
      

 
 

Tennessee Craft History 

 
History:   

Originally founded in 1965 as the Tennessee Artist-Craftsmen’s Association, TACA was 
incorporated as a not-for-profit in 1972, changing its name to Tennessee Association of Craft Artists in 
1989, and adopted the Tennessee Craft DBA (Doing Business As) in 2014. Tennessee Craft’s 
membership is divided into regional chapters, including Midstate, Northeast, East, South, Plateau and 
Southwest. The Midwest and Southeast Chapters are currently inactive. The Governing Board is 
comprised of membership-elected Officers and Members-At-Large, plus one Representative from each 
chapter. Membership activities have traditionally included local and statewide workshops, exhibitions, 
demonstrations, annual directories, newsletters, and member meetings. Funding for Tennessee Craft is 
generated primarily through activity-related revenues, grants, contributions and member dues.   
 

The first Tennessee Crafts Fair opened in Centennial Park in May 1972 as a way to showcase 
quality Tennessee crafts. The juried show was restricted to Tennessee residents, but open to members 
and non members alike. During the 70’s TACA also inherited a wholesale marketing program from the 
Tennessee Arts Commission, managing a craft shop at Fall Creek Falls State Park until 1986. In 1987, 
TACA produced its first Tennessee Fall Crafts Fair in Nashville, which allowed non-Tennessee 
residents to participate in the nationally juried show. Both spring and fall fairs are still organized 
annually, as the Spring Tennessee Craft Fair and Fall Tennessee Craft Fair respectively. In 1996, 
TACA produced its first fair outside of Nashville. Like the spring and fall shows, Celebration of Fine 
Craft in Chattanooga was a juried public event.  
 

Demonstrations and fine craft exhibits were also a part of TACA’s Arts-in-the-Airport program at 
the Nashville International Airport, designed to increase public understanding and appreciation of crafts.  
A Biennial Exhibition was established in 1966 and has been held every even year since then with the 
exceptions of 1988, 2006, 2014 and 2020. In 1990, the organization of the Biennial was moved to the 
state office in Nashville and since then has opened in Nashville and sometimes traveling to venues 
across the state. 
 

TACA was operated solely by volunteers until 1976, when CETA grant funds enabled TACA to 
hire its first paid staff.  Beginning in 1981, TACA was again operated by volunteer staff, resuming paid 
staff positions in 1989 with the hiring of Executive Director Alice Merritt.  In 2001, TACA established an 
office independent of the Director’s home. In January 2006, Alice Merritt resigned after 18 years of 
service. Teri Alea subsequently served as Executive Director from 2011 to 2019. Current Executive 
Director Kimberly Waag has served Tennessee Craft in many roles over the years, including Volunteer 
Coordinator, Membership Coordinator, Program Manager and Fair Director. 
 

TACA was awarded the Governor’s Award in the Arts in 1994, and Alice Merritt received the 
Tennessee Arts Commission’s Gordon Hall Outstanding Arts Administrator Award in 1997. 
 

The history of craft in Tennessee began from necessity. Residents created wooden bowls for 
food preparation, pottery crocks for canning, quilts for bedding, baskets for storage and more. Through 
trial and error, residents discovered the best local woods for constructing furniture, creating musical 
instruments and crafting toys; to keep warm, they harvested fibers to spin and weave into clothing; for 
storage, they dug in the earth to find clay for pots, jugs and bowls. Eventually, the items transformed 
from purely functional pieces to decorative works of art, enriching lives and homes. 



 
 These practices are by no means new or unique to Tennessee artists. When visiting museums 
today, we find common utensils on display from the earliest civilizations up through the Middle Ages. 
These finds are regarded as treasures thanks to the time and care their creators invested in each 
piece. Over time, simple, everyday tools became beautiful works of fine craft. 

 
 In North America, this sentiment was challenged as the Industrial Revolution swept through our 
nation in the 1700 and 1800s. Efficient processes and low costs increasingly dictated our culture as 
manufactured goods and mail order catalogues found their way into our homes. Makers found 
themselves overshadowed by machines. Handmade traditions and one-of-a-kind products seemed in 
danger of being lost forever. 
 
 In response, an international trend known today as the Arts and Craft Movement emerged. This 
philosophy sought to relate the moral and social health of a nation to the qualities of its architecture and 
design and believed that a healthy society depended on skilled and creative workers. Arts and Crafts 
artists tended to oppose the division of labor and prefer craft production, in which the whole item was 
made and assembled by an individual or small group; artists became concerned about the decrease of 
rural handicrafts. 
 

In the Southeast, passionate individuals banded together to ensure important customs were not 
lost. In 1926 women like Olive Dame Campbell and Frances Goodrich began brainstorming about the 
importance of handmade goods at the Southern Mountain Workers Conference in Knoxville. From 
excited conversations that began in East Tennessee, these women formed what is now the Southern 
Highland Craft Guild. 
 
 During the Great Depression and in the 1930’s the Guild cultivated commerce for craftspeople 
in the Appalachian region through educational programming. In the 1940s the Tennessee Valley 
Authority work led to the formation of the Southern Highlanders, a craft marketing organization which 
was government sponsored and had shops at the Norris Dam in Tennessee and Rockefeller Center in 
New York City. In 1948 the first Craftsman’s Fair of the Southern Highlands was held. This fueled 
interest in handmade goods from area artists. 
 

Though initial conversations for the Guild began in Tennessee, it found its permanent home in 
North Carolina. To give Tennessee artists a connecting point and ensure our state’s traditions were 
preserved, a group of passionate individuals worked to unite artists from Memphis to Johnson City. A 
dedicated core drove across the state, recruiting members and working to organize events for artists to 
show and sell their work. This effort resulted in the formation of the Tennessee Association of Craft 
Artists (TACA), founded in 1965.  
 
 TACA – now known as Tennessee Craft -- provides direct support to artists year-round through 
professional development workshops, regional programming, scholarships and mentor opportunities.  
We strive to embrace the passion, creativity and skill of our state’s first makers and our organization’s 
founders by connecting today’s emerging and experienced artists and the public with resources and 
opportunities to make their mark on our state’s handmade legacy. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Division_of_labor

