You do not stand in one place to watch a masquerade.
—AN IGBO SAYING

9. Histories of the Tribal
and the Modern

D URING THE WINTER of 1984—85 one could encounter tribal objects
in an unusual number of locations around New York City. This chapter
surveys a half-dozen, focusing on the most controversial: the major ex-
hibition held at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA), “‘Primitivism’ in
20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern.” The chapter’s
“ethnographic present” is late December 1984.

The “tribal” objects gathered on West Fifty-third Street have been around.
They are travelers—some arriving from folklore and ethnographic mu-
seums in Europe, others from art galleries and private collections. They
have traveled first class to the Museum of Modern Art, elaborately crated
and insured for important sums. Previous accommodations have been
less luxurious: some were stolen, others “purchased” for a song by co-
lonial administrators, travelers, anthropologists, missionaries, sailors in
African ports. These non-Western objects have been by turns curiosities,
ethnographic specimens, major art creations. After 1900 they began to
turn up in European flea markets, thereafter moving between avant-garde
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studios and collectors’ apartments. Some came to rest in the unheated
basements or “laboratories” of anthropology museums, surrounded by
objects made in the same region of the world. Others encountered odd
fellow travelers, lighted and labeled in strange display cases. Now on
West Fifty-third Street they intermingle with works by European mas-
ters—Picasso, Giacometti, Brancusi, and others. A three-dimensional
Eskimo mask with twelve arms and a number of holes hangs beside a
canvas on which Joan Miré has painted colored shapes. The people in
New York look at the two objects and see that they are alike.

Travelers tell different stories in different places, and on West Fifty-
third Street an origin story of modernism is featured. Around 1910 Pi-
casso and his cohort suddenly, intuitively recognize that “primitive” ob-
jects are in fact powerful “art.” They collect, imitate, and are affected by
these objects. Their own work, even when not directly influenced, seems
oddly reminiscent of non-Western forms. The modern and the primitive
converse across the centuries and continents. At the Museum of Modern
Art an exact history is told featuring individual artists and objects, their
encounters in specific studios at precise moments. Photographs docu-
ment the crucial influences of non-Western artifacts on the pioneer mod-
ernists. This focused story is surrounded and infused with another—a
loose allegory of relationship centering on the word affinity. The word is
a kinship term, suggesting a deeper or more natural relationship than
mere resemblance or juxtaposition. It connotes a common quality or es-
sence joining the tribal to the modern. A Family of Art is brought to-
gether, global, diverse, richly inventive, and miraculously unified, for
every object displayed on West Fifty-third Street looks modern.

The exhibition at MOMA is historical and didactic. It is comple-
mented by a comprehensive, scholarly catalogue, which includes diver-
gent views of its topic and in which the show’s organizers, William Rubin
and Kirk Varnedoe, argue at length its underlying premises (Rubin 1984).
One of the virtues of an exhibition that blatantly makes a case or tells a
story is that it encourages debate and makes possible the suggestion of
other stories. Thus in what follows different histories of the tribal and the
modern will be proposed in response to the sharply focused history on
display at the Museum of Modern Art. But before that history can be seen
for what it is, however—a specific story that excludes other stories—the
universalizing allegory of affinity must be cleared away.

This allegory, the story of the Modernist Family of Art, is not rigor-
ously argued at MOMA. (That would require some explicit form of either
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an archetypal or structural analysis.) The allegory is, rather, built into the
exhibition’s form, featured suggestively in its publicity, left uncontra-
dicted, repetitiously asserted—“Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern.”
The allegory has a hero, whose virtuoso work, an exhibit caption tells
us, contains more affinities with the tribal than that of any other pioneer
modernist. These affinities “measure the depth of Picasso’s grasp of the
informing principles of tribal sculpture, and reflect his profound identity
of spirit with the tribal peoples.” Modernism is thus presented as a search
for “informing principles” that transcend culture, politics, and history.
Beneath this generous umbrella the tribal is modern and the modern
more richly, more diversely human.

A

The power of the affinity idea is such (it becomes almost self-evident in
the MOMA juxtapositions) that it is worth reviewing the major objections
to it. Anthropologists, long familiar with the issue of cultural diffusion
versus independent invention, are not likely to find anything special in
the similarities between selected tribal and modern objects. An estab-
lished principle of anthropological comparative method asserts that the
greater the range of cultures, the more likely one is to find similar traits.
MOMA’s sample is very large, embracing African, Oceanian, North
American, and Arctic “tribal” groups.! A second principle, that of the
“limitation of possibilities,” recognizes that invention, while highly di-
verse, is not infinite. The human body, for example, with its two eyes,
four limbs, bilateral arrangement of features, front and back, and so on,
will be represented and stylized in a limited number of ways.? There is
thus a priori no reason to claim evidence for affinity (rather than mere

1. The term tribal is used here with considerable reluctance. It denotes a
kind of society (and art) that cannot be coherently specified. A catchall, the con-
cept of tribe has its source in Western projection and administrative necessity
rather than in any essential quality or group of traits. The term is now commonly
used instead of primitive in phrases such as tribal art. The category thus denoted,
as this essay argues, is a product of historically limited Western taxonomies.
While the term was originally an imposition, however, certain non-Western
groups have embraced it. Tribal status is in many cases a crucial strategic ground
for identity. In this essay my use of tribe and tribal reflects common usage while
suggesting ways in which the concept is systematically distorting. See Fried 1975
and Sturtevant 1983.

2. These points were made by William Sturtevant at the symposium of an-
thropologists and art historians held at the Museum of Modern Art in New York
on November 3, 1984.
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resemblance or coincidence) because an exhibition of tribal works that
seem impressively “modern” in style can be gathered. An equally striking
collection could be made demonstrating sharp dissimilarities between
tribal and modern objects.

The qualities most often said to link these objects are their “concep-
tualism” and “abstraction” (but a very long and ultimately incoherent list
of shared traits, including “magic,” “ritualism,” “environmentalism,” use
of “natural” materials, and so on, can be derived from the show and
especially from its catalogue). Actually the tribal and modern artifacts
are similar only in that they do not feature the pictorial illusionism or
sculptural naturalism that came to dominate Western European art after
the Renaissance. Abstraction and conceptualism are, of course, perva-
sive in the arts of the non-Western World. To say that they share with
modernism a rejection of certain naturalist projects is not to show any-
thing like an affinity.? Indeed the “tribalism” selected in the exhibition to
resemble modernism is itself a construction designed to accomplish the
task of resemblance. Ife and Benin sculptures, highly naturalistic in style,
are excluded from the “tribal” and placed in a somewhat arbitrary cate-
gory of “court” society (which does not, however, include large chieftan-
ships). Moreover, pre-Columbian works, though they have a place in the
catalogue, are largely omitted from the exhibition. One can question
other selections and exclusions that result in a collection of only “mod-
ern”-looking tribal objects. Why, for example, are there relatively few
“impure” objects constructed from the debris of colonial culture con-
tacts? And is there not an overall bias toward clean, abstract forms as
against rough or crude work?

The “Affinities” room of the exhibition is an intriguing but entirely
problematic exercise in formal mix-and-match. The short introductory

" u

3. A more rigorous formulation than that of affinity is suggested in Leiris
1953. How, Leiris asks, can we speak of African sculpture as a single category?
He warns of “a danger that we may underestimate the variety of African sculp-
ture; as we are less able to appreciate the respects in which cultures or things
unfamiliar to us differ from one another than the respects in which they differ
from those to which we are used, we tend to see a certain resemblance between
them, which lies, in point of fact, merely in their common differentness” (p. 35).
Thus, to speak of African sculpture one inevitably shuts one’s eyes “to the rich
diversity actually to be found in this sculpture in order to concentrate on the
respects in which it is not what our own sculpture generally is.” The affinity of
the tribal and the modern is, in this logic, an important optical illusion—the
measure of a common differentness from artistic modes that dominated in the
West from the Renaissance to the late nineteenth century.
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text begins well: “AFFINITIES presents a group of tribal objects notable for
their appeal to modern taste.” Indeed this is all that can rigorously be said
of the objects in this room. The text continues, however, “Selected pair-
ings of modern and tribal objects demonstrate common denominators of
these arts that are independent of direct influence.” The phrase common
denominators implies something more systematic than intriguing resem-
blance. What can it possibly mean? This introductory text, cited in its
entirety, is emblematic of the MOMA undertaking as a whole. Statements
carefully limiting its purview (specifying a concern only with modernist
primitivism and not with tribal life) coexist with frequent implications of
something more. The affinity idea itself is wide-ranging and promiscu-
ous, as are allusions to universal human capacities retrieved in the en-
counter between modern and tribal or invocations of the expansive hu-
man mind—the healthy capacity of modernist consciousness to question
its limits and engage otherness.*

Nowhere, however, does the exhibition or catalogue underline a
more disquieting quality of modernism: its taste for appropriating or re-
deeming otherness, for constituting non-Western arts in its own image,
for discovering universal, ahistorical “human” capacities. The search for
similarity itself requires justification, for even if one accepts the limited
task of exploring “modernist primitivism,” why could one not learn as
much about Picasso’s or Ernst’s creative processes by analyzing the dif-
ferences separating their art from tribal models or by tracing the ways
their art moved away from, gave new twists to, non-Western forms?* This
side of the process is unexplored in the exhibition. The prevailing view-
point is made all too clear in one of the “affinities” featured on the cata-
logue’s cover, a juxtaposition of Picasso’s Girl before a Mirror (1932) with
a Kwakiutl half-mask, a type quite rare among Northwest Coast crea-
tions. Its task here is simply to produce an effect of resemblance (an effect
actually created by the camera angle). In this exhibition a universal mes-
sage, “Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern,” is produced by careful se-
lection and the maintenance of a specific angle of vision.

The notion of affinity, an allegory of kinship, has an expansive, cel-

4. See, for example, Rubin’s discussion of the mythic universals shared by
a Picasso painting and a Northwest Coast half-mask (Rubin 1984:328-330). See
also Kirk Varnedoe’s association of modernist primitivism with rational, scientific
exploration (Rubin 1984:201-203, 652—-653).

5. This point was made by Clifford Geertz at the November 3, 1984, sym-
posium at the Museum of Modern Art (see n.2).
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(b)

The Making of an Affinity

(@) Pablo Picasso, Girl before a
Mirror, 1932 (detail)

(b) Kwakiutl mask

(c) Picasso, Girl before a Mirror
The detail from the Picasso paint-
ing and the Kwakiutl mask were
Juxtaposed on the cover of the ex-
hibition catalog “Primitivism”
in 20th Century Art: Affinity
of the Tribal and the Modern,
volume I.
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ebratory task to perform. The affinities shown at MOMA are all on mod-
ernist terms. The great modernist “pioneers” (and their museum) are
shown promoting formerly despised tribal “fetishes” or mere ethno-
graphic “specimens” to the status of high art and in the process discov-
ering new dimensions of their (“our”) creative potential. The capacity of
art to transcend its cultural and historical context is asserted repeatedly
(Rubin 1984:x, 73). In the catalogue Rubin tends to be more interested
in a recovery of elemental expressive modes, whereas Varnedoe stresses
the rational, forward-looking intellect (which he opposes to an unhealthy
primitivism, irrational and escapist). Both celebrate the generous spirit of
modernism, pitched now at a global scale but excluding—as we shall
see—Third World modernisms.

At West Fifty-third Street modernist primitivism is a going Western
concern. It is, Varnedoe tells us, summing up in the last sentence of the
catalogue’s second volume, “a process of revolution that begins and ends
in modern culture, and because of that—not in spite of it—can contin-
ually expand and deepen our contact with that which is remote and dif-
ferent from us, and continually threaten, challenge, and reform our sense
of self” (Rubin 1984: 682). A skeptic may doubt the ability of the mod-
ernist primitivism exhibited at MOMA to threaten or challenge what is
by now a thoroughly institutionalized system of aesthetic (and market)
value; but it is appropriate, and in a sense rigorous, that this massive
collection spanning the globe should end with the word self.

Indeed an unintended effect of the exhibition’s comprehensive cat-
alogue is to show once and for all the incoherence of the modern Ror-
schach of “the primitive.” From Robert Goldwater’s formalism to the
transforming “magic” of Picasso (according to Rubin); from Lévy-Bruhl’s
mystical mentalité primitive (influencing a generation of modern artists
and writers) to Lévi-Strauss’s pensée sauvage (resonating with “systems
art” and the cybernetic binarism of the minimalists); from Dubuffet’s fas-
cination with insanity and the childish to the enlightened rational sense
of a Gauguin, the playful experimentalism of a Picasso or the new “scien-
tific” spirit of a James Turrell (the last three approved by Varnedoe but
challenged by Rosalind Krauss, who is more attached to Bataille’s decap-
itation, bassesse, and bodily deformations®); from fetish to icon and back

6. The clash between Krauss's and Varnedoe’s dark and light versions of
primitivism is the most striking incongruity within the catalogue. For Krauss the
crucial task is to shatter predominant European forms of power and subjectivity;
for Varnedoe the task is to expand their purview, to question, and to innovate.
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again; from aboriginal bark paintings (Klee) to massive pre-Columbian
monuments (Henry Moore); from weightless Eskimo masks to Stone-
henge—the catalogue succeeds in demonstrating not any essential affin-
ity between tribal and modern or even a coherent modernist attitude to-
ward the primitive but rather the restless desire and power of the modern
West to collect the world.

A

Setting aside the allegory of affinity, we are left with a “factual,” narrowly
focused history—that of the “discovery” of primitive art by Picasso and
his generation. It is tempting to say that the “History” section of the ex-
hibition is, after all, the rigorous part and the rest merely suggestive as-
sociation. Undeniably a great deal of scholarly research in the best
Kunstgeschichte tradition has been brought to bear on this specific his-
tory. Numerous myths are usefully questioned; important facts are spec-
ified (what mask was in whose studio when); and the pervasiveness of
tribal influences on early modernist art—European, English, and Ameri-
can—is shown more amply than ever before. The catalogue has the merit
of including a number of articles that dampen the celebratory mood of
the exhibition: notably the essay by Krauss and useful contributions by
Christian Feest, Philippe Peltier, and Jean-Louis Paudrat detailing the ar-
rival of non-Western artifacts in Europe. These historical articles illumi-
nate the less edifying imperialist contexts that surrounded the “discov-
ery” of tribal objects by modernist artists at the moment of high
colonialism.

If we ignore the “Affinities” room at MOMA, however, and focus on
the “serious” historical part of the exhibition, new critical questions
emerge. What is excluded by the specific focus of the history? Isn’t this
factual narration still infused with the affinity allegory, since it is cast as
a story of creative genius recognizing the greatness of tribal works, dis-
covering common artistic “informing principles”? Could the story of this
intercultural encounter be told differently? It is worth making the effort to
extract another story from the materials in the exhibition—a history not
of redemption or of discovery but of reclassification. This other history
assumes that “art” is not universal but is a changing Western cultural
category. The fact that rather abruptly, in the space of a few decades, a
large class of non-Western artifacts came to be redefined as art is a tax-
onomic shift that requires critical historical discussion, not celebration.
That this construction of a generous category of art pitched at a global
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scale occurred just as the planet’s tribal peoples came massively under
European political, economic, and evangelical dominion cannot be ir-
relevant. But there is no room for such complexities at the MOMA show.
Obviously the modernist appropriation of tribal productions as art is not
simply imperialist. The project involves too many strong critiques of co-
lonialist, evolutionist assumptions. As we shall see, though, the scope
and underlying logic of the “discovery” of tribal art reproduces hege-
monic Western assumptions rooted in the colonial and neocolonial
epoch.

Picasso, Léger, Apollinaire, and many others came to recognize the
elemental, “magical” power of African sculptures in a period of growing
négrophilie, a context that would see the irruption onto the European
scene of other evocative black figures: the jazzman, the boxer (Al
Brown), the sauvage Josephine Baker. To tell the history of modernism’s
recognition of African “art” in this broader context would raise ambigu-
ous and disturbing questions about aesthetic appropriation of non-
Western others, issues of race, gender, and power. This other story is
largely invisible at MOMA, given the exhibition’s narrow focus. It can be
glimpsed only in the small section devoted to “La création du monde,”
the African cosmogony staged in 1923 by Léger, Cendrars, and Milhaud,
and in the broadly pitched if still largely uncritical catalogue article by
Laura Rosenstock devoted to it. Overall one would be hard pressed to
deduce from the exhibition that all the enthusiasm for things négre, for
the “magic” of African art, had anything to do with race. Art in this
focused history has no essential link with coded perceptions of black
bodies—their vitalism, rhythm, magic, erotic power, etc.—as seen by
whites. The modernism represented here is concerned only with artistic
invention, a positive category separable from a negative primitivism of
the irrational, the savage, the base, the flight from civilization.

A different historical focus might bring a photograph of Josephine
Baker into the vicinity of the African statues that were exciting the Pari-
sian avant-garde in the 1910s and 1920s; but such a juxtaposition would
be unthinkable in the MOMA history, for it evokes different affinities from
those contributing to the category of great art. The black body in Paris of
the twenties was an ideological artifact. Archaic Africa (which came to
Paris by way of the future—that is, America) was sexed, gendered, and
invested with “magic” in specific ways. Standard poses adopted by “La
Bakaire,” like Léger’s designs and costumes, evoked a recognizable “Af-
ricanity”—the naked form emphasizing pelvis and buttocks, a seg-
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mented stylization suggesting a strangely mechanical vitality. The inclu-
sion of so ideologically loaded a form as the body of Josephine Baker
among the figures classified as art on West Fifty-third Street would sug-
gest a different account of modernist primitivism, a different analysis of
the category négre in I’art négre, and an exploration of the “taste” that
was something more than just a backdrop for the discovery of tribal art
in the opening decades of this century.”

Such a focus would treat art as a category defined and redefined in
specific historical contexts and relations of power. Seen from this angle
and read somewhat against the grain, the MOMA exhibition documents
a taxonomic moment: the status of non-Western objects and “high” art
are importantly redefined, but there is nothing permanent or transcen-
dent about the categories at stake. The appreciation and interpretation of
tribal objects takes place within a modern “system of objects” which
confers value on certain things and withholds it from others (Baudrillard
1968). Modernist primitivism, with its claims to deeper humanist sym-
pathies and a wider aesthetic sense, goes hand-in-hand with a developed
market in tribal art and with definitions of artistic and cultural authentic-
ity that are now widely contested.

Since 1900 non-Western objects have generally been classified as
either primitive art or ethnographic specimens. Before the modernist rev-
olution associated with Picasso and the simultaneous rise of cultural an-
thropology associated with Boas and Malinowski, these objects were dif-

7. On négrophilie see Laude 1968; for parallel trends in literature see Bla-
chere 1981 and Levin 1984. The discovery of things “négre” by the European
avant-garde was mediated by an imaginary America, a land of noble savages
simultaneously standing for the past and future of humanity—a perfect affinity of
primitive and modern. For example, jazz was associated with primal sources
(wild, erotic passions) and with technology (the mechanical rhythm of brushed
drums, the gleaming saxophone). Le Corbusier’s reaction was characteristic: “In
a stupid variety show, Josephine Baker sang ‘Baby’ with such an intense and
dramatic sensibility that | was moved to tears. There is in this American Negro
music a lyrical ‘contemporary’ mass so invincible that | could see the foundation
of a new sentiment of music capable of being the expression of the new epoch
and also capable of classifying its European origins as stone age—just as has
happened with the new architecture” (quoted in Jencks 1973:102). As a source
of modernist inspiration for Le Corbusier, the figure of Josephine Baker was
matched only by monumental, almost Egyptian, concrete grain elevators, rising
from the American plains and built by nameless “primitive” engineers (Banham
1986:16). The historical narrative implicit here has been a feature of twentieth-
century literary and artistic innovation, as a redemptive modernism persistently
“discovers” the primitive that can justify its own sense of emergence.
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Affinities Not Included in the MOMA “Primitivism” Show.

1. Bodies

(a) Josephine Baker in a famous pose, Paris, ca. 1929

(b) Wooden figure (Chokwe, Angola)

(c) Fernand Léger, costume design for The Creation of
the World, 1922-23

ferently sorted—as antiquities, exotic curiosities, orientalia, the remains
of early man, and so on. With the emergence of twentieth-century mod-
ernism and anthropology figures formerly called “fetishes” (to take just
one class of object) became works either of “sculpture” or of “material
culture.” The distinction between the aesthetic and the anthropological
was soon institutionally reinforced. In art galleries non-Western objects
were displayed for their formal and aesthetic qualities; in ethnographic
museums they were represented in a “cultural” context. In the latter an
African statue was a ritual object belonging to a distinct group; it was
displayed in ways that elucidated its use, symbolism, and function. The
institutionalized distinction between aesthetic and anthropological dis-
courses took form during the years documented at MOMA, years that
saw the complementary discovery of primitive “art” and of an anthropo-
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logical concept of “culture” (Williams 1966).8 Though there was from
the start (and continues to be) a regular traffic between the two domains,
this distinction is unchallenged in the exhibition. At MOMA treating
tribal objects as art means excluding the original cultural context. Con-
sideration of context, we are firmly told at the exhibition’s entrance, is
the business of anthropologists. Cultural background is not essential to
correct aesthetic appreciation and analysis: good art, the masterpiece, is
universally recognizable.? The pioneer modernists themselves knew little
or nothing of these objects’ ethnographic meaning. What was good
enough for Picasso is good enough for MOMA. Indeed an ignorance of
cultural context seems almost a precondition for artistic appreciation. In
this object system a tribal piece is detached from one milieu in order to
circulate freely in another, a world of art—of museums, markets, and
connoisseurship.

Since the early years of modernism and cultural anthropology non-
Western objects have found a “home” either within the discourses and
institutions of art or within those of anthropology. The two domains have
excluded and confirmed each other, inventively disputing the right to
contextualize, to represent these objects. As we shall see, the aesthetic-
anthropological opposition is systematic, presupposing an underlying set
of attitudes toward the “tribal.” Both discourses assume a primitive world
in need of preservation, redemption, and representation. The concrete,
inventive existence of tribal cultures and artists is suppressed in the pro-
cess of either constituting authentic, “traditional” worlds or appreciating
their products in the timeless category of “art.”

A

Nothing on West Fifty-third Street suggests that good tribal art is being
produced in the 1980s. The non-Western artifacts on display are located

8. The twentieth-century developments traced here redeploy these ideas in
an intercultural domain while preserving their older ethical and political charge.
See Chapter 10, section 2.

9. On the recognition of masterpieces see Rubin’s confident claims
(1984:20-21). He is given to statements such as the following on tribal and mod-
ern art: “The solutions of genius in the plastic arts are all essentially instinctual”
(p. 78, n.80). A stubborn rejection of the supposed views of anthropologists (who
believe in the collective production of works of tribal art) characterizes Rubin’s
attempts to clear out an autonomous space for aesthetic judgment. Suggestions
that he may be projecting Western aesthetic categories onto traditions with dif-
ferent definitions of art are made to seem simplistic (for example p. 28).
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either in a vague past (reminiscent of the label “nineteenth-twentieth
century” that accompanies African and Oceanian pieces in the Metro-
politan Museum’s Rockefeller Wing) or in a purely conceptual space de-
fined by “primitive” qualities: magic, ritualism, closeness to nature,
mythic or cosmological aims (see Rubin 1984:10, 661—-689). In this rel-
egation of the tribal or primitive to either a vanishing past or an ahistori-
cal, conceptual present, modernist apprecuatlon reproduces common
ethnographic categories.

The same structure can be seen in the Hall of Pacific Peoples, ded-
icated to Margaret Mead, at the American Museum of Natural History.
This new permanent hall is a superbly refurbished anthropological stop-
ping place for non-Western objects. In Rotunda (December 1984), the
museum’s publication, an article announcing the installation contains
the following paragraph: -

Margaret Mead once referred to the cultures of Pacific peoples as “a
world that once was and now is no more.” Prior to her death in 1978
she approved the basic plansfor the new Hall of Pacific Peoples. (p. 1)

We are offered treasures saved from a destructive history, relics of a
vanishing world. Visitors to the installation (and especially members of
present Pacific cultures) may find a “world that is no more” more appro-
priately evoked in two charming display cases just outside the hall. It is
the world of a dated anthropology. Here one finds a neatly typed page of
notes from Mead’s much-disputed Samoan research, a picture of the
fieldworker interacting “closely” with Melanesians (she is carrying a
child on her back), a box of brightly colored discs and triangles once
used for psychological testing, a copy of Mead’s column in Redbook. In
the Hall of Pacific Peoples artifacts suggesting change and syncretism are
set apart in a small display entitled “Culture Contact.” It is noted that
Western influence and indigenous response have been active in the Pa-
cific since the eighteenth century. Yet few signs of this involvement ap-
pear anywhere else in the large hall, despite the fact that many of the
objects were made in the past 150 years in situations of contact, and
despite the fact that the museum’s ethnographic explanations reflect
quite recent research on the cultures of the Pacific. The historical con-
tacts and impurities that are part of ethnographic work—and that may
signal the life, not the death, of societies—are systematically excluded.

The tenses of the hall’s explanatory captions are revealing. A recent
color photograph of a Samoan kava ceremony is accompanied by the
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words: “STATUS and RANK were [sic] important features of Samoan soci-
ety,” a statement that will seem strange to anyone who knows how im-
portant they remain in Samoa today. Elsewhere in the hall a black-and-
white photograph of an Australian Arunta woman and child, taken
around 1900 by the pioneer ethnographers Spencer and Gillen, is cap-
tioned in the present tense. Aboriginals apparently must always inhabit
a mythic time. Many other examples of temporal incoherence could be
cited—old Sepik objects described in the present, recent Trobriand pho-
tos labeled in the past, and so forth.

The point is not simply that the image of Samoan kava drinking and
status society presented here is a distortion or that in most of the Hall of
Pacific Peoples history has been airbrushed out. (No Samoan men at the
kava ceremony are wearing wristwatches; Trobriand face painting is
shown without noting that it is worn at cricket matches.) Beyond such
questions of accuracy is an issue of systematic ideological coding. To
locate “tribal” peoples in a nonhistorical time and ourselves in a differ-
ent, historical time is clearly tendentious and no longer credible (Fabian
1983). This recognition throws doubt on the perception of a vanishing
tribal world, rescued, made valuable and meaningful, either as ethno-
graphic “culture” or as primitive/modern “art.” For in this temporal or-
dering the real or genuine life of tribal works always precedes their col-
lection, an act of salvage that repeats an all-too-familiar story of death
and redemption. In this pervasive allegory the non-Western world is al-
ways vanishing and modernizing—as in Walter Benjamin’s allegory of
modernity, the tribal world is conceived as a ruin. (Benjamin 1977). At
the Hall of Pacific Peoples or the Rockefeller Wing the actual ongoing
life and “impure” inventions of tribal peoples are erased in the name of
cultural or artistic “authenticity.” Similarly at MOMA the production of
tribal “art” is entirely in the past. Turning up in the flea markets and
museums of late nineteenth-century Europe, these objects are destined
to be aesthetically redeemed, given new value in the object system of a
generous modernism.

A

The story retold at MOMA, the struggle to gain recognition for tribal art,
for its capacity “like all great art . . . to show images of man that tran-
scend the particular lives and times of their creators” (Rubin 1984:73), is
taken for granted at another stopping place for tribal travelers in Manhat-
tan, the Center for African Art on East Sixty-eighth Street. Susan Vogel,
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the executive director, proclaims in her introduction to the catalogue of
its inaugural exhibition, “African Masterpieces from the Musée de
I'Homme,” that the “aesthetic-anthropological debate” has been re-
solved. It is now widely accepted that “ethnographic specimens” can be
distinguished from “works of art” and that within the latter category a
limited number of “masterpieces” are to be found. Vogel correctly notes
that the aesthetic recognition of tribal objects depends on changes in
Western taste. For example it took the work of Francis Bacon, Lucas Sa-
maras, and others to make it possible to exhibit as art “rough and horri-
fying [African] works as well as refined and lyrical ones” (Vogel
1985:11). Once recognized, though, art is apparently art. Thus the se-
lection at the Center is made on aesthetic criteria alone. A prominent
placard affirms that the ability of these objects “to transcend the limita-
tions of time and place, to speak to us across time and culture . . . places
them among the highest points of human achievement. It is as works of
art that we regard them here and as a testament to the greatness of their
creators.”

There could be no clearer statement of one side of the aesthetic
anthropological “debate” (or better, system). On the other (anthropolog-
ical) side, across town, the Hall of Pacific Peoples presents collective
rather than individual productions—the work of “cultures.” But within
an institutionalized polarity interpenetration of discourses becomes pos-
sible. Science can be aestheticized, art made anthropological. At the
American Museum of Natural History ethnographic exhibits have come
increasingly to resemble art shows. Indeed the Hall of Pacific Peoples
represents the latest in aestheticized scientism. Objects are displayed in
ways that highlight their formal properties. They are suspended in light,
held in space by the ingenious use of Plexiglas. (One is suddenly aston-
ished by the sheer weirdness of a small Oceanic figurine perched atop a
three-foot-tall transparent rod.) While these artistically displayed artifacts
are scientifically explained, an older, functionalist attempt to present an
integrated picture of specific societies or culture areas is no longer seri-
ously pursued. There is an almost dadaist quality to the labels on eight
cases devoted to Australian aboriginal society (I cite the complete series
in order): “CEREMONY, SPIRIT FIGURE, MAGICIANS AND SORCERERS, SACRED
ART, SPEAR THROWERS, STONE AXES AND KNIVES, WOMEN, BOOMERANGS."”
Elsewhere the hall’s pieces of culture have been recontextualized within
a new cybernetic, anthropological discourse. For instance flutes and
stringed instruments are captioned: “MusiC is a system of organized
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Affinities Not Included in the MOMA “Primitivism” Show.
2. Collections
(a) Interior of Chief Shake’s House, Wrangel, Alaska, 1909

sound in man’s [sic] aural environment” or nearby: “COMMUNICATION is
an important function of organized sound.”

In the anthropological Hall of Pacific Peoples non-Western objects
still have primarily scientific value. They are in addition beautiful.'® Con-
versely, at the Center for African Art artifacts are essentially defined as
“masterpieces,” their makers as great artists. The discourse of connois-
seurship reigns. Yet once the story of art told at MOMA becomes dogma,

10. At the November 3, 1984, symposium (see n.2) Christian Feest pointed
out that the tendency to reclassify objects in ethnographic collections as “art” is
in part a response to the much greater amount of funding available for art (rather
than anthropological) exhibitions.
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(b) View of the Mar garet Mead Hall of Pacific Peoples

it is possible to reintroduce and co-opt the discourse of ethnography. At
the Center tribal contexts and functions are described along with individ-
ual histories of the objects on display. Now firmly classified as master-
pieces, African objects escape the vague, ahistorical location of the
“tribal” or the “primitive.” The catalogue, a sort of catalogue raisonné,
discusses each work intensively. The category of the masterpiece individ-
uates: the pieces on display are not typical; some are one of a kind. The
famous Fon god of war or the Abomey shark-man lend themselves to
precise histories of individual creation and appropriation in visible co-
lonial situations. Captions specify which Griaule expedition to West Af-
rica in the 1930s acquired each Dogon statue (see Leiris 1934 and Chap-
ter 2). We learn in the catalogue that a superb Bamileke mother and child
was carved by an artist named Kwayep, that the statue was bought by
the colonial administrator and anthropologist Henri Labouret from King
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N’Jike. While tribal names predominate at MOMA, the Rockefeller Wing,
and the American Museum of Natural History, here personal names make
their appearance.

In the “African Masterpieces” catalogue we learn of an ethnogra-
pher’s excitement on finding a Dogon hermaphrodite figure that would
later become famous. The letter recording this excitement, written by
Denise Paulme in 1935, serves as evidence of the aesthetic concerns of
many early ethnographic collectors (Vogel and N’diaye 1985:122).
These individuals, we are told, could intuitively distinguish masterpieces
from mere art or ethnographic specimens. (Actually many of the individ-
ual ethnographers behind the Musée de I'Homme collection, such as
Paulme, Michel Leiris, Marcel Griaule, and André Schaeffner, were
friends and collaborators of the same “pioneer modernist” artists who, in
the story told at MOMA, constructed the category of primitive art. Thus
the intuitive aesthetic sense in question is the product of a historically
specific milieu. See Chapter 4.) The “African Masterpieces” catalogue
insists that the founders of the Musée de I’'Homme were art connoisseurs,
that this great anthropological museum never treated all its contents as
“ethnographic specimens.” The Musée de I'Homme was and is secretly
an art museum (Vogel 1985:11). The taxonomic split between art and
artifact is thus healed, at least for self-evident “masterpieces,” entirely in
terms of the aesthetic code. Art is art in any museum.

In this exhibition, as opposed to the others in New York, information
can be provided about each individual masterpiece’s history. We learn
that a Kiwarani antelope mask studded with mirrors was acquired at a
dance given for the colonial administration in Mali on Bastille Day 1931.
A rabbit mask was purchased from Dogon dancers at a gala soirée in
Paris during the Colonial Exhibition of the same year. These are no longer
the dateless “authentic” tribal forms seen at MOMA. At the Center for
African Art a different history documents both the artwork’s uniqueness
and the achievement of the discerning collector. By featuring rarity, ge-
nius, and connoisseurship the Center confirms the existence of autono-
mous artworks able to circulate, to be bought and sold, in the same way
as works by Picasso or Giacometti. The Center traces its lineage, appro-
priately, to the former Rockefeller Museum of Primitive Art, with its close
ties to collectors and the art market.

In its inaugural exhibition the Center confirms the predominant
aesthetic-ethnographic view of tribal art as something located in the past,
good for being collected and given aesthetic value. Its second show
(March 12—June 16, 1985) is devoted to “Igbo Arts: Community and Cos-
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mos.” It tells another story, locating art forms, ritual life, and cosmology
in a specific, changing African society—a past and present heritage.
Photographs show “traditional” masks worn in danced masquerades
around 1983. (These include satiric figures of white colonists.) A detailed
history of cultural change, struggle, and revival is provided. In the cata-
logue Chike C. Aniakor, an Igbo scholar, writes along with co-editor Her-
bert M. Cole of “the continually evolving Igbo aesthetic”: “It is illusory
to think that which we comfortably label ‘traditional” art was in an earlier
time immune to changes in style and form; it is thus unproductive to
lament changes that reflect current realities. Continuity with earlier forms
will always be found; the present-day persistence of family and com-
munity values ensures that the arts will thrive. And as always, the Igbo
will create new art forms out of their inventive spirit, reflecting their dy-
namic interactions with the environment and their neighbors and ex-
pressing cultural ideals” (Cole and Aniakor 1984:14).

Cole and Aniakor provide a quite different history of “the tribal” and
“the modern” from that told at the Museum of Modern Art—a story of
invention, not of redemption. In his foreword to the catalogue Chinua
Achebe offers a vision of culture and of objects that sharply challenges
the ideology of the art collection and the masterpiece. Igbo, he tells us,
do not like collections.

The purposeful neglect of the painstakingly and devoutly accom-
plished mbari houses with all the art objects in them as soon as the
primary mandate of their creation has been served, provides a signifi-
cant insight into the Igbo aesthetic value as process rather than prod-
uct. Process is motion while product is rest. When the product is
preserved or venerated, the impulse to repeat the process is compro-
mised. Therefore the Igbo choose to eliminate the product and retain
the process so that every occasion and every generation will receive its
own impulse and experience of creation. Interestingly this aesthetic
disposition receives powerful endorsement from the tropical climate
which provides an abundance of materials for making art, such as
wood, as well as formidable agencies of dissolution, such as humidity
and the termite. Visitors to Igboland are shocked to see that arti-
facts are rarely accorded any particular value on the basis of age
alone. (Achebe 1984:ix)

Achebe’s image of a “ruin” suggests not the modernist allegory of re-
demption (a yearning to make things whole, to think archaeologically)
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The Earth Deity, Ala, with her “children” in her mbari
house. Obube Ulakwo, southeast Nigeria, 1966.
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but an acceptance of endless seriality, a desire to keep things apart, dy-
namic, and historical.

The aesthetic-anthropological object systems of the West are currently
under challenge, and the politics of collecting and exhibiting occasion-
ally become visible. Even at MOMA evidence of living tribal peoples has
not been entirely excluded. One small text breaks the spell. A special
label explains the absence of a Zuni war god figure currently housed in
the Berlin Museum flr Volkerunde. We learn that late in its preparations
for the show MOMA “was informed by knowledgeable authorities that
Zuni people consider any public exhibition of their war gods to be sac-
rilegious.” Thus, the label continues, although such figures are routinely
displayed elsewhere, the museum decided not to bring the war god (an
influence on Paul Klee) from Berlin. The terse note raises more questions
than it answers, but it does at least establish that the objects on display
may in fact “belong” somewhere other than in an art or an ethnographic
museum. Living traditions have claims on them, contesting (with a dis-
tant but increasingly palpable power) their present home in the institu-
tional systems of the modern West.!!

Elsewhere in New York this power has been made even more vis-
ible. “Te Maori,” a show visiting the Metropolitan, clearly establishes that
the “art” on display is still sacred, on loan not merely from certain New
Zealand museums but also from the Maori people. Indeed tribal art is
political through and through. The Maori have allowed their tradition to
be exploited as “art” by major Western cultural institutions and their cor-
porate sponsors in order to enhance their own international prestige and

11. The shifting balance of power is evident in the case of the Zuni war
gods, or Ahauuta. Zuni vehemently object to the display of these figures (terrify-
ing and of great sacred force) as “art.” They are the only traditional objects
singled out for this objection. After passage of the Native American Freedom of
Religion Act of 1978 Zuni initiated three formal legal actions claiming return of
the Ahauuta (which as communal property are, in Zuni eyes, by definition stolen
goods). A sale at Sotheby Parke-Bernet in 1978 was interrupted, and the figure
was eventually returned to the Zuni. The Denver Art Museum was forced to
repatriate its Ahauutas in 1981. A claim against the Smithsonian remains unre-
solved as of this writing. Other pressures have been applied elsewhere in an
ongoing campaign. In these new conditions Zuni Ahauuta can no longer be rou-
tinely displayed. Indeed the figure Paul Klee saw in Berlin would have run the
risk of being seized as contraband had it been shipped to New York for the
MOMA show. For general background see Talbot 1985.
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Affinities Not Included in the MOMA “Primitivism” Show.
3. Appropriations

(a) Mrs. Pierre Loeb in her family apartment with modern
and tribal works, rue Desbordes-Valmore, Paris, 1929

thus contribute to their current resurgence in New Zealand society (Mead
1984).12 Tribal authorities gave permission for the exhibition to travel,
and they participated in its opening ceremonies in a visible, distinctive
manner. So did Asante leaders at the exhibition of their art and culture at
the Museum of Natural History (October 16, 1984—-March 17, 1985).
Although the Asante display centers on eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century artifacts, evidence of the twentieth-century colonial suppression
and recent renewal of Asante culture is included, along with color photos

12. An article on corporate funding of the arts in the New York Times, Feb.
5, 1985, p. 27, reported that Mobil Oil sponsored the Maori show in large part
to please the New Zealand government, with which it was collaborating on the
construction of a natural gas conversion plant.
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(b) New Guinea girl with photographer’s flash bulbs

of modern ceremonies and newly made “traditional” objects brought to
New York as gifts for the museum. In this exhibition the location of the
art on display—the sense of where, to whom, and in what time(s) it be-
longs—is quite different from the location of the African objects at
MOMA or in the Rockefeller Wing. The tribal is fully historical.

Still another representation of tribal life and art can be encountered
at the Northwest Coast collection at the IBM Gallery (October 10—De-
cember 29, 1984), whose objects have traveled downtown from the Mu-
seum of the American Indian. They are displayed in pools of intense light
(the beautifying “boutique” decor that seems to be modernism’s gift to
museum displays, both ethnographic and artistic). But this exhibition of
traditional masterpieces ends with works by living Northwest Coast art-
ists. Outside the gallery in the IBM atrium two large totem poles have
been installed. One is a weathered specimen from the Museum of the
American Indian, and the other has been carved for the show by the
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Kwakiutl Calvin Hunt. The artist put the finishing touches on his creation
where it stands in the atrium; fresh wood chips are left scattered around
the base. Nothing like this is possible or even thinkable at West Fifty-third
Street.

The organizers of the MOMA exhibition have been clear about its
limitations, and they have repeatedly specified what they do not claim to
show. It is thus in a sense unfair to ask why they did not construct a
differently focused history of relations between “the tribal” and “the mod-
ern.” Yet the exclusions built into any collection or narration are legiti-
mate objects of critique, and the insistent, didactic tone of the MOMA
show only makes its focus more debatable. If the non-Western objects on
West Fifty-third Street never really question but continually confirm es-
tablished aesthetic values, this raises questions about “modernist primi-
tivism's” purportedly revolutionary potential. The absence of any ex-
amples of Third World modernism or of recent tribal work reflects a
pervasive “self-evident” allegory of redemption.

The final room of the MOMA exhibition, “Contemporary Explora-
tions,” which might have been used to refocus the historical story of mod-
ernism and the tribal, instead strains to find contemporary Western artists
whose work has a “primitive feel.”'* Diverse criteria are asserted: a use
of rough or “natural” materials, a ritualistic attitude, ecological concern,
archaeological inspiration, certain techniques of assemblage, a concep-
tion of the artist as shaman, or some familiarity with “the mind of primi-
tive man in his [sic] science and mythology” (derived perhaps from read-
ing Lévi-Strauss). Such criteria, added to all the other “primitivist”
qualities invoked in the exhibition and its catalogue, unravel for good the
category of the primitive, exposing it as an incoherent cluster of qualities
that at different times have been used to construct a source, origin, or
alter ego confirming some new “discovery” within the territory of the
Western self. The exhibition is at best a historical account of a certain
moment in this relentless process. By the end the feeling created is one
of claustrophobia.

13. In places the search becomes self-parodic, as in the caption for works
by Jackie Winsor: “Winsor’s work has a primitivist feel, not only in the raw phys-
ical presence of her materials, but also in the way she fabricates. Her labor—
driving nails, binding twine—moves beyond simple systematic repetition to take
on the expressive character of ritualized action.”
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The non-Western objects that excited Picasso, Derain, and Léger
broke into the realm of official Western art from outside. They were
quickly integrated, recognized as masterpieces, given homes within an
anthropological-aesthetic object system. By now this process has been
sufficiently celebrated. We need exhibitions that question the boundaries
of art and of the art world, an influx of truly indigestible “outside” arti-
facts. The relations of power whereby one portion of humanity can se-
lect, value, and collect the pure products of others need to be criticized
and transformed. This is no small task. In the meantime one can at least
imagine shows that feature the impure, “inauthentic” productions of past
and present tribal life; exhibitions radically heterogeneous in their global
mix of styles; exhibitions that locate themselves in specific multicultural
junctures; exhibitions in which nature remains “unnatural”; exhibitions
whose principles of incorporation are openly questionable. The follow-
ing would be my contribution to a different show on “affinities of the
tribal and the postmodern.” | offer just the first paragraph from Barbara
Tedlock’s superb description of the Zuni Shalako ceremony, a festival that
is only part of a complex, living tradition (1984:246):

Imagine a small western New Mexican village, its snow-lit streets
lined with white Mercedes, quarter-ton pickups and Dodge vans. Vil-
lagers wrapped in black blankets and flowered shawls are standing
next to visitors in blue velveteen blouses with rows of dime buttons
and voluminous satin skirts. Their men are in black Stetson silver-
banded hats, pressed jeans, Tony Lama boots and multicolored Pen-
dleton blankets. Strangers dressed in dayglo orange, pink and green
ski jackets, stocking caps, hiking boots and mittens. All crowded to-
gether they are looking into newly constructed houses illuminated by
bare light bulbs dangling from raw rafters edged with Woolworth'’s red
fabric and flowered blue print calico. Cinderblock and plasterboard
white walls are layered with striped serapes, Chimayé blankets, Nav-
ajo rugs, flowered fringed embroidered shawls, black silk from Mexico
and purple, red and blue rayon from Czechoslovakia. Rows ‘of Hopi
cotton dance kilts and rain sashes; Isleta woven red and green belts;
Navajo and Zuni silver concha belts and black mantas covered with
silver brooches set with carved lapidary, rainbow mosaic, channel in-
lay, turquoise needlepoint, pink agate, alabaster, black cannel coal
and bakelite from old '78s, coral, abalone shell, mother-of-pearl and
horned oyster hang from poles suspended from the ceiling. Mule and
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white-tailed deer trophy-heads wearing squash-blossom, coral and
chunk-turquoise necklaces are hammered up around the room over
rearing buckskins above Arabian tapestries of Martin Luther King and
the Kennedy brothers, The Last Supper, a herd of sheep with a haloed
herder, horses, peacocks.
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