The origin of art according to Karl von den Steinen

Pierre Déléage

In Tristes TropiquesClaude Lévi-Strauss briefly alluded to an ethnographic
technique that we are likely to find disconcerting today: he noted that the
Nambikwara of Brazil € 0 0z U w0 0 O b wk @thaiduifewiiudelythanded
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the late nineteenth century that was followed without a second thought. Lévi -
Strauss felt no obligation to explain the reasons for applying this research method
and even less what he hoped to achieve by it. In fact he only mentioned it because
he was surprised by what the Nambikwara did with the paper and pencils. So what
was he expecting? The answer lies in the rediscovery of a largely forgotten
intellectual context, a brief period in which ethnologists, and particularly Karl von
den Steinen, wereat the avant-garde of theories about art: a fragment of intellectual
history that disintegrated around the time of World War I. 2

Two for tuitous e vents

At the origin of this history we find two fortuitous events. The first took place on 25
September 1878, when the explorer Jules Crevaux, on his way up the Oyapok River
in Guyana, stopped to rest in the village of the Wayapi chief Kinero.

I amused myself reproducing the figures and arabesques covering the village
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it to Captain Jean-Louis [his wayapi guide] and asking him to draw in my

notebook, which he called carétg while the drawings he did he called

coussiouarJeanLouis was hardly able to draw. However, the young Yami

quickly drew pictures of a man, a dog, a tiger and all the animals and devils

of the country, not with the charcoal but with a pencil. Another Indian

reproduced all sorts of arabesques that he was used to painting with genipa.

1 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Tristes TropiquesParis: Gallimard, Bibliothéque de la Pléiade, 1955,

296.

2 For a very useful study of the debates on the origin of art in latenineteenth -century and

early twentieth -century Germany, see Gustav Jahodagt | UUDOUwx UPODPUPI UOWET UUDOU w
OEw@Ul UUD O O yBiiadhidesz16, Y9910 Ebam Gvérview of the Africanist side of the

intellectual stream discussed in this article, see Gustar Jahoda, Erich Franke on Culture and

Cognitive Development: a Forgotten Pioneerz, Psychologie und Geschichie 4, 1997. See also

John Mack, Drawing Degree Zero: the Indigenous Encounter with Pencil and Paper Z World

Art, 2: 1, 2012.
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Having given some needles to my drawers, they were free to ask me for a
pencil to draw on the paper. | saw that these savages who are accused of
being absolutely ignorant of fine arts all drew with extraordinary facility;

even the women, whom travellers usually describe as beasts of burden, also
asked me for pencils so that they could earn a few needles by reproducing
the drawings they usually did on their pottery. 3

The second event occurred a few years later, on the evening of 5 September
1884. The German explorer Karl von den Steinen, on his first expedition in central
Brazil, was taking notes on the language of the Suya on the banks of the Xingu
River. Aware thathB U wl OUUUZz wxEUDPI OETl whEUwPkI EUDPOT wOi pOOwWI
squint switch doctor zthen surprised him by asking him for paper and a pencil. The
explorer agreed and on one of the sheets the witch doctor started to draw some of
the designs that traditional Oa wET EOQUEUI EwUT T w2 UaazUwl OQUUEUS w* EL
EOQUUDPOOwWE DHOT 1 OOOwWUT T wi BRxI EDUDPOOZUWEUUDUUOWUT 1 O
who likewise covered the pages with decorative designs.4
It seems that Von den Steinen had not read Crevaux, and inboth cases we
notice that it was the Native Americans themselves who spontaneouslyzwanted to
try drawing with a pencil, thus transposing on the paper sheets designs from their
traditional graphic repertoire: arabesques usually painted on their bodies or gourds.
Richard Andree, a then famous German geographer, son of the founder of the
journal Globus immediately saw the analogy between these two anecdotes on the
waydpi drawings and on those of the Suya, published a few years apart. He wrote a
brief article, Das Zeichnen bei den Naturvoelketa show that seemingly
undeveloped cultured beings could have great graphic talent z¢ which confirmed

3 Jules Crevaux,dDe Cayenne aux Andeg Le tour du monde40, 1880, 7& . Incidentally, 130

years later, the traditional kusivaO O U DI UwoOil wli |l weEaexbDwbkl Ul uwbOEOUEIT EwE L
world immaterial cultural heritage.

4 Karl von den Steinen, Durch CentratBrasilien. Expdition zur Erforschung des Schinga im Jahre

1884 Leipzig: F. A. Brockhaus, 1886; Portuguese translation:O Brasil central : expedi¢do em

1884 para a exploracéo do rio Xing&o Paulo: Companhia Editora Nacional, 1942, 24%6. The

main reference on the Ge@man ethnologists in Amazonia is: Michael Kraus, Bildungsbirgerim

Urwald. Die Deutsche Ethnologische Amazonienforschung, 11824 Marburg: Reihe Curupira

Band 19, Forderverein Voélkerkunde in Marburg, 2004.
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the thesis of the unity of the human mind, defended at the time by the director of
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Figure 2. Suya Indians drawing, P Ow6 POT 1 OOWEOEwWw* EUOWY OOwWET Ow2Ul pOI Oz UwUOI U]

Figure 3. Suya drawings

Karl von den Steinen, himself a student and friend of Bastian, was probably
aware very early on of the article by Andree, who recommended further research on
the drawings of primitive peoples z In 1887, during his second stay with the Xingu,
he studied the subject in depth. The resulting chapter, the tenth chapter of his very
popular account of the expedition, Unter den Naturvdlkern ZentraBrasiliens

5 Richard Andree, PDas Zeichnen bei denNaturvoelkern z Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen
Gesellschaft in Wierl7, 1887. For a fine synthesis on the beginnings of German anthropology,
see Andre Gingich, sThe German-Speaking Countriesz One Discipline, Four Ways: British,
German, French, and Aenican AnthropologyChicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005.
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immediately became a touchstone of European reflection on art, as we will see
below.®

The origin of o rnaments
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ornaments as an objectof study and made an important discovery. Von den Steinen

took seven years to publish his book, but the discovery was reported by one of his

travel companions, Paul Ehrenreich, in the following words:

In the chief's house of the Bakairi, stretching like a frieze along the wall, are
black tablets of bark painted in white earth with characteristic fish figures
and designs of all the ornaments used by the Bakairi, the proper meaning of
which we could hereby easily find out. The important fact in the history of
civilization was thus established that all these figures ap pearing to be
geometrical drawings are really abbreviated, partly conventionalized
representations of concrete objects, mostly of animals. Thus, a waving line
with alternating points represents the gigantic serpent, the anaconda, which
is marked by large dark spots; a rhombus, with its angle filled out in black,
denotes a lagoon fish; while a triangle signifies not that simple geometrical
figure, but the little three -cornered garment of the women.?
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particular name, and the two explorers immediately considered that these names
referred to entities that the Native Americans wanted to reproducehen they drew
EOOYI OUPOOEOwWOOUDPT UwOOWUEEOI UUOwWI OUUEUWEOE WOE U
apparently abstract repertoire therefore had a figurative origin.
The diamond shape with black corners mentioned by Ehrenreich had
already been drawn by the Suyéa witch doctor during the 1884 expedition. Karl von
den Steinen found it with all the Xingu Native A mericans, who referred to it by the
name mereshuya fish similar to the piranha. Like Ehrenreich, he deduced from this
name that the geometric shape, fully abstract in appearance, had originally been a
representation of an actual model, the mereshdish, and that this figurative drawing
had gradually been stylized through copying or even due to the constraints of
engraving on a calabasht where angles were easier to do than curvest, to the
extent of becoming unrecognizable. The idea was supported by the explanations of

6 Karl von den Steinen, Unter den Naturvélkern ZentraBrasiliens. Reiseschilderung und
Ergebnisse der Zweiten Schingixpedition, 18871888 Berlin: Diertrich Reimer, 2004;
Portuguese translation: Entre os aborigenes do Brasil cent&fio Paulo: Companhia Editora
Nacional, 1940, Chapter 10.

7 Paul Ehrenreich, Mittheilungen lber die Zweite Xingu -Expedition in Brasilien z Zeitschrift
fur Ethnologig 22, 1890, 89. (I am citing a translation found in the book by Ernst Grosse);
Ernst Grosse,Die Anfange der KunstFreiburg: J.C.B. Mohr, 1894; English translation:The
Beginnings of Arf New York: D. Appleton, 1897, 119-20. @Ve never even bothered to ak the
natives for the meaning of their drawings D WE OOUDOUIT Ews$ 1 Ul OUI PET zUWEDUEUDOC
Grosse, see Wilfried van Damme, Ernst Grosse and the Birth of the Anthropology of
Aestheticsz Anthropos 107: 2, 2012.
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the Native Americans themselves, who interpreted the black corners of the diamond
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in the graphic repertoires of the Xingu Native Americans ¢ and of the Karaja, with
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Figure 4. Graphic patterns of the Upper Xingu Indians: mereshdish, uluri apron, bat, snake

In what way might this discovery be gmportant for the history of
civilization 2 What the two explorers failed to mention in their respective texts, was
that they made a decisive contribution to the debates then underway on the origin
of ornaments.® Two theses were current at the time: either the ornaments owed their
form exclusively to the constraints of the material originally used; or they stemmed
from a process of debasement and linear conventionalization of a figurative
prototype.

The first thesis was attributed to the architect Gottfried Semper, who saw
braided door hangings and then textiles as the first media for ornaments in human
history. The formal elements of these original ornaments thus complied with the
technical constraints of braiding and then weaving. The motifs had subsequently
been transferred to other media ¢ calabashes, masks, human bodie$ to which they
were adapted without losing their formal elements, relics of the original material
constraints that had spawned them.0

The second thesis was vehemently defended by the Swede Hjalmar Stolpe!!
Faced with the silence of the ornaments that he tirelessly reproduced in European
museums, Stolpe was determined to find their original meaning. He considered

8 Paul Ehrenreich, Beitrage zur VolkerkurelBrasiliensBerlin: W. Spemann, 1891, 24.

9 For a somewhat partial introduction to the theories on the origin of ornaments, see Adrian

Alexander Gerbrands, Art as an Element of Culture, Especially in Negkfrica, Leiden: Birill,

1957, 2652.

10 Gottfrie d Semper, The Four Elements of Architecture and Other Writin@ambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1989.

11 Hjalmar Stolpe, # 1 wOz EU0wOUDT 61 OUE D U k Godgrés mterhatibradded) uE O3 UPEED O
américanistes, Comptendu de la cinquiéme sessi@openhague, 1884, 326B; Hjalmar Stolpe,

Collected Essays in Ornamental ABtockholm: Aftonbladets tryckeri, 1927.
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them as cryptographs zthat only an elite consisting of priests and scholars was able
to decipher. He thought that he would thus be able to identify anthropomorphic or
zoomorphic prototypes behind the set of graphic designs decorating the clubs
collected in Guyana. His work enjoyed some popularity in the 1890s, and the idea of
a figurative origin of ornaments was adopted by Henry Colley -March, Charles H.
Read, Henry Balfour and Alfred C. Haddon. 2 Note however that in the debate, all
these British authors, to whom we can add the American William H. Holmes 13, took
up a more nuanced position than that of Stolpe. They argued that, while certain
ornaments may have had a figurative origin, others were clearly due to technical
and material constraints (Colley-March called such motifs skeuomorphs3). It
followed that the origin of ornaments had to be determined case by case.

Figure 5. Graphic pattern of anthropomorphic origin, according to Hjalmar Stolpe

12Henry Colley -March olynesian Ornament: a Mythography or a Symbolism of Origin and
Descent; The Journal of the Anthropological Instiibf Great Britain and Irelan@2, 1893; Henry
Colley-March, €volution and Psychology in Art z Mind, 5: 20, 1896; Charles H. ReadOn the
Origin and Sacred Character of Certain Ornaments of the S. E. Pacifig The Journal of the
Anthropologicallnstitute of Great Britain and Ireland21, 1892; Henry Balfour,The Evolution of
Decorative Art New York: Rivington, Percival & Co., 1893; Alfred C. Haddon, Evolution in

Art as lllustrated by the LiféHistories of Designd_ondon: W. Scott, 1895.

BWilli am H. Holmes, On the Evolution of Ornament + An American Lessonz American
Anthropologist 3: 2, 1890; William H. Holmes, PDecorative Art of the Aborigines of Northern
Americaz Boas Anniversary Volume. Anthropological Papers written in honor of Frang Biaav
York: G.E. Stechert & Co., 1906pUT PUWOEU]l UWEUUDEOI wUI xOUUUwOOwWUT | wE U
school); David J. Meltzer and Robert C. Dunnell, eds, The Archaeology of William Henry
Holmes Washington D.C., Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992.
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identifications of anthropomorphic, zoomorphic or phyllomorphic (that is, having

the form of a leaf) prototypes now seem completely fanciful. By a different route,

Karl von den Steinen ¢ who, as a good disciple of Bastian, considered legitimate

only those theories that were based on detailed empirical data ¢ adopted a position

close to that of Stope. It is nevertheless clear that he had little regard for the
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as animplicit criticism:

It would be impossible to interpret these ornamental motifs with our
reasoning alone;wel EYT wOOwWOPUUl OwUOwUi 1 wOEUDPYI Uz wbP O
up trying to understand them. 4

In his book The Beginnings of ArtErnst Grosse emphasized the importance of
finding out the names attributed to the motifs in the Amazonian graphic repertoires.
He developed a corresponding argumentative strategy.

Itis, indeed, not always easy to discover the original form of a primiti ve
ornament. When we contemplate the zigzag or lozenge pattern on an
Australian shield, our theory that it is derived from animal forms

undoubtedly seems to be hazardous; and it appears to be doubly hazardous
when we acknowledge that in most cases we cannd directly substantiate it.
It would certainly be a wonder if we could. Australian ornamentation has
never been studied systematically. Even in the comprehensive work of
Brough Smyth it is dismissed with a few very general and very superficial
remarks. No one has ever, in fact, taken the trouble to question the
aborigines concerning the meaning of their various designs. What is there,
then, under such circumstances to justify our explanation? First, the fact that
most of the ornaments of lower peoples that have been studied as the
Australian ornaments ought to have been studied, have been found to be
imitations of animal or human forms. Nowhere is there ornamentation of so
distinct a geometricalzcharacter as among the Brazilian tribes. Its rectilinear
patterns suggest anything else than natural forms to a European who looks
at them in a museum. But Ehrenreich, who studied them on the spot, has
irrefragably demonstrated that they are nevertheless nothing but animals or
parts of animals.ts

Ernst Grosse was ettirely familiar with the work of William Holmes and of
Hjalmar Stolpe. Yet their archaeological interpretations, based above all on the
imagination and an aesthetic sense, were hardly convincing compared to the
ethnographic data of Paul Ehrenreich and then Karl von den Steinen. The core of the
debate on the origin of ornaments then shifted to the field of ethnologists in
Amazonia and North America.

In 1900, on the occasion of a new expedition among the Xingu, Max Schmidt,
a disciple of von den Steinen, reviewed the analysis of the mereshuish motif. He

14Von den Steinen,Unter den Naturvolkern Portuguese translation: Entre os aborigeng341.
15 Grosse,Die Anfange English translation: The Beginnings11819.
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saw the ubiquitous diamond shape as a motif whose form was taken from one of the
basketwork techniques, and was thus of Plectogeniczorigin ¢ (that is, derived from
weaving techniques?'’). Schmidt thereby, apparently unwittingly, adopted the same
materialist position as Semper. Hence, the name given to the motif could only be a
secondary elaboration, a perceived analogy between the form of an ornament and
that of a fish: a mnemonic intended to differentiate this motif from the other motifs
of the repertoire and to perpetuate its transmission. The reasoning was endorsed by
Karl von den Steinen® and by Fritz Krause who, following Ehrenreich, returned to
the Karaja in 1908%°

In parallel with the work of Max Schmidt in Amazonia, the whole first
T1 01 UEUPOOWOT wHUEO4a w! OEUZ wUUOUET OUUWPEUWEUOT EwU
Native Americans amongst whom they sojourned, and to note their names. Boas
had been influenced by the work of Stolpe, Ehrenreich and von den Steinen, and
particularly by the latter who was a close friend of his. 20 The study of ornaments
was thus given pride of place in the research programme that he set for the various
expeditions among the North American Indians, funded by Morris K. Jesup, from
18992

Roland B. Dixon, Livingston Farrand, Alfred L. Kroeber, Carl Lumhotlz,
"OEUOwW6 DUUOI UOW2EOUI Ow dw! EUUI U0wm* UOI ET Uz Uwi DI
contributed to the debate on the origin of ornaments. They collectively reached the
conclusion ¢ probably suggested by Boast that the names of decorative motifs were
secondary? the form of most of the motifs stemmed from material, technical and

16 Max Schmidt, Indianerstudien in Zentralbrasilien : Erlebnisse und Ethnologische Ergebnisse einer
Reisein den Jahren 1900 bis 19erlin: Dietrich Reimer, 1905; Portuguese translation: Estudos
de etnologia brasileira : peripécias de uma viagem entre 1900,&@6Maulo:Companhia

Editora Nacional, 1942, Chapter 15.. OQw, ER w2 ET OPE Uz Uw( bek BetaGuOi wOUOEOI AU
Ribeiro, Os padrdes ornamentais de tracado e a arte decorativa dos Indios do Alto Xinguz,

Vera Penteado Coelho, ed,Karl von den Steinen: um século de antropologia no Xi&gio Paulo:
EDUSP, FADESP, 1993.

17 Karl von den Steinen, Die Marquesaner und ihre Kunst: Studien tber die Entwicklung primitiver
Slidseeornamentik nach eigenen Reiseergebnissen und dem Material der, BeggerReimer,
19251928; French translation:Karl von den Steinen, Les Marquisiens et leur art.

+7 OUODI1 @ pritnitie Bed Mers du sud. Volume 1: TatoyR@peete: Musée de Tahiti et des
fles, 2005, 131.

18 Karl von den Steinen, Dr. Max Schmidt: Indianerstudien in CentralbrasiliepZeitschrift fur
Ethnologie 1: 2, 1906.

19 Fritz Krause, Die Kunst der Karaja-Indianer (Staat Goyaz, Brasilien)z BaessleArchiv, 2,
1912;English translation: sThe Art of the Caraja Indians (Goias State, Brazilg, Human

Relations Area Filesl965

20 Aldona Jonaitis, ed, A Wealth of Thought. Franz Boas on Native American, Atattle:

University of Washington Press, 1995.

21 Timoty Thorensen, sArt, Evolution and History: A Case Study of Paradigm Change in
Anthropology z Journal of the History of Behavioral Sciends} 1977; Ira JacknissThe First
Boasian: Alfred Kroeber and Franz Boas, 18961905, American Anthropologist104: 2, 2002.
22Franz Boas,sThe Decorative Art of the Indians of the North Pacific Coast z Science4: 82,

1896; Franz Boasg-acial Paintings of the Indians of Northern British Columbia z Memoirs of

the American Museum of Natural Historyl898, vol. 2, Anthropology, vol. 1; Roland B. Dixon,
Basketry Designs of the Maidu Indians of California z American Anthropologist2: 2, 1900;
Livingston Farrand, Basketry Designs of the Salish Indiansgg Memoirs of tle American Museum
of Natural History, 1900, vol. 2, Anthropology, vol. 1; Alfred L. Kroeber, sSymbolism of the
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psychological constraints, which explained the similarity of their forms in widely
diverse and distant cultu res. It likewise explained the considerable variability of
their names, which stemmed from secondary symbolismgz that is, an analogy
perceived a posteriorbetween the motif and an entity; certainly not from a figurative
intention and even less from the debasement of an ancient biomorphic prototype.

The field ethnologists in Amazonia and North America therefore invalidated
the hypothesis of a figurative ori gin of ornaments. The theoretical debate on the
origins issue gradually died down with the outbreak of WWI, positions became set
and there were no more truly interesting developments. When Franz Boas
eventually published the synthesis of his ideas in 1927,in Primitive Art, they had
long since lost their innovative and controversial force. His critique of the figurative
symbolism that Stolpe and his successors attributed to ornament traditions had two
major consequences.

The first was that the study of so-cE OOT Ewx UDODPUBDYI wx1l Ox Ol Uz wOUO
repertoires was henceforth to focus on the most formal aspects, analyzing above all
the relations of duplication, distortion and symmetry of graphic patterns. 23In so

Arapaho Indians z Bulletin of the American Museum of Natural Histarg3, 1900; Alfred L.

Kroeber, Decorative Symbolism of the Arapaho z American Anthropologist 3: 2, 1901; Roland

B. Dixon, Basketry Designs of the Indians of Northern California z Bulletin of the American

Museum of Natural History 17, 1902; Alfred L. Kroeber,sThe Arapahogz Bulletin of the American

Museum of Natural History18,1902; Franz Boassl'he Decorative Art of the North American

Indiansz Popular Science Month)y63, 1903 (a detailed analysis shows that this article is a

0001 OwPOxOPEPUWEUDUDPGUI wODecardiive @r df the Huithell EUAOw" EUOw+ U
Indiansz, Memoirs of the American Museum of Natural Histp@904, vol. 3, Anthropology, vol.

2; Clark Wissler, Decorative Art of the Sioux Indians z Bulletin of the American Museum of

Natural History, 18: 3, 1904; Samuel A. BarrettBasket Designs of the Pomo Indiansg,

American Anthropologist7: 4, 1905; Clark WisslergA Psycho-Physical Element in Primitive

Art Z Boas Anniversary Volume. Anthropological Papers written in honor of Franz, Bleag York:

G.E. Stechert & Co., 1906; Franz BoagDecorative Designs of Alaskan Needlecaseg,

Proceedings of the United States Natural Mus€umt K QO whuNY WwepE OUOWEOwbOx OPEP UWEU
ideas); Berthold Laufer, A Theory of the Origin of Chinese Writing z American Anthropologist

Nowt OwhNYA wepUDOT UOEUWExx OPEEUDOOWOT wUT T wlOiT 1 OUawdi wo!
the origin of writing); Alfred L. Kroeber, <thnology of the Gros Ventrez Anthropological

Papers of thdmerican Museum of Natural Historyl: 4, 1908; SamueA. Barrett, omo Indian

Basketryz, University of California Publications in American Archaeology and Ethnal@gy908;

Robert Lowie, sThe Assiniboinez Anthropological Papers of temerican Museum of Natural

History, 4: 1, 1909; Alfred L. Kroeber,Lalifornia Basketry and the Pomogz American

Anthropologist 11: 2, 1909Franz Boas,Review: A Study of Chiriquian Antiquitiesby George

Grant MacCurdy z Science34: 875, 1911Franz Boas,Representative Art of Primitive People z

Holmes Anniversaryvolume, Anthropological Essays presented to William Henry Hglmes

Washington D.C.: J.W. Bryan Press, 1916; Robert H. Lowiegrow Indian Art z

Anthropological Papers of tihenerican Museum of Natural History21: 4, 1922; Franz Boas,

Primitive Art, Oslo: H. Aschehoug, 1927; Robert H. Lowie,Review: Collected Essays in

Ornamental Artby Hjalmar Stolpe z American Anthropologist32: 2, 1930.

20HUEOawW! OEUz wUI EOOEWUET OO0Owp' 1 UOEOw*dw' EI El UODOOwW+ D (
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and eminently variable virtuosity; cf. Ira Jacknis, sThe Artist Himself. The Salish Basketry

Monograph and the Beginnings of a Boasian Paradigmgz, Janet Berlo, ed,The Early Years of

Native Ameri@an Art History: Politics of Scholarship and Collectjrigeattle: University of

Washington Press, 1992.
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of picture -writing, in spite of them being so widespread in Native American
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by Alfred Kroeber. 24 While Kroeber affirmed that the names of graphi ¢ motifs
adhered to no regular pattern, and that the interpretations of these motifs were
purely personal and arbitrary, Mooney ¢ who belonged to an American
anthropological tradition that had worked extensively on Amerindians picture -
writing ¢ vehemently criticized what he considered to be an over-generalization.
"] WUEPwW* UOI EIl UzZUwWEUT UOI OUWEUWEOWEI Il PUOEUDOOWOI 1
American graphic repertoires, including those most evidently endowed with
standardized significations. But since Moo ney represented the past and Kroeber
embodied the future of American anthropology, his offended reaction remained a
dead letter.26 The study of picture -writing was consequently left to the historians of
writing and of art, and to amateurs, all of whom consi dered picture -writing in one
way or another as failed writing , and thus as inscription techniques that had been
unable to become alphabets, the summit of a unilinear evolutionary process.?’
3T 1T wUl EOOEWEOOUI gUI OEl wOil wUT 1 odlivdasOUT UPEEOwWO
the more general loss of interest in the procedures of the indigenous naming of the
motifs found in decorative graphic repertoires. One of the few people to embark on
this work was Samuel Barrett, who carried out a fine study of the names attribut ed
to the motifs on baskets woven by the Pomo in California. In particular, he showed
the complexity of these basketwork motifs, which could be analyzed as simpler
motifs forming minimal units of the Pomo graphical repertoire. Each unit, down to
the smallest, was named precisely, so that the final complex motifs, those that could
be seen on the baskets, could be denoted by means of a complex name composed of
the simple names of each small unit, for instance: otato eyebrow / on both sides /
arrowhead z28 Barrett thus compiled a grammar of the names denoting Pomo
graphic motifs. This interest in the names of ornamental repertoires was however to
Ul OEPOWOEUT POEOWEOE WHUEO&a w! OEUZ WUET OOOOWEOOOT wt
ethnologists, failed to see the strarge recurrence of thesamenames associated with
the samamotifs, from one Native American society to the next. Admittedly, this
aspect was infinitely more apparent in Amazonia than in North America, and it did

24 James Mooney,Reviewed Work: The Arapahdoy Alfred L. Kroeber Z American
Anthropologist 5: 1, 1903.

25 James Mooney,sThe Ghost-Dance Religion and the Sioux Outbreak of 189(, Fourteenth
Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnolody896; James Mooneygalendar History of the Kiowa
Indiansz Seventeenth Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnplt888; Walter J.
Hoffman, sThe Mide'wiwin or Grand Medicine Society of the Ojibwa g Seventh Annual Report
of the Bureau of Ethnolog$#891; Garrick Mallery, Picture-Writing of the American Indians Z
Tenth Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnolpd®93.

26| ester G. Moses,The Indian Man: a Biogphy of James Moondyincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1984.

27 That is why it took so long for the Walam Olum a long picture-writing text, to be exposed
as a fake; cf.David M. Oestreicher, The Anatomy of the Wala@lum. The Dissection of a 19th
Certury Anthropological HoaxPh.D. Dissertation, Rutgers University, 1995.

28 Samuel A. Barrett, Pomo Indian BasketnBerkeley: Phoebe Hearst Museum of
Anthropology, 1996.
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take a long time before the ethnographic data on ornamental traditions outside of
the Xingu peoples were studied and published. 2°

The origin of f iguration

Rather than spending more time on this history of ethnological theories on the

origin of ornaments, | would like to consider Karlvonden 2 Ul DO1 Oz UwUiT 1 UPUwO O wl
origin of figuration. The tenth chapter of his book Unter den Naturvilkern Zentral

Brasilienswas more than a theory of the figurative origin of ornaments. It was based,

more generally, on the idea of an antecedence of communicativefiguration as

compared to artistic figuration.

Among primitive peoples, drawing, like gestures, serves to communicate an

idea and not to reproduce the beauty of a form. | think that in so far as the

explanatory drawing has something immediate about it, i tis anterior to

OUOEOI OUEOQWEOEWEUUDPUUPEWEUEPDOT wgogdw" OOOUOD
first. 30

The German explorer based this idea on the very rare figurative drawings
that the Xingu Native Americans used to draw, generally in the sand. The first
example that he reproduced was a map intended to communicate to the expedition
the order and distinctive features of the local river system. It was drawn by a Baikiri
POwebDOT 1 OOwWwYOOWET Ow2Ul pOI Oz UwUOI UET EOOOB

Figure 6. Rivers (from top to bottom): Kuluéne, Kanakayutio, Auina, Auiya, Paranayuba, Paraeyuto

During his second expedition in the Xingu region, Karl von den Steinen
wanted more than these few rare drawings. On the advice of Richard Andree, he
drew on everything that he had learned from his brief int eraction with the Suya

29| have explored elsewhere the phenomenon and its possible explanation: Pierre Déléage,
d es répertoires graphiques amazoniensg Journal de la Société des Américanj98s 1, 2007;
Pierre Déléage,d.a croix yekuanagz Images revues 4, 2007.

30\VVon den Steinen, Unter den Naturvdlkern Portuguese translation: Entre os aborigeng30Q
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witch doctor in 1884: he not only reproduced all the ornamental motifs that he saw,
but also asked the Bakairi, Nahuga, Apiaka and Bororo to use his pencils to draw all
sorts of things in his sketchbooks, particularly animals and hum an figures. The
fortuitous events of 1878 and 1884 became a method: the drawings obtained would
perhaps provide crucial data as the basis for a psychological theory of the origin of
art.

/ﬂ\

=2 Schildkroten

Jdndianerin,

Kolibri.

Tapir und Hund.

Figure 7. Bororo drawings published by Karl von den Steinen

The full significance of the corpus of drawings that he had collected became
apparent to Karl von den Steinen only when he compared them to those drawn by
Italian children and published and analyzed in 1887 by Corrado Ricci, a pioneer in
U7 1 wUUUE a w@rhwings. oo Bdd bi€b gddvised a theory of the antecedence
of Lommunicative drawing z to which von den Steinen referred.

The child describes the man and things instead of rendering them
artistically. They try to reproduce him in his literal completene ss, and not
according to the visual impression. They make, in short, just such a
description in drawing as they would make in words. 3!

3t Corrado Ricci, + 7 EU U1 wE Bolbgng: KiCofaZghibhelli, 1887. English translation: sThe
Art of Little Children z Pedagogical Semingrg: 2, 1895, 304.

12



Pierre Déléage The origin of art according to Karl von den Steinen

Karl von den Steinen was impressed by the many resemblances that
appeared between the drawings that he had suggested theXingu Native Americans
do, and those that three to eight-year-old children had done for Corrado Ricci. This
analogy was the starting point for his theory of the origin of figurative
Ul xUI Ul OUEUPOOS w( UwPUwbOx OUUE OU winett.iTeOOUwlUOwUD(
explorer had no intention of comparing the Native Americans to four -year-old
children, or of attributing to them the same level of psychological development. His
chapter continues, moreover, with a long analysis of Xingu masks, and he regularly
pointed out the excellent quality of Bororo feather work. In no way did he reduce
Amazonian art to a few drawings that these people had agreed to do in his own or
I DPUWEOUUDPOZUwWOOUI EOOOUBwW6T EUwWDOUI Ul UUT EwYOOQWET (
resemblances betwd OWET DPOEUI Oz UWEUEPDPOT UWEOE wWUT OUT wodi woi
that in both cases they were amateur drawings, in the sense of having been drawn
before any learning or cultural transmission. The Native Americans, like European
children, were discovering pape r and pencils; it was the first time that they
attempted to represent something figuratively.

7 Ll
v
)\
Karl v, d.St, /\

Ehrenreich
Gruppenbild von Mitgliedern der Expedition, die Grosse entsprechend dem vermeintlichen Rang

NN @T\“ﬂ

Jaguare.
Figure 8. Bakairi and Nahuqga drawings published by Karl von den Steinen (note the portraits of Karl von den

Bakairi

Steinen and of Paul Ehrenreich)

Karl von den Steinen knew very well that when the Native Americans
spontaneouslyzEUT PwbDOwUT 1T wi U1 00001 pUUUZz wOOUI EOOOUOWUI
the form of traditional motifs on a new material, using a new tool, as the Wayéapi
had done in 1878 and theSuya in 1884. If they were to draw the outlines of animals
and humans, similar to the drawings of European children, an additional dose of
artificiality would be required, by asking them explicitly to perform a new activity
for which they had no expertise, like children.
Hence, the following comment by Franz Boas:

13
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When primitive man is given a pencil and paper and asked to draw an object
in nature, he has to use tools unfamiliar to him, and a technique that he has
never tried. He must break away from his o rdinary methods of work and
solve a new problem. The result cannot be a work of artt except perhaps
under very unusual circumstances. Just like the child, the would -be artist is
confronted with a task for which he lacks technical preparation, and many of
the difficulties that beset the child beset him also. Hence the apparent
similarity between children's drawings and those of primitive man. The
attempts of both are made in similar situations. 32

Karl von den Steinen was fully aware of this, and it was prec isely the
experimental nature of the situation that interested him and that enabled him to
i OUOUOEUT wEwUT T OUa woli wOT 1T woOupT DPOwWOi wi BT UUEUD OO
traditional art, but on the comparison of two amateur practices, that of the Nativ e
Americans and that of children.

Karl v.d. St

Bakairi.

Bakairi.

- Wesberdreieck

Mitze dacunter

—~Vagina
nat.Gr 2

- Anus

— Schaur

(Apiakd)

nat. Gr.

Arm-Tatowirung:
narl v.d. 5t Mann zu Pferds.

Figure 9. Nahuqa, Bakairi and Apiaka drawings published by Karl von den Steinen (note the portraits of Karl von
den Steinen)

32 Boas,Primitive Art, 65.
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He thus pointed out that, like the children, the Native Americans preferred
to draw animals and humans, rather than plants and the environment in general,
which was systematically omitted. He then noted that all the drawings converged
onto typical, fundamentally incomplete and almost geometric forms; a few simple
lines around a silhouette. From this point of view the similarity between the
ET POEUI Oz UWEQOEwWUIT T w- EUPYI gadidieddd®d foB Wddz wWUUDE OOT O wi
striking. These typical pictures excluded all singularity and all accidents. They
always appeared from the same point of view: humans were drawn from the front,
EOCOEWEOPOEOU WP Owx Uéyemion).wpdOUwbbDUT wEWEDUEZ U

— Mutze
~ Schaurrbart
uber den Aufen

Pfeife

Gty — Ourtel

Karl v.d St.

Mutze

Wilh.v. d.St. Karl v.d.St. Brasil-Soldat

Figure 10. Bororo drawings published by Karl von den Steinen (note the portraits of Karl von den Steinen)

While the differences between animal species were easy tadentify from a
profile, those between humans were less so. That is why the Native Americanst like
the children ¢ completed typical human outlines with attributes that were also
highly stylized: attributes relating to gender (genital organs, lengths of th e hair,
clothes) and more general social attributes such as a moustache, beard, hat, pipe,
etc., which characterized, respectively, adults for children, and the Europeans for
the Native Americans (the latter having developed a real cultural disgust for bod y
hair).
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%DT UUT whihd w" T DPOEUT Oz UWEUEPDPOT Uwx UEODPUT I EwEaw" OUUE

%D1T UUT whl dw" i DOEUI Oz UWEUEPPOT UwxUEODUT 1 EwEaw" OUUEEOD

The composition of these typical forms also adhered to recurrent principles.
The drawings reproduced normally invisible par ts (for example the navel, genitals
EQEwl YI Ow* EUOwWYOOWET Ow2Ul DOl Oz UWEQUUAOwWUT UUwWT 1 ¢
(we see the two legs of a rider on a horse, in profile). Natural proportions were not
respected; for instance, the leader of the Xingu expalition was represented bigger
than his lieutenant, thus reflecting the hierarchical rather than the physical reality.
sometimes put on their forehead. | see this either as a probem of communication (if
the Native Americans had wanted to draw eyebrows) or, following von den Steinen,
a way of highlighting a particular attribute.

16
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%D1T UU1 wht w" 1 DPOEZ UWEUEPDOT wxUEOPUIT | EwEaw" OUUEEOwW1D

Karl von den Steinen explained these similarities between the drawings of
children and Native American amateur sin terms of the Lommunicational zessence
of the figuration. The aim, he argued, was not to draw a nice picture, the source of
aesthetic pleasure, but to convey an idea as effectivéy as possible. That is why only
one typical picture was selected over many others, for the ease with which it could
be differentiated from other typical pictures. It was therefore the easiest not only to
produce but also to recognize, adopting the most complete point of view (profile,

I EEI1 O-eyé BidWE idctuding the most distinctive characteristics (whether visible
or not from the chosen point of view), and positioning them in the clearest and most
salient way (thus ignoring the laws of perspective, and opting instead for various
forms of transparency or reduction). The original figures, those of children or
amateurs (in Amazonia or elsewhere), thus obeyed the psychological laws applying
to all forms of communication: their aim was to be as relevant as possible by
minimizing the efforts of both the transmitter and the receiver.

%DT UVl whiKdw" i DPOEZ UWEUEPDOT wxUEOPUT | EwEaw" OUUEEOwW1D

371 whl EOOT UUWOT wYOOwWET Ow2U01 pOI 6z UwEUT UOI OUU
point, for considering the children and the Nat ive Americans free of any artistic
influence was risky. They probably were,so far as the figuration was concerned, but
only swith other things being equal z For instance, in the stickmen drawn by the
Nahuga we see a fairly standardized form (a triangular bust) found in various

17
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traditional bark engravings, and that Max Schmidt was still to find in the Xingu
twelve years later.

——_

Figure 15. Traditional bark engraving, Xingu

"1 OEl OwUT T w- EUPYI w Ol UPEEOUzZwWEUEPDOT Uwi I EUU
principles. Von den Steinen moreover regretted not to have found among the Native
Americans the famous gnixed profile zthat Ricci had found throughout his Italian
corpus: the representation of a human profile with two eyes ¢ a typical mix of two
distinct points of view. Today we know that this mixed profile was just a fad and
that it disappeared soon afterwards from corpu Ul UwOi wET POEUI Oz UWEUEPDOT |
Uil wEOOEOUUDPOOWUT EVwI YI OwET DOEUI Oz UWEUEPDOT Uwpl
these variations had to be explained not only in relation to universal psychological
laws (the causes of this fad and its disappearance neertheless remain controversial
to this day).3

330n the disappearance of mixed profiles from the corpusesof ET POEUI OUz wEUEPDOT Uo w1l
Baldy, Dessine-moi un bonhomme. Universaux et variantes culturelles § Gradhiva 9, 2009,

1401, OUIl wi 1 01 UEOCOCaAaOwOOwWUT | wi PUUOVA w@ABaisBeOUT Ul U0 wDOWET
Quand les enfants se mirent & dessiner.1880tuN UK wo wUQuwi UET Ol OU gkt wOz 1 PUUODU
EETI Pl UUWEUw, UUB 1 woE 198(Emmanuekbremdud) in@e6tian du eksin

d'enfant en FranceParis: Hazan, 2003; Donna Darling Kelly, Uncovering the History of

Children's Drawing and Art Westport: Praeger, 2004.
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%DT VU1 wht dw" T POEZUWEUEPDOT wxUEODUT 1T EwEaw" OUUEEOQW1PEED

#1 UxDUI wOT 1T Ul wOUEOGET UOw* EUOwWYOOwWET OQw2UI pOI O
by the scientific community in the twentieth century. All the major studies on
EI POEUI Oz UWEUEPHDOT UwUIT i 1T UUTI EwOOwWI PUwWPOUOWE OE wh ¢
distinction between schematic figuration intended for communication, and
naturalist figuration seeking sesthetic beautyz We find references to von den
Steinen in the founding studies of James Sully in England, of Siegfried Levinstein in
Germany, of Georges Rouma in Belgium, and of GeorgesHenri Luquet in France. 34
Of these authors, Sully and Rouma understood the finesse of his theory, while
Levinstein, under Lampri ET Uz Uwb Oi OUI OEIT O wE QA +OF @i iod udlUd ES EU |
UOUT T Owi YPEI OET wbOwUT 1T wEOEOOT awEI UPI 1 Owl0T 1 wET B
drawings, of the theory that the mental development of the child was a
Ul EExDPUUOGEUDPOOWOIT wlod éabdvdllfion that wes tladrigdittigad wi Y OO U UD
adults). These ideas were however outdated at the time of their publication. This is
evidenced in the report that Georges Bataille devoUl EOwb OwhNt YOwWwUOw+ U@UI1 Uz

doday the comparison between children and savages isa worn-out clichéz

34 James Sully,Studies in Childhood_ondon: Longmans, Freen & Co., 1894; Siegfried

Levinstein, Untersuchungen Uber das Zeichnen der Kinder bis zuml_g#zig: R. Doigtlanders
Verlag, 1904; Alfred C. Haddon, Drawings by Natives of British New Guinea z Man, 4, 1904;
Karl Lamprecht, # 1 wOz 6 UUET wEOOx E U8 | giRevue)da ByinthesemnBtorigiidz 1 61 EOQUU
1/ 31, 1905Georg Buschan,Primitive Zeichnungen von K indern und von Wilden z Die
Umschay 24, 9 June 19068Marcel Réja (Paul Meunier), L'Art chez les fous. Le dessin, la prose, la
poésieParis: Mercure de France, 1907, Chapter 2; Georges Rouméag langage graphique de

Oz 1 OBruxdlds: Misch & Thron, 1913; GeorgesHenri Luquet, + 7 E U U wRadd @ DD |
1930.

35 Georges Bataille,st 7 E U U wzDoéu@dntd 2 lannée, 7, 1930; this is a review of the book

by GeorgesHenri Luquet.
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More generally, through the early twentieth -century spread of various
artistic avant-gardes, awareness developed that the difference between
communicative drawing and naturalist drawing, between the figuration of what one
thinks and that of what one sees, between ideoplastic and physioplastic
representation, and between intellectual and visual realism (all of which denoted
the same dichotomy), was both a universal phenomenon and a question of degree.
Following Karl von den Steinen, usually explicitly, Emanu el Lowy, Max Verworn,
Wilhelm Wundt, Franz Boas, Georges Bataille and Ernst Gombrich all recognized
Ul 1l uwbOxOUUEOET wOI wel POEUI Oz UWEUEPDOT UGWSEET wol
any figuration was at least partly ideoplastic, and that art that sought to create the
illusion of reality was simply an exception, a borderline case in the human history
and geography of modes of figuration. 3¢

Reverse anthropology

*EUOWYOOWET Qw201 DOl Oz UWEOOOWEOGEwWUT I WEUEPDOT UwOi
therefore had a profound albeit gradually invisible influence on the psychology of

development and on the history of art theory. They were also at the origin of

another, less theoretical and more practical tradition. From the late nineteenth

century, ethnologists sojourning in the lower lands of South America started to

imitate their master by distributing sheets of paper and pencils to the Native

Americans whom they met. In chronological order, and to my knowledge, there was

Max Schmidt, Theodor Koch-Griinberg, Robert Lehman-Nitsche, Fritz Krause,

Erland Nordenskiold, Wilhelm Kissenberth, Willem Ahlbrinck, Herbert Baldus,

Alfred Métraux, Ana Biré de Stern and Claude Lévi -Strauss.

Very quickly, though, the theoretical value of these amateur drawings
vanished; the master had essetially said everything. The fairly in -depth studies of
Koch-Grinberg, of Lehman-Nitsche and of Biré de Stern went no further than that
of von den Steinen 3’ Yet the practice lasted and spawned a singular artistic
tradition. Many ethnologists, following von den Steinen, published their own
portrait drawn by the Native Americans. 38 This was a way of being seen as part of a

3 Emanuel Lowy, Die Naturwiedergabe in der Alteren Griechischen Kyf&m: Verlag von

Loescher, 1900; English translation:The Rendering of Nature in Early Greek Ationdon:

Duckworth & Co., 1907 qp. Ow+ gbaz Uwx OUUIT U D GNew book® & BIH Bookd:w# OO OT Ul Ow
Emanuel Léwy, Die Naturwiedergabe in der Alteren Griechischéamstz, Journal of Art

Historiography 5, 2011); Max Verworn, Zur Psychologie der Primitiven Kunsfiena: Gustav

Fischer, 1908; BoasPrimitive Art; Bataille, s+ 7 E U U wizBiBtGentbich, + z EU0 wi OwOz POOUUD O
Psychologie de la représentation pictur®aris: Gallimard, 1971.

37 Theodor Koch-Griinberg, Anfange der Kunst im Urwald. Indiandrlandzeichnungen auf seinen

Reisen in Brasilien Gesammgdgerlin: Ernst Wasmuth, 1905; Portuguese translation:Comecos

da arte na selva : desenhos manuais de indigetesonados por Dr. Theodor Kaghinberg em

suas viagens pelo Bradillanaus: EDUA, FSDB, 2009 (I wish to thank Michael Kraus for

sending me a copy of this translation); Robert Lehman-Nitsche, Dibujos primitives z

Extension universitaria, Universidadational de La Platd 909; Ana Bir6 de Stern,

Manifestacbes graficas dos primitivos e das criancag, Revista do Arquivo Municipal60, 1939.

I wish to thank Diego Villar for the latter two references.

38 Michael Kraus, £omienzos del arte en la selva : Reliexiones etnologicas sobre el arte

indigena a principios del siglo 20z Bulletin de la Société suisse des Américani§#65, 2000/01.
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clearly identifiable intellectual current, that of field ethnographers, closer to Bastian
than to the historico-cultural Vienna school in et hnology. But | think that it was also
a way of @authenticatingzUT | PUwWUUEawbOw OEAOOPEOQwWUOOI U1 pOT wod
who have themselves been photographed next to a historical building, as if to say d
was hereg
Max Schmidt, a student of von den Steinen, was to my knowledge the first to
publish four of his portraits. They were drawn by the Bakairi when he was on his
Xingu expedition in 1900.3°

Figure 17. Portraits of Max Schmidt by the Bakairi

Theodor Koch-Grinberg, also a student of von den Steinen, published his
portraits in 1905, in an exceptional collection of drawings by Native American
amateur ¢ Ipurind, Bakairi, Baniwa, Baré, Kaua, Siusi, Uanana, Tukano, Tuyuka,
Kobéua, Uméauat collected during two ex peditions, the first in 1900 under the
leadership of Herrmann Meyer, among the Xingu, and the second between 1903 and
1905 in the north-west of Amazonia. The book, The beginnings of art in the fordst
title borrowed from Ernst Grosse and also used by Max Verworn 4°¢ contains no
fewer than eleven portraits of its author. 4

39 Max Schmidt, Indianerstudien in Zentralbrasilien : Erlebnisse und Ethnologische Ergebnisse einer
Reise in den Jahrdr®00 bis 190,1Berlin: Dietrich Reimer, 1905; Portuguese translation: Estudos
de etnologia brasileira : peripécias de uma viagem entre 1900, &&8@aulo:Companhia
Editora Nacional, 1942, Chapter 15.
40 Max Verworn, Die Anfange der kunstlena: GustavFischer, 1909.
41 Koch-Grunberg, Anfange der KunstPortuguese translation: Comecos da art&heodor Koch-
Griinberg, Die Xingu-Expedition (18981900).Ein ForschungstagebucKdéln & Weimar: Bélhau
Verlag, 2004, 27985 (these field notes of KochGrlnberg, edited by Michael Kraus, contain
EOxDPI UwOi wOUDPT DOEOwW! EPOPUgWEUEPDOT UOWDPOEOUEDOT wOT 1T w
Griinberg, Zwei Jahre unter den Indianern: Reisen in Nordwstsilien 19031905 Stuttgart:
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Figure 18. Portrait of Theodor Koch-Griinberg by an anonymous Baré

Figure 19. Portrait of Theodor Koch-Griinberg by Mapéu, an Ipurind

Strecker & Schréder, 1909; Portuguesdranslation: Dois anos entre os indios. Viagens no noroeste
do Brasil, 19031905 Manaus: EDUA, FSDB, 2005, 148, 470, 4%l
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