation for American Art;  and I followed a public tour led by docent Barbara 

Fitzgerald.  Each person I interviewed spoke from a unique vantage point, and thus 

emphasized different aspects of the museum in our conversation.  Through the use of a 

semi-structured approach, I allowed for the conversations to emerge organically.  I relied 

on my pre-set list of questions at lulls in the conversation.  Through letting the 

interviewee guide the conversation, I allowed for their opinions and experiences to 

become apparent naturally.  

The James Renwick Alliance 

The James Renwick Alliance (JRA) as an organization represents a rich source of 

information about the Renwick Gallery.  The JRA is a large philanthropic organization 

that exists to benefit the museum.  In point of fact, the museum and its collections would 

not exist without this organization, its members, and gifts.  Purchases made by the JRA 

for the Renwick constitute a significant portion of the permanent collection, and should 

the curator have a specific object he would like to purchase, the JRA may contribute the 

funds for this purchase.  Information about the JRA is available through their website 

(http://www.jra.org), exhibition catalogs published by the Renwick, the JRA’s quarterly 
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newsletter, and the public programs the JRA sponsors at the Renwick, one of which I 

attended. 

The Luce Foundation Center for American Art 

Housed in the Smithsonian American Art Museum  (SAAM), the Luce 

Foundation Center for American Art operates separately from SAAM and the Renwick.  

Though its practices are not particularly relevant to this study, the Luce Center does 

display objects from the Renwick’s collection.  Due to their large space and shelved-style 

of exhibition, they actually display more objects from the Renwick’s collection at the 

same time than the Gallery itself is able to.  The Luce Center’s exhibition strategies and 

goals differ from those of the Renwick.  They present a distinctive, but neighboring 

perspective on craft, and through their own programs and display tactics may present a 

different definition of craft to the public.  This information was helpful in assessing how 

SAAM separates craft from folk, contemporary, and ethnic arts in its collection.  Sources 

I gathered on the Luce Center include:  information on the SAAM website; the Luce 

Center’s Facebook page; physical displays and the labels that accompany them; 

educational offerings, such as audio tour stops and scavenger hunts; and printed materials 

available to the visitor.  I had to limit my inclusion of this information significantly, as it 

is very interesting but has limited application to the overall study. 

CODING METHODS AND PROCESSES 

To understand the extensive materials I collected, I examined and coded my data 

for content and themes.  I listened to and made notes from my interviews.  I compared 

these notes with ones I made during the course of the interview.  I transcribed especially 

pertinent or eloquent quotes.  From these quotes and notes I culled themes in the 

interviewee’s opinion and viewpoints, and looked for the representation of my research 
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questions, interests, and feelings about craft.  I used a similar process when examining 

my other sources of data, published physically and online.  I read and reread these 

sources, eliminating some as irrelevant as I went along, and identifying the most useful 

pieces for further analysis.  I then took notes, analyzed them for themes, and searched for 

connections between these themes and how they might constitute meanings.  I worked to 

look for the information that was both stated outright and unstated or implied.  When 

examining the physical evidence of the Renwick Gallery (its building and galleries, and 

the contents of them), I took extensive notes of my first impressions.  I made notes on 

how these impressions changed day-by-day, as my knowledge level increased and my 

insights evolved.  I also took many pictures, so that I might revisit my experiences and 

verify my impressions at a later date. 

SUMMATION OF CHAPTER THREE AND A LOOK AT CHAPTER FOUR 

In this chapter I reviewed the sources that informed my data gathering.  How I 

incorporated lessons from them is evident in Chapters Four and Five, the data sources the 

case study resulting from them.  My methodology sources guided me in productive data 

collection, organization, and analysis.  My sources provided me with diverse lessons and 

I valued each for their own reasons in the creation of meaning from the overall case. 
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Chapter Four: 

Foundations for the Case:  History, Organizations, and Structures  

This chapter provides background information about the Renwick Gallery.  

Included here is a history of the museum and its buildings.  I also detail the bureaucratic 

structure that supports and defines the Renwick as well present a picture of its staffing 

structure.  I have included a discussion of the James Renwick Alliance in this chapter, as 

it is an institution that exists to support the Renwick Gallery.  This information provides a 

foundation and descriptive grounding to help in understanding the data presented in 

Chapter Five. 

INTRODUCTION TO THE SITE 

In this section I detail how the Renwick Gallery fits within the structure of the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM), both historically and presently.  This 

information is essential in helping to understanding the complexities of the museum and 

how it functions as an institution.  Kenneth R. Trapp (1998) explains in “Twenty-five 

Years at the Renwick Gallery,”  

The Renwick Gallery is three entities in one.  First, it is a curatorial department 
within the National Museum of American Art (NMAA).  Second, the Renwick 
functions as a museum that collects, exhibits, studies, and preserves the finest 
work in American craft and design.  Because the Renwick is separated from its 
parent institution by nine city blocks, the public tends to perceive it as an 
independent museum.  Third, the Renwick is housed in a historic building that is 
maintained as an architectural landmark. (p.13) 

 

All these roles make for a unique set of circumstances for the museum.  In the following 

sections I elaborate on the history that has lead to these multiple personalities and the 

practices that maintain them.  
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History 

The Renwick Gallery, like craft and its definitions, has a complex history.  As a 

curatorial department within the Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM), the 

Renwick Gallery is essentially another wing of this larger museum, one that happens to 

be housed in another building several blocks away.  Located at 1661 Pennsylvania 

Avenue N.W. in Washington, DC, the historic building was erected by William Corcoran 

to be the first art museum in Washington.  Corcoran was extremely wealthy, so much so 

that helped fund the US Government through the Spanish-American War (R. Kennedy, 

personal communication, June 23, 2011). The building is named for James Renwick, Jr., 

who was commissioned to design the building, and had designed several other buildings 

for the Smithsonian complex (Trapp, 1998).  Construction began in 1859 but was halted 

due to the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861.  During this period Corcoran, who was a 

Confederate sympathizer, relocated to Europe.  This fact is not mentioned in the 

museums’ official, published history, but was mentioned to me by both Robyn Kennedy 

in our conversation and Barbara Fitzgerald on her tour (R. Kennedy, personal 

communication, June 23, 2011; B. Fitzgerald, personal communication, June 24, 2011).  

During the Civil War, the Union government took over use of the unfinished building for 

the Quarter Master General as a depot.  When Corcoran regained control of the building 

in 1869 he sued the Federal Government for use of the building for $1.2 million dollars, 

won his suit, and received $125,000 (B. Fitzgerald, personal communication, June 24, 

2011).  After the completion of construction, the Corcoran Gallery opened in 1873, 

enjoyed several years of popularity, but its collection had outgrown the Renwick building 

by 1897 (About the American Art Museum and the Renwick Gallery:  Architectural 

History of the Renwick Gallery, n.d.).  The federal government bought the building and 

from 1899 through the mid-1950s the building was used as the US Court of Claims.  
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After the Court of Claims outgrew the space, the building was slated to be destroyed.  

First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy was a strong voice in saving the building from 

destruction.  In 1965, President Johnson transferred use of the building to the 

Smithsonian with the intention that it be a gallery of arts, crafts, and design.  This 

decision was influenced by the emergence of studio craft in the post-World War II era. 

After extensive renovations, the Renwick’s building was restored to its 1870-1880s 

splendor, opening to the public as the Renwick Gallery in 1972, a non-collecting gallery 

showing objects on loan and from other Smithsonian collections. 

In its early years with administrator Lloyd E. Herman, the Renwick had a broad 

and ambiguous mission.  Opening exhibits featured fine furniture, glass, design, 

architecture and Pueblo pottery (Trapp, 1998).  The diversity of these items reflects the 

wide range of collections the objects were borrowed from:  the National Museum of 

American History (then the National Museum of History and Technology); the Cooper-

Hewitt National Design Museum; and the National Museum of Natural History, amongst 

others (Trapp, 1998).  Many of these exhibits were not in keeping with the museum’s 

mission as a showcase of American art, craft, and design.  An early ambition (which 

proved to be impractical very quickly) was to display the crafts of visiting dignitary’s 

home countries.  Trapp (1998) describes this period as follows: 

The wide-ranging, eclectic exhibitions shown at the Renwick during Herman’s 
tenure represented a conscious effort to demonstrate that the disparate subjects 
were the embodiment of a deeply rooted human need to control the built 
environment through design and to express in tangible, visual form collectively 
held social values. . . . Because the Renwick opened without a mandate to form a 
collection, the issue of defining decorative arts, design and crafts was not yet the 
concern it would later become. (p.18) 
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The lack of concern in defining craft left the early years of the museum open and 

flexible in exploring curatorial and display practices.  Instead of focusing on a category 

of art, the museum put an emphasis on, “imagination in design and excellence in 

handcraftsmanship” (Trapp, 1998, p.18).  Though the mission of the museum and its 

exhibition practices have changed greatly over the years, these elements are still 

important parts of defining craft:  the universal human impulse to create, addressing 

concerns through art, and mastery of skill. 

In the 1980s SAAM (then the National Museum of American Art) and the 

Renwick rewrote their mission statements.  Concurrently, the need for and opportunity to 

build a permanent collection for the Renwick became apparent.  In 1981 a group of 

patrons founded the James Renwick Collectors Alliance, an independent non-profit 

agency.  Renamed the James Renwick Alliance (JRA) in 1987, their present-day mission, 

which is essentially unchanged from 1982, states that they are,  

dedicated to advancing scholarship and education on contemporary American 
craft, to supporting activities directed toward this purpose, and to encouraging 
connoisseurship and collecting. The Alliance assists the Smithsonian American 
Art Museum's Renwick Gallery in adding to its permanent collection of American 
craft of artistic significance and superior workmanship, supports scholarly 
research in contemporary American craft, sponsors public educational activities, 
and pursues other activities in support of the studio craft movement. (James 
Reniwck Alliance, n.d.) 

 

With gifts from the JRA as one of several catalysts, in 1986, 

the Renwick codified several goals, notably to collect the work of twentieth-
century craft artists of the highest caliber, to showcase exhibitions on all aspects 
of American craft and the historic traditions that preceded them, and to undertake 
and publish research that extends knowledge about American crafts.  (Trapp, 
1998, p. 24) 
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Since its founding, the JRA has played a crucial role throughout the Renwick’s 

history, having helped the museum acquire over 100 objects to date, and acting as 

advocates for the museum and craft.  In its nearly 40 years of operating, the Renwick has 

amassed a significant collection of American craft, primarily in the area of studio craft.  

Presently, the museum is an important force the in American craft movement. 

The Structure of the Smithsonian American Art Museum  

The structure of the Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM) is complicated.  

The Renwick Gallery is a curatorial department within SAAM, which more or less just 

happens to have its own building.  Other SAAM curatorial departments include 

contemporary art and folk art, both of which overlap with craft and have galleries in 

SAAM’s historic building.  This means that curator Nicholas Bell selects objects for 

acquisition and display at the Renwick, and then has these approved by the SAAM staff 

that are his superiors.  Because of this, works of art can, though do not frequently, move 

between thematic galleries and buildings, except for special exhibitions.  For example, a 

work that is normally on display at the Renwick could also be displayed at SAAM in the 

contemporary or folk art galleries.  However, these usually separate collections are 

displayed together in the Luce Foundation Center for American Art.  The Renwick is 

about nine blocks north-west of the SAAM, which is much closer to Washington, DC’s 

National Mall museum complex.  Because of the physical separation of these 

departments, the Renwick is often perceived as unrelated to the SAAM. 

The Smithsonian American Art Museum 

The Smithsonian American Art Museum describes itself as, “an unparalleled 

record of the American experience. The collection captures the aspirations, character and 

imagination of the American people throughout three centuries. . . . Its artworks reveal 
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key aspects of America's rich artistic and cultural history from the colonial period to 

today” (About the American Art Museum and the Renwick Gallery:  Smithsonian 

American Art  Museum, n.d.).  As indicated here, their collection spans the 300-year 

history of America, and represents all modes of production.  Recent renovations brought 

new life to the museum and increased its presence and popularity.  The interactions of 

their curatorial departments and how their actions draw lines between folk, craft, 

contemporary arts and others inform how objects are presented to the public, influencing 

their conceptions of what constitutes craft. 

The Luce Foundation Center for American Art 

Housed in a wing of SAAM’s large building, the Luce Foundation Center for 

American Art is an open-storage facility displaying more than 3,300 objects from the 

permanent collection.  SAAM curators and registrars control which objects will be 

housed in these cases, based on the need for them in SAAM galleries and the expectation 

to rotate them for preservation.  The Luce Center has a separate staff devoted solely to 

their other operations and is not overseen by SAAM.  Their display method is described 

as featuring, 

paintings densely hung on screens; sculptures, contemporary craft and folk art 
objects arranged on shelves; and portrait miniatures, bronze medals and jewelry in 
drawers that slide open with the touch of a button. Large-scale 19th- and 20th-
century sculptures are displayed on the main floor. The center also exhibits 
highlights from John Gellatly's European collection of decorative arts.  (Luce 
Foundation Center for American Art:  About the Luce Foundation Center, n.d.) 

 

This approach enables visitors to browse a huge portion of the collection at once, getting 

a greater understanding of all that the museum holds.  While the cases are packed too 

tightly with artworks to display much information, “ten award-winning interactive 
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computer kiosks provide the public with information about every object on display and 

include discussions of each artwork, artist biographies, audio interviews, still images and 

nearly 70 videos created exclusively for the center” (Luce Foundation Center for 

American Art:  About the Luce Foundation Center, n.d.).  As indicated above, portions of 

the Luce Center’s shelves are sectioned off into categories to house various styles and 

periods of artworks.  How these separate craft from other categories are indicative of how 

SAAM and thus the Renwick define craft in their collections and acquisitions.  It is this 

information and how it defines craft for the public that is relevant to this research. 

To understand the Luce Foundation Center for American Arts’ relationship with 

the Renwick’s collection, I spoke with Tierney Sneeringer, who has coordinated a 

number of public programs and educational activities at the Luce Center.  Sneeringer 

acknowledged her own lack of knowledge specific to craft, which has lead to presenting 

craft-related programming at the Luce Center.  This included inviting local craftsmen, 

some with objects in the collection, to speak publicly at the Luce Center, discussing their 

work or craft in general.  Sneeringer feels that audiences viewing craft, “either get it or 

they don’t” (T. Sneeringer, personal communication, June 22, 2011), and believes that 

audiences are better able to appreciate glass aesthetically than other craft media.  

Sneeringer said that she finds the processes of craft intimidating to understand, and that 

this was a motivating factor in presenting craft-related public programs.  Sneering felt 

that this issue was her own personal insecurity, though my research indicates that it is a 

common concern.  Her tours of the Luce Center with groups often do not make it to the 

fourth floor, where craft is housed, due to time restrictions.  When she does use craft 

objects in her tours, she prefers quilts and objects that are relevant to contemporary 

issues.  The Luce Center has an educational quilt cart, comprised of pieces of quilts in 

various stages of completion, to aid in understanding the process of quilting.  This is the 
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only educational tool specific to craft, though Sneeringer expressed an interest in 

expanding these resources. 

The National Portrait Gallery 

Also housed in SAAM’s historic building is the National Portrait Gallery (NPG), 

another Smithsonian Institute museum, but one that does not fall under SAAM staff 

jurisdiction. The NPG, “tells the history of America through individuals who have shaped 

its culture. Through the visual arts, performing arts and new media, the Portrait Gallery 

portrays poets and presidents, visionaries and villains, actors and activists whose lives tell 

the American story” (Welcome to the National Portrait Gallery, n.d.).  The NPG has its 

own collection and curators, separate from SAAM.  However, because of the nature and 

layout of the museum, the collections physically overlap one another.  One must pass 

through the bulk of the NPG in order to reach the Luce Center, where much of SAAM’s 

collection is housed.  Though this issue of bureaucracy may not be of concern to the 

average visitor, it can be a bit confusing.  While its general practices are not relevant to 

this research, its existence within the SAAM building and structure are indicative of what 

can appear to be an ambiguity of purpose and alliance in the SAAM system. 

The Renwick Staff Structure  

There is a relatively small staff devoted exclusively to the Renwick Gallery, 

consisting of seven people.  Robyn Kennedy is the Chief of Operations at the Renwick, 

Fran Bleckner serves as the Deputy Chief for Operations, and Rebecca Robinson is the 

Assistant to the Chief.  Nicholas Bell is the only curator at the present time, though they 

will be hiring a second curator in the future.  Marguerite Hergesheimer is the Technician 

and Archivist for the Renwick, maintaining the museums artist files and assisting 

Nicholas Bell.  These staff members and two other supporting members have offices in 
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the Renwick Gallery, and of all SAAM staff have the greatest knowledge specific to craft 

and the Renwick. 

Fifteen years ago the Renwick had its own education staff, but that is no longer 

the case.  All education staff works at both SAAM and the Renwick, and their offices are 

located in a business building situated between the two museum buildings.  The 

education department has three branches:  In-Gallery Programs, Technology and 

Distance Learning, and National Education Partnerships. In-Gallery Programs 

coordinates tours for both schools and the public.  This was my primary source of 

information about education, as I felt it was most telling and relevant to this research.  

Technology and Distance Learning conducts live, free videoconference classes for 

schools.  This increases the accessibility of the museum and art in general for audiences 

that do not have the physical or fiscal ability to visit the museum.  The focus of many of 

these classes, like much of the educational programming at SAAM, is teaching American 

history through the museums’ collection.  This program offers a few courses that focus 

on building skills to better understand works of art and genres of art, including one that is 

based around clay works in the craft collection.  (Due to privacy policies, these courses 

were unavailable to me in my research.)  The National Education Partnerships seeks to 

bring SAAM’s collections to a national audience.  Through partnerships with Pierson 

textbooks, SAAM artworks are used as images in public school textbooks.  Additionally, 

Public Programs is a department outside of education, in Eternal Affairs, and schedules a 

variety of activities. Their programs are geared primarily toward adults, including 

lectures and guest speakers at SAAM and the Renwick. 
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The James Renwick Alliance 

Due to the extent to which its history has mirrored and influenced that of the 

Renwick, in some ways, the James Renwick Alliance (JRA) constitutes its own branch of 

Renwick staff.  Early members can be credited with getting the museum on its feet to 

begin with, and keeping it alive and well throughout its 40 year history.  On their website 

the JRA describe themselves as, “an independent national nonprofit organization 

dedicated to advancing scholarship and education on contemporary American craft, to 

supporting activities directed toward this purpose, and to encouraging connoisseurship 

and collecting” (James Renwick Alliance, n.d.), and specify that they have a partnership 

with the Renwick in working towards these goals.  The JRA has purchased over 100 

objects for the Renwick’s collection through their own pooled funds.  This number, 

however, would be larger if it included the many objects JRA members have given to the 

museum as gifts from their personal collections.  Exhibitions have been created out of 

these personal collections, including the recent A Revelation in Wood:  The Bresler 

Collection (Bell, Broun, & Trapp, 2010).  This exhibition will go on loan and travel to 

museums throughout the US, increasing the Renwick’s influence on the field of 

American craft, demonstrating the JRA’s own influence, and earning money for the 

museum.  A JRA brochure available at the visitor’s desk at the Renwick’s entrance 

invites interested parties to, “become part of a national community of contemporary craft 

enthusiasts” (JRA brochure, n.d.).  Benefits of membership (depending on donation 

level), include the following:  invitations to openings at the Renwick; field trips with JRA 

members such as, “visits to studios, galleries, private collections, special exhibitions, and 

behind-the-scenes tours of museums”; the opportunity to participate in national and 

international travel with the JRA; and voting power on purchases made by the JRA for 
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the Renwick.  This brochure also refers to JRA members as “advocates” for craft and 

craft artists. 

Donor groups create a dynamic in museums that constitutes a note-worthy 

conflict of interests, one that many institutions wrestle with.  In donating their collections 

to the museum, donors increase the prestige of the artists they have collected, and thus 

the value of their own collections.  This may not always be a conscious motive, but it is 

often the result.  In his lecture and subsequent article, “How Envy Killed the Crafts,” 

Garth Clark (2008), describes this situation at the American Craft Council’s Museum of 

Contemporary Craft in New York.  Clark uses this museum as a case study for this 

problem, and its lessons are applicable to the Renwick Gallery.  The struggling Council 

and its museums sought patrons, in the form of collectors, to sustain their efforts (Clark, 

2008).   Display of their collections and favored craftsmen, “would give the collectors 

heightened stature as cultural czars, something they nakedly craved, without paying the 

same high entrance fees as in the fine arts” (Clark, 2008, p. 48).  I find this a bit harsh, 

and Clark admits that this is a “cynical” assessment, but it does describe the advantages 

of being a patron of the museum well.  Clark goes on the explain that being a patron 

positions one to be on the board of the institution, allowing them to wield more power 

and influence, potentially to their personal gain. 

To counter this cynical view I would point to the members of the JRA’s collecting 

practices themselves.  Many members have frequented the larger craft fairs for decades, 

and through this have built personal relationships with the artists at these fairs (N. Bell,  

communication, June 23, 2011).  In this way they have become a part of the craft 

community, and their friendships indicate a personal investment that goes beyond 

financial rewards.  This was evidenced at the Cliff Lee lecture I attended, put on by the 

JRA.  This lecture was attended largely by JRA members, several of whom knew the 
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artist personally, and had for decades.  These attendees asked extremely technical 

questions, indicating their own level of knowledge and commitment to craft. 

SUMMATION OF CHAPTER FOUR AND A LOOK AT CHAPTER FIVE 

A basic understanding of the Renwick’s history and how it functions are essential 

to contextualizing the data I have gathered for this research.  In Chapter Five I review, in 

detail, the data that I collected during my time at the Renwick.  This includes an in-depth 

description of the Renwick’s building, its galleries, and what they contain.  I describe my 

interviews with some of the aforementioned staff members, a docent, and visitors 

participating in a public tour.  Also discussed in this chapter are printed resources and 

those available online.  I begin to analyze my data and offer initial themes that have 

emerged. 
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Chapter Five: 

The Renwick Gallery as a Case 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents much of the data I collected in my research at the Renwick 

Gallery.  I offer my initial analyses and critical examinations of information secured in 

my investigation.  This data includes a critical viewing of the Renwick’s galleries, past, 

present, and future exhibitions, descriptions of the content of several interviews, and a 

review of printed and online information.  The chapter ends with a brief discussion of my 

impressions drawn from this data, which are more deeply explored in Chapter Six. 

WHAT I LOOKED FOR IN MY RESEARCH 

Throughout my research I searched for how craft was defined by the museum for 

presentation to the public.  I looked for how this presentation of craft might influence 

their experience with craft and the museum.  In order to find this information in all my 

research, I undertook to learn for what was emphasized in the sources available to me.  

This could be evidenced through repeated mentioning of themes, how these utterances 

constitute an overall theme, and how this theme constructs an overall meaning from the 

source and for the public.  I examined how the elements that traditionally define craft 

(tradition, materials, technique, and functionality) were referred to, and what might be 

inferred from this.  I sought to uncover how the Renwick sees the future of craft and their 

place in it. 
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DATA GATHERED  

The Building and its Galleries:  Rich Sources of Information 

The building in which the Renwick Gallery is housed is stunning.  It attracts 

visitors from the street through its engaging façade and its construction in a time much 

earlier that our own.  The building itself is a showcase of Second Empire-style, and its 

status as a National Historic Landmark is an attraction to many visitors.  Carol Wilson 

described how, “once people discover it, it becomes word of mouth that this is a little 

jewel of a building” (C. Wilson, personal communication, June 24, 2011).  The exterior 

features decorative elements such as columns, scrolling, and banners, a grand entrance, 

and, just below the roof, a profile of William Corcoran with the words, “Dedicated to 

Art.”  People often assume this building, due to its appearance and that it is smaller 

compared to most modern museums, was built as a residence, and are surprised to find 

out it was not (R. Kennedy, personal communication, June 23, 2011). The interior is also 

a showcase of decorative accents and the interior design of the era.  There are beautiful 

details in the doorframes, some of which feature a crest with the letter “C” in them, for 

Corcoran.  Many of the banisters, trim, and other woodwork are beautifully carved with 

ornate accents.  The walls have sculptural niches and woodwork elements. 

The Renwick provides this statement on their website as an overview of the 

contents of their building: 

Temporary exhibitions of American craft and decorative arts are shown on the 
Renwick Gallerys’ first floor. These special exhibitions highlighting 
contemporary artists as well as traditions in American craft open in the spring and 
fall. Special installations of paintings from American Arts’ permanent collection 
are densely hung salon style—one-above-another and side-by-side—in the Grand 
Salon.  (The Renwick Gallery, n.d.) 
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Oddly, this description does not mention that six galleries aside from the Grand 

Salon on the second floor display holdings from the permanent collection.  For maps of 

these spaces see Figures One and Two. 

 

figure 1: Map of the Downstairs Galleries at the Renwick Gallery.  Courtesy the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum. 
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figure 2: Map of the Upstairs Galleries of the Renwick Gallery.  Image Courtesy the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum. 

The Grand Salon is at the top of a beautiful staircase with red carpet that ascends 

from the museum’s foyer (fig. 3).  This very large room was designed to awe and amaze 

a visitor as they reached the top of the stairs, and still maintains this effect.  Docent 

Alexis Levine described this effect as a, “pleasant surprise” (A. Levine, personal 

communication, June 21, 2011).  The Grand Salon, 

a 4,300-square-foot gallery with a soaring 40-foot ceiling, [has] a state-of-the art 
lighting system that re-creates natural light through innovative treatments of the 
historic laylight (a skylight unexposed to the outside), custom-made draperies, 
and gilding of frieze elements. Today, it is considered one of Washington, DCs’ 
premier spaces. Paintings from the collection are hung salon-style, top-to-bottom 
and side-by-side, on its rose-colored walls, recreating the elegant setting of a 
nineteenth-century collector's picture gallery. (The Renwick Gallery, n.d.). 
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figure 3: The Grand Salon, upstairs at the Renwick Gallery.  Image courtesy the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum. 

The large-scale of this room and its contents present a stark contrast to the rest of 

the museum.  The fact that nothing occupies the center floor of the room, save for two 

round velvet benches and a piano, adds to the arresting feel of the room.  This sparceness 

is due to the fact that as a “premier space” it is frequently used by the Smithsonian and 

private groups to hold functions, such as lectures and receptions.  Because of this 

valuable function and the difficulty of moving objects out of the space, the Grand Salon 

will remain a painting gallery and not hold crafts anytime in the foreseeable future.  The 

contents of this room do present somewhat of a confusion for visitors, an anachronism in 

an already ambiguous collection.  The Renwick staff did express some regret about this 

fact, which they have little control over.  Levine noted that she skips this room on her 

tours, to save time and avoid confusion about tour content.  On her public tour, Barabara 
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Fitzgerald used the room to discuss the history of the building.  The Cliff Lee lecture I 

attended was held in this space. 

Proceeding in a counter-clockwise direction from this room, which is the natural 

flow of the space, is the first gallery containing the museum’s permanent collection.  

There are six galleries upstairs devoted to the Renwick’s permanent collection.  These 

rooms are by no means large, displaying from six to ten works of art each, excluding the 

Octagon Room, which will be addressed later in this section.  The floors in the galleries 

(excepting the Octagon Room) are a light tinted wood, the walls are cream colored, and 

they are in part naturally lit by tall windows.  This makes the rooms feel light and 

pleasant.  Each gallery showcases a highlight or two of the collection.  These are works 

that are curator or public favorites, objects that visitors may come to the Renwick 

specifically to see.  In the first gallery these works are Wendell Castle’s Ghost Clock 

(1985) (fig. 4), and Larry Fuente’s Gamefish (1988) (fig. 5), two of the Renwick’s most 

popular objects.  Although a monumental Viola Frey ceramic figure looms large in the 

corner of the room (Lady in Blue and Yellow Dress, 1983, standing nearly nine feet tall), 

it does not demand the attention that the whimsical Gamefish does, nor the intriguing and 

exquisitely made Ghost Clock.  In gallery two the highlight is the 20 foot long blown 

glass composition, Bancketje (Banquet) (Beth Lipman, 2003).  This work attracts the eye 

from neighboring galleries with its large scale and glittering piles of glass objects.  It 

dominates the room by its size and familiar content.  Similarly, galleries four and five 

each have one dominant work, both of which are highlights of the collection. 
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figure 4: Wendell Castle, Ghost Clock, 1985.  Image courtesy the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum. 
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figure 5: Larry Fuentes, Gamefish, 1988.  Image courtesy the Smithsonian American 
Art Museum.  

In contrast to the other galleries, the Octagon Room, the third gallery in the 

progression through the permanent collection, is smaller, darker, and features only one 

craftwork along side several paintings from SAAM’s fine and decorative arts collections.  

Karen LaMonte’s cast glass figure, Reclining Dress Impression with Drapery (2009) (fig. 

6), sits in the center of the room.  This captivating work is exquisite in its construction 

and details, and is deserving of a gallery all its own.  The gallery has a different feel from 

the others, with its darker walls, fine antique furniture, and curtains shrouding the 

windows.  William Corcoran had this room constructed with reinforced floors so that it 

could house the marble sculpture The Greek Slave (Hiram Powers, 1846), “the first 

publicly exhibited, life-size American sculpture depicting a fully nude female figure, 

[which was] met with unprecedented popular and critical success” (The Greek Slave, 

2010).  At the time of its original display, men and women had to view this work 
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separately.  LaMonte’s Reclining Dress is like this work in size, weight, and content.  It is 

interesting that a sculpture similar in theme and influence to The Greek Slave, yet so 

different in its technique and cultural context, should occupy that same space 150 years 

later. 

 

figure 6: Karen LaMonte, Reclining Dress Impression with Drapery, 2009.  Image 
courtesy the Smithsonian American Art Museum. 

Two more galleries follow that are much like the first two.  The final gallery, 

number six, is a small room with further information for visitors to peruse.  There are 

comfortable chairs and a coffee table with a few exhibition catalogs resting on it.  A large 

remote control sits on the table, which enables visitors to select a video to view on the TV 

screen at the front of the room.  Three of these videos focus on specific artists and their 

processes, inspirations and works (Sam Maloof, Kin Schmahmann, and Karen LaMonte).  
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A fourth video reviews craft as a category, working one-by-one through traditional craft 

materials. 

Most of the permanent collection galleries feature works in each of the traditional 

craft media (wood, glass, metal, fiber, and clay).  Many of the objects on display are of 

the studio craft persuasion and are for display rather than function, though they still 

reference this previously defining quality of craft.  Truly functional exceptions include 

Paley’s Portal Gates (1974), iron gates standing nearly eight feet tall in an organic style 

reminiscent of plant life.  These gates won Paley a competition commissioning new doors 

for the Renwick’s gift shop.  The gates were immensely popular and immediately 

catapulted Paley into greater fame and success as a metal worker.  A Sam Maloof chair in 

the same gallery is another example of a truly functional work, as well as a few others, 

though these objects are obviously no longer in use.  The highlighted objects that are the 

focal point of the galleries are often notable works by canonical craft artists.  Docents 

Alexis Levine and Barbara Fitzgerald both described these objects in the context of them 

being important examples of the artist’s mastery of skill and their material. 

In my experience of these spaces and the works therein, the intimacy of the rooms 

matches the intimacy of the objects housed in them.  Both room and artwork tend to be 

on a smaller scale.  Even objects that are larger call for the viewer to examine their fine 

details, for both evidence of process and craftsmanship, to uncover deeper meanings in 

the objects, their materials, and content.  As Robyn Kennedy pointed out, “the building 

itself is crafted” (R. Kennedy, personal communication, June 23, 2011), as it is full of its 

own minute interesting details, evidencing fine craftsmanship.  These facts contribute to 

an overall mood that is conducive to examining details and curious exploration. 

Because the space is small (both the rooms and the museum as a whole), each 

gallery seems manageable, and does not overwhelm the visitor.  Many of the people I 
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spoke with described this as an asset of the museum, benefiting those visiting both with 

and without children (R. Kennedy, personal communication, June 23, 2011; A. Levine, 

personal communication, June 21, 2011; C. Wilson, personal communication, June 24, 

2011).  Kennedy mentioned how visitors leaving the larger museums on the National 

Mall may feel guilty or regretful for not having seen all that the museum has to offer (R. 

Kennedy, personal communication, June 23, 2011).  This is not the case at the Renwick, 

which can be viewed in its entirety in less than two hours. 

A disadvantage to this intimate space is that the craft galleries are too small for 

larger groups, including some school groups.  The fifth gallery in particular is tightly 

packed, and would be difficult to navigate safely with a group of children.  It is also 

disadvantageous to only be able to show such a small sampling of the collection.  At any 

given time, only around 80 objects are on display in the permanent collection galleries.  

This is a reason the Luce Center provides insight:  they have ten times more the number 

of craft objects on display than the Renwick does.  With more objects on display, the 

museum would be able to offer a broader scope of craft, its definition, its history, and 

how their collection showcases it. 

Interviews/Tour   

Much of my richest data emerged from the interviews I conducted with Renwick 

Gallery and SAAM staff.  Speaking with all of my interviewees was engaging and 

revealing.  Each had their own perspectives and insights, and all were enthusiastic about 

what they do and helping me to learn about it. 

As the Chief of Operations at the Renwick, Robyn Kennedy works on the basics 

of maintaining the museum, through budgeting, general administration, preserving the 

building, and researching and approving traveling exhibit proposals.  Kennedy knows the 
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Renwick’s historic building better than any other staff member, and will have an 

important role in planning its upcoming renovation.  She hopes the ability to display 

more of the permanent collections in the upstairs galleries will result from this 

renovation.  Kennedy shared with me some of the less explicated parts of the Renwick’s 

history and its daily functions.  In looking to the future, Kennedy described the, “very 

interesting crossroads [craft is] at right now” (R. Kennedy, personal communication, June 

23, 2011), and an investment in the Renwick reflecting these developments.   

My conversation with Nicholas Bell, the Renwick’s only current curator, was 

fascinating.  Bell had the most to contribute on craft theory, its definition, and future.  

Bell is interested in the broadening definition of craft, and the new media and practices 

this may include, as evidenced in his upcoming 40 Under 40 exhibition.  In this show he 

includes fashion, design, and technology, and hopes to one day include food in craft.  

Bell noted that the museum was founded due to the flourishing of studio craft, which has 

ended, and that the time for the museum to expand its presentation is quickly 

approaching.  His belief that craft reflects the American experience and thus has a 

political responsibility seems to drive this vision of the future.  He and Kennedy both 

indicated their views that age is playing a large role in the recent changes in craft, both in 

its makers and theory. In discussing his goals for the coming years at the Renwick, Bell 

points to the original mission of the Renwick, which emphasized the contemporary rather 

than the presentation of canonical craft objects.  I see the 2011 Renwick Craft Invitational 

as an indication that Bell has no intention of abandoning history and tradition in his drive 

to the future. 

I interviewed my liaison at SAAM, Carol Wilson, both formally and informally.  

As the Assistant Chair for In-Gallery programs, she “oversees all in-gallery 

programming, including docent program, student and teacher programs, Art Signs 
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program, [and] exhibition programming” (SAAM Docent Face Book, unpublished, 

2010).  We talked about a variety of topics.  She provided me with much basic 

information to improve my understanding of the working structure of SAAM, especially 

their educational programming and the Renwick in general.  Through her training and 

coordinating of the 85 docents that work at SAAM and the Renwick, Wilson has 

significant influence over the presentation of craft to the public.  She also has insight into 

how these tours are conducted and what may result from them. Wilson explained her 

exhaustive selection and training processes for docents. 

Wilson noted that visitors often, “don’t know what ‘craft’ is, what that means” (C. 

Wilson, personal communication, June 24, 2011), and that enclosing craft within the 

boundaries of a definition can hinder rather than aid the exploration of an object and its 

meanings. Because they may not have prior knowledge about craft, visitors do not have 

“preconceived notions” (C. Wilson, personal communication, June 24, 2011), allowing 

for uninhibited experiences and interpretations.  Wilson feels that craft is equally or more 

accessible to visitors than fine arts, because, “you [the visitor] knows what it is:  a vessel, 

a basket, a quilt, even if it’s non-traditional” (C. Wilson, personal communication, June 

24, 2011).  She also described the whimsy of many of the artworks and their hand-made 

nature as making them more accessible.  Wilson asserted that craft, in contrast to fine art, 

often does not have an, “esoteric, aesthetic, intellectual agenda that you’re missing 

somehow. . . you know where it comes from, as opposed to the, ‘why would someone 

make this?’” (C. Wilson, personal communication, June 24, 2011), a question often asked 

of modern and contemporary art. 

All in all, Wilson expressed a very positive attitude about education and its 

potential benefit to the Renwick.  I agree with Wilson’s assertion that craft objects may 

lack the conceptual content and insider art history jokes that contemporary art often has, 
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though I think this may be a simplification of the notion of craft.  Many craft objects, 

including those on display in the Renwick, are often full of biting and complex 

commentaries on politics and craft.  Craft objects may be more familiar than an Abstract 

Expressionist painting, for example, but they can be motivated by and comment on the 

very same issues responded to in contemporary art.  Part of what may inform the idea that 

craft is less intellectually driven is the humor artists often use to make their commentary.  

Wilson, as well as docents Alexis Levine and Barbara Fitzgerald, noted this quality in the 

objects on display at the Renwick (C. Wilson, personal communication, June 24, 2011; 

A. Levine, personal communication, June 21, 2011; B. Fitzgerald, personal 

communication, June 24, 2011). 

Suzannah Niepold, Coordinator of Teacher Programs, “develops programs and 

resources for local teachers and students grades K-16” (SAAM Docent Face Book, 

unpublished, 2010).  She described the teacher workshops she plans and conducts, many 

of which are requested by area teachers, and are in conjunction with temporary exhibits.  

Niepold noted that the teachers in her workshops are generally non-art teachers, who are 

working to make connections to their classroom curricula.  She works primarily with art 

at SAAM, but when an appropriate rotating exhibition is at the Renwick, she will provide 

opportunities for teachers to learn about objects in this space.  She also creates workshops 

that are concurrent with heritage months, for example African American History Month 

in February.  Niepold coordinated an all-day workshop for teachers surrounding the 

recent Art of Gaman exhibit, which she felt was particularly successful and was a source 

of pride for herself and the Renwick.  This exhibit was very popular with Japanese 

communities and had many cross-curricular opportunities.  Niepold expressed excitement 

about the upcoming Decorative Arts of the White House exhibit at the Renwick, which 

she feels is also rich with cross-curricular connections (S. Niepold, personal 
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communication, June 20, 2011).  While Niepold admits she does not have specific craft 

history knowledge, she learns from curators as this need presents itself.  Niepold 

encourages teachers to use the visual qualities of works and student’s everday 

experiences to approach guiding their students through all artworks.  She also works to 

build the vocabulary of teachers and students through the use of the elements and 

principles of design and art historical terminology.  

Alexis Levine is a seasoned docent who works at both the Renwick and SAAM. 

Levine guided me through the docent touch-pack, an extensive collection of objects the 

docents have assembled to utilize during their tours.  Levine explained where many of the 

objects came from, how they might be used on tours, and which objects are docent and 

visitor favorites.  The collection is broad in materials and techniques represented, offering 

an in-depth look (and feel) of all that craft has to offer.  The objects are often donated by 

artists whose work is in the collection, or those taking part in special exhibitions.  The 

touchable pieces are mostly “seconds,” objects that are too imperfect for the artist to sell 

or display.  Some of these come from significant, historically important artists. 

I then spent an hour with Levine in the galleries, discussing the works on display 

and how she approaches them with visitors.  Levine prefers to “let craft speak for itself, 

[as] it’s just like art, and is no different from paintings at SAAM” (A. Levine, personal 

communication, June 21, 2011).  Like Niepold, she uses the vocabulary of art history and 

the elements and principles of design, believing that students do not need these terms 

simplified for them, and appreciate being entrusted with accurate terminology and 

knowledge.  Levine may talk about the social and aesthetic elements of the works on her 

tours to invoke narrative, and mentioned that the humor in this works can be an asset in 

discussions.  She spoke of how works relate to the body, in both use and how the 

terminology employed to describe them is often named for the body (e.g., the arm of a 
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chair or the neck of a vessel).  Levine spoke about the master-level of skill many of the 

artists in the collection possess.  In discussing the materials used, Levine refers to this as 

an artistic choice, and begins a conversation about why an artist may select them.  

Sometimes Levine offers biographical information, and in this case she mentioned the 

personalities of many of the artists in a way that suggested she had met them or otherwise 

knew them personally. 

On Friday, June 24, 2011, I followed a public drop-in tour.  Lead by docent 

Barbara Fitzgerald, this tour took place at noon and was well attended, with twelve 

visitors.  Fitzgerald began in the Grand Salon, where she spent five minutes explaining 

the history of the building.  She then moved into the first gallery of the permanent 

collection, where she started with a brief discussion of what constitutes craft.  Fitzgerald 

had the group list the materials found in the gallery that are the traditional materials of 

craft.  She contextualized this information by explaining that these were the materials 

originally used by the guilds in pre-industrial Britain.  Fitzgerald explained that in the 

20th century, craft has come to include more materials, and though craft was traditionally 

functional, most of the objects on display at the Renwick are non-functional.  She 

described these objects as being “sculptural,” and that, “we think of ourselves as art-

craft” (B. Fitzgerald, personal communication, June 24, 2011).  When describing Larry 

Fuente’s Gamefish (1998) (fig. 5), which is constructed from found objects, mostly cheap 

toys, Fitzgerald admitted that she did not know how plastic fit into the definition of craft 

and its materials.  Fitzgerald proceeded through the galleries, discussing two or three 

objects per room.  She generally explained the narrative of the works, or what social 

commentary they make.  A detailing of the process behind Karen LaMonte’s Reclining 

Dress Impression with Drapery (2009) (fig. 6) had visitors riveted.  She described many 

of the artists as masters of their materials, contrasting the difficult nature of their 
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materials with their ability to transform them, and analyzing some aesthetic elements.  

When appropriate, she included bits of biography, noting artists’ personalities.  The tour 

continued in similar fashion downstairs in the Craft Invitational galleries.  Fitzgerald, like 

Levine, seemed a little uncomfortable with the grotesque and sometimes brutal subject 

matter of Judith Schaechter’s stained glass works.  She advised the visitors to, “read the 

story as you want to read it, not so much what the artist is saying” (B. Fitzgerald, 

personal communication, June 24, 2011).  In Matthias Pliessnig’s gallery, Fitzgerald 

described his preparation for making furniture as “massive drawings” (B. Fitzgerald, 

personal communication, June 24, 2011), without mention of the fact that these drawings 

are created with digital drafting programs.  Fitzgerald ended her tour in the Interactive 

Gallery, where she discussed the process of the artists using the touch models, and 

encouraging visitors to explore on their own.  Fitzgerald received several compliments 

from the visitors, whom enjoyed the tour and were impressed with both the museum and 

the depth of her knowledge. 

These interviews were interesting and enjoyable.  They yielded a huge amount of 

telling information.  In addition to these interviews, I spoke with Tierney Sneeringer of 

the Luce Center, a conversation I describe in the previous chapter.  In the final chapter I 

offer further details of these interviews as supporting evidence for my thematic analysis. 

Exhibitions 

I present the following exhibitions in chronological order to show changes and 

themes found through the recent history of the Renwick.  I have not explored deeply into 

the past of the Renwick, as I have limited my data collection to more recent 

developments in order to gain an understanding of how the Renwick defines craft 

presently, and may do so in the near future.  Instead, I have ventured into future 
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exhibitions, though my information about them was limited to the Renwick’s website and 

my interviews.  By studying exhibition practices, patterns, and how these are reflected in 

catalogs, online, and by Renwick staff, much insight can be gained into the museum’s 

self-definition and its goals for the future.  

The Art of Gaman 

Everyone I met spoke with pride about The Art of Gaman exhibition and its 

success.  The exhibit resulted from the publication of the book, The Art of Gaman, by 

Delphine Hirasuna (2005).  Organized by the Renwick in conjunction with the Japanese 

American Citizen’s League (JACL), the exhibition was on display from March 2010 to 

January 2011.  The exhibit presented arts and crafts created by Japanese Americans in 

American internment camps from 1942-1946.  In Japanese, gaman means “enduring the 

seemingly unbearable with patience and dignity” (Hirasuna, unpaginated, 2005).  The 

objects displayed represented a variety of media and techniques used by the creative and 

resourceful people who were interred. 

Hirasuna’s (2005) text includes a history of the internment camps and the 

Japanese’s experience in them.  She insists on the necessity of explaining this context by 

saying that, “without this understanding, what one sees are lovely objects, folk art, 

Americana with a Japanese twist” (p. 7).  Hirasuna offers an in-depth history of the 

camps, what led to them, what they consisted of, the experiences of those interred, their 

dissolution, and subsequent impact on Japanese Americans.  Evacuees were Japanese 

Americans of all ages, from orphans of three months old, to seniors who had to be moved 

from their hospital beds.  At the camps, people were housed in poorly built, unfinished 

barracks.  Almost immediately upon arrival in the camps, classes were organized by 

internees.  In academics, children were kept in school to ensure they would not fall 
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behind in their studies.  For adults, “arts and crafts became their escape, their survival, 

their passion, their link to things of beauty” (Hirasuna, 2005).  Though there were a few 

trained artists and teachers at several of the camps, these courses were led largely by 

hobbyists.  If it became apparent that a person had a particular talent or skill set, they 

were expected to share it with their peers.  The Issei (first generation Japanese 

Americans) were used to working very hard, many of them as farmers or railroad 

workers, in order to make their place in their new homeland.  Thus, “the making of arts 

and crafts in the relocation camps was both a physical and an emotional necessity for the 

internees” (Hirasuna, 2005, p. 24).  

To improve their living conditions, they created functional objects (mostly 

furniture), scavenged from scrap wood, to fill their bear-bones homes.  Resources were 

scarce, meaning that, “in the camps, virtually nothing was thrown away without first 

examining it for is craft-making possibilities” (Hirasuna, 2005, p. 29).  Each camp had 

different natural resources that internees found and used.  Tule Lake camp had shells, 

while several others had certain woods or types of stone.  Many internees made their own 

tools from hand to use in their art practices.  Objects made run the full gamut, from 

functional objects like clothing and shoes, fine arts painting and printing, to decorative 

objects, adornment, and toys.  More than 120 of these objects are shown in the book and 

were on display at the museum.  Each object is described in terms of materials, process 

and aesthetics, and sometimes biography of the artist, when it is known.  The author also 

notes cultural reference points, both American and Japanese, that the objects pertain to.  

The DVD for the exhibit, also titled The Art of Gaman (Japanese American Citizens 

League, 2010), is brief and primarily covers the history of the internment camps rather 

than the objects in the book and exhibit. 
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The museum offered a wide range of programming in conjunction with The Art of 

Gaman exhibit.  Suzannah Niepold told me about the success of the six-hour teacher 

training workshop she put on in conjunction with the exhibition (S. Niepold, personal 

communication, June 20, 2011).  Based partly on the JACL’s pre-existing curricula, 25 

teachers met a camp survivor, explored the objects, and discussed ways to use them as 

teaching tools.  The focus of this training was more on social history than the objects 

themselves.  For the public, the Renwick presented lectures by Delphine Hirasuna, 

survivors of the camps, artists talks by those featured in the exhibit, and Japanese 

American history experts.  There were public docent-led tours, and a family day, 

featuring a costume activity and origami making.  In conjunction with the show, the 

JACL sponsored public programming, connecting visitors to survivors of the internment 

camps, who spoke at the Renwick publicly and as part of teacher workshops.  In the 

1980s, a similar show was mounted in Washington, DC, and it was very controversial.  

Robyn Kennedy stated that almost no one was upset by this show, that it resonated well 

with many people and attracted numerous foreign visitors.  Of the debate as to whether or 

not to create this exhibition, Kennedy said she, “thought it really captured part of what 

we’re all about.  The need for the functional objects but also the desire to create things 

and make objects of beauty no matter what” (R. Kennedy, personal communication, June 

23, 2011).  Hirasuna (2005) asserts that, “the things they made from scrap and found 

materials are testaments to their perseverance, their resourcefulness, their spirit and 

humanity” (p. 7).  These sentiments harken back to the early years of the Renwick, where 

creativity and the human drive to make objects were a uniting theme of exhibitions. 

In the exhibit, book, and public programming, emphasis is placed on bringing 

light to the history of this dark era in America.  The objects are primarily used to 

demonstrate the state of mind of internees, how they spent their time, and the values, both 
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specific to this community and broadly American, that influenced the creation of these 

works of art.  While the objects themselves definitely cross into the territory of folk art, 

as they are made by untrained artists, the practice surrounding them has many values in 

common with craft.  They indicate exploration and innovation of materials, the degree to 

which this community valued education, and the sharing of knowledge with one another 

to mutual benefit.  The need for people to create something with their hands is an idea 

inherent to craft as well, and this is a main theme of the exhibit. 

The Renwick 2011 Craft Invitational:  History in the Making 

Every two years the Renwick Gallery hosts an invitational exhibition featuring 

three or four up-and-coming artists that the museum feels are worthy of prestige.  In her 

forward to the text The Renwick 2011 Craft Invitational:  History in the Making, 

Smithsonian American Art Museum Director Elizabeth Broun describes the exhibit as, “a 

wonderful presentation held every other year to celebrate craft artists deserving of wider 

national recognition” (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 8).  This year’s artists are:  

accomplished silversmith Ubaldo Vitali, ceramicist Cliff Lee, stained-glass artist Judith 

Schaechter, and wood-worker Matthias Pliessnig.  The catalog accompanying this exhibit 

features essays on each artist, explaining the significance of the artist, their work, and 

their process of creation. 

Ubaldo Vitali is an Italian-born silversmith, born in 1944, who currently works in 

New Jersey.  A variety of silver works are displayed in his gallery, all based on functional 

objects, though few have seen use.  Some works incorporate other materials, such as 

glass and semi-precious stones.  In his essay Ulysses Grant Dietz describes Vitali’s 

process as, “alchemy . . . the transformation of a material (silver) into a work of art, 

transcending the mechanics of craftsmanship by reaching the very soul of metal.  Making 
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a silver object is as much a spiritual as a physical transformation” (Bell, Dietz, & 

Wagner, 2011, p. 21).  This description illustrates the way everyone I encountered spoke 

of Vitali: as a master and genius in silver.  It is also indicative of other values in craft, 

including a deep knowledge of his materials, and the spiritual need of humans to create 

art.  Recently Vitali received a MacArthur “Genius” grant, assuring him a place in 

history.  This award is a testament to both his mastery and the foresight of the curatorial 

choices that went into the Invitational.  

Cliff Lee, born 1951, is notable for his exquisite porcelain vessels.  His forms, 

sometimes functional-looking objects, sometimes sculptural, are breathtaking in both 

their craftsmanship and their visual form.  “Lee is particularly well suited to bridge 

tradition and innovation in clay” (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 40), writes Nicholas 

Bell.  Lee’s commitment to tradition fascinated every person who spoke of him.  Lee 

mixes his own porcelain and glazes, an uncommon practice.  Perhaps most impressive is 

the fact that Lee spent seventeen years of trial and error recreating a certain shade of 

glaze, Imperial Yellow.  Bell recounts that, 

The egg yolk, or ‘chicken fat,’ coloration of the lead silicate-based enamel glaze 
has eluded many a pretender for centuries, and was immediately lost again to Lee 
for three years, demonstrating its elusive appeal and prompting the artist to 
recount an oft-told (and apocryphal) tale of Chinese potters literally losing their 
heads over their failures to reproduce it.  (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 46) 

 

This story, as well as the fact that Lee was a neurosurgeon prior to abandoning 

this potentially lucrative career to pursue his love of clay, fascinated and amused 

audiences. 

Judith Schaechter, born 1961, works in stained glass.  In her work Schaechter 

creates intricately layered compositions in glass that reference a range of historical 
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sources, from traditional medieval themes and motifs to contemporary punk politics.  

Andrew Wagner deems Schaechter,  

the artist who has painstakingly and meticulously not only mastered what many 
consider a dying craft but also managed to invigorate it with new life and purpose, 
to take the ancient art of stained glass making and inject it with contemporary 
forms and content while never straying from the traditions for which she has the 
utmost respect.  (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 59) 

 

Wagner goes on to describe the innovative techniques and tools she uses to master 

her difficult media, as well as an extensive discussion on the themes of beauty and 

ugliness in her works.  

Matthias Pliessnig, born 1978, works in sculpted strips of wood.  Beginning his 

career with sculptural wood-working, Pliessnig learned on his own the process of boat-

building.  This experience and new skill set lead to the innovation that defines his present 

practice.  To create his works, “organic forms are designed with 3-D modeling software, 

then assembled from steam-bent strips of white oak, melding ancient and futuristic 

technologies in the pursuit of comfort” (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 18).  Pliessnig’s 

furniture is large-scale in flowing organic forms, benches or couches, that are often 

reminiscent of beautiful and sensuous giant slithering snakes.  

These essays in this catalog and Broun’s foreword describe all four of these artists 

in rather traditional craft terms.  Broun praises them all for referencing history, which she 

feels makes their work more resonant: 

These four artists have the history of their media embedded deeply in their 
subconscious, so their work feels at once profoundly rooted and entirely fresh.  
Another title for this show could be Past Perfect, linking the love of tradition to 
the intense and exquisite perfection of the workmanship of these artists.  (Bell, 
Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 9) 
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This description emphasizes both the history out of which craft arises and the 

mastery of the makers, two traditionally important qualities of craft.  Bell sees the link 

among all these works as functional and historical at their roots, writing that, “they are 

scaled to our bodies so that we may hold them (Vitali and Lee), or that they may hold us 

(Pliessnig) or shelter us (Schaechter)” (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 19).  This is an 

interesting stance, seeing as these works are meant to or will be primarily be used for 

display in a collection, either home or museum.  

In this text and in my experience speaking with others about the exhibit, a huge 

emphasis is placed on the rarity of the level of mastery these artists hold over their 

materials.  Their skills are described as, “unparalleled” and “breathtaking” (Bell, Dietz, & 

Wagner, 2011, pp. 10-11).  They are praised for their experimentation and the 

commitment to their materials that this represents.  In regards to innovations achieved in 

their media, Broun notes that, “this aspect of their art includes a spiritual component and 

a philosophy about what matters in life, which I admire” (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 

11).  Sketches from each artist are displayed along side their finished works, indicating 

the value craftsman and the museum both place on process. 

Each artist in the exhibition is described as being unique.  Dietz tells how Vitali 

works, against the odds, in the face of, “the decline–globally—of the art of 

silversmithing” (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 37).  Stained glass is also described as a 

“dying craft” (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 59).  Lee is part of a “small cadre” of 

artists working in porcelain honoring Chinese traditions (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 

40).  Pliessnig is rare in that he is the only prominent artist using boat-building techniques 

towards these ends. 

While these descriptors are more traditional, a change in craft is also evidenced in 

this exhibition.  In the movement from one gallery to the next we can see this 
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progression.  Shown in gallery one, Vitali is in his 60s, followed by Lee, who is in his 

50s, then Schaechter, in her 40s, and finally Pliessnig, in his 30s.  This progression 

indicates the commitment of the Renwick, and especially curator Nicholas Bell, in 

moving towards more contemporary artists and works.  These younger artists are 

indicative of the changing face of craft makers, as a new generation shows its interest in 

craft production.  Also indicating a shift in craft is Pliessnig’s use of a computer-drafting 

program to design his wooden forms.  Docents Alexis Levine and Barbara Fitzgerald 

seemed reluctant to explain the use of this technology, which is understandable as it is a 

new element in the world of craft.  Through the selection of these artists, who are at first 

very traditional, and end in more radical expressions of craft, the Renwick honors the past 

and its traditions while welcoming its future. 

“Something of Splendor”: Decorative Arts from the White House 

Opening in fall 2011 and created by White House curators William G. Allman 

and Melissa C. Naulin is the show “Something of Splendor”: Decorative Arts from the 

White House.  Though this exhibition catalog was not available to me, there is 

information about it online, it was discussed in my interviews, and is valuable to 

examine.  Celebrating the 50th anniversary of the founding of the White House Historical 

Association (WHHA), this exhibition will primarily include works by American artists, 

craftsman and workshops, with the addition of some foreign gifts to the state.  The 

WHHA was founded in part by First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy, who also had a leading 

role in stopping the destruction of the Renwick’s building.  This connection represents 

the unique connection between the White House and the Renwick.  A mere half-block 

apart, the building adjoining its east side houses guests of the state, and the Renwick is 

subject to the secret service.  If there is a security issue, the Renwick may be put on lock 



 84 

down, meaning no one may enter or leave the building. By presenting this collection the 

museum connects itself to its own direct community—the environment it is located in, 

the history of Washington, DC, and the history of its own building.   

According to educator Suzannah Niepold, the connections between these 

histories, and that they are part of the larger history of the US, present excellent cross-

curricular learning opportunities (S. Niepold, personal communication, June 20, 2011). 

Jacqueline Kennedy’s interest in preserving the White House catalyzed a new interest in 

looking at how the White House has and can represent America.  Prior to Mrs. Kennedy, 

presidential furniture was either taken by the families moving out or discarded, often left 

in the yard to be given away.  By documenting its objects and stylistic changes, it can be 

seen how the White House, “embodies the story of how the presidents and their families 

live, work, and entertain within its historic walls and among its historic furnishings” 

(Exhibitions:  “Something of Splendor”:  Decorative Arts from the White House, n.d.). 

Niepold notes that these facts demonstrate, how, as a nation, “craft and decorative arts 

can speak about who we are and how we want to present ourselves” (S. Niepold, personal 

communication, June 20, 2011).  By visually evoking American values, the White House 

has been, “meant to represent our country to visitors and the power of the executive 

branch . . . using early America and its style to talk about who we are” (S. Niepold, 

personal communication, June 20, 2011).   A historical look at the decoration of the home 

reflects social history and popular culture trends. In addition to the catalog, 

accompanying the exhibition are ten short podcasts created by Allman, each focusing on 

one object, a film about life in the White House, gallery talks, and a lecture by Gerald 

Ford’s daughter, Susan Ford Bales.  This exhibit also blurs the debatable line, for better 

or worse, between decorative arts and craft. 
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40 Under 40 

Debuting in July 2012, 40 Under 40 is an exhibition marking the 40th anniversary 

of the Renwick Gallery.  Curated by Nicholas Bell, the exhibition features 40 

contemporary artists under the age of 40.  Bell spoke of this exhibition as presenting a 

“complex picture” (N. Bell, personal communication, June 23, 2011), of craft in the past 

ten years, where craft has come to mean new and different materials, processes and 

products.  To demonstrate these developments,  

The exhibition investigates evolving notions of craft within traditional media such 
as ceramics and metalwork, as well as in fields as varied as sculpture, industrial 
design, installation art, fashion design, sustainable manufacturing, and 
mathematics. The range of disciplines represented illustrates new avenues for the 
handmade in contemporary culture.  (Exhibitions:  40 Under 40:  Craft Futures, 
n.d.) 

 

In this broadening definition of craft represented by the artists considered for this 

exhibition, Bell explained that he defines craft by a process of elimination, in an approach 

similar to the concept, “I know it when I see it” (N. Bell, personal communication, June 

23, 2011).  While the artists in this exhibition may not self-identify as craftspeople, Bell 

chose them because he sees them as possessing several themes that unite them.  Many of 

their works are of a political nature, and comment on the worldwide status quo.  Many of 

them place emphasis on the performative nature of their artistic practice, rather than the 

resulting object.  Robyn Kennedy pointed out that though this may be true, all of these 

artists still present a final, physical object for display: “These were all people that were 

born the year the Renwick opened, or later, and they’re doing craft, but their 

interpretation is different.  In the show, some of them have an interactive element, but all 

40 have an object connected to their work” (R. Kennedy, personal communication, June 

23, 2011).  For some artists, part of this new interpretation is a lack of interest in 
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becoming master craftsmen and demonstrating this skill-level though their work. Not all 

these artists deconstruct mastery of process and materials, but the vast majority 

approaches it in a new and different manner, which includes frequently using non-

traditional materials, processes, and forms. 

The mission of the museum has always been to reflect contemporary artists, 

though Bell doubts that this has ever been a major goal of the museum, nor has it been 

accomplished to any significant degree.  It is interesting that for the 25th anniversary of 

the museum, as seen in Skilled Work (Trapp & Risatti, 1998), the museum launched an 

exhibit featuring the best of its collection.  In contrast, to mark the museum’s 40th  

anniversary is 40 Under 40, which features no artists currently held in the permanent 

collection.  For this exhibit, “the museum intends to acquire works by every artist in the 

exhibition for the permanent collection to mark the anniversary” (Exhibitions:  40 Under 

40:  Craft Futures, n.d.). 

This is a progressive approach to take and one that I see as being marked with a 

hopeful eye for the future of the museum. As previously noted, there are only five artists 

under the age of 40 in the Renwick’s entire permanent collection.  By using this radical 

(in terms of craft) exhibition, and collecting from it to mark the museum’s 40th 

anniversary, the Renwick is propelled into a new era.  The inclusion of one artist in her 

40s (Judith Schaechter) and one in his 30s (Matthias Pliessnig) in the 2011 Invitational 

further indicates this push towards more contemporary works.  Bell stated that one of his 

goals in putting on 40 Under 40 is to introduce younger artists to an older generation of 

craft collectors, hopefully to their mutual benefit. 

Additional shows at the Renwick in the future include the architectural wood-

working of Thomas Day and the Cole collection of Native American baskets.  The 

Renwick has hosted architecturally-based shows in the past, though this still represents 
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the ambiguity of craft as a category.  The same can be said of a show of Native American 

basketry.  A hand-woven basket is a common object to find in a craft collection, as such 

baskets do represent cultural traditions and mastery of materials.  However, they could 

also be housed in folk art or anthropological/cultural collections.  It is also notable that 

there were no such traditional objects on display in the permanent collection galleries at 

the time of my visit.  There is also an upcoming exhibition of Wayne Higby’s ceramics, 

an artist in the collection and on display in the galleries.  This show could be said to 

maintain the studio craft status quo at the Renwick. 

Resources for the Public 

The resources I believe to be most accessible to the public are printed materials 

available in the Renwick lobby and information online.  As they may be the primary 

resource for visitors to learn about the Renwick, its collection and programming, I 

consider them to be educational.  These sources represent the most public face of the 

Renwick, and are an excellent way to understand how the Renwick represents itself and 

craft as a whole. 

Printed Materials  

Several basic sources of information are available at the Renwick’s visitor 

services desk, which is always staffed by a volunteer.  Most of these are broad, offering 

basic information about the museum and its contents.   

A large tri-fold brochure for the Renwick opens to photos of nine objects in the 

permanent collection.  These works represent the traditional materials of craft, which are 

listed throughout these pages.  Nearly all the objects pictured were purchased by the 

James Renwick Alliance (JRA), or are personal gifts from members of the JRA.  These 

images are indicative of the influence of the JRA and their preference for studio craft. 
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Also available at the visitor information desk is a brochure for the JRA, which I have 

examined in Chapter Four. 

The text in the Renwick informational brochure is similar to that housed on their 

website and printed in catalogs.  The museum is described as, “featur[ing] one of the 

finest collections of contemporary American craft in the United States” (Smithsonian 

American Art Museum, n.d., “Renwick Gallery of the Smithsonian American Art 

Museum”).  It goes on to describe craft in terms of the materials used, and indicates that 

its exhibits have, “major works by well-established masters as well as objects by up-and-

coming artists” (Smithsonian American Art Museum, n.d., “Renwick Gallery of the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum”).  The brochure explains the Grand Salon and its 

contents, gives  brief history of the building, and lists the Renwick’s hours and location. 

Available at the visitors’ desk in a scavenger hunt that encourages young people 

to explore the downstairs exhibition, the 2011 Renwick Craft Invitational.  This activity, 

meant for children and their care-takers, is fairly straight-forward and basic in its content.  

Tasks on the worksheet pertain to finding information available on the object’s label, 

looking for certain colors in the galleries, and eventually identifying a personal favorite 

artist.  There is little reference to the functional nature of some of these objects, and no 

use of the word “craft.”  Objects by Ubaldo Vitali and Cliff Lee are referred to as vessels 

that are, “made to hold and pour liquids” (SAAM, “2011 Craft Invitational Scavenger 

Hunt,” n.d.), though most are showpieces that in reality are meant to be displayed rather 

than used.  Overall, the scavenger hunt treats the works as you would other visual arts, 

which is an appropriate approach for children.  

SAAM’s 2011 Summer Calendar is also available at the visitor’s desk.  This 

pamphlet is the size of a small magazine at 20 pages in length.  Inside are page-long 

summaries of each of the rotating exhibits at SAAM and the Renwick.  There are 
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descriptions of upcoming special public events, such as lectures, family days, a film 

series, and performances.  Of the 18 events described, one of them is at the Renwick (a 

family day relating to the 2011 Craft Invitational).  Full page calendars follow, listing all 

their regularly scheduled public tours.  There are one or two offerings everyday the 

museums are open.  The free public tours taking place every Friday at the Rewick are not 

listed on this calendar.  The Luce Foundation Center has a full page presenting its 

programming, and the Renwick designates two pages for this.  These pages give short but 

helpful descriptions of upcoming talks, tours, and events.  Finally, there are two pages 

devoted to patrons, one of which is specific to the Renwick, which are primarily members 

of the JRA. 

Web Content 

The Smithsonian American Art Museum’s (SAAM) website has extensive 

offerings in a variety of categories, from collections to calendars to educational resources.  

The Renwick’s homepage gives a brief history of the museum and its landmark 

building.  Also included is a summary of the museum’s mission and galleries: 

[The Renwick] features one of the finest collections of American craft in the 
United States. Its collections, exhibition program and publications highlight the 
best craft objects and decorative arts from the 19th century to the present. One-of-
a-kind pieces created from clay, fiber, glass, metal, and wood from American 
Art's permanent collection of contemporary craft are displayed on a rotating basis 
in the second-floor galleries.  Temporary exhibitions of American craft and 
decorative arts are shown on the Renwick Gallery's first floor. These special 
exhibitions highlighting contemporary artists as well as traditions in American 
craft open in the spring and fall. Special installations of paintings from American 
Art's permanent collection are densely hung salon style—one-above-another and 
side-by-side—in the Grand Salon.  (The Renwick Gallery, n.d.) 

 

These descriptions begin by emphasizing the prevalence of important, master 

works, and the comprehensive nature of the Renwick’s collection.  It also reaffirms a 



 90 

definition of craft based on materials.  A recurring theme is the description of the 

Renwick’s collection as “contemporary,” a signification that may not be entirely 

accurate.  As curator Nicholas Bell pointed out in our interview, of the museum’s 800 

item collection, less than five of the artists are under the age of 40 (N. Bell, personal 

communication, June 23, 2011).  As witnessed by myself and seen in exhibition trends 

and catalogs, the focus of the Renwick’s collection has been on studio craft, a movement 

that is currently in decline.  Lastly, the overview mentions the Grand Salon, an element of 

the Renwick that is confusing to visitors, as it does not display craft.  A brief explanation 

to users as to why these paintings are here would be helpful. 

Following an “Exhibitions” link from the Renwick homepage leads to a list of 

current exhibitions at both the SAAM and the Renwick.  This list does not include the 

permanent collection galleries installed upstairs at the Renwick.  When viewing the 

website while rotating exhibitions are being changed, the Renwick is not listed at all on 

the page (Exhibitions:  Current Exhibitions, n.d.).  The Renwick’s homepage features a 

link to a more in-depth “Architectural History” as well as floor plans of the Renwick’s 

building.  This is an excellent resource, as the building is a National Historic Landmark 

and was the first structure constructed as a dedicated art museum in Washington and 

possibly the United States.  This history offers another entry point of interest for potential 

visitors.  There is a link to a summary of the Renwick’s museum shop, where users are 

able to purchase past and present exhibition catalogs published by the Smithsonian 

Institute, but not other merchandise available in the shop on-site.  A link to “Collection 

Highlights” (Craft Collections:  Contemporary Craft and Decorative Arts, n.d.) is headed 

as “Craft Collections,” and then sub-headed as “Contemporary Craft and Decorative 

Arts.”  It is briefly stated that, “Decorative arts in the collection range from the colonial 

period to the Gilded Age and beyond” (Craft Collections:  Contemporary Craft and 
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Decorative Arts, n.d.).  This refers to SAAM’s decorative arts collection.  The page 

immediately proceeds to a description of the Renwick and its collections nearly exactly 

like the passage quoted above.  This presents ambiguity as the Renwick does not 

consistently identify itself as a decorative arts museum, and it is not specified that the 

decorative arts collection is primarily displayed at SAAM. 

Through the “Collections” tab and link, which appears on every page in SAAM’s 

website, a user can search the collection.  You may limit your search by indicating 

“Crafts” under the tab, “Select Artwork Type” (Search Collections and Biographies, 

n.d.).  Searching in this category results in over 1,800 results, meaning about 1,000 of 

them are not in the Renwick’s own collection, but SAAM’s.  “Renwick” is not a tag used 

in the online collection, so limiting a search by this term has only 11 results:  works that 

have “Renwick” in their title.  While having the collection online is a great resource, not 

being able to see only items at the Renwick is disadvantageous for the museum and the 

user. 

Throughout the Renwick’s sub-section within the larger SAAM website, nearly 

every link brings you to a page for SAAM that is not specific to the Renwick.  It can be 

difficult to navigate back to information only about the Renwick, as the direct link on 

every page is (problematically) in the “Collections” tab.  In general, navigating the 

website when trying to limit your information to the Renwick can be difficult.  Accessing 

information on this website is similar to the bureaucratic structure of how the Renwick 

fits into SAAM: somewhat confusing. 

SUMMATION OF CHAPTER FIVE AND A LOOK AT CHAPTER SIX:  THEMES THAT HAVE 
EMERGED 

I have identified several common threads throughout my data, which are explored 

in-depth in Chapter Five.  Many of the most common ideas about the notion of craft were 
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evoked frequently in my sources, including the following:  a mastery of skill, craft 

processes and techniques, materials, craft history and traditions of making, and the 

functional nature of craft.  Despite the inclusion of these elements there was also a 

notable reluctance to classify craft in any definitive manner.  The difficulty of separating 

craft from other categories was evidenced frequently.  This will only become more 

complicated in the future.  Several people I spoke with acknowledged that craft is 

undergoing some essential changes that may eventually completely alter what constitutes 

craft.  Further examination of these themes, their meanings, and where I have found them 

have enabled me to draw answers for my research questions. These answers are given 

further attention in Chapter Six, as I explore various themes that have emerged in my 

investigation and conclude this study. 
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Chapter Six: 

Analyses and Conclusions 

INTRODUCTION 

In the final chapter of this study I address some major issues that figured into my 

research questions, as well as explore other themes that emerged over the course of my 

investigation.  Defining craft has always been difficult and contentious, both historically 

and presently, as the field is changing rapidly.  I discuss the issues of defining craft, 

particularly in differentiating it from other categories of art, and how these definitions 

may evolve in the near future.  Some values that are used in theorizing and defining craft 

were recurrent in my research.  These include the history and traditions of communities, 

the mastery of materials and techniques, and functionality.  I examine how these concepts 

operate in the context of the Renwick and how educational and public programming 

address them.  Finally, I offer conclusions and recommendations for the field, related to 

issues of craft and craft education. 

DEFINING CRAFT 

In Chapter Two, my review of literature, I offer a brief history of craft and its 

definitions, and discuss how several scholars propose to define this topic, presently and 

perhaps in the future.  Primarily in this project I have used traditional materials to define 

craft, because this is how the Renwick Gallery largely approaches this issue.  This is 

evidenced in printed and online resources published by the Renwick and the Smithsonian 

American Art Museum (SAAM).  My interviewees were reluctant to categorize craft 

definitively, so as not to be exclusionary or to confuse, limit, or hinder audiences.  

Several interviewees expressed dissatisfaction with the Renwick’s explicit use of this 

rubric.  Staff members also recognized that this definition is quickly evolving and were 
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not sure how to adjust their conceptualization of craft in light of this.  In this section I 

discuss how distinguishing craft from other categories is difficult, as evidenced in my 

research.  I then give examples of how the changing definition of craft is found in the 

Renwick’s practices and galleries and addressed by its staff. 

Ambiguity in Categorizing “Craft” 

Craft has always been tenuously defined.  Often a delineation of craft has been 

attempted through the exclusion of what is not craft (e.g., traditional fine arts materials, 

such as oil painting and sculpture in marble), or whether or not an artist prefers to be 

identified as a craftsman.  As with all categorizations, in and out of art, delineations are 

not always clear, can be perfunctory, and categories often overlap.  There are several 

categories that are often entangled within the world of craft.  These include 

contemporary, folk, decorative, design, and ethnographic or cultural arts.  Early 

exhibition practices at the Renwick demonstrate these difficulties, as evidenced in the 

many different kinds of collections the Renwick borrowed from (Trapp, 1998, pp. 16-17). 

This ambiguity is present in the display of objects in the Renwick Gallery, 

SAAM, and the Luce Center open storage.  The ceramic artists Peter Voulkos and Robert 

Arneson are examples of modern or contemporary ceramic artists who cross the 

boundaries between craft and fine arts through their works.  These artists have works held 

by both the Renwick’s collection and SAAM’s modern collection.  On display in a 

gallery at the Renwick is an Arneson painted ceramic work entitled, Breast Trophy 

(1964) (fig. 7).  The object is small, the size of a trophy you might have on the mantle, at 

less than two feet tall and eight inches in width.  It is glazed in earth tones, browns and 

oranges, echoing the natural source of the clay used for the object.  The trophy is in 

Arneson’s signature unfinished style, where he has left rough edges, an imperfect, sloppy 



 95 

shape, and evidence of the artist’s hand.  Breast Trophy could theoretically serve as a real 

award, though for what achievement one can only imagine.  On display in SAAM’s 

contemporary art gallery is a large Arneson work, 35 Year Portrait (1986) (fig. 8), a 

glazed ceramic portrait of the artist in the form of a six-foot tall, 

two-faced portrait head mounted on a column [which] satirizes the sculptures 
marking the graves of Greek and Roman heroes, and offers Arneson's darkly 
comic assessment of his own fate. He undercuts an image of classical beauty on 
one side of the column with a frank depiction of his middle-aged body and shaggy 
face on the other.  (Search Collections:  35 Year Portrait, 2006) 

 

figure 7: Robert Arneson, Breast Trophy, 1964.  Image courtesy the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum. 
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figure 8: Robert Arneson, 35 Year Portrait, 1986.  Image courtesy the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum. 

Reading how SAAM describes these two objects in their online catalog reveals 

how these two works are treated differently.  In the label information of Breast Trophy, 

greater detail is given as to the media, listing the types of clay and paint (stoneware and 
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acrylic), rather than just “glazed ceramic.”  The self-portrait is treated as a fine art 

sculpture, as evidenced in the Art History-referencing description above, and its 

appearance is befitting of this.  Arneson’s technique here is more refined, less loose, and 

the faces are primarily painted on a large, smooth, head form, the only sculpted elements 

being the ears.  Beneath the head, on the column, are realistically carved figures, as 

opposed to the exaggerated, rough breasts in Breast Trophy.  Garth Clark (2008) 

addresses the change in Arneson’s (and other ceramic artists, such as Peter Voulkos) style 

and concerns as they moved from primarily functional to aesthetic engagements and 

wanted to be considered artists rather than ceramicists.  During this era he says that 

“certain activities, such as specializing in ceramics, were considered de facto ‘craft’ no 

matter whether the maker was producing art or not.  For these few artists the insistence 

that that they be taken seriously as fine artists was just” (Clark, 2008, p. 446). Though 

there are notable stylistic differences between these works, Arneson’s inclusion in both 

collections and their respective galleries indicates the ambiguity of craft categorizations 

in modern and contemporary art. 

In critically viewing SAAM’s folk art galleries, the overlap between folk art and 

craft is apparent.  Many objects in this gallery share qualities with craft, such as media 

(textiles and wood, for example), the functional nature of the objects, having come from a 

community tradition and evidence of being handmade.  SAAM does not endeavor to 

define folk art on its website, but mentions that it is a genre that is “overlooked” 

(Pioneering Collections:  Folk Art, African American Art, and Latino Art, n.d.), a quality 

it has in common with craft.  Folk art is often defined by the fact that its creators are 

untrained, which often means they are trained by a family member in a community 

tradition, much like craft. 
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A primary quality that craft and folks arts have in common is the materials used.  

The faultiness of using materials to define craft is demonstrated in a major way in 

SAAM’s collections and galleries.  A weathervane in the folk art gallery, hand-carved in 

wood (Rider on Prancing Horse, artist unknown, late 19th Century), is an example of 

this.  The object is handmade, decorative, functional, and in a traditional craft media. The 

person who made this was most likely someone who tended or owned the farm, and made 

it to not only serve a purpose but for his own enjoyment of making.  This human desire to 

create is frequently evoked in discussions of both craft and folk art.  Similar treatment is 

given to textile works in the collection, such as quilts and weaving.  Many of these 

common qualities were present in The Art of Gaman exhibit, which had overlap in media, 

self-trained artists, some functional objects, and being handmade.  These commonalities 

between craft and folk art degrade the rigidity of the categories that define genres of art. 

The issue of separating craft from decorative arts and design has always been 

difficult.  All three categories share a history in many ways, and are functional.  

Decorative arts are often delineated by their “fine” quality, of being so well made they 

are too nice to be used and can only be possessed by the extremely wealthy.  There are 

some class issues present in the separation of these categories, as craft has traditionally 

been made by people who had to construct their own objects for use because they could 

not buy them.  (Industrial design has this in common with craft, which it is meant for the 

masses.  The objects are also created by an individual with both aesthetics and function in 

mind, though it is generally produced in factories.) 

Craft objects, particularly older, more tradition- and community-grounded ones, 

are often housed in anthropological or cultural museums.  This is particularly true of the 

arts of Native Peoples, for example beadwork, textiles, basketry, and pottery.  Though I 
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doubt many would argue that these objects are not craft, having them housed in such 

different institutions can be confusing. 

All these overlapping categories, how they are represented in the curatorial 

departments and thus displayed at the Renwick and SAAM, contribute to a difficulty in 

defining craft, and justifying keeping it separate from art.  This can affect the experience 

of visitors who come to the Renwick not knowing what to expect from their experience.  

Some objects on display may be familiar as folk, modern, or decorative arts.  While 

having a firm definition of what constitutes craft is not necessary for enjoying it, this 

ambiguity can lead to confusion regarding what they have just seen, and what craft 

actually is. 

Changes in Craft 

As the definition of craft becomes looser and further deconstructed with time, 

classifying a work or an artist as “craft” becomes more problematic.  Creating broad 

categories to describe general art trends is a necessary evil within art history, as it can 

help our understanding of art but also limit our conceptualization of it.  It is also human 

nature to want to define things, as it brings structure to our world.  It is difficult, however, 

to categorize contemporary trends, such as the resurgence of craft materials in new forms, 

due to the fact that historians do not have a longitudinal perspective on these 

developments yet.  Such a task requires distance and hindsight.   

Though we cannot define or fully see what craft is changing into, there are several 

elements that mark it.  These include the broadening of media used in craft techniques or 

towards craft ends.  Further enlarging the field of craft is an emphasis in DIY, or do-it-

yourself, which encourages artists to be informally trained or self-taught.  This style of 

preparation, and in some cases lack of artistic interest in mastery, leads to the decreasing 
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presences of high quality workmanship.  These new emphases are making craft more 

accessible, to both makers and audiences looking to buy handmade objects.  These 

makers and buyers tend to be of a younger generation than studio craft.  All these 

elements are linked to innovation, particularly through recent technological 

developments.  Emerging technology is being used to both create these works and is used 

as part of the final product.  In keeping with trends of 21st century life, this type of 

innovation is appropriate, but can be uncomfortable for those more acquainted with 

traditional crafts.  As these developments change what constitutes craft, craft’s 

institutions must change and grow.  The Renwick is at an important moment in its own 

history, as it decides how to proceed in the changing world of craft. 

How Difficulties in Definitions Intersect and Shape Practices at the Renwick 

Problems with defining craft in the past and in the uncertainty of the future create 

difficulty for an institution that must rely on definitions to shape its practices, and must 

concurrently present a definition of craft to the public.   In all my interviews, staff 

members and docents were reluctant to define craft, if they did not outright refuse to do 

so.  This is a fine sentiment for a conversation, but they must all define craft, implicitly or 

explicitly, through their own practices and those of the museum.  The flexibility in 

defining craft is evidenced in past, current, and future exhibitions, which have ranged 

from architecture, to studio craft, to decorative arts, and contemporary works by younger 

artists.   This is evidenced in the fifth gallery of the permanent collection of the Renwick.  

Here Oracle (Tim Tate, 2009) (fig. 9) is on display, the one work in these galleries that 

features digital technology.  Docents Alexis Levine and Barbara Fitzgerald reported that 

this object is very popular with children, because it includes recently emerging 

technology and a familiar pop culture reference.  Tate is an artist who primarily works in 
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glass. This work consists of a bell jar topped by cast-glass hands holding a crystal ball.  

Inside the bell jar are cast-glass books and a small video screen showing a loop of an 

Ouija board game in use.  The inclusion of this mixed media piece, which includes digital 

technology, is indicative of the direction both craft and the Renwick are headed.  This 

work would fit well in a contemporary art setting and has proven to be popular with 

audiences due to its relatable subject matter and materials, yet is in a craft material 

masterfully made. 

 

figure 9: Tim Tate, Oracle, 2009.  Image courtesy the Smithsonian American Art 
Museum. 

As we navigate the past and future definitions of craft, it is important to reflect on 

the things that are unique and valuable to craft.  These elements have lead to the 
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development of craft as a (somewhat) separate category of craft, and are part of the 

reason it exists at all.  Though these qualities have been within craft throughout its 

history, they are still present and relevant, a fact that became apparent over the course of 

my research. 

CRAFT VALUES 

There are several qualities that are frequently evoked when discussing craft and 

its defining qualities.  In this section I address these concepts and how they were manifest 

in my research data.  Many of these thematic interests in craft are interrelated.  I have left 

them separate here to some degree, but they are ultimately inseparable from one another.  

In consideration of these elements of craft, I have sought to understand how they form a 

definition of craft, and how changes in the formation of these topics will affect the future 

of craft and the Renwick. 

Mastery, Process and Materials 

Mastery has always been an important characteristic in defining craft.  This is one 

thing that truly separates craft from other art forms.  Modern painters may not always be 

required to be masters of their media.  This is also a quality that separates craft from folk 

art.  In craft, to be a master means to be an impeccable technician in a medium.  Nearly 

every canonical artist in the permanent collection was spoken of as being a master of 

their medium.  For the 2011 Craft Invitational, Nicholas Bell notes, “Lee’s continued 

technical superiority in this temperamental medium, as well as his comfort in breaking 

away from the rigid historical inquiry that has dominated his development of glazes for 

decades” (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 53).  This quote expresses that mastery is 

often considered a prerequisite for innovation.  For each artist in this exhibition there are 

similar quotes describing their unrivaled skills. 



 103 

It is interesting that while masterful skills are emphasized so frequently in 

discussing the artists in this collection, there should be such a notable discomfort with the 

processes these artists have actually mastered.  The primary obstacle in education at the 

Renwick that I noted was a lack of understanding surrounding the processes of craft 

making.  Process is an important part of craft, and I would consider it a value uniquely 

honored by craft, especially as it pertains to education.  However, I do not think that an 

in-depth knowledge of craft processes is at all essential or required for museum education 

in the crafts.  In my experience and studies, I have not noted museum educators paying 

particularly close attention or homage to the processes in fine arts, save for art where that 

is the focus, or for education lessons where understanding this aspect is the specific goal.  

For painting, in general (aside from say Jackson Pollock, Helen Frankenthaler and other 

Abstract Expressionists, for example), it is assumed that paint is applied with brushes or 

palate knives and left at that.  It is not a topic that is discussed in depth.  Sculpture, such 

as carving, is often treated similarly.  Fine arts processes can be just as mystifying as 

those used in crafts, for example lost wax casting, with its multitudinous steps.  This fear 

of the lack of full understanding of the process pays homage, in a way, to the importance 

of this notion and how much it is valued in craft.  This seems to be an admission that it is 

a core element of what differentiates craft from fine arts.  The processes of craft and fine 

arts can be elaborate, but I do not believe that a full knowledge of the entire process is 

necessary.  A basic understanding of major tools or a broad and vague description of the 

steps would not be too difficult to remember, and would not require one to be an expert 

on the matter.  

In my experience at the Renwick, descriptions of process are often utilized to 

demonstrate an artist’s mastery of a difficult material.  The traditional materials of craft 

were originally chosen for their ability to be formed into objects that serve a purpose.  
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Each material has unique properties, both physically and visually, that make them better 

suited than others to fulfill a certain need or task.  The aesthetic and physical qualities of 

materials were discussed, though it was most often in terms of process, and in discussing 

how rare or difficult the materials are to work with.  To master a material is to be able to 

be innovative with it, pushing the possibilities of the material and the maker’s skills in it. 

The importance of innovation and education in craft help to form a community of 

craft, one that advances the options available for artists and their materials. I include 

these values together as I see innovation in craft techniques and materials as a way to 

advance an artist’s own education and skill.  In contributing to the field, this also creates 

a broader spectrum of things for emerging artists to discover, learn, and add to.  

The educational interactive touch gallery that accompanies the 2011 Craft 

Invitational is a tool to understand the craftsmanship, process, materials, and innovative 

techniques of the featured artists.  Through the ability to touch and interact with 

materials, we can gain a deeper understanding of these integral elements of craft.  In this 

gallery there are objects from each of the four artists in the Invitational.  Cliff Lee 

donated a vessel visitors can touch, examining the smooth, thin porcelain.  Demonstrating 

Judith Schaechter’s work is a small light box with two moving layers.  Each layer 

consists of pieces of stained flash glass, which are too sharp to actually handle, 

sandwiched between sheets of plexiglass.  Visitors can slide the sheets across each other, 

lining up the pieces of glass, seeing how they interact both together and separately.  

Ubaldo Vitali has provided a metal form used to shape a bowl, which cannot be touched, 

but is still does much to visually explain his process.  Matthias Pliessnig donated a ball of 

intertwined, curved wood pieces on a pedestal.  Visitors may examine up close the 

surprising strength of the strips of wood, in addition to their smoothness.  All of these, as 

well as the sketches hung in the galleries, help to demonstrate the artist’s techniques, the 
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qualities of their materials, and how these combine with innovation to form the final 

artwork.  

The need to engage the hands in order to better understand the making of craft is 

telling, and points to essential meanings of craft and the human drive to create.  I think 

this hands-on approach, as seen the interactive gallery and the docent’s touch-pack, is one 

of the best ways to approach craft in museum education.  It directly shows visitors, rather 

than teaches in a memorable way, what craft is all about:  the handmade, materials, and 

interacting with a beautiful object in everyday life.  In our conversation, Carol Wilson 

posited that the processes used in craft works make them more accessible to visitors:  

“people get it because of how they’re made.  People can intuit carving something, or 

sewing something, molding something, blowing glass” (C. Wilson, personal 

communication, June 24, 2011).  Using our hands and the way our bodies interact with 

objects is something so commonplace we often fail to recognize it.  In using the body to 

understand a work of art we engage our minds in a new way, through the body.  This is 

part of the reason craft exists and perseveres.  This concept has a long history in craft, 

one that I discuss in the next section. 

History, Tradition, and Communities 

In this section I speak of several interconnected themes in craft and how they are 

represented at the Renwick.  The history of craft, its traditions, and the communities it 

arises from are all interrelated qualities of craft.  They are tied to each other, and 

discussing one without commenting on the others is difficult, if not impossible.  These 

concepts arose throughout my research in a variety of ways. 

Craft, both contemporary and traditional, holds a necessary and complex 

relationship with the history of making things.  While innovation is an important part of 
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creating masterful objects, it is still crucial for great craft artists to reference craft 

traditions, and it some ways it is unavoidable.  Nicholas Bell explains that, 

the act of making something by hand, then, is inherently political, but also a 
means of honoring past practices of skilled work. . . . Even if they are not familiar 
with specific technical or aesthetic histories, most craft artists are mindful that 
centuries of precedent hum beneath the surface of their work.  (Bell, Dietz, & 
Wagner, 2011, p. 17)   

 

As discussed in Chapter Five, all artists in the 2011 Craft Invitational are praised 

for their abilities to be fully aware of these pasts.  They are admired for being exceptional 

examples of this quality.  Carol Wilson mentioned that accessing the past makes craft 

more relatable: “I think they have their roots in more traditional means, making it easier 

for people to digest” (C. Wilson, personal communication, June 24, 2011).  For 

contemporary artists that are approaching craft in new ways, it is harder to locate this 

influence in their work, which is part of changing the ways we define craft. 

A way that some artists honor these traditions, without necessarily setting out to 

do so, is by following in a family tradition or trade.  Ubaldo Vitali is such an artist, as he 

is a third generation silversmith.  The work of several other canonical artists is on display 

in the permanent collection galleries that come from these kinds of traditions.  For 

example, the Moulthrop family possess three generations of master wood-turners.  In my 

experience with texts and in conversations, this fact is considered rare and remarkable, as 

it should be.  Carrying on a family tradition places an artist in a very specific and 

immediate community, one that embraces your means of making, otherwise these 

practices probably would not be carried on.  These two communities (families and the 

their artistic support systems) are one of several communities I encountered at the 

Renwick. 
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The importance of community in the field of craft was manifested in many ways 

at the Renwick.  The craft world itself (its institutions, makers, theorists, and collectors) 

is a small (compared to the fine arts) community.  There are few craft museums in 

America, forming a group that is keenly aware of one another.  Because there is a limited 

number of institutions, craft makers, and collectors, these groups are all reliant on one 

another for support. This is evidenced in the goal of the biennale invitational exhibits, 

which are partially conducted to give a career boost to deserving artists.  This is also a 

large part of the James Renwick Alliance, who in their work and relationships with artists 

and the museum, seek to be “advocates” for the craft community.  Referencing this 

community, both of the docents I spoke with, Alexis Levine and Barbara Fitzgerald, 

called on their firsthand experience with Cliff Lee, describing him as “a nice guy” (A. 

Levine, personal communication, June 21, 2011; B. Fitzgerald, personal communication, 

June 24, 2011).  Levine stated that having access to living, contemporary artists as “the 

best part” of working with craft at the Renwick (A. Levine, personal communication, 

June 21, 2011).  In her tour, Fitzgerald also described the personable demeanors of 

several other artists, including the eccentricities of wood-worker Sam Maloof.  At Cliff 

Lee’s public talk it was apparent that he had a personal and friendly relationship with 

multiple members of the James Renwick Alliance (JRA).  The JRA, having spent years 

purchasing works from artists at prominent craft fairs and visiting artists in their studios, 

expresses a strong connection between the Renwick and a community of artists. 

Through these community histories, knowledge and tradition are carried on for 

future generations.  This work is done collectively, through sharing knowledge and 

lending various types of support.  The Renwick is part of these communities, as well as 

the Washington, DC museum community, and its neighborhood community, as discussed 

per the upcoming Decorative Arts from the White House exhibition.  Through these 
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relationships, their own place in the community and the communities they serve is 

preserved. 

Function 

A most basic defining element of craft is the functionality of the object.  

Addressing functionality in craft is a way to access its history, as well as the history of 

human beings and their relationship to tools.  As function becomes less and less essential 

to craft (as it has in the past 50 years), it is less apt as the sole quality that defines craft.  

In part, this is a natural progression, as craft leaves its life of home use and enters the 

museum and its pedestals.  When craft is removed from the hands-on environment some 

of its function and meaning is changed, and perhaps removed.  It is a confusing issue 

when discussing craft, as it is a constant reference point for artists and visitors, but one 

that has been warped significantly by craft artists.  Nicholas Bell explained the role of 

function in the 2011 Invitational, saying, “This exhibition demonstrates the continuing 

pull of function as a subject of investigation in American craft.  While some pieces are 

made for use and others are not, each artist’s work addresses this base rationale for 

manufacture” (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 19).  

Function was not discussed extensively during my research, which is fitting, as 

most of the objects on display are meant for show rather than use, and tend to “emphasize 

contemplation over function” (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011, p. 42).  Fitzgerald evoked 

function as a way to demonstrate Sam Maloof’s mastery of his art form.  She described 

how a chair of his on display fits the body perfectly, drawing the user in to a harmony 

with the object.  Nicholas Bell also mentions this ability in his essay on Matthias 

Pliessnig, saying that he, “focuses intently on the engineering aspect of his work, 
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considering each piece a form of miniature architecture for the sitter’s body” (Bell, Dietz, 

& Wagner, 2011, p. 78).  

Contemporary crafts are increasingly pulled between being functional and 

nonfunctional objects.  This is evidenced in the broadening of craft’s definition to include 

fashion and technology.  This is also seen in the rise of an interest in DIY (do-it-

yourself), which encourages the average person to make or do for themselves what they 

might otherwise purchase.  These objects tend to be functional, encouraging makers to 

take pride in using something they have made themselves, rather than bought.  

Simultaneously, traditional craft media and techniques are being used increasingly in 

purely fine art works, where function, craftsmanship and craft history and traditions may 

not be present.  This criss-crossing of categories, materials, and methods puts educators 

and curators in an interesting position, where they must operate in uncharted waters.  In 

the next section, I discuss how this language of ambiguity is broached at the Renwick 

Gallery. 

VISUAL LITERACY VERSUS CONNOISSEURSHIP:  APPROACHES TO AUDIENCES AND 
CRAFT OBJECTS AND IN EDUCATION  

At the Renwick the primary approach to craft in museum education that I 

observed was a visual literacy method, an approach defined in the following paragraphs.  

I learned a great deal about tours for the public and schools, and the docents who conduct 

them, from my conversation with Suzannah Niepold, Carol Wilson, and Alexis Levine.  

Much of this content is discussed in my review of these interviews in Chapter Five.  In 

this section I synthesize my impressions from these interviews and other educational 

resources. 

Docents are one of the most valuable resources available, when examining 

education at the Renwick or any museum.  Nearly all the educational activities at SAAM 
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and the Renwick must take place in the galleries, with docents.  The SAAM education 

department has a classroom, but the space is not very conducive to activities.  Docents 

have hands-on experience working with a range of audiences, possess their own refined 

opinions about the museum, and hold insight into how visitors view works of art.  Most 

SAAM docents are required to tour at both SAAM and the Renwick Gallery, though 

some were grandfathered out of this policy.  There are currently 85 touring docents, and 

all of Wilson’s new class of 25 trainees will be required to work in both museums.  My 

interview with docent Alexis Levine and following a tour with Barbara Fitzgerald 

provided great insight into how they understand and thus approach craft with an 

audience. 

My interviews and Fitzgerald’s tour revealed that the approach taken to works at 

both SAAM and the Renwick is primarily one of visual literacy.  Danielle Rice (1988) 

defines visual literacy as “making sense of art and being able to apply to daily life the 

learning and experiences derived from original objects in the museum setting” (p. 13).  

As employed by educators in a tour setting, this method emphasizes developing broad 

thinking and looking skills through guided conversation.  That is, learning to gain greater 

understanding of the object by closely examining and critically analyzing what they see, 

and being able to apply these skills to everyday life.  Using a conversational style in 

museum learning encourages visitors to share their opinions and the experiences that 

have shaped them with the educator and tour group.  In doing this, educators hope to 

motivate the visitor to form a more personal, engaging relationship with the artwork.  In 

her training of docents, which is an extensive, eighteen month-long processes, Wilson 

discourages lecturing at visitors, and encourages engaging in a conversation with them 

instead.  Docents are also trained to understand different styles of learning and how 

teaching to various age ranges will require slightly different approaches.  Wilson noted 
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that while this method is not natural to some of her docents, most are open to learning 

and practicing with it. 

I observed that utilizing a visual literacy approach to craft objects does not differ 

much from using it with fine art works. This is an idea that Levine reinforced repeatedly 

in our interview.  Levine described her perfect tour as skipping an explanation of the 

Grand Salon, and using the touch-pack.  In this tour she would speak less, allowing 

visitors to interpret more.  Levine asks students, “Do you see what I see?” and explains 

that, “To see is to think” (A. Levine, personal communication, June 21, 2011).  This is in 

keeping with the idea that visual literacy fosters broadly applicable critical thinking skills 

by teaching students to decode an object through its visual elements (Rice, 1988).  Levine 

does not make many explicit attempts at cross-curricular connections, preferring to “get 

right down to the essence of art” (A. Levine, personal communication, June 21, 2011).  

During Fitzgerald’s tour, she used a more traditional lecture-based style, which is 

appropriate for a drop-in public tour with adults.  In this more common presentation of 

information, she had less opportunity to elicit explorations from her audience.  However, 

she was very knowledgeable, confident and relaxed in her presentation of materials, and 

used visual literacy techniques in her explanations, analyzing visual clues in order to 

explain larger concepts or narratives.  This process helps to reach toward the meaning of 

a work that is often most interesting to an average museum visitor who is not a craft 

connoisseur.  

The public program I attended, a lecture by 2011 Craft Invitational artist Cliff Lee 

and his wife Holly, presented by the James Renwick Alliance (JRA) made evident the rift 

between casual visitors and those specifically there to engage with craft and their prior 

knowledge about it. It appeared that the audience consisted primarily of JRA members, 

and one of its members introduced the lecture.  Holly Lee spoke about the couple’s life 
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together, including a period of time where they lived and had a gallery in the 

Washington, DC area.  I overheard several members of the audience comment that they 

remembered this time and having been to their shop.  Cliff Lee spoke, to much fanfare, 

about the development of his works and processes, and his inspirations.  After the lecture, 

audience members asked impressively specific and probing questions.  This demonstrated 

some of their extensive prior knowledge about Lee, and craft in general.  The JRA often 

puts on events like this, using their influence in the craft community to attract lecturers.  

These events seem to be primarily presented for the benefit their members. 

In our conversations, Wilson, Levine, and Fitzgerald all mentioned having given 

tours to drop-in visitors who were craft artists or connoisseurs (C. Wilson, personal 

communication, June 24, 2011; A. Levine, personal communication, June 21, 2011; B. 

Fitzgerald, personal communication, June 24, 2011).  In these situations, the visitor is 

often eager to share their knowledge with the docent and tour group.  This is allowed for, 

so long as it is not to the detriment of the rest of the group.  Levine and Fitzgerald also 

expressed that this scenario can be a valuable learning experience for themselves.  They 

noted having seen that the Renwick can be both a destination for tourists with no prior 

knowledge, and a location for craft aficionados.  This is indicative of a conflict between 

two identities of the Renwick—being renown in the craft community and somewhat 

unknown by tourists visiting Washington, DC for its museums. 

MY EXPECTATIONS AND FINDINGS 

In conducting this research, I expected to find an educational approach specific to 

craft.  As there are few museums, art historians, and theorists that are focused on craft, 

there are even fewer educators with knowledge specific to craft.  My perspective as a 

craft-focused researcher biased these expectations.  My interests were centered around 
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the qualities I see as being integral to craft (its history and traditions, processes and 

materials, innovation, function, and communities), and because of this I assumed others 

would be keenly aware of utilizing these ideas in education and programming.  While 

these qualities were not always explicitly mentioned in my research, they frequently 

emerged as themes in nearly all my sources. 

The visual literacy approach that I encountered, and discussed here, was 

somewhat surprising.  Again, my own knowledge of craft and unfounded expectation that 

others would be as focused on it as I am informed an assumption that craft would receive 

a unique treatment.  I do feel that visual literacy is an appropriate approach, and one that 

treats craft well, in that it is not so different from art in terms of aesthetic and narrative 

content.  As discussed previously, though this method of art education is used widely in 

fine art settings, I observed elements unique to craft being subtly incorporated into this 

more broad style of education. 

ADDRESSING RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The most basic information I sought through this research was to understand how 

the Renwick Gallery presents and defines craft through its exhibitions and education.  In 

my interviews, craft was referred to as “art,” which of course it is.  While the staff was 

reluctant to define craft as being separate and different from the fine arts at SAAM, I 

noted that they do treat craft in a slightly different manner.  This is evidenced by the 

inclusion of the qualities of craft I have previously discussed.  In my experience (at the 

Renwick and as a museum educator) and conversations with docents and education staff, 

these themes are not generally discussed in fine arts settings.  While at the Renwick an 

emphasis was not always intentionally placed on these qualities, they emerged 

nonetheless.  Artists were often referred to as “masters,” something that cannot be said of 
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many modern artists, because often in modern art greater importance is placed on 

conceptual content rather than becoming a master of an artistic skill.  This is reflected in 

an anxiety about being able to discuss craft processes and techniques without being an 

expert in them.  Materials were always mentioned and discussed in relation to mastery 

and process, as well as an artist’s ability to be innovative in these areas. 

By using a visual literacy approach while also including these craft qualities, the 

Renwick positions itself as being alike to SAAM and other fine arts museums, while still 

offering something that is slightly different but of equal value.  In this way, they are able 

to advance the presence of craft in the art world, explore its changing definitions, and 

remain grounded, to some extent, in the craft world.  It is an inherent belief to a museum 

focused in craft what they present is unique, valuable, and important to learn from.  In 

their practices and presentation, the Renwick works towards these goals. 

THE FUTURE OF CRAFT AND THE RENWICK 

As craft continues its current evolution, it is hard to say what the future may hold 

for craft and for the Renwick.  Robyn Kennedy and Nicholas Bell both expressed 

excitement and intrigue about where craft will go and where the Renwick will head with 

it.  The upcoming 40 Under 40 exhibit will be an interesting reflection of and transition 

into a new era in craft.  While it will not be easy for the Renwick to focus less on studio 

craft, as it comprises the bulk of their permanent collection, this exhibit and their biennial 

craft invitationals, in general, are effective steps in this direction.   

An upcoming renovation will close the museum for at least two years, 

undoubtedly having an important yet unseen effect on the Renwick.  Carol Wilson 

speculated that this closing and reopening could bring good press to the Renwick (as it 

recently did for SAAM), potentially widening its audience and community (C. Wilson, 
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personal communication, June 24, 2011).  The closing and reinstalling of the permanent 

collection has the potential to give the Renwick a fresh start in their display practices.  

For 40 Under 40, the Renwick hopes to acquire a work of art from each artist in the 

exhibit.  This will be a step towards broadening their collection and thus the objects at 

their disposal for display.  In The 2011 Renwick Craft Invitational: History in the 

Making, the authors demonstrated an ability to remain grounded in craft qualities and 

histories while still looking to the future (Bell, Dietz, & Wagner, 2011).  I hope that in 

looking at the 40 Under 40 show and other future exhibitions, they will maintain this 

approach. 

POSSIBILITIES FOR THE FUTURE AND LESSONS FOR THE FIELD 

As craft advances and changes, blurring the line more and more with fine arts, it 

will have an effect on the field of museums at large.  Objects based in craft materials and 

techniques will have an increasing presence in fine arts museums, and craft museums 

may come to look more and more like fine arts museums.  Though this is not an 

inherently bad development, I hope that in some arenas craft will maintain its 

separateness, holding on to its unique (though mutable) identity and history.  In this 

research I have found that it is possible to use a visual literacy educational approach, like 

one might in fine arts settings, while still honoring craft’s unique qualities.  While these 

themes are more important in craft than the fine arts, they do not make craft completely 

unlike fine arts.  It is possible and preferable for both fine arts and craft museums to 

dabble in the other’s worlds while keeping craft values intact.  I would hope that this will 

be part of craft’s future, and my research at the Renwick is encouraging that this could be 

a reality. 
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There is much to be added to the body of knowledge surrounding craft, especially 

pertaining to their presentation to the public in museums.  Part of recent changes to craft 

discussed in this research has been a demand for a theory specific to craft.  There has 

been some response to this demand, and more are sure to emerge in the future. While 

there have been many contributions to the field in recent years, this work is nowhere near 

complete.  As craft is absorbed more into fine arts, the insular world of craft must change.  

To ensure that craft retains its unique qualities, greater attention can be paid to craft’s 

presentation to its new and growing audience. 
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Appendix: 

Interview Questions 

 

Craft Theory and Beliefs 

 

How do you define craft? 

 -What do you believe to be the defining characteristics of craft? 

 

How does educational programming with the craft objects at the Renwick differ 

from working with more traditional fine arts at SAAM? 

 

Do you have different goals and/or objectives when creating educational 

programs or materials for craft objects? 

 

How do these differences play out in your practice? 

 

Do you incorporate information on the processes and techniques used by craft 

artists into your educational programming? 

 -If so, how? 

 

Do you incorporate information on the functional nature of craft into your 

programming? 

 -If so, how? 
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Do you incorporate information on the social history of craft and craft 

communities into your programming? 

 -If so, how? 

 

Do you incorporate information on the role of craft in American history into your 

programming? 

 -If so, how? 

 

Of these—processes and techniques, functional, social history, role—which do 

you believe are the most important to convey and why? Are there other contexts you feel 

are essential for visitors to explore?  

 

What misconceptions and/or biases do you feel exist in either the art field or with 

visitors that need to be taken into consideration when creating educational programs 

and/or materials? Why? How? 

 

Museum Mission 

 

How does your institution define craft? 

 -How do you know this?  (evidence?) 

 

How is your own definition similar or different from that of your institution? 

 

What do you believe is the role of education in the museum?  (emphasis on social 

outreach/community, education or aesthetic experience?) 
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-Do you believe that museums should have an educational mission or 

agenda separate from the larger organization? 

-How important do you believe it is that the museum staff at large share a 

philosophy and mission regarding education? 

 -Does this museum have one? 

 -If so, ideally how would look in action? 

 -Realistically, how does this look? 

 

Describe your educational programming for me. 

-Who do you work with, in what settings, and what do you aim to 

accomplish with them? 

-Which programs are you the most proud of and what do you think makes 

them successful? What are the signs of their success? (evidence?) 

 

What do you or your institution see as the place of craft in the museum world? 

 -What is the place of the museum in the craft world? 

 -How does this relate to the place of craft in the fine arts world? 

 

Is there a difference between craft museum and an art museum? 

 -Does the institution recognize a difference? 

 

 

Education and Pedagogy 

  

What do you see as the relationship between craft and education? 
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 -Are there any specific values that craft brings to an educational setting? 

 -Is there anything that an education practice related to craft should 

emphasize? 

 

What are your beliefs as an educator/curator? 

 -What should the goals of educational programming in a museum be? 

 -What does effective educational programming look like? 

 -What does it accomplish? 

 -What means should be used to accomplish these goals?  (methods or 

pedagogical beliefs) 

 -How do your practices reflect these beliefs? 

 -How do your practices work towards these goals? 

 

Does your pedagogical style relate to your beliefs about craft? 

 -Do you see any overlapping areas between the two? 

 -(Is there a)(What is the) relationship between your beliefs about craft and 

your beliefs about education? 

 

Questions about the future:  Where would you like to see the museum?  Where 

would you like to see the education program? 

 

 
Is there anything that we haven’t discussed that you’d like to add? 
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