Interview conducted April 29, 2011 at Espresso Royale Café in Madison, WI.

Elana Siegel: What were some of your favorite activities growing up?

Anne Pryor: I grew up in mostly Rye, New York, which is on Long Island Sound. So, we were a short walk from the beach, and lived directly across the street from a gorgeous art deco amusement park. So, I grew up teaching swimming in the summer, and all of my family – brothers and sisters – worked at Playland or the beach in one way or the other. So, very coastally oriented, which didn’t equate into sailing or boating or anything like that. It was just being on the coast.

ES: On the beach.

AP: Ya. So that, that was big. And then girl scouts. I was in girl scouts through 12th grade. I loved it, I absolutely loved it.

ES: What did you like about the program?

AP: Oh, gosh. It was a way for me to connect with the public school kids. I went to Catholic school. I met them on the beach cause I worked with them there, or taught them, but girl scouts really let me become close friends with girls from the high school, which was an interesting opportunity. And then, I love camping and I loved other opportunities that it gave me. I got to go to a Bonsai-making workshop.

ES: What is that?

AP: Bonsai is the Japanese art of forming trees. Small, shaped trees. So, it gave me those kind of really interesting opportunities.

ES: So, you went to a private school for…

AP: I went to the Academy of the Resurrection for my high school. It was an all-girl Catholic high school. Small, very small. And that was in Rye.

ES: All the way through twelfth grade?

AP: Started at - well we moved to Rye in fifth grade. We had bounced around New York for a while and then ended in Rye when I was in fifth grade and so went to Resurrection Grammar School until eighth grade and then from ninth through twelfth to the Academy.

ES: How did being in private school affect your growing up? Is it something that you would want your kids to do as well? Did you enjoy it?

AP: I loved high school. I think that high school was my favorite educational experience. I adored it. The education quality was good, except P.E., we had lousy P.E. But everything else was really high quality, so I was satisfied intellectually. And then, I made very good friends there, and so I was very happy about that. There were silly, dumb rules that felt very restrictive. The uniforms we had to wear were oppressive in interesting ways. But, you know, other that than, it was a really fabulous opportunity that I appreciated.

So, when my daughters were growing up, we gave them a lot of, a lot of say in their own decision making. And when it was time for them to go to high school they were here in Madison. And there was a Catholic school, it wasn’t all girl, but there was a Catholic high school, and there was the public high school. One of them, there was no way she wanted to go to the public school, she wanted to go to the Catholic school – not that we were Catholic – but that’s where she wanted to go because she was very serious about her education. And then when the second one came along there was no way she was going to go to the private school because she had other priorities. So that was fun. So, they ended up going to different schools.

ES: After you finished high school, where did you go from there?

AP: I went to one of the state universities in New York, Oneonta, and that was a great drinking experience for me. It was not a stellar academic experience. I went there to major….I started off wanting to be a psychology major with the idea that I would be a school psychologist. I was interested in psychology. Then, my advisor advised me that if I wanted to do that, it would be better if I taught first, got some classroom experience, so I became an elementary ed. major with that same long term path in mind. So, I go through that. And then, in senior year, I did my student teaching and didn’t really like it. I found the classroom management rules that were being practiced really trite and not interesting.

ES: What kind of rules?

AP: Like, you know, all the kids had to line up. Everybody had to get a drink at the same time. And you all had to line up to do this and line up to do that. And bulletin boards. I had to do a lot of bulletin boards, and I was not interested in doing bulletin boards. And at that time I didn’t think, “oh, I could still be a teacher and break this pattern.” I thought “oh, here’s this pattern, I’m not interested in it, I’m going to do something else.” So, I also fell in love in my senior year in school, who’s my current husband, and he moved out to Colorado to do grad school, so I graduated from Oneonta with my elementary ed. degree and lived at home for a year, and had this amazing work experience where I worked with a woman who was a nun who had come home to care for her ailing parents. This woman had been a contemplative.

ES: What does that mean?

AP: That means that she had lived in the convent that before the church changed so much with all of the changes that came about because of the Second Vatican Council, she had lived a cloistered life behind convent walls, living in silence in contemplative prayer. That was her life. So, a very closed, quiet, focused, focused life. Then, Vatican II happened and the doors of the church were blown open, and she was still a nun, but she went to school at Rhode Island School of Design, which is one of the most out-there schools. So she goes from one amazing environment to a very opposite amazing environment. And she’s blossoming. She’s loving it. She’s having a terrific intellectual and personal time there. And then her parents get ill and ask her to come home. So, she leave RISD and goes back to Rye to care for her parents. And, she couldn’t do it. Because of this contemplative practice that she had had for decades, making a bowl of oatmeal was a very thoughtful exercise. Nothing was just quick and easy. So, she needed  help.

So, that’s what I did for the first year out of college. I worked with her – so I darned socks, and I made oatmeal, and had opinions of how her being back in her family was not a good situation for her. But, really, really appreciated being with her for the year. But then, after a year I left and moved out to Colorado. I started an outdoor education graduate program at the University of Northern Colorado, and that wasn’t right either. So, I didn’t continue that. Instead I started working in informal education.

ES: What is that?

So, I worked at a boy’s club as the education director. I worked at National Center West for girl scouts as a…well, I guess a camp counselor for adult leaders, cause this was where girl scout leaders would go. What else did I do?

I got very involved with the anti-nuclear movement. We were living among missile silos – Warren Air Force Base. Then I moved to Fort Collins, which is closer to the foothills, and then just straight up the mountain line from there, Warren Air Force Base in Southern Wyoming, all these MX missiles and other nuclear warhead missiles were just sitting in the ground. So, I was part of an effort to document where they were. We also had a train carrying - it was called the white train - and it would go from Pantex in Amarillo, Texas where the warheads were made up to the northwest coast, I forget what town, but it would be to arm Trident Submarines. These weapons were rolling through Fort Collins on this train and so I and 7 others blocked the tracks, did civil disobedience, and got arrested and went to trial, but did it for political reasons. It was really an intense time, a really wonderful time.

That’s also when I was having children, so I had two daughters, and that’s also when I went back for a masters degree and discovered anthropology, hadn’t really come across it in my undergrad, and was searching for what to get a degree in, discovered anthropology. And then, during the course of taking anthro, had a folk religion class, which I adored, and then also had a medical anthropology class in which we visited a curandera, a Mexican traditional healer. During going for my masters at Colorado State University, cause that’s the college that was in Fort Collins - while I was going for my masters, I didn’t have any formal folklore courses, there wasn’t a folklore program or anything. But, I had these little tastes of it, and it was favorite part of what I was studying.

Then, for my master’s thesis, I was working at a…I was working as a secretary at a Mexican Catholic parish in Fort Collins. One day, this fellow came in wanting to talk to Father Bart, who was not there, so he ended up talking to me, because he wanted to talk. And he starts telling about this Pilgrim Virgin Program of which he is a member of the honor guard. And I’m like, ooo, what’s this? He starts talking about how its only men who are allowed on the honor guard, and they take this statue of Mary, the pilgrim virgin, from home to home, and they transport it on Saturday night, because Saturday is Mary’s day and Sunday is God’s day. The devil tries to keep him from doing this some Saturday nights, and he has to really wrestle with the devil in order to fulfill his commitment and do it. And I’m thinking, the devil? What are you talking about? I had never talked to anybody who wrestles with the devil. What the heck is going on? So, this is what I did my research on, this whole Pilgrim Virgin Program as based in Louisville and Boulder and Denver. So that was very interesting.
[pause for sound interruption]

So, this Pilgrim Virgin program, a lot of people were telling me about how they saw the statue cry, the statue of Mary cry, or how when they were praying their rosaries turned to gold. One fellow heard the statue talk to him. It was just so full of all of these folk Catholicism practices and beliefs, and they were all centered around Mary. And I said, ok, so, if I ever do this again, I’m gonna go all the way and do a Marian apparition, like a real live apparition, not just a devotion to Mary. And, that’s what I ended up doing my doctoral work on.

ES: Where did you go for your doctorate?

AP: So, in ’87, we left Fort Collins and my husband got hired here [at the University of Wisconsin-Madison]. So I basically moved where he was. He was in Colorado to begin with, so I went out and followed him. And, you know we got married, and then he got hired here, and so moved here [to Madison, WI] and I taught for a while at UW-Fond du Lac. I was teaching anthropology there, and working part-time and raising the kids…working part time at another job. I was really busy, kinda stretched. The commute was really getting to me. I did it for five semesters, and when I started falling asleep on the road, I said, “this is it. It’s not worth dying over.” So, I stopped teaching there, but had really loved it. I loved teaching. And so, I decided to go back for my doctorate so that I could go do that, pursue a tenure track.

ES: So you enjoyed teaching college students, but not elementary school students?

AP: I didn’t have to line them up for water! I really enjoyed coming up with interesting exercises for them to do. The lecture format bores me, and they appreciated that. I got really good feedback from them and from the department, too. So, that was really fun, playing with pedagogy. I enjoyed that a lot.

I looked around for grad schools. I got offered a full-ride to Northwestern, which would have been wonderful, but it would have meant commuting again, and I had just come off that, and I couldn’t do it. It was a really tough decision, but I turned it down, and I went here. I went back for cultural anthropology. This was not the highlight of my education career. There were some really good things about the program here and there were some things that I’m still unhappy with. But, here I took actual folklore courses, or ones that were either cross-listed or that were full folklore from Jack Kugelmass, and Kirin Narayan, and Jim Leary, sat in on - Sabina Magliocco was teaching here at that time and I sat in on one of her classes. I can’t think of anybody else. If I’ve forgotten you, I apologize. I ended up majoring in anthro but minoring in folklore, concentration in folklore, I think is what they called it.

[pause for sound interruption]

AP: So, do you want me to keep going with my developmental history?

ES: Ya, did you have more to say about your doctorate?

AP: I would just talk a little bit about the research I did for the dissertation. So again, anthropologists often go to some exotic, foreign locale. I went to Cincinnati. I had daughters in middle school, and I wasn’t interested in uprooting them and moving them. I wanted them to stay here. Which, you know, maybe it would have been good to uproot them. But, we didn’t go that route. So, they stayed home, and I wanted to find the closest Marian apparition that was going on at that time. And the 90s were a heyday for Marian apparitions. They were just happening everywhere.

The closest one to my home was Cincinnati, which is like an 8-hour drive. So, I would go down there for 6 weeks at a time and then come back. Juggling family and home and research is difficult. My family did totally well with it, but the people in Cincinnati….I was studying conservative Catholics who deify a mother image, and I was not living up to that mother image. I had abandoned my family. I had interviews terminated – interviews that were going really well – terminated on the spot when they found out that I had “abandoned” – and I’m putting “abandoned” in air quotes – “abandoned” my daughters. It was testy.

And then other challenging fieldwork issues came up. Like because I wouldn’t declare that Jesus was my lord and savior, that really upset one guy, and so he started investigating me and called the university and wanted to make sure that I really was who I said that I was. So even though I had brought a letter from my advisor, I had done everything properly, it didn’t satisfy this one fellow. And so, he calls up the university, and they say they’ve never heard of me. Then I got challenged –

ES: The university said that?

AP: Supposedly, ya. I mean, who did he call?

ES: Sure, sure. It’s a huge university.

AP: Who do you call? The info desk at Memorial Union? Who did he get? But, at that point it was traumatic, and the whole situation was challenged. So, lovely, fun kind of field work experiences with this political orientation, very strident beliefs, very very strongly held close to heart, that an outsider seemed to be challenging in just her presence being there. So that was an interesting. And then, by others I was so warmly accepted. They didn’t care what my religious practice was or wasn’t. And many doors were opened to me. So, it was…it was what it was. A good and bad mix of experiences. And so, it was this Marian apparition that was going on there. That was great, to be able to be a part of that and document that.

ES: And then, where did you end up first after your doctorate?

AP: Oh, what did I do? It was when I was taking grad classes here at UW, I saw an ad in the Isthmus, which is the local, weekly, free newspaper. There was an ad in the Isthmus looking for folklorists in residence to go into k-12 schools and do folklore residencies. And I wasn’t quite sure what that was, but it sure sounded like I could do it. I said, “I could be a folklorist.” You know, this was before I had started taking any folklore classes.

So I went and talked with Rick March who was the guy who put the ad in the paper. They had a teaching artists roster at the [Wisconsin] Arts Board at that time that you applied to. If you were an artist that wanted to go into a school to do work there, you would apply to be on this roster and then get accepted and then schools would hire you to come in and be there in a residency. He wanted to expand it to include folklorists who would go in and do folk arts projects. So, I was the first one in the roster to do that. I got hired by a few different schools, did residencies, learned a lot in that experience. It was interesting being in that situation. And so that’s how I first came to the Arts Board.

Then in 1996, Rick let me know that they were applying for a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts to get funding to do research – a state-wide folklife survey leading up to the 1998 Smithsonian Folklife Festival. Wisconsin was going to be a featured program within the festival, and so they needed a cadre of field workers who would go out and do research towards the end of selecting artists to be in the festival. So, that sounded good. That happened in ’97. Again, I was still finishing my degree. I wasn’t finished yet, still writing. But I took that job and did fieldwork in children’s traditions and religious traditions, mostly in the southern part of the state. And that was a blast. That was just terrific.

ES: What did you enjoy about it?

AP: The detective work. I mean, how do you enter a community and identify a specific type of person when you don’t know anyone in that community? It’s a fun challenge. The Yellow Pages became my friends, and of course leads from folklorists who had been doing work in the state for years already: Jim Leary and Janet Gilmore and Rick March and Bob Teske. But some totally cold fieldwork as well. So that was really fun. And then, you get to go into a person’s home, typically they feed you wonderful homemade food, you ask them lots of personal questions, and you are welcomed to do that. It’s a great gig. That’s where I was really starting to learn about the cultural life of Wisconsin, through that survey. That was great.

Then, the festival happened. So I got hired to be on staff as the education coordinator for the festival program. And then after the festival they need people to turn all of this great research and material into an educational product that teachers could use. Usually, it was like a curriculum, like a printed 3-ring binder curriculum, with maybe video and audio. But instead, we went digital, which was a new thing then.

ES: So everything was on the web?

AP: Ya, we went web based. So I got hired again by the Arts Board in this new capacity to be the folk arts education person on staff.

ES: How did you build a curriculum out of all this material?

AP: Good question. How did we do that? What we started working on became Wisconsin Folks. We called it a curriculum, kind-of a shorthand, and in fact that’s what many of the products that follow a festival education effort really are. I mean, they are lesson plans and units. And we ended up not going that way. The more correct term for it is curricular resource, because it doesn’t say here are steps 1-12, and here is how much time you need, mainly cause I was not interested in doing that. What we did do was try to combine forms, so putting students first. Lesson plans are written for teachers. We wanted to write for students.

By we, at that time Ruth Olson was still on staff, before she got hired away over to what became the Center for the Study of Upper Midwestern Cultures at UW, and Rick was in there thinking about it. Our webmaster, Renée Tertin is such a good thinker, and eventually we had folklore work-study students as well like Jaime Yuenger and Louie Holwerk. Lots of people should get credit.

What we wanted to do was develop material that kids could use directly. At the same time we wanted of course to support teachers for using it with their students, so there had to be some things in there for teachers. And, at the same time, the Arts Board did not have a folk artist roster, which many state agencies have. This is a listing of who are some folk artists if you want to hire them for whatever, consider these people.

We combined all three aspects in this one thought project. The main part of it is these three pages written for students, written in fourth/fifth grade language – and I consulted with a reading specialist from the Madison school system to get ideas of how to get that reading level. It focuses on the artist as an individual, the art form, and then the cultural context of that. So those three pages are written for students. Then there are three pages written for teachers, like what curriculum standards do those first three pages, what do they connect with? If you want to go further, what are some connections? If you want to hire this person, and contact them, how do you do that? And what could they do in your classroom? For the artists, it was a way to get a presence on the web. That was less accessible to a lot of these people at that time. They didn’t know how to do a webpage, this was their first time on the web very often. Some were kind of clueless about it, some were thrilled, some were like, ok, if you do it, we’ll go.

So that was a long process that we’re still working on. The original idea was to do these elaborate six fully developed pages on every artist in there – we have over 120 artists in there – and the amount of time required to do one artists’ set of pages is terrific, and other duties kept creeping in, and funding would vary in terms of assistants that I could hire. We never completed that path, and so it kind of looks unfinished. And then other things have come up. So we’re actually reformatting it all and going to put it in a database so it’s more searchable, cause that’s easier to do now.

A lot of things that we tried to do then were so hard to do. Getting audio into a website to play was so hard at that time, and now you can do it in your sleep. The same with video. It was so hard to get video in there, to digitize video. Now it’s nothing. Now it’s unbelievable. So, lots of challenges that do not exist anymore, we’re gong to take advantage of that. We were supposed to launch the revised version next week. That’s not going to happen, but it’ll be this year. I would knock on – here’s wood – it’ll be this year, then we’ll move on.

ES: And the new version will include audio, video…

AP: …which is does now, but not to the same degree that it will. It’s greatly expanded. The one thing that I’m especially delighted by with the original version of Wisconsin Folks were the games, these interactive games that we had in there, and the fact that we really wanted to take advantage of the medium of the web and not have the learning so text based. Of course we needed words there, but we wanted lots of images, we wanted activities that could be interactive, that kids could do as they were learning it that would be engaging. And I think that we did that successfully, so that was great. That was really a fun accomplishment.

ES: Why do you think it’s important to make these sorts of programs for children? Or, why is it important to teach folklore?

AP: Our society is so mediated and so much of what we are taught is important is what we see valued through mass media. If we don’t see it in a mediated form, it must not be important, it must not be of value, because no one is paying attention to it. So, lots of people grow up thinking that their day-to-day life is not of value, it’s not important. That the place that they live is not important, the community life that’s there is not important. And that’s so far from the truth. It’s where the heart of Wisconsin is. So, that’s become my mission over the years that I’ve been working at the Arts Board, to try to convince people of how valued their lives, their everyday lives are, and that includes young people. So that’s a big goal.

Another goal is to work to promote these artists so that these artists will be able to maintain the aesthetic cultural life that they lead as really valuable members of their cultural communities, folks who can exemplify core values of the cultural group through the art that they sing or dance, or create with their hands, or tell through their stories, or cook through their food. That’s why I’ve been working with teachers to do that first goal and that’s why I work with artists and try to do that second goal.

ES: So, what other work do you do at the Arts Board? Is Wisconsin Folks your big program? Are there other…?

AP: I struggle to find time to work on Wisconsin Folks. I think on paper my big duties are running a few grant programs, but they’re cyclical and actually managing the grant program itself is not that time consuming. There’s a project grant program - Creative Communities - and I’m involved with the folk arts projects as well as the arts in education projects.
And then we also have an apprenticeship program for folk artists. This is where master artists teach an apprentice their art form, and that’s more time consuming because site visits are involved. Sometimes I hire another folklorist to go and do the site visit. Most of the times I do that myself. That’s one of the best parts of the job, going to get to visit them in their space and talk with them about the work that they’re doing. Very moving experiences come out of that.

And then, I’m very involved in Wisconsin Teachers of the Local Culture.

ES: Can you talk more about that?

AP: It’s something that Ruth Olson and Mark Wagler and I started and then other folks have come in. Right now we’re partnering with Chippewa Valley Museum to offer our sixth annual summer professional development for teachers, which is the cultural tour. Right now it’s a week long. It used to be longer, but it was too intense. And we discovered that the teachers got it. They didn’t need nine days to learn what we were teaching them. Five days was enough. We take them to a particular part of the state and try to find the back-stories of the cultural life of the communities there. This year, the tour will feature northeast Wisconsin between Lake Winnebago and Lake Michigan, and then like Green Bay down to Fond du Lac. That takes a lot of research and fieldwork and coordination to pull that together. So, that’s a big project.

And then this year, another big project is also over the summer, the Midwest Folklife Festival, which is a collaboration between neighboring states. This year it’s Indiana for the first time, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Minnesota is coming back in after a hiatus. We’ll be presenting a two-day folklife festival at Folklore Village in Dodgeville, Wisconsin. We got a JEM grant award. JEM is joint effort marketing, so we can market it for the first time extensively. So, we assume that the attendance will go way up. These are wonderful, wonderful events. Lots of the Madison folklorists are involved and working on it, and the folklorists from the partnering states as well. It’s a lot of coordination. So, projects take up a lot of my time.

Then, lots of technical assistance to artists or organizations crop up throughout the year.

ES: What is it that draws you to folklore so much? Why do you get so excited about going to folk visits, or site visits?

AP: It’s like pulling away the curtain. It’s having this transitory feeling that you’re in this community. It’s taking the – was it in Candy Land where you could take the shortcut? Or the slide?

ES: Oh, Shoots and Ladders.

AP: Shoots and Ladders, that’s it. So it’s like getting to slide into a community really quickly without having to live there for three decades. People have always fascinated me, and so learning about people’s lives and the way they live it is something that I’m very drawn to intellectually, and emotionally too. The cultural depth of people’s lives is so profound. The stories they end up sharing, whether overtly or inadvertently…as well as the pleasure of connection with someone on a deeper level is really satisfying. It’s really lovely.

ES: So you feel like if you see somebody’s art or their folk art, it’s a portal into their community?

AP: That’s a lovely way to put it.

ES: I read this article that you had written about a classroom here [in Madison] where they were doing ethnography, this teacher did ethnography projects every year. Why was this so interesting to you? Because it seems to me like it relates to the not being very…very planned.

AP: This is the person I referred to before, one of the co-founders of Wisconsin Teachers of Local Culture, Mark Wagler. He’s a folklorist, professional storyteller, a really creative thinker, visionary in lots of ways. He’s married to Ruth Olson. The three of us partner a lot on educational projects and there is nothing better than having good partners to further your…your work gets so much farther than doing it alone. It’s stunning.

So, when Mark was still teaching, he was someone who did not let the structure of the school stop him, but he fought glorious battles to make it so. He would have this vision of how the class could be. He made it so his class was a fourth and fifth grade combined class, unlike any other in the school. There were lots of pedagogical benefits to that. He did lots of outside-of-the-classroom projects that involved people from the community a lot, it involved parents a lot, confronted issues of racism or classism head on. It was really great working with him. I learned so much.

One of his dreams had always been to take his class on a cultural tour, but he needed help to make that happen, and he’s good at recruiting help. Ruth and I worked closely with him as the folklorists on the project, and there were lots of other people who helped with it, too. It was this Dane County Cultural Tour, where for a week the kids were packed on a bus, and we toured Dane County on all of these stops that Ruth and Mark and I had identified in prior fieldwork and arranged in this schedule that was way too tight. We tried to pack too much in it. That article came out of that experience. There were other cultural tours since then with his class as well.

But, also with a lot of the writing and thinking about his teaching that Mark had done, I interviewed him about it, but also worked from some of his own writings that he had done. Writing that article, it was an opportunity. Folklorists had been invited to write for this language arts – it’s the Journal for the Teachers of English, a National Teacher’s of English Council. Paddy Bowman had an article in there as well for that issue. She’s another folk arts educator based in DC.

ES: Is there anything else that you want to talk about, things you find really important that we haven’t touched on?

AP: One is the sprit of the American Folklore Society that is sponsoring something like this. The camaraderie there is so wonderful. The society is one the things that drew me into folklore. I went to my first full AFS meeting in Lafayette, Louisiana and fell in love with it. It was…you think great things during the day and then party like crazy at night. It was so much fun. I really appreciated the spirit of the society. I found that to be a big draw into wanting to stay in folklore as a path. I can’t say enough about it. It’s really great. It’s little-known, from outside the group, but when you’re inside of the group it’s like family because you know everybody in the society, almost, almost. It’s great. I really appreciate it very much.

