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and ten fingers on two hands.

And then what you can do within that is fascinating. I'm leaping
around, but | listen to a lot of American fiddle tunes. And there’s
a lot of them, thousands. The musicians don’t play from a book,

they just make patterns. The same with people who make quilts.

Some of them are standard things, and some of them they just
invent and put together. Well, that desire to make patterns, and
the endless variations on something within a limitation, is really
interesting. | find that to be the unifying quality, for fiddle tunes
and crocheting and quilts. And maybe string figures, too.

15 June 2012
Putnam Valley, New York

14

“Harry Smith: String Figures,” an exhibition drawn from the
collection of John Cohen and organized by painter Terry Winters,
features twenty-two string figures created by Smith (1923-1991),
the legendary artist, filmmaker, and ethnomusicologist.

Though perhaps best known to the general public for his
groundbreaking research into early twentieth-century American
folk music—and the seminal six-aloum compilation he produced
for the Smithsonian Institution in 1952—Smith was also active
as an artist and filmmaker in both San Francisco and New York,
where he lived from the early 1950s until his death.

A widely curious polymath, Smith was an avid collector of
artifacts ranging from Seminole textiles to Ukrainian Easter eggs;
he also amassed the world’s largest known collection of paper
airplanes, which he later donated to the Smithsonian Institution’s
National Air and Space Museum. He also was an avid student

of string figures. First described in Western anthropological
literature by Franz Boas in 1888, these patterns—made by looping
or weaving lengths of string into geometric forms or shapes that
often evoke familiar objects—have been produced throughout
history, both as a secular pastime and as a spiritual practice.
When he died, Smith left an unfinished thousand-page manuscript
on string figures, along with an extensive collection of figures that
he had created. Cabinet’s exhibition brings together a selection

of these artifacts, along with a facsimile of portions of Smith’s
unpublished manuscript and an accompanying video program.

Also on view will be a limited edition print Strings (for Cabinet)
by Terry Winters published on the occasion of the exhibition.
Proceeds from sales of the edition will support Cabinet’s activities.



€l

Buiis jo 9981d snonuiuod e a8yl “1dadoe NoA 1eyl suoieliwi| uiel
-182 ale 818y ‘saAjasway) sainbiy Buils syl 01oeq 0b s,19| 1ng

joienbg sawi] pue Alsiaaiun

eIqWIN|OY ‘Ydleasal siy pIp 8y alaym s,1eyl 0S ‘921n0S 81ndsqo
sIy1 01 186 01 }Jn1s Ayse|} ayl ||e pue alenbg sawi| ybnoayy 1ybii
0B 031 aAey noA 1ng "1eyl Mauy aH 'sIsIp 0DSINN dY3 || 8AeY
Aay1oeq ay1 ul pue ‘alo1s p1odal o1nuebib e s,a1ayl aienbg sawi |
JO 8|ppiw ay3 ul by jsienbg sawi 01 dn1yb o6 am pue—i
10} BuiAed w,| 8s4n09 JO pue—ixe} e s|iey aH , ;06 euuob ay si
319YNA,, ‘PaJepuom | "aunasqo A13aid Buiyiowos sem 3 Jaquiawiald
| "o1snw adidued ueisaug[a|p 10 ueisauA|jod 104 Buiyoo| sem ay
agAel\ ,'1inis pazijeloads |eaJ ‘punode ||B WOJ4) dishw sey eyl
8101s pJo2aJ e s,849yl ‘yQ,, ‘ples aH ,éd1snw siyl 396 o3 6uiob noA
ale moy ‘||1apa,, ‘ples |, etydiapeliyd ult Anb awos 10) d1snw swos
196 e1106 |, ‘pies ay pue ‘eas|ay) ayil 1e Wiy Yim sem | awll sauQ
:AlieH jo Atowsw Jaylouy ‘AJ031S |[NJISPUOM B SEM 11 INQ ‘ONJ} SEM
H 41 mou J,uop | jisl| Buipeas siy s,3ey] "padueApe jsow ayy A|qe
-goud aJe siossajoid U189y} asnedaag , peal 01 payse ale syuapnis
alenpeub ay) 1eym 8as 0} W} ay} jo BuluuiBaq ayy 1e AlisiaAiun
eiqun|o) 1e dn a101s)00q 8yl 01 ob |, ‘sAes ay puy ,iA108Y1 1Yl
10 s1y} 40 ABojodouayiue ui 1saie| ayi—saul|diosip 1ualap asayl
[1e yum dn daay noA op moH, ‘wiy payse | ‘Ajldejoyas pue |eal1bo|
AJaA pawaas 1eyl Bulylawos Ylim yoeq awod pjnom ay ‘1eyl 01 1
aonpal 01 A1l noA uaym 1ng ,0119paysAsd, 10 ,‘1no-jeall e sy,
10 ,‘|njiepuom si siy], 10 ,ip|Im si siyl, ‘ples pue sBuiyl asayl
1e pay 00| 1sn[ AlleH 211BWAISAS 1BYl SEM 9y JUlyl 1,Uuop | Ing

‘AlleH

yum 1oe4 1yBiesls e 1snf J8ASU SEM }| "0 S10W MUY 8Y 1Y} MOYS
10 solwapede ayl umop ind 10 spadxa ayl ajzooquieq pjnom
ybnoys ay 1eys 4o uonreuibewi siy yonJis eyl sbuiyl axew isnl Jo
sBuiyy |njAejd op pjnom aH "Anb asim e isn[ os|e sem AlieH puy

"UOISJBA 1S8( 8y} 40} Bupjoo] sAem|e sem aH "way} Bul

-peJ} pue s10309||02 p10daJ wod) sbuipiodas asay) Buinleb sem aH
‘AydeiBboasip e paonpoud ay 0g ***s}jinb yuomyoaied Jo suoi198]|02
‘seunBiy Bulils 9say) 40 su0l109]|09 ‘saue|diie Jjaded JO SUOI108||0D
pey aH "sbuiyi Jo Su0I109||00 apew aH "10198||0J & SeM AlieH

‘sanj@swayl sbulpiooal
8yl ueyy 1ab61q Buiyrawos sajeisauab tayiabol woayiy ind AuieH

'sanulwW 9 {(8002) .1o4ebuep
ewpuelr) Aq sawer) Bulilg oleaep,, ‘1oluiemyealqgieq ‘6

‘selnuIw
€ '(800¢) ,24nBl4 Buing JeppeT s,qoder, ‘1aAl4 Japuexsly '8

'$8INUIW P {(LL0Z) (dX I U0 8AI7) ,euueyOp
uyor st awepN A, ‘Usyo)d uyor yiim siaisng isnqg ayl /L

"salnulw z :(€961) (ofueg yoiod quiod|oH
902s0y—1di19ox3) ,punog swosauo] ybiH, ‘usyod uyor ‘9

‘'selnuiw QL :(LLOZ) ,u8YyoD uyor :sjuasald
awl] pJepuelg uedllawy, ‘uayod uyor ‘ensiy) maiq ‘g

‘senulw  :(1102) LYHWS
Aley Buneay :o16e|p\ Azeu) swog,, usayo) uyor ‘ansiy) maiq v

"seINUIW ¢ :(1661).,PaBpajmow oy ylws Aliey,,
yrwg AlleH 01 plemy 148\ S,uewdiey? ‘spiemy Awwels) Lg6l ‘g

‘salnuiw
£9 (Z961-LS6L "©9) 216y Y1ieg pue usAeay ‘yuws Alley 'z

"(£G61) suonewuy 101N ‘0L "ON

"(zg61) Apnis 1010] £ "ON

"(0G61) 18BuIyosIH 18YSO 01 9bBWOH ‘SUOISU8| 18[N2J1) G "ON
(Ly6L)yoed] 1sed iy "ON

‘(1d490x%3) (61761-LV6l) UBAOMUB]IU] IE "ON

‘(1 Med) (6¥6L—-LV6L) UsAomialul g "ON

"(8V61-9v61L) UNS 8y] woiy abessa :g 'ON

"(9v6l) weaiq abuens v | 'ON

"S9INUIW ZZ *(£G6L-9¥6L) ,SUONOENSQY AlieT, yuwS ALieH |

INVHO04dd O3dIA



STRING FIGURES: A CONVERSATION BETWEEN
JOHN COHEN AND TERRY WINTERS

Terry Winters: You received the string figures as a gift—is that
right?

John Cohen: Yes. | went to visit Harry and there was a paper
bag with all this material, and he said, “Hey you want these,
John?” I thought he gave them to me out of frustration. Maybe
he realized he would never get around to the project. To me, the
idea that they're set up on black with white suggests something
like animation, but | don’t know how you would animate these.
Maybe he realized that also. | think that if you want to animate
these figures, you have to show how the fingers move. The
piece of cord or string would just start out as a loop, and then
you start subdividing it and putting your fingers through to
make patterns—that would be interesting to see, but how could
he show that?

TW: Maybe that’s his interest, the virtual animations behind
each figure. That would connect to his involvement with
abstract painting and moviemaking.

JC: These pieces aren’t works of art, or maybe they are—but
they are unique objects.

TW: They have an atmosphere or an aura, as well as an order.

JC: 1 think Harry was very much about that aura. He tried to put
his aura on everything that he touched. In other words, it wasn't
enough that the material existed—until he designated an order,
they were just facts. He had a huge collection of paper airplanes
from schoolyards in New York, and he was setting up a system
to analyze them, to give them another meaning.

Many books already exist about string figures, and there are
people who know how to make them, and yet those things
don’t strike me like these objects. It comes around to the fact
that Harry focused on it. What it meant to him becomes just as
important as the thing. | don't know which books he was refer-
encing but his approach is similar to the Folkways Anthology
records—those records were available everywhere, but the way
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RELATED PROGRAMS

“Patchworks and String Bands”

Thursday, 11 October 2012, 7 pm

A program of film and live music by John Cohen and the
Downhill Strugglers. Two short documentaries about banjo
player Tommy Jarrell and quilter Mary Jane Holcomb will be
followed by a workshop exploring the connecting patterns of
ballads, social music, and songs.

“Knots and Unknots”

Thursday, 25 October 2012, 7 pm

A presentation by mathematician Philip Ording on string figures,
knot theory, and pictorial topology, followed by discussion
between Ording and Terry Winters.
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figures would be geometrical and are consequently named after
flowers and stars and things. The techniques developed in these
pieces are suitable for such geometric figures, while those of the
Eskimos are for realistic animals, birds, and people.

JC: 1 remember that some of the Eskimo strings act out little
dramas, like a house falling down and the man running away.

HS: That occurs everywhere. The reason that there is a lot of
drama in the ones from the Eskimos is that it was a carefully
made collection. Anywhere that a careful collection is made—
which would take a number of years to do in any place—there
would always be moving figures. The other oddity is that the
string is always the same length, no matter where it is, and that
only one person does the string figures. Something similar to the
string figure, but not in any way connected, is the cat’s cradle,
which is done all over Europe and Asia. The cat’s cradle is a
game, while the string figures are essentially pictures of some-
thing. They do have many other uses in the cultures concerned.
My interest in them was merely as something that a lot of people
did who are usually lumped together as being primitive. The
distribution of anything else isn’t the same—the bow and arrow,
pottery, basketry, or clothing—any kind of conceptions. As far as
| know, the string figures are the only universal thing other than
singing. But singing may exist universally for the same reason:
that a lot of experiences are lumped together as songs which
probably aren’t. Like tonal languages, as in Yoruba, lots of things
that were identified as songs turned out to be poetry thatis at a
certain pitch. Or a Seneca book | have here, which is spoken, but
because it's transcribed from a tape recorder, it is possible to
indicate what tone each word is sounded on. Because of this pos-
sibility of transcriptions from tape recordings it becomes very
difficult to determine where speech ended and singing began.

It is an artifact of the technical productions of people’s vocal
chords that classifies certain things as songs, and it may be the
same way with string figures. They may have derived from many
different sources.

Excerpted from Sing Out!, vol. 19, no. 1 (1969), pp. 2-11, 41,
no. 2 (1969), pp. 22-28.
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