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NORMAN DALY, EFFIGY CHAIRS FROM THE TEMPLE OF HOLMEEK
NOT IN EXHIBITION

another generation of artists in the late seventies,® we are
provoked to ask why this interest in primitive forms and ideas
has occured. The answer comes readily to mind. It offers a
convincing posture for making art. It makes available useful
strategies for negotiating meaning into objects. It circumvents
the idea of “progress,” and by referring constantly to nature and
organic processes, opens up rich areas of content.

These artists have followed an individual, often anti-formal
direction, which has co-existed with the mainstream, perhaps
seeking a time-zone and place less crowded with critical dicta.
It should be noted that only five of the thirteen artists in the
exhibition live in New York City.” Many of the “second
generation” artists whose work is related to the esthetic
concerns discussed here live outside New York City. Certainly,
the objects in this exhibition mimic the timelessness of
authentic ritual objects, which traditionally follow a set pattern
and remain unaltered over generations —as Lévi-Strauss put it,
“a reality which is timeless and independent of
circumstances.”® These works are very much late sixties and
seventies art even as they subscribe to the fiction of an infinite
and extended present in which historical time drowns. It is
attractive to follow this idea, since concepts of time have been
generously offered by the art of this period % In Borges’
Ficciones, “One of the schools in TIén has reached the point of
denying time. It reasons that the present is undefined, that the
future has no other reality than as present hope, that the past is
no more than present memory.” 10 This idea of time is close to
that synchronic medium which makes various kinds of mythic
thinking possible, /.e. a situation in which objects exist
simultaneously as object and meaning. This is the exact
opposite of the modernist stripping down of meaning to
perceptual facts or a governing idea.

What is common to these works is not so much a style, but
an attitude. This attitude has resulted in works with a fairly



identifiable “look.” This, in my view, occurs primarily from the
choice of materials and color, and the handling of space.

An inventory of the materials incorporated in these art works
is long and diverse. In addition to paint, clay, bronze, and
canvas, it includes string, rope, branches, logs, wax, leather,
gauze, industrial tape, coconut husk, fur, found objects,
re-used wood, animal skins, poisonous beads, banana bark,
sea shells, beads, bones, horns, and gourds. The materials
look organic, even when they are not. Sometimes manufactured
products are disguised to look natural. Technigues borrowed
from the crafts guide these materials into an art context. The
“by hand” processes include sewing, stringing beads,
stretching leather, tying, glueing, rubbing, dying, dipping,
and wrapping.

Like the primitive worker who often needed to scavenge for
his materials, these artists are bricoleurs, according to
Lévi-Strauss’ definition: “The significant images of myth, the
materials of the bricoleur, are elements which can be defined
by two criteria: they have had a use, as words in a piece of
discourse which mythical thought ‘detaches’ in the same way
as a bricoleur, in the course of repairing them, detaches the
cogwheels of an old alarm clock; and they can be used again
either for the same purpose or for a different one if they are all
diverted from their previous function.” ! This accurately
describes the somewhat random, informal and often impulsive
accretion of parts; the context is not a formal idea, but a
governing mood licensed by the ethnographic model. Found
materials negotiate between their original state and their new
placement. At the same time they serve as shrewd analogues
for other cultures. The beads used by Alan Shields recall those
used in American Indian tents and clothing; Rafael Ferrer uses
coins which often appear on voodoo fetishes and African
objects. The canvases of Ferrer's kayaks and Shields’ tents are
treated to look like animal hides. The putting together of
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organic presence and a hand-crafted look. The series is
comprised of small spirals and clay discs impregnated with
fossil-like fragments. Fahlen and Kurhajec subject the handling
of materials to intense interrogation, and the force of their
explorations leaves a residue of energy upon their objects.

Charles Simonds has ingeniously invented a culture for his
“Little People” that is now well known. With a Borgesian irony, it
is as much modeled on the present as on the past. Its
miniaturization, distancing and fragility (most of his works are
short-lived, whole cultures compressed into a few days and
wiped away through the depredations of man or weather)
impress his artifacts on the memory, where they maintain a real
presence. The architecture of these models is reminiscent of
American Indian kivas; the materials of the earth itself; and clay
is the prime Adamic material in Simonds view of his role as
creator.

Norman Daly, whose relevant work was not available for
inclusion in this exhibition, has also invented a complete
culture, “The Civilization of Llhuros.” Since 1968, he has
conducted archaeological “digs” into his mind to rescue
Lihurosian arts and artifacts: music, history, votive figures,
paintings, household utensils, maps, poetry, and religious
ceremonies. He devised a scholarly catalogue documenting
the collection and its controversies for a traveling exhibition of
his “discoveries” in 1973.14 The decline of the Llhurosian
civilization, which had a definite phallic thrust, has been
attributed, he tells us, to its licentiousness. Many of the objects
have banal underpinnings; a squeeze plastic detergent bottle
becomes, with bronzing, a holy oil container or a bronzed
ashtray becomes an object recovered from the funeral couch of
atemple priest. What Daly has contrived is a curious meeting
of archaeology and contemporary life. His patina parodies the
past and mirrors the present. This extraordinarily industrious
enterprise is ironic, satiric, funny, and in the end, quite sad. Its
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true themes are the limits of knowledge, which is always
imperfect, the “period’ nature of our finest insights, and the
relation of past to present; of present to future.
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The influence of primitive art remains a potent force in
twentieth century art. To the first phase described by Goldwater
(which mostly affected painting) we can now add a second.
This second phase, which falls imprecisely into the category of
sculpture, is characterized by a consciously sought primitive
“look™ in terms of materials, processes and color. This
appearance is shared by several artists whose “primitivising”
is based on personal, and to a degree idiosyncratic feelings
and ideas. The work draws on nature, on the organic, and on the
ethnographic model. The.ethnographic reference gives access
to modes of art-making that call into question the orthodoxies of
formalism, dialectical development, and easy collectability. It
also allows the artists to bring into play more of their inner
psychic life than is allowable through the exclusive formalisms
that have dominated the past twenty years. The use of this
model provides the necessary context for their thinking:
non-linear time, differentiated and hierarchal space, and the
manipulation of meaning embedded in form. The results of this
art (whether masks, which might be seen as a metaphor for
their strategies; tents which signify shape and shelter, vessels,
which are the primary artifacts of every culture andtalismans,
which are a mode of assigning meaning over and above the
object) are however, paradoxical.

For, despite their “primitivising,” all these works are
conceived and offered as contemporary art, to be displayed in
galleries and drawing some of their incongruous power from
that fact. Though meant for the modern audience, all are devoid
of communal meaning. We have here a strategy to introduce
content we have not fully deciphered into the modernist
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