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THE HIGH ART OF THE ARTIEACT BOOK

By Duane Esarey

A review of Hero, Hawk, and Open
Hand: American Indian Art of the Ancient
Midwest and South. The An Institute of
Chicago 2004, Edited by Richard F.
Townsend. Catalogue for an exhibition at
The Art Institute of Chicago (November 20,
2004 to January 30, 2005); The Saint Louis
Att Museum (March to May, 2005); and the
Smithsonian National Museum of Natural
History (July to September, 2005), 28 pages,
440 illustrations (320 color illustrations).
Yale University Press: Cloth
$60.00, Paper $34.95.

Justask anyartifact collector,
amateur archaeologist, art histo-
Tian, or confused under-praduate
in archaeology. Everyone won-
ders about this. Some archaeolo-
gists, paradoxical asitseems, don’t
seem to be any more impressed
with beautiful, unbroken artifacts
than bits and pieces. Archacolo-
gists tend to publish even their
most spectacular finds in obscure
field reports and stuffy articles —
where they spend as much effort
illustrating grinding stones as or-
natepottery vessels. Some archae-
ologists express an almost obtuse
disinterest in the more “eye catch-
ing"” artifacts of their field. This is
because the human behavior ar-
chagologists seek to understand is
found equally in grinding stones
and stalucs. And archaeological
literature is bound by obligation to
detail, which generally equates to
lengthy and convoluted text. Even
the most successful archacologi-
cal investigation is often not en-
thralling, but the details there ab-
soluiely have to be accessible to
other archaeologists to evaluate.
So archaeology isn't “about™ flashy artifacts.
Data and theory separate archacologists [rom
story-tellers (at least when we can be scpa-
rated) and the further we get from those staid
realins, the less comfortable we tend to be.

Somearchaeologists alimost seem tobein
denial about this - we don’t get our drudge
work out of the way and then, finally frec of
mundane obligation, tush to press with the

latest outstanding item. Much as some aca-
demics in general can be accused of a fond-
ness for affective, loquacious, or even inten-
tionally specious jargon (if you can imagine
that), some archaeologists are guilty of an
affected nonchalance about spectacular arti-
facts (oras we say in the business, the material
correlates of iwnan sacio-political, religious,
and artistic behavior). Unfortunately, the rea-
sons behind the primary focus of archacolo-
gists on the information within artifacts, and
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their contextual associations with other kinds
of excavated data, often get lost behind the
affectation that we are disinterested in arti-
facts altogether.

Until the last two or three decades, the
apparent obsession of some North American
archaeologists to aveid the appearance of ob-
session with artifacts kept them from partici-
pating in entire paradigms of artifact use and

study. Such studies are of infense interest to
many people and would have benefited from
the injection of archaeological perspectives.
Archaeelogical artifacts are the legitimate
realm ol archaeology, art history, and cthno-
logical studies, and of course the participants
intraditional cultural systems relevant to those
artifacts. But, for mosi of the twentieth cen-
tury, and forunderstandabie reasons, much of
North American archacology has had barriers
between it and others who have intercsts in
archaeological artifacts. Forequally
understandable reasons, those walls
are now very rapidly coming down.
Social and legal changes have made
convergent perspectives not only
possible, but desivable and urgently
relevant loall concened. The walls
are coming down and collabora-
tions are on, and there is a lot to talk
about,

The artifacts selected for the
exhibit Hero, Hawk, and Open
Hand are extraordinarily vocal even
without the collaborative efforts of
scholars to interpret them. The ex-
hibit opens November 20, 2004 at
the Art [nstitute of Chicago, but the
exhibit catalog is already in print.
Basically, the gist of this review (s
that I'm telling you to take an ac-
tion. I mean right now. Buy this
book. Immediately. In Hero, Hluwk,
and Open Hand we have the best
chosen, best illustrated, best under-
stood, best explained, most visu-
ally pleasing presentation of the
“best” artifacts from the Midwest
and Southeastern United States that
has ever been housed on any stripe
of book user’s shelf or graced any
well-appointed coffee table. The
artifacts are speaking with all the
contextual depth that ¢ wonderful collabora-
tton of scholars from various fields can put to
voice with words and images. In turn, the
scholarship is speaking with all the force that
multidisciplinary depth and the most spec-
tacular artifact images available can lend.
There is power in both realms. And a rare
balance is achieved here.

Some of these artifacts have been often-
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illustrated and often seen in exhibits. Buy the
book anyway; these photos are better, Other very
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important artifacts have been seldom illustrated
and were preatly in need of a high-quality expo-
sition. That has been done. And a few of the
artifacts... well, a few of them can even stop a
jaded old archacologist like me in his tracks —
because he’s never seen nor heard of them. But
herethey are - magnificent photos of them. Take
note of the vilal statistics - 288 pages contain 440
illustrations -and 3200fthe il lustrations arecolor

photos. This is not merely a favorable ratio of

color plates - this is unprecedented, as is the
quality of the phatos.

As far as the effect this hook will have on
Sotheastern and Midwesternarchaeology, fet’s
briefly consider past standard *“artifact books.”
Sun Circles and Human Hands introduced
two generations to the best artifact compen-
divm that Eastern North American archaeol-
ogy had 10 ofler in the 1950s. But the images
are mostly small and all are grey scale. More
tothe point, consider Ancient Art of the Ameri-
can Woodland Indians, published in 1985 as
part of a blockbuster display of 132 artifacts
organized by the Detroit Institute of Arts.
More than any other influence, the “Detroit
Hand book” {so nicknamed for the 2000-year-
old mica hand on its cover) plowed the ground
that this magnilicent crop of scholarship and
exposition in Chicago has now grown upon.
And then, to complete the pattern, consider
The Southeastern Ceremonial Complex: Arti-
Jacts and Analysis, a scholarly exhibit and

conference paper compendium. That volume,
better known as “Cotlonlandia,” was pub-
lishcd in 1989 and gives a
survey level of access to
over 350 spectacular arti-
lacts.

We have a progres-
sion of more than allitera-
tivetitles here. Sun Circles
and Human Hands sup-
plied & flood of images,
but Fundaburk and
Foreman’s text and cap-
lions weren’t essays so
much as excerpts. The
images, but not the text,
were cited in mainstream
archaeological literature.
The “Detroit book”
changed that. The per-
speelives in its essays ex-
ploded into mainstream
literature citations and
formed the views of the
“bigpicture” of many bud-
ding archacologists dur-
ing these lasttwo decades. The “Cottonlandia™
illustrations were more varied, but small grey
scale images caused first-rate scholarship to

30

The essays will become mainstrearn citations.
The illustrations will show up for decades —
used everywhere from academic lectures to
pirate web sites. This book is here to stay, and
we may well witness a further paradigin shift
as some archaeologists Tift their heads above
their data sets to consider the themes set out in
the volume.

leould goon. 1 could telt youabout the 19
chapters and the strong healthy mix of art,
archaeology, history, and traditional culture
subjects the 17 authors address. But even an
overview of the contenl would seem endless.
I could tell you that this exhibit has over 300
artifacts compared to the Detroit exhibit’s
132. Icould even pick a few nits, which would
seem ungrateful considering the banquet that
has been spread before us. 1t would also be
pointless, because you have to buy this book
no matter what. (o to the Art [nstitute’s web
sitefordetails: v artic.edw/aic/books/
subherchawk itmd, or search the words “Hero
Hawk Open Hand” at Aup:/
yalepress.yale.edu/YupBooks/. You can even
get a break on the hard cover version at
Amazon.com. My message to you is the [irs(
thought that flashed through me when I laid
eyes on “Hero, Hawk, and Open Hand ...
“I've got to Iney this book!” And that is what
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hold firm sway over the artifacts” inherent
vocality. Hero, Hawk, and Open Hand is not
only the |atest culmination of this trend. It is a
powerhouse of content in both realms — a
masterpiece of powerful balance for the genre.

I did. My most persistent other thought is that
you will want to do the same.

Duane Esarey is Assstant Curator of Anthropol-
ogy, Dickson Mounds/Iliinois State Musewm.



