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By Jean Charlot

Who discovered America?

The famous Arensberg Collectio

n of Pre-Columbian objects—
which unil recenly stood among Brancusis, Duchamps and.
Miros in that collector's Hollywood home

is presented for the
frs time to the public by its new owner, the Philadelphia Mu-
scum. Some 175 works, from a huge Astec calendar stone to
ltle Tarascan puppies, are installed in @ special show lasting
to December 5. On this occasion, painter-scholar Jean Charlot
offers a provocative anlysis of how informed European taste—
from Direr to Dali—has reacted to this suvage, compelling art.

e

ful liché, primitive art was not
d in the past. From the sixteenth to the
cighteenth centuries many a nonclassical masterpiece has been
lovingly presorsed for us in the cabinets de curiosités of tho
Though mingled s a rule with other curios—stuffed
crocodiles or giant clams—its magic nevertheless may well have
« cultured eollecor, too shy to publicize an appre-
ciation that xan against the tastc of his day.
Mere recently and openly, the rapport of socalled primitive
cultures has enriched immeasurably the form and manner of our

worked an

contemporary arts. Tnsomuch as the dictatorship of tase im.
SSRGS
ritics, as cage e their Victorian predecessors o lean on
R e e

African, Occanic and Amerindian arts. In this indirect form of

Coaticue

the Aee primal
mother-godiess,
in 1790, hasly rebured and
nally rediscovered n 1803 by
Humboldt. Ca. 2400; 8 f
bigh, it is in the

of Archacology, Mesico City.

was excavated

Miseam

specialized pleading, once the inger is put on comparable facets
in primitive and modern art, the need is flled, and interest ags.

L wish to seview here the shifting standards that Occidental
taste successively used in its 3
5 i s el sl i e

ppreciation of pre Hispanic art

An
e notwithstanding their present acstheti
canonization, these forms and their original meaning remain
largely for us terra inc

In the case of Mexico, we possess critcal texts dating from

the carlest days of the Conquest, Hernan Cortez was a lawyer

vet who could miss his
awe at the beauty of the Astee royal treasure as he took time out
of the very act of plunder to roport the news to his Emporor:
“What could be more astonishing than that & barbarous monarch

at heart and a conquistador de facto;

Newly installed objects from the Arensberg Collcton at the Philadelphia Muscum; o group of Tarascan
ko

and Totonae domestic pices (ight] an

Artee_ eanh goddoss

Uck), with palmas, nd 3l




such as he [Montezuma] should liave reproductions made of
gold and silver, precious stones and feathers, of all things to be
found in his land, and so perfectly reproduced that there i¢ no
goldsmith or silversmith in the world who could better them, nor
can one understand what inst
fashioning the jewels. As for the featherwork, its like s not to
A e S

nt could have been used for

And again, writing just after the siege and sack of Tenoch.
titlan: “Amon the other booty taken fr
golden shields, crests and plumes, and other such marvelous

s that they could not be described in writing nor compre-
ess they were actually seen o that it seemed fitting
to me that they should not be divided, but rather that they
<hould be presented as & whale to your Majesty.”

When the Astec loot reached Spain at last, the Crown Treas-
hed with caleulating intent; the
value of precious metals and rare stones took precedence over
the even more precious imponderables that neither scales nor
calipers could

“Firstly: a Iargo wheel of solid gold with a monster's face
apon it, worked all over with ormaments in bas-relief and weigh
ing 3,800 pesas of gold

“Item: teo collars of gold and precious stones. Tn another
square box @ huge head of an alligator in gold. . . . Also two
large eves of beaten metal and blue stones 1o put in the head
of the alligator.

“Jtem: eighteen shields ornamented with precious stones with
coloed festhers hanging from them.

“lso: two books such as the Indians use.

“In addiion  hugo silver whee; also bracelets and besien
lver omaments

Ominously suggestive was the estimate of the raw metal's
weight, Before being melied and cast into more acceptable
currency, Corter” gift to the Crown was paraded before cou
rather then as an art exhibition, es a reminder of the
i Ahing il g s s, Wha o Y bV
triumphal entry into Antwerp in 1
 carnival exhibits. Albrecht Diirer saw it there
and then on his tour of the Netherlands, and jotted in his diary
the earlis by an artst of the strange objects: “Fur-
i e
Pt
a moon, wholly of silver and just as big; also two chambers
full of their implements, and two others full of their weapons,
armor, shooting engines, marvelous shields, strange. garments,
bedspreads and all sorts of wondror ct, much
more beautiful to behold than miracles. These things are <o
conly that they have been cstimated at a hundred thousand
foring; and in all my life T have scen nothing which has glad-
dened my heart so much s these things

the city vere many

arer had it measured and we

the American loot was
part of the

For T have seen there

M6th-century Catholis destroped such Zapoteo ritual abjects as this
clay mask, o stamp ot the native rligon. Ca. 600 A, 7 inches hig

like this stons serpent, offended 191lcentury sen
“less geatee] aspects of mature nches bigh.

A burmtjade wartor head from Vera Cras, one of the fe realisic

otonse pieces appealin to Vitorian taste, Ca. 600 4. 9 inches igh.




rved planes merge and lock Like Cubist forms in this
Ctmto

Who discovered America? continucd

wonders of art and have marveled at the subtle ingenia of people
in faroff lands. And I know not how to express what 1 have
experienced thereby.”
I it tells us something about Astee art, this text is equally
eloquent as concerns Diirer himself, The Malianste veneer
e mature master washed off when confronted with this Ameri

can revelation. To the fore came his Gothic training as & German
oldsmith and a taste for Apocalyptic intricacies that could well
e i th fllns of crf inked il ighmarsh vsions
of i Indian counterpar

All through Colonial times in Mexico, cultural matters e

learned his tongue and assimilated his customs, Tnfluences
ked Dot alway
vietor in this cultural bout. In the sixteenth century, the
preacher orated in nahuat! o & squating congregation,
with a stick to pictures painted, or rather sign-written by native
in its Tndianness, belies the foreign
Fray Dicgo Valades
even to engrave didactic plates that stand halfway b
twseen Astec Hieroglyphs and the symbolical theological tableaux
that were then the fashion in Europe. Though not in words, his
works constitute a_ sixteenthcentury critcal appreciation of
Ameidisn st spprceine o th ylat of minier
However o
shits o

worked both ways, with the conqueror vs cast as the

. Their style,

i the missonaries was to convert

S
ssion, and replete with incidents that appear brutal
when Iooked at with a hindsight colored by modern liberalism:

was passionate business, carcied
with

Stylised ke Brancusi i this To-
16 nches high

the willful toppling over high cliffs of monoithic idels that
would smash on the rocks belows
ipts:

the staged bonfires of man:
the melting of pagan jewels 1o be remodeled into

worch such works, but, u t was flly consous of theis worth
Thas, when the great stone Coatlicue [j
“

feaully buried again. In 1805,

[ 30] was unearthed on
iy and
, Baron von Humboldt stepped

main pluza in the eighteenth century, it was specdi

over the awesome idol, “stetched out in one of the galleries

of the edifice of the Universty .. . covered. with three or four

inches of c:

Tl 50 b e s 0 matec oy
of the freethinking French philosophes, Baron von Humboldt
could Took at pre-Hispanic art factually, merely as carved stone.

Humboldt, nurtured on the classical theories of beauty of
Raphsel Mengs, his consciousness
the Grecks and the Romans, but [Continued on page 49]

could not wash away from

Surtealiss were among th fist moderns fuscinated by the macabre

Hayed skin of

i this stne. caving
 victim, impersona

As bl and mechanized
from Moste Albsn,of 8 man

& Liger camvas is this Z

[right] 2 priest wears the
& the god Xipe.  inches igh.

& plumed headdress. 15 nches high.
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