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how arc we to account for the varying degrees ofabstrac-
tion in primitive art? Must we assume that the more ab
stnrct its form, thc more "spiritual" ias meaning? lf so,
does the difference betwcen thc Bakota and Sepik Rivcr
figures rcflect an equally great diffcrcnce in the kinds of
anccstor worship from lvhich they spring, or are there
pcrhaps other factors to be taken into ac€ount as well?

As it happens, the Bakota guardians providc a good
rest for thesc assumptions. They have becn collcctcd in
considcrablc numbers, and thc differenccs among them
are notable, evcn though thcy all clearly bclong to a single
type and must have been employcd for exactly the samc
purposc. Our sccond specimen (fig.zt) is almost idcntical
with the first. ercept for the head, which in comparison
seerilr almost gruesomcly realistic; is shapc is strongly
convex rathcr Oan concavc, and evcry detail has an un-
mistakablc rcpresentational mcaning. This face, with iB
opcn mourh full of pointcd tceth, is obviously designed
lo frighrcn. Here, wc feel, is a guardian figure that docs
indeed livc up to its funcrion. Yet the mcmbes of the
tribe failed to share our rcacdon, for they found thc more
abstract guardiaa figure cqually acccptable. What, thcn,
is the relation betwcen the two? They wcre probably
madc at differcnt tim6, but thc interral could not have
been more than a century or two, inasmuch as wooden
sculpture does not suryive for long under iropical con-
ditions, and European travelers, so far as we know, did
iot bcgin to bring back any Balcora guardians unril the
eightcenth aentury. In any event, given the rigidly con-
scnative naturc of primitive society, we can hardly be-
lieve that the anccstor cult of the Bakoa underwant any
significan: changc during rhc dmc span rbar scpanrss
6gurc:7 from 6gurc:t. Which of thcm camc first, or-to
put the question morc crutiously-which rcprescns the
older, more ncarly original version? Figure zt, surcly,
since we cannot imagine how irs rcalistic fcatures could
have evolvcd from thc spare geometry of figure 27. The
liac of dcvclol:.rent rhus lcads from figure:t to figure 27,
from represcntation to abstraction (rrc alrc bave a good
many interurediate examplcs). This change scems to haw

I same rime. bur rhu numircr must have bcn considcrablc.i
r !
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thc conscryativc tcmpcr of primitive society demaodcd
that every ncw guardian follow the pattcrn of its prede-
o6sor. Yet, as we know, no copy is evercompletely faith-
ful to its modcl; so long as he repcatcd the basic outlincs
of thc traditiond dcsign, the Bakoa caner enjoycd a
ccrtain latitudc, for no two of thc rnany surviving guard-
ian figrrcs have eractly tbc samc facid stnrctura Maybc
thcsc slig[t variations were svco erpGctd of him, so as
to distingdsh the narly crcated guardian from thc one it
replaccd- Any gcsturc or shape that is endlcssly rspcatd
teads to losc is original character-it bccomcs ground
down, simplific4 norc abstract Wc scc a good eximplc
ofrhis ia thc ideographs of Chincscrrriting which s&rrtd
out as tiny pictures but bcforc long lost dl trace of their
rcprcscBtational origia and bccame mcse signs Thc
samc kind of transforrnarion, although not ncarly as far-
reaching can bc traced among the Bakota guardians:
rhcy grcw simplcr and more abstract, since this was the
on\y iluectron\tr vNrc\ $e1 cou\d dere\op. One uir$nr
rerm what bppencd to thcm "absrraction-U@
jj&" w" havc'discusscd ttt" p@
ctusc it is r fundamennl

ovei a containcr of nor

to bc rcpticcd at frequcat iatervals, and
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By l9ro, Cubism was wclt established as an altcral:
to Fauvism, and Picasso had becn joined by a numbe
othcr artistr notably Georgcs Braque (1882-1963), r
whom hc collaborarcd so intimatcly that their worl
that timc is difrrnlt to tcll apart Both of rhem-itis_
clcar to whom thc chicf crcdit bclongsinitiard -

ncrt pbasc of Cubism, which was syctt bolder thal
first lVe scc its bcginningp inPicas*'s Still Llfe of rytr.
(fig.Zto). Most of thc painting sho*rs the now-fani
faccts, crcqrt for the letters; these, being alreadyab*r
sips, could Dot bc translated into prismatic sbapcs,
from beneath the still life cmerges a piccc of imint
chair caaing whie,h hls bcca pastcd onto thc cur
end tbe piaurc is'fnmcd" by a piecc of ropc.ltir
tnrsion of dico matcdals has a moet remarkabhfi
the abstract still life appcsrs to rest on a reat surfrcc(
chair caaing) as oa a tray, aDd thc substantialiryd
tray is furthcr cmphrsizd by tbe ropc. rtithin 1
Picasso and Braque we producing still lifcs

likc prismq aDd the crnvrs has tbc balanca end re6ne-
Eent of t fully.meturc style. Contrasstf color rnd tcr-

dmost eotircly of cnt aod pastcd scmpo of matair[
oBly r fry lincs addcd to complctc tbc dcsig!. h
fine cxample by Bnquc (fi& Ztt) ne r€cogliu

i tute, rc pronouaed inthe Danrllrllla,arenoyrcduccd initetion wood gniniag part of a tobacco
e nininum (thc subdncd tonelity of fhc pieture a contr=ting rtanp, half thc masthcad of a

and e bit of nc*sprint made iato a phying crrd
of bcarts)- Tbc tcchniquc cene to bc koowa u

Zto. Perro hcesso. Stiil Alc vith Clnir Coing.
r9I r-r2. rot/, x t3r/.'. C.ollcAion thc Artist

shadcd in a way that givcs them a ccrtain three-dimension-
ality. We cannot always bc surc whethcr they are con-
caye or convex; some look lile cbunks ofsolidified spacc,

. .-gthers lile fragmcns of trsnsluccot bodics. Tbey con-

I stitute a unique kind of matter, which imposcs a new
I inegiiiy and continuity on the cntirc canvzs The Dcm-

\ oiselles, unlike Thc Joy of Lifc, cln no longcr be read
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inagc of tbc extcrnd world; its world is its own,

I analogous to naturc but constructcd dong difrcrent
lrinciples. Picasso's rcvolutionary "building matcrial,"

compoundcd of voids and solids, b bard to dcscribc with
any precision. The carly critics, who saw only thc prcra-
lcnce of sharp cdgcs and anglcq dubbcd the ncw style
Gubism.

That thc Dcmoislles owcs anythiag to Cdzanne may
a3 first scco incredible, Ncvcrthclcss, Picasro had studied
Gizenncb letc wort (snc.b es frgln) with great care,
finding in Cdzroneb abstrac trcabcat of volumc and
speca the tranducot strucnral uniB from which to

--dcrivc 
tbe faets of Otbism. The finr is clcarcr in Picas-

; _, so's portrait of AmbroiscVollard (fi9779),painrod four
$ yean latcr: thc fscets arc now smelt and prrcise, morc

:r:!mprisn6d- sittcr'r facc did riot cm@

playrng an elaboratc game of hide-and-sccl with nature,
but be still needs thc visiblc world to challcnge his
creative powcri Tbc non-objccrivr realm hcld no eppcal
gn5a-uco or latcr.

(thc Freoch vord for'pasc-upJ. fVhy did
Bnquc aoddcoty g,lrdet thc contcnts of thc
bastet to bnrsh and paint? Bccause, wanting to
thc new oorlccpt of thc pklue.as-a-rray,tfuy
bcst wry was to put rcal rhingp on thc tny.
dicns of a collagc sctuslly play a doublc role;
bccn rhapcd aad cr,-rbined, thm drawtr or
to givo thcm e rcphscntational mcaning but
not losc their original idcntity as scrape of
"outsiders" iE tbt norld of art Thus thcir
beib.torqFrcr.rt (to bc part of an imagc) and o
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The second of our main currents is the one v#eltfrifl,

rbs:rection. When discussing Kandinsky, ttv &'tftat
tc terTn is usuatty takcn to metn thc proccss (o? Oc
:sult) of analyzing and simplifying observed reality.
Jrerally, it means "lo draw away from, to scparate." If
;e have ten apples, and then scparatc the ten from the
pples. we gct an "abstract number," a number that no
lnger refers to particular things. But "apples." too, is
n abstncdon. since it places ten applcs in one class,
irhout regard for their individual qualities. Thc artist
'ho ser our lo paint ten applcs will find no rwo of them
iike, yct he cannor possibly take account of a[ their
ifferences: even thc most painsrakingly realistic por-
ayal of thesc particular pieces of fnrit is bound to bc
)mc sort of an abstraction. Abstraction, then. goes into
re mcking of any work of art, whether rhe artisr knows
or not. The process was not conscious and controllcd,
)wever. until the Early Renaissancre. when artists first
rall'zed the shapcs of nature in tcrms of mathematical
dies (see page ll7). C€zrnne and Scurat reviulized
is approach and explored it funhcr; thcy are the direct
lccsrors of thc abstract movement in twentieth-century
t. Its real creator, hosever, was Pablo Picasso.
About t9o5, stirnulated as much by thc Falruas as by
c retrospective exhibitions of thc grcat Post-lmpression-
s, Picasso gradually abandoned the melancholy lyri-
sm of his Bluc Period for a more robust style. Hesharcd
iotissc's enthusiasm for Gauguin and C6zanne, but he
cwed rhesc mastenr vcry differcnrly; in 19o6+7 he
oduced his own counterpan to Thc Joy of Lfe, z
onumenbl canvas so challenging that it outragcd evcn
atissc (fig7ZE). The titlq Les Demoiselles {Avignon
The Young Ladics of Avignon"), does not refcr to the
wn of that name, bur toAvignon Street in a notorious
ction of Barclona: whcn Picasso startcd the picturr, it
u to bc a tempration sccne in a brothcl, but hc ended
r with a composition of fivc nudes and a still lifc. Bui'i

77t. Pnt-o Prcesso. Its Demoiselles d'Avignon- tgoFol.
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(Acquircd through thc Lillic P. Bliss Bcqu6t)

f9. Perro Prcesio. Ambroisc Yollard. t9o9-ro.
35xz1tlr'- Prshkin Muscum, Moscow
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rat nudcs! Matisse's gcncralizcd figures in The loy of \
fe (sce fig.ZZo) sc=m uttcrly innocuous comparcd to j
is savage aggrcssiveness. The three on thc left arc I
gular distortions of classical figures, but the violenttyi
ilocated l'earurcs and bodics of rhe othcr two have all !
e barbaric qualitics of primirive art (compare figsz6--z$r barbanc qualrtrB ol Pnmruvc art (compare ngs.ze3,\)
-34). Foffowing Gauguin's lead, ttrc Faurcs had dib.J
vercd the aesrheric appcal of African and Occanic
ulpture, and had inuoduced Picareo to this matcrid;
t it was hc. rather than thcy, who uscd prin itive aft
a battcring r.4n against thc classical conception of_
ruty. Not only the proportions, but the organic.intcg- )
y and continuity of thc human body arc dcnied here,
that thc qlnvas (in the apt dccriprion of one criric)

t ures rs r'reil as their selting-is broken up into angular I
.dgcs or t'ccets: ihesc. rve rvill nore. :rre nol flat. bur


