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Introduction Primitivism, a difficult legacy. Iberian and transatlantic perspectives

Joana Cunha Leal and Mariana Pinto dos Santos

DOI: 10.4324/9781003355519-1


This book explores the expressions of “primitivism” in Iberian and transatlantic modernisms and their political, historical, and aesthetic implications.

The term “primitivism” is bonded to modernity and modernism, and it constitutes a difficult legacy to be dealt with from a historiographical stance. The mere use of the term, with or without quotation marks, usually underlines a Eurocentric viewpoint. That is, despite scholarly efforts following Edward Saïd’s criticism on “orientalism” (1978) “as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient”,1 the concept of primitivism still voices the European and North American experience of modernity. Moreover, the binary opposition it implies (primitive vs. civilised) rests on the very conception of history based on ideals of civilisation and evolution, that legitimised colonial exploitation.

Yet, the connections and artistic exchanges between the Iberian countries and their former transatlantic colonies can add significant layers to the ingrained complexity of this term. First and foremost, the manifold, and often contradictory, manifestations of primitivism in Iberian and transatlantic modernisms bring in a notion of the “primitive” that not only looks outwards to the colonised “others”, but also looks inwards to the putatively uncivilised, belated “self”.

Indeed, Portugal and Spain were both heads of colonial empires, but by the end of the nineteenth century had lost most of their power, Spain being defeated by the United States in 1898—when the United States intervened in the Cuban War of Independence against Spain, and took possession of the Philippines—and Portugal being humiliated by the British with the 1890 Ultimatum to stop expansion in inner African territories, thus breaking the Portuguese colonial interests between Angola and Mozambique. The independence of most of the American continent radically changed the geopolitics of the world. Power relations across the Atlantic stopped being defined on East-West grounds (Imperial Europe-American colonies), establishing instead a new vertical hierarchy between North and South. As Alejandro Mejías-López thoroughly analyses in his book The Inverted Conquest,2 that powerful line cutting the American continent in two halves had its counterpart in Europe. Portugal and Spain are Southern European countries, and despite having enjoyed a metropolitan centrality throughout their imperial history, their position within European modernity from the nineteenth century on was irrevocably peripheral.3 Therefore, they are invariably represented (both in national terms and by others), as not partaking in the European modernity that, nevertheless, they heavily contributed to build on the grounds of colonial extraction.4

Hegel’s philosophy of history epitomises this North-South divide in Europe, reinforcing the centuries-old Protestant/Catholic split. Enrique Dussel’s analysis makes clear the impact of Hegel’s thinking on the consolidation of European modernity, recalling that for Hegel development is dialectically linear and, as far as world history is concerned, has a direction that moves from East to West, Europe being its absolute end.5 This movement, as Dussel points out, leaves Africa out. Hegel considers it “the land of childhood, which lying beyond the day of self-conscious history is enveloped in the dark mantle of night”,6 and therefore pertains to the timeless condition we find associated with the “primitive”. Following Hegel’s “fantastic apotheosis of racist ideology”,7 by which history is refused to an entire continent, Hegel furthermore elucidates that “real” Europe is Northern Europe. He identifies Europe with Germany, France and the Scandinavian countries, while the land south of the Pyrenees stands with Africa. This is why Mejías-López sharply concludes that “the Iberian Peninsula fares only slightly better than the continent to its south: although perhaps not entirely erased from history (as Africa is from Hegel’s text), the Iberian Peninsula is written out of modernity”.8 We will return to Hegel ahead, to further discuss his philosophy of history.

For now, we wish to point out that our question here does not dwell on the fallacy of a monolithic definition of Europe highlighted both by Dussel and Mejías-López (Piotr Piotrowski also denounces this monolithic definition while analysing the history of modernism and contemporary art).9 Rather, we wish to stress the paradox arising from the subaltern position newly occupied by the Iberian countries in European modernity in the face of their imperial background. While doing so, we want to draw the attention to the fact that the terms in which Néstor García Canclini discusses the contradictions of Latin America’s “Modernism without Modernization” also partially apply to Spain and Portugal (particularly his thesis on the multitemporal heterogeneity of modern culture).10

By looking at these contradictions and tensions, this book deals with primitivism’s engagement with colonialism, identitarian representations and the definition of the peripheries as provincial. While so doing, it furthermore analyses the international exchanges and circulations of modernist Iberian and Latin American artists, their ideas, and their artworks, reconstructing their primitivist imaginary. An imaginary that rests on, and fuels, a notion of the “primitive” that looks both outwards to the colonised “others”, and inwards to the uncivilised, belated, “self”.

Walter Mignolo uses the term imaginary to refer to the modern/colonial world system.11 Turning his back to the Lacanian assumption of the Imaginary as a dimension distinct both from the Symbolic and the Real, Mignolo recovers the term from Edouard Glissant’s Poétique de la rélation, for whom “the imaginary is all the ways a culture has of perceiving and conceiving of the world.”12 This broader sense of the term ‘imaginary’ allowed Mignolo to characterise the imaginary of the modern/colonial world system as the “overarching discourse of Occidentalism”,13 and it was determinant in the construction of this book. Indeed, primitivism is part and parcel of that overarching discourse. This is why the primitivist imaginary involves disparate uses of the past. Its many expressions can accommodate different understandings of what that past was, should have been or could be when re-enacted in the present, but primitivism also implies allochronism,14 that is the presupposition that a “right” present time corresponds to a “right” geography, which coincides with Northern European (and North American) industrial civilisation.

Furthermore, while fuelling the chronological hierarchy in which it was generated and further expanding the distance between the fully developed or civilised and the underdeveloped and primitive (or folklorist, or naïve, or exotic), primitivism also became a weapon in modern art. Even if for all the wrong reasons, modernist artists bestowed “primitive” objects with a disruptive power able to threaten the bourgeois status quo and the highly formalised academicism institutionalised in the artistic field throughout the nineteenth century. Mark Antliff and Patricia Leighten defined primitivism in the context of modernism as “an act on the part of artists and writers seeking to celebrate features of the art and culture of people deemed ‘primitive’ and to appropriate their supposed simplicity and authenticity to the project of transforming Western art”.15 And this is how, they add, a term that had mostly negative connotations ended up having positive valences as well.

The positive valences ascribed to the “primitive” in this context arise in the framework of a look that, again, wipes all historical circumstances from objects observed. As Antliff and Leighten put it, the “primitive” belongs to the “mythic speech” as discussed by Roland Barthes, “for the label empties its referent of historical contingency and cultural specificity and instead subsumes it within an unchanging ‘nature’”.16 This a-historical framework reinstated a promise of purity and authenticity that, besides constituting an alternative to the beaux-arts academicism, and the dominant visual culture masterfully instrumentalised by modernist artists in their primitivist productions, was also prone to regionalist or nationalist appropriations. This trend does not concern the appropriation of African sculpture as an aesthetic model, but rather inward-looking ethnographical explorations that reveal the richness of folk traditions in the artistic and architectural realms.

As far from modernist tendencies as he can be, the Portuguese art historian Vergílio Correia (1888–1944), in the first of a series of articles devoted to the study of folk art published in 1915, exemplifies the kind of heavy negative connotations associated to the autochthonous “primitive”.17 Developing one of the many possible mythical viewpoints on the subject at length, and addressing topics such as “the pre-historical grounds of folk art and its universality”, Correia arrives at a discussion around the “relationship between African art and European folk art” he classifies as obvious. In a marked contrast with the Philippine author Isabelo de los Reyes’ (1864–1938)18 empowering translation of folk-lore as el saber popular (knowledge of the people),19 the Portuguese art historian defines folk art as the product of “an inferior artistic stratum, made of simplicity and roughness, ingenuousness and tradition”. According to Correia, this kind of artistic production appears in modern societies as a sign of “primitiveness”, and to study these art forms one must dive into the “inferior rural strata of the Europeans” that evades history and civilisation.20 The diagnostic of a close relationship between the aesthetics of Portuguese rural artefacts and those executed in the Portuguese African colonial possessions by native people recurs later in 1946, in the work of the Portuguese art critic Ernesto de Sousa (1921–1988), but this time a positive value is assigned to that link. Furthermore, Sousa takes both productions as resources for a political engaged modernity, as discussed in Chapter 7.

As these brief examples show, the concept of “primitive” is quite unstable. The chapters in this book deal with its mobility, either rejected or validated in multiple expressions that respond to cultural and artistic networks, as much as to Iberian and Latin American political contexts. Moreover, art history narratives have often eluded the role played by folk art and naïf artists in the renewal of visual practices of the avant-garde, relegating it to a subaltern position. Chapter 2 repositions the centrality of folk and naïf art in the making of the Parisian avant-garde, while Chapter 3 shows how Cubism and local folk art were put side by side in Madrid’s first avant-garde exhibition.21

Reinstating Hegel as the source of Eurocentrism in the discourse of modernity (and thus, we add, of primitivism), Susan Buck-Morss linked Hegel’s philosophy of history with his contemporary historical events, namely the slave revolution and independence of Haiti and its later developments as read by the European intellectual elite.22 According to Buck-Morss, Hegel’s dialectics of lordship and bondage (also known as master-slave dialectics) must have been drawn, not from Ancient Greece, but from the information widely disseminated at the time of the events taking place in Saint-Domingue. These events showed that slaves could rebel successfully against their masters. Consequently, the French Revolution ideal of Liberty was not entirely European but had “world-historical implications”23 embedded in it. In other words, “the desire for freedom was truly universal”.24 Hegel’s dialectics establishes that the master loses his dominance once he realises that he is not free, for he depends totally on the slave (from which it can be extrapolated that Europe’s and North America’s modernity rests on slave labour and extractivism). Hence, the slave-owning class “is incapable of being the agent of historical progress without annihilating its own existence”.25 On the other hand, the slave’s freedom depends on gaining self-consciousness as the subject on whom the master’s wealth depends. According to Hegel, true freedom is obtained through self-consciousness and by “trial of death”: when one is willing to risk one’s own life for it. As previously mentioned, Hegel’s later writings establish the North-South divide that relegates the African continent to a primitive, barbaric and infant realm—where people lack self-consciousness—legitimising the colonial enterprise and the “civilising mission” of colonisation. Thus, the older Hegel established a hierarchy between the “primitive” and the civilised upon which modernity and the narrative of progress were built.26 Yet, as Buck-Morss shows, the ideas of the younger Hegel on universal freedom can be rooted in the Haiti revolution—and not exclusively in European events or ancient history. This prompts a critical historiographical endeavour, one that recognises that the alleged universal categories established by Hegel are Eurocentric and filled with cultural bias, but at the same time, that they are driven from a wider geographical context of colonial and anti-colonial ideas and events to which Hegel’s philosophy responded. Eventually, this means we need to recognise the contingency and instability of modern categories and concepts, including the concepts of “primitive” and “civilised”.

Partha Mitter has reasoned in this direction. He writes that “asymmetrical power relations do not prevent the free flow and cross-fertilisation of ideas on the level of ‘virtuality’, as has happened across the globe in the age of knowledge and communications revolution in the previous century”.27 Paul Gilroy has argued similarly about mutability, intermixture, instability of ideas in the Black Atlantic, which he defines as an “intercultural and transnational formation” that results mainly from people (and we may add, objects) on the move, either travelling, exiled, emigrated, displaced, fleeing or relocated.28

As far as primitivism is concerned, this means that the concept gained cosmopolitan connotations and worldwide projection. According to Partha Mitter, there was a possibility of an “empowering concept of primitivism”29 because


the very ambiguities, instabilities, and fractures within primitivism provided the colonised a singular weapon with which to interrogate the capitalist/colonial world of modernity, enabling them to produce a counter modern discourse of resistance. […] What the periphery did was to turn the outward ‘gaze’ of Europe back to the West itself, deploying the very same device of cultural criticism to interrogate the urban-industrial values of the colonial empires.30



This was not, of course, a generalised situation, but it can be found in the studies undertaken in this book, particularly in Chapters 1 and 6, the former analysing how Spanish American poets primitivised the former colony, and the latter how Brazilian Antropofagia rejected primitivism as a Western invention, proposing a variant of primitivism based on impurity and hybridity instead.

What is at stake here is what Susan Buck-Morss calls “porosity”,31 a concept she relates to the possibilities of imagining new worlds, either in the colonies or in the metropolis, and with the transformations that are implicated in circulation, movement, and also violence and inequality. If, as Mignolo argued “the imaginary is all the ways a culture has of perceiving and conceiving of the world”, porosity is the basis of the ongoing formation of the imaginary.

Considering the term “primitive” in the conceptual framework of porosity complexifies the diagnosis of allochronism previously mentioned, since primitivism implied not only certain uses of the past but also certain uses of the then present, where the multitemporal and the multi-geographical mingled. This is well exemplified in Chapter 5, dealing with Benjamin Péret’s reception of Brazilian macumba and candomblé and how these practices did not report to authenticity and original purity, but instead to an impure, composite, syncretic experience. Such an experience consists of an imaginary that combines practices of different African origins with European and South American references and that lead a surrealist to reconsider his own aesthetic imaginary.

Lina Bo Bardi, the Italian modernist designer and architect that lived and worked most of her life in Brazil, and adopted vernacular vocabulary into her projects, once said: “Linear time is an invention of the West; time is not linear, it is a marvellous entanglement where, at any moment, points can be chosen and solutions invented, without beginning or end.”32

What this book proposes then is to treat primitivism as a concept that is not fixed, but fluid, and that therefore acquires different meanings and uses, while being part of the entangled discourses and temporalities that constitute the world rumour, which in turn shape an unequal, heterogeneous, and multitemporal, experience of modernity.

This book is divided into two parts, each with five chapters. Part I is titled “Circulations”, emphasising the mobility of artists, works and ideas across the Atlantic.

In Chapter 1, Alejandro Mejías-López deals precisely with the idea of primitivism as an empowering tool for poets and writers from Spanish-speaking Latin America, such as José Martí, Ruben Darío, or Carlos Reyles, amongst others, who inverted the terms and relocated the primitive in Europe, while also renewing language through the incorporation of anachronistic medieval references. This amounted to a modernist literature that came from Latin American authors and soon would also renew the Spanish literary scene. At the same time, Alejandro Mejías-López exposes how historiographical narratives, stuck to the Hegelian model that does not conceive the inversion of geographical hierarchies, have obscured the role played by Spanish-speaking Latin Americans in the renovation of Spanish literature, by attributing that renovation to “a national introspection as a result of the loss of American colonies”, while contrasting it with the “formalism” of Spanish-speaking Latin Americans who were therefore in a previous stage of development. Mejías-López exposes how it happened otherwise and how an inverted primitivism is key to the understanding of it.

In their chapter, Mark Antliff and Patricia Leighten challenge the historiographical narrative that has dominated Cubism studies since the 1920s by questioning the diffusionist thesis that placed Paris as the sole epicentre of the movement’s inception, dismissing the cubist occurrences in other geographies as mere peripheral replications. While so doing, the art historians also bring to the fore a discussion on how Paris-based Cubists circulated and embraced various folk cultures, asserting local identities from Gascony and Normandy to Spain, Portugal, Mexico, etc.

Chapter 3 engages in this debate. Its case study is the Los Pintores Íntegros exhibition organised by Ramón Gómez de la Serna in Madrid in 1915. Joana Cunha Leal argues that the show introducing Cubism to the Spanish capital was built upon a primitivist rationale. Gómez de la Serna intertwined the local and the cosmopolitan showcasing artworks from artists circulating internationally (Diego Rivera and María Blanchard) with those of an artist only known to a Spanish audience (Lluís Bagaría), and a completely unknown folk, non-educated artist (Agustín-Choco). Cunha Leal furthermore argues that the Íntegros exhibition was not only calling for the Europeanising of Spain but was also making the values of local folk art and popular culture interchangeable under the umbrella of Cubism. This trend also encompassed the Spanishisation of the Cubist repertoire, a move that briefly anticipates Diego Rivera’s alternative primitivist myth of origins, grounded in Mexican ethnicity and culture.

Chapter 4 discusses the circulation of another Latin American artist with profound ties in Spain, Joaquín Torres-García, approaching the multi-layered primitivist imaginary that his mural painting congregates. Begoña Farré Torras explores the primitivist traits that can be found in Torres-García’s mural theory and oeuvre, while taking into consideration his European and Latin American background and practice, and examining the extent to which such traits were politically and ideologically informed, namely by issues of national and regional identity.

Arthur Valle’s contribution in the next chapter addresses the circulation of the French surrealist poet Benjamin Péret in Brazil, by analysing the series of articles on candomblé and macumba he published in a São Paulo daily in the early 1930s. The chapter considers Péret’s valuable contributions to the understanding of these Afro-Brazilian religions, exposing at the same time the primitivist and ethnocentric biases embedded in his texts. Péret’s articles are furthermore examined by Valle in light of the previously conceptualised “surrealist ethnography”.

Part II deals with “Patterns and paradoxes”, and each chapter approaches the intricate complexity and diversity of the Iberian and Latin America uses, appropriations and transformations of primitivism.

Rafael Cardoso’s chapter analyses Antropofagia’s anti-primitivism as a strategy that dealt with the relationship between primitivism and coloniality. Performing a genealogy of the Antropofagia movement, which discusses popular culture at equal stances with high culture, Cardoso goes through how the Pau Brasil movement, while exposing colonialism, still emulated a European gaze that exoticised Brazil as a primal realm to counteract civilisation and its discontents. But Antropofagia, according to Cardoso, goes a step further by returning “the outward gaze back to the West itself”, as Partha Mitter stated. Antropofagia disguised its primitivism as anti-primitivism by electing the “savage” instead of the “primitive” as a model, and by refusing ideas of authenticity and purity attributed to the latter. Antropofagia devoured civilisation as much as indigenous references and is therefore studied as taking advantage of colonialism as much as of anti-colonialism.

In Chapter 7, Mariana Pinto dos Santos tackles the primitivist tropes in the Portuguese context, taking into consideration how concepts of “primitive” and “primitivism” were part of the narrative of Portuguese colonialism, helping to present it as a modern enterprise. Pinto dos Santos analyses the way the “primitive” operated within modern Portuguese art history in the longue durée, by focusing on the entanglement of the primitivist narrative in the quest for modernity and the renewal of art, the emerging anthropological interest in folk and African art, the ideological narrative of the Portuguese colonial project, and anticolonial stances taken by Portuguese artists from neo-realist and surrealist backgrounds. She further discusses the concept of belatedness and its relationship with primitive and primitivism, reviewing, through some examples, the role these concepts have played in historical narratives from the European South-Western periphery that sought to dialogue with the master narrative of art history.

In Chapter 8, Joana Brites dissects the “primitivist impulse” of the Portuguese (Azorian) sculptor Ernesto Canto da Maya. Brites demonstrates how much Maya’s quest for the “simple” and “immutable” responds to the constraints he finds in modernity, and that his response encompasses a will for the regeneration of modern society and modern art. Discussing the relatively uncommon plurality of temporal and spatial references present in Maya’s work, Brites also highlights how time and space are experienced under a primitivist gaze, while relating the vagueness of geographic and chronological allusions in his sculpture with the imperial definitions then in force.

Chapter 9 re-directs the discussion on the constraints associated with modernity to expressions of the primitivist imaginary via the theme of the pastoral. The pastoral projects a mythical vision of an Edenic landscape, putting forward an idyllic vision of the natural world in which animals, plants and humans live together in harmony. Yet, at the same time, it is fraught with tension caused by the rapidly-changing modern world. This tension is addressed by Maria Lluïsa Faxedas Brujats, considering the specific historical circumstances of Catalonia in the early twentieth century, namely the aesthetic challenges posited by Noucentisme, within the scope of a comparative analysis between Joaquim Sunyer’s and Joan Miró’s pictorial compositions of the Pastoral.

Also considering the many expressions of the primitivist imaginary in Spanish territory, Chapter 10 introduces the world of puppets, child art and illuminated manuscripts in the ongoing debates. Marta Soares focuses on 1920s Granada to discuss puppet shows and their primitivist resonances by addressing three shows that resulted from the collaboration between Federico García Lorca, Manuel de Falla and Hermenegildo Lanz in 1923. Soares revisits these performances, while analysing explicit uses of the word “primitive” within the field of puppetry, and the links between puppetry and animism, a concept deeply rooted in theories on “primitive” mentality and animation theory.
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	Mark Antliff and Patricia Leighten, “Primitive”, Critical Terms for Art History (Robert S. Nelson and Richard Shiff, eds.). Chicago, IL and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2003 (2nd edition), 217.

	And also, “[…] by not changing, the ‘primitive’ is necessarily in opposition to all that does change or develop, namely the civilized.”; Idem.

	See Virgílio Correia, “Arte Popular Portuguesa”, A Águia, 2, VII, 39, March 1915, 117–123.

	“In 1887, at the Exposición Filipina in Madrid, a 23-year-old indio named Isabelo de los Reyes, living in colonial Manila, won a silver medal for a huge Spanish-language manuscript which he called El folk-lore filipino. He published this text in unwitting tandem with compatriot José Rizal (then aged 25), who, after wandering around Northern Europe for some time, published his incendiary first novel, Noli me tangere, in Berlin that self-same year. This book helped earn him martyrdom in 1896 and, later, the permanent status of Father of His Country and First Filipino.”; Benedict Anderson, The Age of Globalization: Anarchists and the Anticolonial Imagination. London and New York: Verso, 2005 (ebook edition).

	As discussed by Benedict Anderson, Idem, 26–34.

	Correia, op. cit., 117.

	The recent exhibition at the Sprengel Museum, Hannover, Germany, Which Modernism? Insiders and Outsiders of the Avantgarde (2023) attests also to the central role played by naïf artists, who often exhibited their work and socialised with the well-known artists in equal terms, and were disputed by well-established gallerists who promoted their work.

	Susan Buck-Morss, Hegel, Haiti and Universal History. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009.

	Idem, 39.

	Ibidem, 51.

	Ibidem, 54.

	Buck-Morss also describes this as a reaction to the news coming from Haiti, and the decline in productivity of the former French colony that was attributed to free labour. The “great experiment” was being commented as a failure, hence Hegel’s ideas on the lack of maturity of people, countries, and whole continents. See Idem, 68-69. Buck-Morss further elaborates on the way the birth of free labour installed the fiction of the free will of submitting to it. “Free property, plus free labour, plus free trade added up to the newly conceived modern criterion of Liberty” creating a labour system in which forced labour and appalling work conditions and wages were part of the “Free World” of Modernity. See idem, 97-100.

	Partha Mitter, “Decentering Modernism: Art History and Avant-Garde Art from the Periphery”, The Art Bulletin, 90, 4, December 2008, 543.

	Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic. Modernity and Double Consciousness. London: Verso, 2022 (1st edition 1993), 15, 18. See especially Chapter 1, “The Black Atlantic as a Counterculture of Modernity”.

	Partha Mitter, op. cit., 543. Mitter is referring to Indian avant-garde artists of the 1920s.

	Idem, 544.

	Buck-Morss, op. cit., 111 and ff., and also 150. “The lived experience of the Atlantic as an expanded social field, shared by millions of heterogeneous, previously unconnected people, threatened every existing order of collective meaning. No cultural heritage could be transported across the Atlantic without undergoing a radical transformation. Porosity characterized the existential boundaries of what was for all participants indeed a New World.” (114); “the porosity of the space between enemy sides [is] a space contested and precarious, to be sure, but free enough for the idea of humanity to remain in review” (150).

	As quoted in the video installation by Isaac Julien, “Lina Bo Bardi: a marvelous entanglement” (2019), shown in the exhibition Isaac Julien: What Freedom is to Me, Tate Britain, London, 2023.
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Part I Circulations





1 Decentering primitivism Latin America, cultural authority, and the modernist writing of the European primitive

Alejandro Mejías-López

DOI: 10.4324/9781003355519-3


After finishing Los ríos profundos (Deep Rivers, 1958), a landmark of Latin American indigenismo, Peruvian writer and anthropologist José María Arguedas traveled to Europe thanks to a UNESCO fellowship to conduct ethnographic research in Spain. Raised by quechua speakers and having already worked and published on Peruvian Indigenous and Mestizo cultures, Arguedas’ project was “to study some communities in Spain in order to search, in the present organization of those communities, for complementary data to better understand the history of indigenous communities in Peru” explaining that “My belief was founded on the proven fact that Spain is one of the least evolved countries in Europe and that, hence, surviving examples there had to be greater and more intact”.1 Arguedas speaks with the authority of the anthropologist and, in so doing, not only does he displace but also reverses the dominant directionality of scientific knowledge and its modern ideological gaze. Arguedas’s book is without a doubt a landmark in the history of ethnography and anthropology to the extent that he may have been the first postcolonial anthropologist to carry out research on a former metropolitan center, the first non-European to do ethnographic work on European people, seeking surviving “primitive communities”.2 And yet, this significant, even groundbreaking act has passed largely unnoticed despite Argueda’s gigantic status in Peruvian and Latin American studies. Although he was the first anthropologist to do so, Arguedas was not the first Latin American to project a modern gaze over Europe and think of Spain as “primitive”. On the contrary, I will argue that the Peruvian ethnographer is heir to a long tradition that, starting around independence and reaching its peak with Spanish-American modernism in the 1880s, constructed the idea of Spain as a primitive country. Capitalizing on this idea of modern America/primitive Spain, Modernism appropriated old Spanish forms to renew and modernize literary expression and, arriving in Spain, took the old metropolis by storm. Not only was Spanish-American modernism the catalyst of Spain’s own modernism but it also made possible its expression in a primitivism of the self. The consequences of this postcolonial process were far-reaching. It turned Latin America into a modernizing force in the Spanish cultural field in the twentieth century, granting Latin American discourse an authority over Spain that helped make possible Arguedas ethnographic study. Yet, most of these groundbreaking events remain largely invisible within dominant theoretical frameworks of modernism and primitivism still determined by a Eurocentric bias.


The trouble with primitivism

Broadly speaking, primitivism is often conceptualized in two closely related but distinct configurations of time and space. Primitivism can refer to the use of either the European past (classical, Iberian, or medieval art in Picasso’s work, for instance) or rural people considered to have not yet succumbed to modern changes (Gauguin’s Brittany is a classic example). The dominant view of primitivism, however, is the one that refers to the use of non-Western art and culture by European artists (Gauguin’s Tahiti or Picasso’s African masks are prime examples). In this case, it is often the totality of non-Western cultures that are denied coevalness and considered “primitive”, unmodern, less developed.3 As is now commonly noted, external primitivism is impossible to dissociate from the history of European colonialism and related to ethnography and anthropology. In both types, European modernity is always the reference point. Primitivism springs from the gaze of modern European intellectuals and artists on their (internal or external) others.

Recent approaches, attempting to rethink primitivism in a decolonial context and moving beyond the postcolonial critique, are shifting the focus away from Europe to reexamine the use of primitivism by non-Western artists. In Literary Primitivism, Ben Etherington has recently argued for a different understanding of primitivism as a radical aesthetic project of decoloniality:


As those spaces in which ‘primitive’ modes of existence were imagined to be possible either were directly colonized or otherwise forcibly integrated into a geographically totalized capitalist system, so dissenting spirits responded by trying to rekindle the primitive by means of their art.4



Primitivism, then,


was not restricted to Western artists, which is to say, those situated in or near the metropolitan centers of the capitalist world-system… Indeed, artists from colonized peripheral societies were the ones who most keenly felt the loss of unalienated social worlds, and it was they who most energetically pursued an aesthetics of immediacy.5



However, as decentering as Etherington’s reframing of non-Western artists certainly is, the geocultural location of the categories primitive/modern and their relationship remains ultimately untouched: Europe remains the location of the modern while the primitive is located outside of Europe. Even, the idea that non-Europeans “most keenly felt the loss of unalienated social worlds” seems caught in the primitivist gaze under critique.

The problem with this widely accepted Eurocentric framework is not that there is no truth to it, but rather that it is incomplete. The problem is not what it reveals but what it prevents us from seeing. By placing modernity squarely “in or near the metropolitan centers,” scholarship necessarily places the rest as always already “non-modern” (i.e., “primitive”) and thus renders any other historical geocultural dynamic invisible. In other words, current critical paradigms leave no space to see a bicultural Peruvian ethnographer and indigenista writer carrying out research on “primitive” Spain. In what follows, I will look at primitivism from a different vantage point in an attempt to make visible other dynamics that, although at play in the development of modernism, have remained unnoticed or dismissed.6 I hope that by bringing them into focus we can open up new ways of thinking and exploring the complexity of modernism/primitivism more fully.



A shift in perspective: America’s claim to the modern

The restructuring of modern time and space that makes the concept of primitivism possible has its roots in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, in the epistemological violence of the European conquest of America that decolonial theorists have called the origin of the coloniality/modernity matrix.7 Both apologists and critics of the conquest used the tropes that would be associated with primitivism. Ginés de Sepúlveda stated that American Indians were “less perfect than Spaniards and lacking signs of true civilization” and had to submit like “beasts to men, women to their husbands, and children to their father”,8 while his opponent Bartolomé de Las Casas portrayed American Indians as children in need of protection.9 As global geopolitics changed during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the tables turned on Spain and Portugal and the very countries that inaugurated the European modern gaze on the Other became the object of that gaze, the exotic oriental other of Northern European Enlightenment and Romanticism. This part of the story is well known and documented, but there is another part to it that is much less so.

If we shift the geocultural focus of our lens and move to America in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, we witness the emergence of a discourse on modernity that placed Europe in the past and wrote Spain in particular as a primitive country. As Carlos Alonso has argued, Spanish-American independence was fueled by a powerful discourse of “futurity” that posited “a shift in the relative temporal spaces occupied by America and Europe with respect to one another”, creating “a narrative paradigm in which America occupied a position of futurity vis-à-vis the ‘Old World’”.10 The birth of the first modern republics was in part a result of this powerful discourse “solidly identified with modernity, change, and futurity” to the extent that “arguments for independence were founded as much on complaints about Spanish abuses of power as on the fundamental allegation that Spain was hopelessly tied to a past that was now judged discontinuous with Spanish America’s essence and needs”.11 James Sanders has more recently shown how for much of the nineteenth-century republicanism and modernity were firmly believed to live only in the Americas, where many “writing in capitals and provinces from Argentina and Chile to the United States, imagined an Atlantic world involved in a vast and titanic struggle of civilization, pitting America, modernity, liberty, and equality against Europe, retrogression, despotism, slavery, and aristocracy”.12 Progressive intellectuals, such as Chilean Francisco Bilbao, declared “Spain is the Middle Ages. We are the future”13 and “mocked contemporary Spain for its despotism and backwardness”.14 For them, even France had shown to be not yet ready for democracy.15 Competing with this powerful strand of radical republican modernity was another just as proud to be modern, but scared of the potential threat of indigenous, black, and mestizo masses in the public sphere, and thus seduced, instead, by associations between Northern European whiteness and modernity. The best-known and most influential example of this strand is Argentine Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, whose text Facundo. Civilization and Barbarism (1845) is a landmark of this type of political and cultural thought. Nonetheless, what is most striking in the context of this essay is that, regardless of their political and ideological differences, both discourses shared the same understanding of Spain and Spanish culture as primitive. No coevalness was granted by either to the former metropolis and, in fact, for Sarmiento, Spain was the very epitome of barbarism, virtually on equal footing with American Indians, pre-modern and primitive. In 1846, shortly after publishing Facundo, Sarmiento traveled to Europe and, in Spain, everywhere he looked he “saw” examples of a primitive culture untouched by modernity: “If I had traveled in Spain in the sixteenth century” he concludes,


my eyes would not have seen anything other than what they see today; I know it in the color of the stones in the buildings, in the types of jobs people have, in the clothing and lack of hygiene, in the lack of any minor change, even by accident, that may indicate progress in the arts or modern science.16



This primitivist gaze that Sarmiento casts upon Spain shows awareness of the ties between primitivist and colonial discourses, as he states: “I am of the opinion that Spain should be colonized”.17 As these examples prove, when considered from across the Atlantic, ideas about the future and the past, modern and primitive, were more complex than Eurocentric frameworks have generally allowed for. Examples like these abound across Latin America through the nineteenth century and they established a definitive frame, a Latin American gaze, that would determine the way Spain was viewed by many from across the Atlantic for decades to come. Nineteenth-century Latin American intellectuals often constructed a discourse in which present-day Spanish culture was conceived as embodying the primitive and this reversal of imperialist discourse became more explicit towards the end of the century as global geopolitics and the art world suffered a shift that brings us to the relationship between primitivism and modernism.



Refashioning primitive literary language, writing modernism

Literary modernism in Spanish America dates back to the late 1870s and early 1880s. Eclectic and decentered, Spanish-American modernism was radically transformative of literary language in Spanish and is widely considered a watershed moment in Spanish-language literatures and cultures. As Matei Calinescu noted many decades ago (but has been largely ignored since), Spanish-American writers were the first to coin the term modernism to designate what they thought was a profound transformation in Western art and literature at the end of the nineteenth century.18 Spanish-Americans were also among the first to use the language of rupture, innovation, and modernity that would be common decades later during the Avant-Garde, using militaristic metaphors like José Martí’s “All are soldiers in an army on the march. All kissed by the same sorceress. In everyone the new blood boils”19 or Carlos Reyles’ “glorious if battered and bloody phalanx marching to conquer the world”.20 Modernist literature inverted directions and was soon brought into Spain, where its profound implications for the literary and cultural fields as well as the novelty of its postcolonial condition were such that it produced heated debates in the Peninsula, where many could not accept literary innovation coming from the colonies of yesteryear. The vocabulary of colonialism was ubiquitous in these debates and Spanish-American modernists themselves coded their arrival as the “conquering” of the ex-metropolitan cultural field. Thus, not only did Spanish-American modernists continue and expand Spanish-American modern discourse and its construction of Spain as the European primitive, a place where time stood still and unchanged, but they also brought this discourse with them to Spain itself.

It was in “primitive” Spain that modernists sought the source to renew a literary language that they felt was bogged down by use and academic rules. Thus, Spanish-American modernist primitivism was as much a matter of form as of content. They aimed at not only representing “primitive” cultures and people but also, and more importantly, at taking and transforming “primitive” form into a new (i.e. “modern”) artistic expression. Much like Picasso appropriated African forms in his rendering of the Demoiselles d’Avignon, incorporating them into a new cubist expression, Spanish-American modernists appropriated Spanish forms to transform literature. Early on, José Martí said that


words are covered by layers of use: it is necessary to reach their core. In doing so, one feels something breaking down and the deep is revealed. Words must be used as they are seen in the deep, in their true, etymological, and primitive meaning, the only one that is robust, that secures the lasting of the idea expressed in it.21



One of the ways in which Martí attempted to recover the primitive in language was by creating neologisms through copy and innovation:


As a result of his keen linguistic consciousness, the words coined by him sound and look genuinely Castilian. They are almost always formed on recognizable Spanish roots by analogy with existing Spanish words, and since their meaning is obvious in context, one is usually unaware that they are in fact neologisms, rather than words ‘approved’ by the Academy.22



What Gordon describes in Martí’s use and construction of language is akin to what we have come to identify with primitivist modernism. Martí is crafting something new by employing the seemingly “primitive”, a new poetic language that is and is not the original but looks and sounds like it by appropriation and adaptation. Like the antiacademicism of modernist painting, Martí frees literary language from ruling conventions and academic norms, by transforming primitive forms into new ones:


two aspects of his word-creation do stand out. The first, and most obvious, is the apparent casticismo of his neologisms, the result of his careful formation of them. The other aspect is the concise expressiveness of these new words, which often require a clause, or even a sentence, to explain or replace them.



Where Gordon uses casticismo, we need to read primitiveness.23 Aníbal González has insightfully argued that philology was central to the modernist renovation: “Words were thus turned from historically determined objects of knowledge into objects of pleasure which could be collected and combined anachronistically”.24 González’s important insight must be adjusted, however. It was because of their historical determination and anachronism that modernists saw in those words the necessary aesthetic value to create something new; in other words, it was their primitive quality that turned them into a tool of modern literature. Moreover, this philological/archeological approach to language must be paired with another well-studied formal element of modernism: the recovery and renewal of old Spanish medieval and Golden Age literary forms, many of which (like the romance and seguidilla stanzas or the alejandrino verse) they profoundly reinvented and placed again in circulation. Part and parcel of their literary and artistic project was the continuation of the discursive legacy of the primitiveness of Spain which modernists expanded in poems, stories, novels, and hundreds of newspaper chronicles. All of these elements must not be seen as isolated phenomena but as a whole postcolonial project of radical innovation and cultural authority building, one that eventually changed forever literary production in Spanish, including that of Spain.25



The child, the primitive, and the assault on poetry

In what is considered the first modernist poetry collection, Ismaelillo (1882), Martí already combines different elements associated with the primitive: medieval lyrical forms, biblical and medieval imagery, and a child’s worldview. Ismaelillo is among the first modernist works to perform the paradoxical gesture of using the “primitive” to “modernize” art. Thematically, the primitive functions as a leitmotif in the abundance of premodern imagery (princes, kings, knights, vassals, warriors, angels, demons, and giants), childhood, the natural, and the sacred. Ismaelillo, the fictional name of the son of the poet in the book, is the endearing Spanish form for Ishmael, a name that links the text to Genesis, where Ishmael is the outcast from (Abrahamic) civilization and embodies “the forces of nature”.26 Ishmael is also connected to Arabic culture, a recurrent motif that plays with the orientalist/primitivist trope, often associated with Spain.27 But in Ismaelillo primitivism is also a matter of poetic form. Martí’s new use and combinations of verses of 7, 6, and 5 syllables imitate the cantigas, villancicos, and other medieval forms known as “primitive” lyrical poetry, dating back to Al Andalus. The seguidilla, for instance, emblematic of the collection, was a medieval form still alive in the oral tradition and popular music of Spain.28 Martí’s appropriation and reworking of these primitive Spanish forms launched modernist poetry and his renovation goes hand in hand with the continuation of the legacy of Spanish-American discourse on Spain as the primitive other, which for Martí (still a colonial subject at war with the European metropolis) was also an openly anti-colonial gesture:


With our pure creole chests and arms, we will expel from Cuba the bad government of Spain, because a lazy, divided, underdeveloped, cruel, and faraway people cannot, in the modern world at the very gates of a new humanity, rule over a flexible people, united by both their will to better themselves and the concept of a better world, a people already in the modern age.29



Using the tropes of the “uncivilized”, Martí presents Spain as a primitive, underdeveloped country unfit to govern those already firmly living in the modern age.

In this context, the metapoetic “Mischievous Muse”, one of the best-known poems of the collection, can be read as an allegory of the birth of modernist poetry. The poem ostensibly describes an otherwise common family scene, a child interrupting a parent while at work. Ismaelillo bursts into his father’s studio and, laughing, climbs up to the desk, throwing away the poet’s dusty books full of weak verses and foggy thinkers (“versillos frágiles/brumosos pensadores”) and setting ideas free from imprisonment (“De águilas diminutas/puéblase el aire/son las ideas que ascienden/rotas sus cárceles”). The child then begins to dress up as he keeps throwing around his father’s books and papers. He takes an Arabic cloth, fabricates a quiver with his father’s pens and breaks a bookcase looking for a flintstone (“Hala acá el travesuelo/mi paño árabe;/allá monta en el lomo/de un incunable;/un carcax con mis plumas/fabrica y átase;/un silex persiguiendo/vuelca un estante”); finally he puts on an Indigenous war bonnet and brandishes a gold pen meant for political action, both of which were, until then, only used as decorative pieces in his father’s studio (“Del muro arranca y cíñese/Indio plumaje;/aquella que me dieron/de oro brillante,/pluma, a marcar nacida,/frentes infames,/de su caja de seda/saca y la blande”). Thus armed, under the sun, the blond child becomes a golden figure reminiscent of the first mythical golden men (“Del sol a los requiebros/brilla el plumaje, que baña en áureas tintas/su audaz semblante/de ambos lados el rubio/cabello al aire”) and ridding his father of his current pen and inkwell, sends him into a new creative path (“por cauce nuevo/mi vida lance”), satiating the father’s thirst for purity (dame a que harte/esta sed de pureza). Through Ismaelillo’s mischievous assault on the poet’s writing desk, their roles are reversed as the father claims to have been recreated by the child, to have in fact become the son of his son (hijo soy de mi hijo/él me rehace).30 The apparent simplicity of Martí’s use of the medieval seguidilla stanza is imbued with completely new rhythms and images. The primitive is embodied in the child and thematized in his progressive dressing in Arabic and Indigenous outfits and the references to the Golden Age and to purity.31 It is this “primitive”, “uncivilized” Ishamel that forces the poet to do away with his “civilized” books, pen, and ink, liberate his ideas and his verses through a return to the primitive, the natural, the sacred, also represented in the poem by Jacob’s ladder. The primitive form of the poem and the primitive tropes that the child encapsulates, all work to free the poet from his creative constraints. Notably, Martí does not present an appropriation of the primitive by the civilized poet, but rather the child/primitive launching an assault on his civilized desk, throwing it all away and sending him into a new path, a child who, like “primitive” art forms, is both past and future of modern art.



A modern Indian poet conquers the primitive Spaniards

A few years later, Nicaraguan poet Rubén Darío published Azul… (Azure… 1888), a poetry and short story collection that, reaching across the Atlantic, shattered and reinvented the way poetry would be written also in Spain.
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