


I4 THE HISTORY OF THINGS

Now that absolute confirmations by tree-rings and earth-
clocks are at hand, it is astonishing in retrospect to discover how
very accurate were the older guesses of relative age based upon
seriations and their comparisons. The cultural clock preceded all
the physical methods. It is nearly as exact, and it is a more search-
ing method of measurement than the new absolute clocks, which
often still require confirmation by cultural means, especially
when the evidence itself is of mixed sorts,

The cultural clock, however, runs mainly upon ruined frag-
ments of matter recovered from refuse heaps and graveyards,
from abandoned cities and buried villages. Only the arts of ma-
terial nature have survived: of music and dance, of talk and ritual,
of all the arts of temporal expression practically nothing is known
elsewhere than in the Mediterranean world, save through tradi-
tional survivals among remote groups. Hence our working proof
of the existence of nearly all older peoples is in the visual order,
and it exists in matter and space rather than in time and sound.

We depend for our extended knowledge of the human past
mainly upon the visible products of man’s industry. Let us sup-
pose a gradient between absolute utility and absolute art: the
pure extremes are only in our imagination; human products
always incorporate both utility and art in varying mixtures, and
no object is conceivable without the admixture of both. Archaeo-
logical studies generally extract utility for the sake of information
about the civilization: art studies stress qualitative matters for
the sake of the intrinsic meaning of the generic human experience.

The divisions of the arts. The seventeenth-century academic
separation between fine and useful arts first fell out of fashion
nearly a century ago. From about 1880 the conception of “fine
art” was called a bourgeois label. After 1900 folk arts, provincial
styles, and rustic crafts were thought to deserve equal ranking
with court styles and metropolitan schools under the democratic

valuation of twentieth-century political thought. By another
line of attack, “fine art” was driven out of use about 1920 by the
exponents of industrial design, who preached the requirement of
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universal good design, and who opposed a double standarfl of
judgment for works of art and for useful o_b_]ects..Thus an idea
of aesthetic unity came to embrace all artifacts, instead of en-
nobling some at the expense of others.

This egalitarian doctrine of the arts nevertheless erases many
important differences of substance. Architecture and packaging
tend in the modern schools of design to gravitate together under
the rubric of envelopes; sculpture absorbs the design of all sorts
of small solids and containers; painting extends to include flat
shapes and planes of all sorts, like those of weaving and printing.
By this geometric system, all visible art can be‘ classed as en-
velopes, solids, and planes, regardless of any relation t? use:: ina
classing which ignores the traditional distinction by “fine” and
“minor,” or “useless” and “useful” arts.

For our purposes two urgent distinctions should be added. In
the first place a great difference separates traditional craft edu‘ca-
tion from the work of artistic invention. The former requires
only repetitious actions, but the latter depends upon departures
from all routine. Craft education is the activity of groups of
learners performing identical actions, but artistic inveptilon Te-
quires the solitary efforts of individual persons. The distinction
is worth retaining because artists working in different crafts
cannot communicate with one another in technical matters but
only in matters of design. A weaver learns nothing about his
loom and threads from study of the potter’s wheel and kiln;
his education in a craft must be upon the instruments of that craft.
Only when he possesses technical control of his instruments can
the qualities and effects of design in other crafts stimulate him to
new solutions in his own.

The second, related distinction touches the utilitarian and the
aesthetic nature of each of the branches of artistic practice. In
architecture and the allied crafts, structure pertains to traditional
technical training and it is inherently rational and utilitarian, how-
ever daringly its devices may be applied to expressive cnds.. In
sculpture and painting likewise, every work has its technical














