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Elizabeth Hickox and Karuk Basketry

A Gase Study in Debates on Innovation
and Paradigms of Authenticity

Muarvin Cohodas

This essay considers the production and reception of baskets woven for sale
as curios in the early twentieth century by Elizabeth Conrad Hickox
(1872-1947) of the Karuk region in northwestern California (fig. g.1).
Hickox specialized in the lidded trinket basket, a form developed for the cu-
rio trade.! Between 1908 and 1934 her works were purchased by Grace
Nicholson, a curio dealer in Pasadena, California, who specialized in bas-
ketry. Nicholson’s records provide almost unparalleled documentation of
the work of a single weaver.? Until 1926 Nicholson recorded her purchases
of baskets by Hickox and othersin a ledger and also photographed Hickox,
her baskets, and those of other weavers.?

Although the Lower Klamath basketry style is so homogeneous that nei-
ther weavers nor non-Native experts can judge ethnic origin (Wiyot, Tolowa,
Hoopa, Yurok, or Karuk} for undocumented pieces, Hickox's baskets are
mmediately identifiable. They display unique characteristics of shape (the
high, narrow knob), technique {superfine stitching with limited color
scheme), and design (complex interrelation of primary and secondary mo-
tifs). Anthropologist Lila O’Neale, who interviewed Hickox extensively in
1929, attributed Hickox's individuation to the demands of her patron, Grace
Nicholson, although this view refutes both documentary evidence and
Hickox’s own words as preserved in O'Neale’s notebooks. Elizabeth
Hickox’s development of a signature style thus serves as a well-documented
tase study for examining debates about tradition and innovation in judg-
ments of authenticity.

Hickox's baskets participated in the Native American curio trade that cli-
maxed between 1880 and 1g9zo. This rade formed part of a globalized com-
moditization of ethnicity dominated by the expanding Victorian bourgeoisie
in English-, French-, and German-speaking countries in Europe and North
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44 MARVIN COHODAS

Figure g.1. Elizabeth Hickox sealed next to her baskets, 1g13. .
Photograph by Grace Nicholsen. Grace Nicholson ngers, Hgntmg—
ton Library. Reproduced by permission of the Huntington Library,
San Marino, California.

America (Howe 1976). These forms of ethnic curio consumptipn were nof
uniform either in their specific features orin the meanings apphed to them;
issues of authenticity and tradition were, in particu}ar, 1ncon§1ster}tl}f
weighted. “Tradition” and “authenticity” continue to be slippery HOUOHS,'-imd
posed on Native American products (along with those 0?5" o@er colon;se,e
peoples) as part of the process of subordination and exploitation. They hav
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‘poth changed and been resisted throughout the twentieth century, the pe-

riod during which they have been most extensively applied. Some of the de-
bates are illustrated by both the production of Elizabeth Hickox’s trinket
paskets and their changing meanings to Euro-American consumers.

THE MODERNIZATION PARADIGM
AND ITS AUTHENTICITY BOUNDARY

The evolutionary paradigm dominant during the second half of the nine-
reenth century constructed a set of sequential links among peoples and their
objects that formed a linear trajectory of social and technological progress.
During the late nineteenth century a crucial shift began to occur. The evo-
lutionary paradigm was gradually replaced with a relativist construct that
Richard Wilk (1991: 3) has termed the “modernization paradigm,” a polar
opposition of the modern (characterized by technology, progress, capitalist
commerce, industrialization, alienation from nature, materialisin) and the
premodern or primitive (characterized by precapitalist forms of production and
exchange, adherence to tradition, closeness to nature, spirittalism). The
modernization paradigm constructed temporal gaps, dividing the contem-
poraneous lifestyles and practices of the world’s peoples into categories rel-
evant either to the past (premodern) or to the future (modern).

Peoples considered to represent the modern and premodern poles were
not, in fact, divided by a spatial, temporal, or even an economic gap but were
related through capitalism—as capital to labor and colonizer to colonized.
The gap was ideological: constructed in discourse to mystify exploitative re-
lations of production. Touristic consurnption both arose from this concep-
tual distance between modern and premodern and served to maintain and
reproduce the ideological gap by transforming ethnically marked objects and
practices of the colonized “fourth world” into leisure-Gme entertainments
that obscured exploitation in labor.,

Promulgation of this ideological polarity led to shifts in the ways that Na-
tive basket curios were appraised. Farlier, curios made with Euro-American
materials (threads or dyes) or with overt paraphrases of Euro-American forms
{including shapes such as cups and saucers and motifs such as letters and nu-
merals} were appreciated by some as evidence of progress and hence of the
evolutionary potential of Native Americans. This valorization of change was
ofien connected to women’s philanthropic activities aimed at Native assimi-
lation, and it supported paralle} federal land-ownership and education pro-
grams. The development of an opposed relativist paradigm in the late 1880s
was closely associated with the growth of international corporate and finance
capitalism. The new economic elite in North America, allied with the ex-
panding bourgeoisie, began to adopt Native Americans as their premodern
ancestors, a construction designed not only to define individual Canadian or
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American identity within a community of industrialized nations but g1y, asg
tool in the exploitation of immigrant non-Anglo laborers. Under the ., &
ernization paradigm, innovations in basketry that had earlier been appreci.
ated as evidence of progress came to be rejected as evidence of contaming.
tion and degradation. Fearing what seemed the imminent doom of Native
American societies (and their availability to ideological appropriation),
new capitalist elite financed expeditions of salvage anthropology to colje,
objects, myths, and descriptions of technologies and ceremonial Practices.

These salvage practices involved attempts to erase evidence of change re.
lated to modern capitalist mterventions. Such changes were classified ags the
loss of “traditional culture” and hence “acculturation.” These BSSesshenys
carried negative connotations because of the dichotomous Fharacter of the
modernization paradigm, which constructed change as a virtue and a sign
of progress when associated with dominant Euro-American groups, butas
threatening vice when associated with subordinated groups such as Native
Americans.

Privately supported policies of preservation based on relativism were, hoy.
ever, as unsuccessfial as those governmental, evolution-based policies of as
similation they were developed to resist. Native Americans, on the one hand,
refused to surrender their identity as the original human occupants of the
New World while, on the other, they intermarried (particularly with Furo-
Americans and Mexican Americans), adopting the practices of Euro-Amer.
ican groups (food, clothing, techoology, substance abuse, religion), and ac.
tively sold their labor, goods, resources, and often land. These practices
rendered the premodern/modern boundary between Natives and Euro-
Americans increasingly hard to define.

Increasingly, too, judgments of authenticity became an ideologi‘cal ol
tfor reinforcing this permeahle boundary. In processes of industrial‘izmg pro-
duction, notions of authenticity had proven useful for constructing a pre-
modern/meodern boundary between the unique, handmade crafts and
“spiritnalistic” art, sharing signs of individuality associated with ‘the bolur-
geoisie and the mechanically mass-produced commodities assocmt(‘ad with
the laboring classes. “Authenticity” also measured the degree to which Na-
tive American objects and practices could operale as metonyms for the pre-
modern, constructing a purified, ostensibly precontact past. The consiruc-
tions of “authentic tradition” imposed on indigenous peoples of Nort&ll
America were disempowering because they were descriptions of an imagi-
nary past lifestyle that no living Native American could attain. .

Many Aboriginal peoples contested such judgments, forcing QOInlrlanl
groups constantly to reinforce the boundaries of the modernizagon para
digm and their use of tradition and authenticity as its defensive fortifications.
In sum, authenticity is not an essential trait of objects or practices but a d_lS-
cursive boundary-marking construction specifically associated with late-Yic-
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orian anthropological imaginings of “primitive” societies and contempora-
neous curio market valuatons. Through its construction of alterity, it served
1o maintain the modernization paradigm as an ideological component of
the subordination and exploitation of colonized sacieiies.

AUTHENTICITY AND OBJECTS:
COLLECTORS’ FINE ART AND TOURISTS® SOUVENIRS

Daniel Miiler (paraphrasing Barthes) has written that an important function
of material objects and other signifying practices is to provide “artificial res-
olutions to real contradictions in society,” utilizing “the ambiguities and ten-
dencies of the process of signification itselfin order to effect its apparent clo-
sures” (1987: 145). Virginia Dominguez (1986) foregrounds the ethnographic
museum collection in Jate-Victorian North America as the site of such clo-
sures, which could constitute and reproduce the myth of Native/white sepa-
ration. Dominguez shows how objects produced in contexts of Native Amer-
ican (and other non-Western) societies could be appropriated, reclassified,
and displayed in museums as metonyms of an imagined precontact lifestyle
in order to reify the West's reductive definition of a “primitive” Other and
thereby its self-definition as “modern.” Jean Jacques Simard (1ggo) argues
further that inferred representations of the “modern Western self” in texts
and object displays were as reductive as representations of the “primitive non-
Western other.” He writes that “the much-favored modern definition of the
Whiteman as amorally delinquent, environmentally estranged, socially alien-
ated and materialist creature is historically emergent, and cannot make sense
without reference to the opposite traits of the true Indjan” (19g0: 854).

As Ruth Phillips {1995) details, one of the most important processes by
which museums reinforced the boundary between the modern and the pre-
modern was in judgments of authenticity applied to objects they actively col-
lecied as well as to those donated by private patrons. Museurn curators
claimed to define the premodern/modern division on the basis of produc-
tion, judging as authentic those objects produced for indigenous use—or
replicas of such produced for anthropologists—and dismissing as inauthentic
souvenir objects produced explicitly for sale. In practice, however, objects
that appeared “traditional,” whether or not they were made for sale, could be
authenticated and recontextualized within the museum setting and analyzed
as evidence of preconiact technology or religion.

Museums were not the only or even the major sites of boundary con-
struction through object display. Rather, privaie consumption for houschold
decor dominated the curio trade at its peak. In late-Victorian bourgeois ide-
ology, the modern/premodern distinction between “progressive” material
change and “traditional” spiritual or moral values also defined the discur-
sive split between public and private spheres. Bourgeois households were
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maintained as premodern preserves through the matriarcl}al cult of do.
mesticity, which was articulated symbolically through WOmEN s task of deco.
rating reception spaces (front halls as well as parlors). Q}:)_]EC[S were chosey
for display not only to articulate the household’s class position (through judg.
ments of taste), to define nationality (by celebrating premodern antece.
dents), or to create a hierarchy of gender (by defining the home as a place
of male leisure) but also, through chains of signification, to reinforce the
household as a premodern space protected from capitalist materialism,

Native curios were privileged in bourgeois parlor decoration as metonymic
representations of the premodern, their significations enhanced by hand.
made production and utilitarian function, two aspects of the premodern also
valorized in the contemporary American Arts and Crafts Movement. Bour-
geois women philanthropists, especially those operating through settlement
houses, included the textile work of immigrant women in the category of
crafts; hence debates over assimilation or preservation of Native American
societies were linked with conflicts over whether women’s needlework was
modern indus{ry or premodem craft. All these categories (curios, crafts, the
invented Indian, the cult of domesticity) exemplify the premodern compo-
nent of the late-Victorian modernization paradigm. As Hobsbawm (1983}
shows, characterizations of the premodern as a traditional past were con-
structed on the basis of present rather than past conditions and thus were
actually “invented traditions.” .

In ihe literature on basketry curios from the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the authentic/inauthentic dichotomy was also directed expliciﬂy at the
construction of the consumer’s economic class, Purchases of unique and ex-
pensive fine-art curios characterized high-class collectors as persons of ngWI-
edge and taste gallantly engaged in the preservation of Nz.mve tradition,
whereas acquisitions of mass-produced and inexpensive souvenis constructed
their purchasers as ignorant, crass tourists unwittingly encouraging the de.gra-
dation of the Native. The consumer’s ability to discriminate relied on visual
examination, since both categories of objects were made for sale to sui.t EUI'O-
American tastes, and in some cases both were made by the same individual.
Some objects resisted classification by sharing characteristics O.f both. cate-
gories. The trinket baskets of Karuk weaver Annie Super, for exgmple, Com-
hined “authentic” fine technique with “inauthentic” animal demgQS.

The dichotomy of fine art and souvenir thus subsumed a continuum olf
goods developed 1o meet the diverse taste requirements of CONSUMETS aswe
as practices of consumption that ranged from occasional toursm tO.ﬁﬂ_ﬂﬂ‘
cial investment. More recently, this dichotomy has been contamed_wlthm a
generalized category of “tourist arts,” a term thatin early basketry hterat}lll_l;@
would have been an oxymoron. [ts acceptance today demonsirates thatwhi €_
racialized judgments of authendcity (based on indigenous use VErsus C‘O:]n
mercial production) have become entrenched throughout North Amen&
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society, class divisions that previously distinguished categories of “art” and
uéouvenil“” have been elided.

AUTHENTICITY AND CHANGE AMONG BASKETRY PRODUCERS

Twentieth-century practitioners of cultural relativist anthropology (along
with other consumers of the premodern) learned to reconfigure textually
colonized non-Western societes in an allochronic framework that removed
them from history and the present (Fabian 1933). They developed a theory
of “primitive cultures” as societies with homogeneous value systems result-
ing in universal adherence to “tradition,” rather than individual innovation.
Native curio producers continuously negotiated the ambiguous and shifting
Furc-American boundary between “tradition” and “innovation,” adapting
creatively to Western tastes and changing definitions of their own “authen-
ficity” while avoiding overt signs of innovation thatwould jeopardize the value
of a curio product as metonym for the premodern. Museum authentication
of innovative curio objects was facilitated by the very flexibility of a bound-
ary that was discursive rather than tangible.

When preservationism was taken up as a popular cause in opposition to
federal assimilation policies, the anthenticity of curio baskets became an im-
portant issue for upscale collectors and dealers becavse only a “traditional”
piece—its connotations of belonging to the past contributing to a presump-
fion of rarity—could be expected to increase in value. Private dealers and col-
lectors also judged value according to fineness of weave, which indicated ex-
ceptional skill and labor investment. Although technical quality increased with
the use of metal tools, assumptions that the true relevance of indigenous life
wag in the past and that Euro-American influence contaminated Native soci-
etyand therefore degraded object production allowed dealers and collectors
toinvert technical quality as a marker of past tradition. Works that combined
high quality with an absence of overt paraphrases of Euro-American form or
design were accepted by dealers and collectors as traditional, aliowing them
to function both metonymicaily as signifiers of a purified precontact past and
financially as investments guaranteed to appreciate.

Consumers also expected anthentic curios to be produced in premodern
settings—by poor Native women living in indigenous shelters and engaged
in precontact modes of subsistence. Dealers rarely disenchanted their clients
about the facts of production; rather, it was characteristic of “dealer lore” to
manufacture an “authentic” premodern context of production to satisfy the
touristic desires of consumers (Spooner 1686). Indeed, the most expensive
ofall curio baskets were those by Washoe weaver Louisa Keyser (Datso lalee),
whose patron Amy Cohn hid the actual circumstances of her innovative cu-
tio production behind an elaborate lore, manufacturing a store of significa-
tions that attracted purchase as much as the physical basket (Cohodas 10g2).
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Similarly, Grace Nicholson did not reveal to her clients that the Hickoxeg
were a mixed-race family of considerable economic status and sociz] infh.
ence in their region. Elizabeth’s husband, Luther Hickox, owned a gold mine
and was part owner of a sawimill. In 1910 ke also became ajustice of the peace,
and around that time he purchased what may have been the first automo.
bile in the locality. He drove the car on official business, taking his step-
daughter, Jessie Merrill (who was educated at the Sherman Institute in River.
side, California), as secretary, and his daughter, Louise Hickox, as translator,
He also used the car to take gold to the mint in San Francisco and to maj]
Elizabeth's baskets to Nicholson in Pasadena. When Elizabeth came along
she used her basket-wea¥ing income to shop for more fashionable clotheg
than she could obtain Jocally.

Furthermore, although Nicholson classified Hickox’s baskets as Karuk be-
cause the family lived in the Karuk area, neither Elizabeth nor Luther had
Karuk ancestors. Both had Euro-American fathers who brought Native
women into the area to serve as wives and housekeepers—Elizabeth’s mother
was Wiyot, and Luther’s was Hoopa. Accurate information about the Hickox
baskets would have frustrated consumers’ demand for curios to be authen.
tically premodern in form and mode of production and stylistically charae-
teristic of a particular “wribe.”

As Furo-Americans strove to recontextualize these objects, selecting and
distorting information in order to reinforce a strategic boundary, many
Native producers endeavored instead to create curios that gave material
expression to the growing interrelationships and interdependencies of Na-
tive and Eurc-American societies. Synthesizing indigenous techniques and
designs with 2 modern form adapted to Euro-American display produced
an object that, although hybrid, was designed to be interpretable in Euro-
American environments as an indigenous form. Thus consumers, associat-
ing “past tradition” with fine quality and a lack of overt Euro-American bor-
rowings, authenticated Hickox's lidded wrinket basket, even though it kad
been designed specifically for Euro-American interior settings such as man-
tels or bric-a-brac displays. Hickox went further than many in adapting the
trinket basket to its curio function, undermining its associations with stor-
age. She wove an elegant but fragile knob, she made the object small and
light 10 encourage viewers to pick it up, and she put designs on the interior
to discourage owners from placing objects inside and to encourage them (o
open the basket for appreciative examination.

INNOVATION AND AUTHENTICITY

To functien as a sign of premodern “tradition,” the curio object had (o sug-
gest the past and absence of change, but to function as fine art it also had
to manifest individual genius. Many private collectors of Native American
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curios were willing to pay higher prices for objects of known and distin-
cuished authorship because the more expensive “fine-art” curios could he
prected to appreciate more in market value. Because of the greater finan-
cial and social rewards, some Native American producers such as Elizabeth
Hickox strove to meet the taste requirements of this upscale fine-art market.
curio dealers like Nicholson mediated between Native producers and
wealthy Euro-American consumers, facilitating the circulation of objects as
well asinformation about origin and authorship. Nicholson continually pro-
moted Hickox (together with Pomoan weavers Mary and William Benson)
a5 unique artists, elevating prices on their baskets accordingly.

A contradiction thus arose within the notion of the authentic; homo-
geneity and traditionalism were expected for ethnographic classification
as artifact, but individuality and uniqueness were expected for aesthetic
categorization as fine art. Dealers specializing in the high-end market prob-
ably first worked out the solution to this contradiction around 1goo by sep-
arating innovation from individuation. Basketry dealers like Nicholson and
the Cohns maintained that in this era of commercialized trinket produc-
don the highest quality and most individualized baskets were the most tra-
ditional (Cohodas 19g2: 104-8). The superior weaver’s individuality as artist
was thus constructed as her unique preservation of—mnot departure from—
rradition.

These dealers then promoted particular women, generally no more than
one for each “tribal” division, as “the last of the great weavers.” For exam-
ple, Nicholson wrote that Elizabeth: Hickox was “the greatest weaver, who
ever lived of these people” and attempted to authenticate the individual char-
acter of her baskets by claiming falsely that “old designs and oid forms were
obtained by research.™ These dealers thus added to the metonymic use of
curio objects as signifiers of the premodern the synecdochal use of a single,
supposedly more “traditional” producer to stand in for the precontact
“tribal” group. This synecdoche also had economic ramifications; works by
the “last of the great weavers” increased in rarity-value not only because these
weavers were considered unique but also because, with their inevitable
demise, there would presumably be no superior “traditional” weavers re-
maining to produce such “authentic” objects.

PROFESSIONALIZED ANTHROPOLOGICAL
DEBATES ON AUTHENTICITY

Although the emphasis on quality and the unigue contributions of indi-
vidual weavers dominated popular and academic discourse on Native bas-
ket weaving for a time, both were eventually rejected by (university-based)
professionalized relativist anthropology. This newer approach to Native has-
ketry was formulated primarily by Alfred Kroeber and his colleagues and
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students at Berkeley between 1go1 and :go8, when their collecting and pub.
lishing activities were financed by Phoebe Apperson Hearst. Most of the bas.
kets Kroeber and his associates were shown in the field had been made for
sale and incorporated designs made bolder or more complex to attract the
attention of potential buyers. Following standard relativist divis19ns of con-
temporary phenomena into traditional or acculturated categories, Berke-
ley anthropologists generally selected from these wares only thgse forms as-
sociated with indigenous use (mainly food processing) and rgjected those,
like the lidded irinket basket, that had been adapted to function as curios,
Hence, although Kroeber wrote his monumental Handbook oftlhe Indians of
Californiaat the height of the curio trade®—and the period of Hickox’s most
intense production for Nicholson—and although he gave extended space
to the Lower Klamath, his area of special interest, he excluded both the
commercial market and the resulting adaptations and innovations of curig
baskets.

Many museums did not take a similarly hard line; several accepted do-
nations that included baskets made by Hickox, including Harvard’s Peabody
Muscum (in 1go8 and 1913}, the University of Pennsylvania Museum {in
1918), Chicago’s Field Columbian Museum (in 1g20), and later the South-
west Museum of Los Angeles (several times during the 1ggos). These mu-
seums’ more relaxed approach, required by their public constituencies, in-
volved active recontextualizations in musewm displays that reinstated the
authenticity boundary to maintain the modernization paradjgm..

For example, when the collection of an important Nicholson client, Patty
Stuart jewett, was donated to the University of Pennsylvania Museum upon
her death in 1918, curator B. W. Merwin described some of its more strik-
ing pieces in an article for patrons in the Museum Journal. Choc?sing from
among many Lower Klamath baskets in Jewett’s collection, Merwin selected
for comment only the two woven by Hickox: “The Karok Indians of north-
ern California are represented by a pair of the most graceful miniatul‘re stor-
age baskets. Both specimens show the same beautiful workmanshlAp an(.:l
painstaking care in the selection of the materials. They are almost 1dend-
cally the same size and form, and even the lids with their graceful handles
are very similar” (118 237). .

Merwin’s recontextualization required two separate operations. First,
Merwin authenticated the lidded trinket basket form (rather than'd.is-
missing it entirely, as Kroeber did) by constructing these examples as minia-
tures or models of functional storage baskets. Second, Merwin ignored tie
striking difference of these pieces from other Lower Klamath baskets 1n
the collection in order to construct them as exemplars defining an un-
changing and shared tribal style. To transform heterogeneity into a rela-
tivist homogeneity in this way, Merwin must have actively suppressed' the
information on authorship that would have come with the baskets, since

ELIZABETH HICKOX AND KARUK BASKETRY 153

they had been packed and sent to the museum by Nicholson herself, In
contrast to the importance of individuation in marketing curio baskets and
in much of the accompanying literature,’ even the moderate relativist ap-
proach of museums required curators to erase evidence of individuality and
thereby to maintain a construet of “culture” involving shared values that
avoided conflict and maintained tradition as changeless. As Richard Han-
dler explains:

Much scholarly writing on these societies posits individuality at the level of the
social whole rather than the human individual. There is even an elaborate the-
ory of social evolution which asserts that in “primitive” societies—in contrast
to the modern west—persons are imprisoned by hide-bound traditions which
block the emergence of creative individuvality. Much, though by no means all,
ethnographic writing omits reference to individuals and posits instead generic
social actors. (1gg2: 24)

However, requirements for changelessness also depended in part on the
medium. The gendered Western hierarchy of art and craft generated
greater expectations of “hide-bound tradition” for women’s products such
as basketry.

After the Second World War, baskets made by Elizabeth Hickox were pur-
chased directly from Nicholson or her estate by several museums, including
the Denver Art Museum (in 1946), the Los Angeles County Museum of Nat-
ural History (in 1951), and the Heye Foundation (in 1g56}. One of the Heye
Foundation baskets, the largest and perhaps the most spectacular of her
works on display at the Museum of the American Indian in New York, where
Dover Pubiications is headquartered, was used for the cover of its 1976 reis-
sue of Kroeber's Handbook of the Indians of California (fig. g.2). This ironic
Juxtaposition highlights the contradictions in museum and academic posi-
tions on authenticity. As we have seen, Kroeber had refused to consider
Hickox’s baskets despite their contemporary valorization in museum settings.
Andalthough her authorship was well documented in Heye Foundation cor-
respondence with Nicholson’s secretary, it was suppressed both in musenm
displays and on the Dover book cover so that her baskets could exemplify
precontact tradition.

Through such recontextualization, curators enacted a taxonomic shift,
butone opposite to that defined by James Clifford (1 088). Clifford describes
aprocess whereby objects made for indigenous use were aestheticized and
recontextualized as art within a museum framework. Here, in contrast, ob-
Jects originally made for sale and display as art were instead de-aestheticized
and recontextualized as functional ethnographic specimens or their au-
thentic replicas. In numbers, this ethnographic recontextualization may far
Outweigh the aestheticization of objects that Clifford decries. Ethnographic
collections are bursting with such objects, many purchased by museum eth-
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AlKroeber
HANDBOOK OF

THE INDIANS
OF CALIFORNIA

With 419 lllustrations and 40 "ua %

Figure g.2. Cover of 1976 Dover reprint of A.lfrccll L.
Kroeber's 1925 Handbook of the Indians of Calz‘amm.
Reproduced by permission of Dover Publications.

nographers or their agents from curio dealers such as NiFholsor_l. The g?;;
that most baskets in museum collections were not used did not jeopar
their usefulness in consiructing an image of a timei_ess, premodern S'angi
Instead, these innovative responses to Euro-American ethnograpl_m(:j an
touristic consumption (the two are hard to separabe) hgve been S[lelir >
presented textually as exemplifying unchanging tradition, the necessary
sult of an allochronic discourse of alterity.”

ELIZABETH HICKOX AND KARUK BASKETRY 155

LILA O’NEALE AND HICKOX'S INDIVIDUATION

The individuation of Hickox’s basketry was given its most extended treat-
mentand interpretation by Lila O’Neale in her dissertation on Yurok-Karok
pasket weaving, written under Kroeher and published in 1932. Although
(’Neale interviewed more than forty Lower Klamath weavers, Elizabeth
Hickox appears to have heen her primary informant. She wrote of Hickox:
“Her opinions on standards and conventional proportions are valuabie; her
own feelings with regard to quality were apparentin the discussions of each
phase of baskeiry; she knew each from the angle of the best way to do things
for the highest quality result” (('Neale 19821 175).

Foliowing the work of Boas’s team on Salishan weaving, O'Neale intended
toinvestigate ethno-aesthetics as a means of (1) differentiating what she con-

- sidered the timeless tradition of indigenous weaving from the acculturation

of contemporary curio adaptations, (2) demonstrating the limits that tradi-
tion imposed on weavers by examining objects that both adhered to and broke
these conventions, and (g) determining how weavers promulgate shared tra-
dition over time, O’Neale did not question weavers about the aesthetics of
currently produced works but instead brought a set of photographs of Lower
Klamath baskets collected a quarter-century or more earlier, which, although
they came from the earliest documented and institution-based collections
from this region, also showed significant curio-trade modifications. A part
of O'Neale’s mission was to use weavers’ identifications of good and bad taste
to differentiate “authentic” from commercial traits in these early collections.

O'Neale incorporated information on commercial weaving not to give it
currency but 1o construct it as acculturated and thereby to define as tradi-
tional any weaving for Native use. Considering the trinket basket an adap-
@tion of indigenous form, O’Neale included discussions of it (thus exceeding
Kroeber’s narrow limits), but she excluded forms developed for the curio
trade that lacked indigenous precedent {covered hottles, napkin rings,
place mats, wall hangings, etc.), referring to these as “freak baskets” or “aes-
thetic atrocities.” O’ Neale’s preference of tradition over innovation was not
shared by many of her informan ts, who were especially appreciative of Karuk
weaver Nettie Ruben’s souvenir innovations (fig. 0.8):

She is better known and more often spoken of than any other one weaver on
the Klamath river. She has made every sort of basket but the Jumping dance
basket, besides novel shapes and fancies for sale to tourists. , . She makes
clothes and market baskets of all sizes from the two-inch gift sizes up. . . . She
has tried her hand at crocheting, has made arrows, paper flowers, and other
non-basketry objects. According to general opinion, whatever [Nettie Ruben]
attempts is well done. (1gge: 173)

O'Neale’s conclusion on the promulgation of wadition was that Lower
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Figure g.5. The Young (now Hover) collection of Karuk baskets, 1929, including
lidded trinket basket by Ehizabeth Hickox (middle row, second from left) and
sugar bowl probably by Nettie Ruben (middle row, left end). Phatograph by Lila
O’Neale. Courtesy of the Banecroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.

Klamath weavers habitually took the easiest route—for the presentacceding
to debased demands of the market but destined to fall back into traditional
grooves when commercial production ceased. Strikingly, Hickox's interview
became the cornerstone for O’Neale’s arrogant argument, perhaps because
she was her primary and most articulate informant, and also because the
quality and individuality of her work represented the greatest challenge to
anthropolegical constructs of shared values and style. O’Neale thus devoted
her section on innovation to Hickox, but robbed her of agency by ascribing
the individuation of her approach to the sophisticaton of her patron’s tastes:

One of the best, if not the best, Karok weavers in the territory today has never
made freak baskets nor copied foreign shapes. [Hickox] cannot be considered
typical. She and her family have had more contact with white people than is
usual, and for 2 long dme her tastes have been molded, perhaps unconscicusly,
by the likes and dislikes of a patroness who contracts for the family’s entire
output. (1932: 158)

To substantiate weavers’ passive subrnission to market forces, O’Neale
probed Hickox further. Instead of questioning Hickox about trinket bas-
ket weaving, she asked her repeatedly whether she would accede to any de-
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mand of her patron, even for crass objects like placemats. Three times
gickox replied that she would not, but once she replied that, yes, she would
even follow a demand for a particular color. Note that Hickox was at that
ime weaving all her curio baskets in the same color scheme (yellow on
plack) on which Nicholson claimed no influence and that Nicholson was
satisfied with Hickox’s limitation to the lidded trinket basket shape. Note
also that Hickox’s (inal and most complete response to this insistent line
of questioning was negative: “Even if Miss N. wanted it, I'd hate to do it.
Hard, and not real Indian idea. Never made them. Not good taste.™ Then
observe that O’Neale privileged Hickox's single affirmative response as the
foundation for her general argument on the passivity of Lower Klamath
weavers:

And vet, No. 28 admitted, so strong is the feeling that the craft must be prof-
itable as well as pleasurable, and much as she might dislike to, that she would
accept even a commission o wake table mats. If her patroness asked for them,
she would execute the order as if it were a detail like color arrangement. Bas-
ketry is a business with the Yurok-Karok women, molded by their traditdons
and conventions, to be sure, but yielding in all but technique to the demands
of rade. (1932: 158}

As brutal as we now perceive these distortions to be, they were not excep-
tional in O'Neale's time; they represented the effects of anthropology’s re-
quirement to conform to and reproduce the modernization paradigm by
constructing “primitive” societies as changeless, belonging to the past, and
subordinate,

BOURDIEU’S MODEL OF HOMOLOGY

I first began noticing the Hickox baskets while researching Washoe weaving
in museums and private collections, taking advantage of opportunities to
photograph works from other regions for teaching purposes. The Hickox
pieces’ elegant form, superfine texture, small scale, and fragility stcod out.
Looking into Nichaolson’s records of her relationships with basket weavers,
laccepted O’Neale’s explanation that patronage was responsible for the
uniqueness of Hickox's baskets. Nicholson’s photographic documentation
added further support to the patronage explanation. Compare, for exam-
ple, the photograph of Elizabeth Hickox taken in 1g13 (fg. 9.1) with that
of another weaver identifted as Oak Bottom Jack's wife (fig. g.4). Like many
other Lower Klamath curio hasket weavers depicted in photographs, Oak
Bottom Jack’s wife has spread on the ground an array of basket types using
the full range of decorative materials to attract maximum attention from po-
tential consumers. In contrast, Elizabeth Hickoz, seated on a bench in her
garden and elegantly dressed and relaxed, is posed with baskets extremely
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Figure g.4. Ozk Bottom Jack’s wife, c. 1911-17. Photograph by Grace Nicholson.
Grace Nicholsen Papers, Huntington Library. Reproduced by permission of the
Huntington Library, San Marine, California.

limited in shape and color scheme because, as here recorded, her patron
returns annually to acquire all she makes. ‘

However, further research revealed that Hickox had chosen to specialize
in weaving for the “fine-art” or high-priced end of the curio markﬁt.befor‘e
meeting Nicholson in 1908, when Nicholson noted in her diary that Hle?X 5
were “the Anest baskets of all."*? Examination of baskets collected at this time
demonstrated further that Hickox had already developed most of her dis-
tinctive weaving characteristics. The patronage explanation thu§ fell apart.

Searching then for an explanation that would grantagency to ch.kox while
stillincorporating commercial production for non-Native conswmption, Ipuf—
sued a correlation between the unique elegance and refinement of Hickox’s
weaving, in contrast to works by other weavers, and the extremely high eco-
nomic and social status of the Hickox family, which created a social gap be-
tween them and many other full-blood and mixed-race Karuk.!! This corre-
lation found theoretical grounding in Pierre Bourdieu’s model of homology
among objects, producers, and consumers, which asserts that “producz?rs are
led by the logic of competition with other producers and by the specific in-
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{erests linked to their position in the field of production” to produce “distinct
roductswhichmeet the different cultural interests which the consumers owe

' 1o their class conditions and position” {1984: 231). Bourdien argues further;

The functional and structural homology which guarantees objective orches-
tration between the logic of the field of production and the logic of the field
of consumption arises from the fact that all the specialized fields . | . tend to
be governed by the same logic . . . and from the fact that the oppositions which
tend to be established in each case . . . are mutually homologous . . . and also
homologous io the oppositions which structure the Reld of the social classes. . . .
The correspondence which is thereby objectively established between the
classes of products and the classes of consumers is realized in acts of con-
sumption only through the mediation of that sense of the homology between
goods and groups which defines tastes. Choosing according to one’s tastes is
amatter of identifying goods that are objectively attuned to one’s position and
which “go together” because they are situated in roughly equivalent positions
in their respective spaces. (1984 252)

Correlation of the position of the Hickox baskets within the field of Lower
Klamath basket production with the position of the Hickox household in
the field of local social relations must be expressed as homology rather than
analogy because of the complex circumstances and strategic choices that en-
able the range of objects produced to approach the range of social relations
structuring the field of production. Strategic choices often serve not to re-
ain class position but to elevate it; hence Hickox’s production of baskets
in an elevated style must be considered not as objectively reflecting her
family’s status but as contributing to the active construction of that status.
Furthermore, the homologous relationship of objects, producers, and con-
sumers in their respective fields should be expanded o include the dealer—
in this case Nicholson, who stood at the top of the basket-dealing wrade dur-
ing the years of her most intense relationship with Hickox {1911-1917).

Although Bourdieu does not clarify how homology is attained, but instead
invokes the objective Jogic of field structures, the trajectory of the Hickox
haskets provides one example of this process as economic and social action.
Hickox’s invention of baskets with superfine technique and her innovative
approach depended on her ability to devote considerable time to the enter-
prise and to wait for long periods (often a year) to be remunerated. In cor-

_rast, it appears from O’Neale’s descriptions of her informants that weavers

in worse economic circumstances, who depended on basket sales for con-
tinuous cash flow, were more likely to adopt time-saving devices or simpler
curio forms in order to produce baskets more rapidiy and in higher volume.
For weavers like Hickox, who had sufficient income from other sources to
invest in long-term production, the financial rewards were exponentially
greater. Hence Hickox’s manufacture of the most labor-intensive basketry
product on the Klamath River was enabled by, commensurate with, and par-
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tially constructive of her sociat and economic position within the regiar_ Sirg.
ilarly, in the field of exchange, Grace Nicholson had sufficient €CoNOmje
standing to gamble on the higher exchange vatue of labor-intensive prod.
ucts over the long term. And, in the field of consumption, collectorg nter.
ested in sound financial investment could afford the higher Price apg
longer wait for a significantly higher rate of appreciation, and others inter.
ested in museum donation could invest in the exchange of significan; eco.
nomic for social capital.

POSTSCRIPT AND CONCLUSION

Bourdieu’s model of homology facilitates investigation of Native Americap
and other interethnic curio objects without imposing primitivizing Judg-
ments of authenticity. Other methods that avoid such judgments inclyde
Arjun Appadurai’s (1986) tracing of objects’ trajectories as they move from
preduction through exchange to consumption, and as theyreenter the com.-
modity phase in later instances of exchange, and Nicholas Thomas’s {1gg1)
focus on identifying the changing meanings of objects as they move through
a sequence of exchange events. These are but three examples of current
critical rejection of conventional anthropology’s discourse on alterity; ajl
three provide members of powerful academic establishments with a satis-
[ying sense of righting historical wrongs and of fostering emancipation
rather than subordination.

However, many Aboriginal American peoples are threatened by (his
process. Adopting Euro-American definitions of their anthenticity can help
produce a secure livelihood for producers of curios and “cultural perfor-
mances”; it can also provide a positive image within popular discourse on
environmentalism and for some a path toward recovering pride in Natve
identity that assimilative and abusive educational programs attempted to de-
stroy. For example, in the 1gg0 exhibit of Hickox baskets curated by Ron
Johnson of Humboldt State University, Karuk historian Juhan Lang and
Karuk weavers Nancy Richardson Riley and Josephine Lewis provided oppor-
tunities for strengthening positive Karak identity on many levels, including
showing respect for elders in attendance and for a heritage now represented
by Hickox (Reese Bullen Gallery 1gg1). Hickox's example alse thereby in-
spired current weavers. :

Many Aboriginal American groups have also found that, in the context of
continued Euro-American domination, asserting their own definitions of Nea-
tive authenticity is a productive route to legal self-determination. Egyptian-
American anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod refers to this form of indigenous
resistance as “reverse orientalism,” but warns that while “this valorization . ..
of the previously devalued qualities attributed to them may be provisionally
useful in forging a sense of unity and in waging struggles of empowcr
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ments - - - because it leavesin place the divide that structures the experiences
of selfhood and oppression on which it builds, it perpetuates some danger-
ous tendencies” (19911 144-46). Like Abu-Lughod, Canadian First Nations
artist Paul Chat Smith calls upon anthropologists to teli individual and fully
im licated lives rather than manufacturing authenticity through general-
zation and alterity (1994).

Authenticity, including relations between individuation and innovation,
thus remains a topic of debate among Aboriginal Americans as well as an-
Lhropologists and art historians, who have long appropriated the right to
speak for them. Today’s academics, like Native peoples, are faced with a
choice of imperfect methods of fostering Native sovereignty. Whichever
choice is made, it is important that the agenda be explicitly stated. For ex-

- ample, [have rejected certain notions of authenticity because they have been

imposed to ensure Euro-American domination; | hope that their rejection
will enable Native Americans to define the meaning their history will have
for them—but [ also recognize the validity of opposing Native views.

I believe that it is even more important for those academics still using no-
tions of authenticity io be explicit about their methods and agendas. My point
arises from the reinscription of the authenticity paradigm in recent litera-
tre on interethnic curios. For example, labeling all these works “tourist arts”
foregrounds a particular circumstance of consumption that not only denies
the importance of dealers in constructing the authenticating significations
and relational values on which market valuation and ethnographic classifi-
cation are often based, but also invokes all the notions of the nauthentic
the term “tourist” has come to entail. Judgments of authenticity are also in-
scribed in subtler ways. Many current studies investigate contexts of curio
froduction to demonstrate authenticity, by searching for precontact roots or
meznings that presuppose authentic and timeless traditions. At the same
time, studies that investigate contexts of consumpiion frequently deny the au-
thenticity of objects made for sale in order to authenticate relationally those
objects thought to be made for indigenous use. Current debate over whe ther
intersocietal arts must necessarily be reduced in semantic content provides
a prominent example (Jules-Rosette 1 084: 210).

The choice to retain or abandon the authenticity paradigm thus has im-
portant political and economic as well as intellectual implications. For non-
Native academics, a decision to perpetuate notions of authenticity in litera-
ture on.interethnic curios requires clarification of purpose: is it to support
the political goals of producing peoples, or perhaps to support their curio
market? If not so clarified, in defining the "authenticity” of others for whom
we have no right to speak, we perpetuate colonialist practice.



