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Dahomean Dancers from the
World's Golumbian Exposition, 1893,

i

American writers of the
first and second decade of the century

zPrimitivism in American art began under the aegis of the Euro-
pean avant-garde, but it soon merged with certain American as-
pirations and assumed a distinctive character. While some American
artists were interested in African tribal art for its diverse formal
and evocative qualities, others looked to the themes and motifs of
American Indian art which offered American modernists an answer
it nationalistic eritics’ demands net only for an American style but
Vs for anative American subject matter.

i American interest in primitivism was not limited fo the visual

Uirte, The artist and critic Wailter Pach noted in 1920; “Poets, art-

Jisis, and those scientists who see that their profession must take

heed of aesthetic ideas are naturally the fivst to become aware of the
profound vatue of the Primitive . .. .M

| it is not the intention of this study to focus on the work of those
furimarily known as visual artists, for [ have discussed thege figures,
including Max Weber, Marsden Hartley, Man Ray, William Zorach,
dlexander Calder and others, in my essay in the catalogue for

U Primitivism” in 20th Cenfury Art, the exhibition corrently af the

OMuseum of Modern Art.z Rather, this essay investigates the littie-
fnewn vogue of primitivism among American writers, particularly
pets. Refore discussing the interest in “primitivism” among the
Lmerican literary avant-garde and their connections to visual art-
ists with whom they shared this entbusiasm, it is important to re-
view some of their common sources for knowledge about tribal art

#and culture.
: i One of the first times African seuipture was exhibited in America
; 1‘ mart rather than as ethnological artifact was in the exhibition held

.t Alfred Stieglitz's gallery, “291,” in November 1914, arranged by

U Slieghitz with the help of Marius de Zayas,® This exhibition had, in

fact, been anticipated by Robert Coady when he showed some exanm-
Mes of American art at his Washington Square Gallery in the spring
b 19714,

“PRIMITIVISM” IN AMERICAN ART: SOME LITERARY
| PARALLELS OF THE 1910s AND 1920s

sought special American roots in a "primitivism”
akin to the fascination with the same theme in art.

GAIL LEVIN

Coady, who also exhibited Turopean modern art, the work of
American Negro children, and South Seas sculpture, erusaded for
the recognition of the black congribution to American culture s in
1916-17, Coady published a magazine called The Soil which served
as a plztform for his eccentric opinions regarding modern art in
America. In The Soil, he juxtaposed reproductions of primitive
sculpture and photographs of industrial machinery and contempor-
ary urban vistas, accompanying these incongruous pairings with
quintessentially Dada statements,

About the same time, in October 1915, Marius de Zayas, along
with Paul Haviland, Francis Picabia, and Agnes Meyer, opened the
Modern Gallery, as an extension of Stieglitzs efforts. They showed
modern art and photography along with examples of primitive art,
explaining their desire “to illustrate the relationship between these
things and the art of today.™ In Camera Work of October 19186, de
Zayas published an essay called “Modern Art in Connection with
Negro Art,” and in that same year, the book, African Negro Ari: Iis
Influence on Modern Art.® Here he arguad that Alvican art “has re-
awakened in us the feeling for abstract form; it has brought into our
art the means to express our purely sensorial feelings in regard to
form, or to find new form in our ideas.”” De Zayas also wrote the in-
troduction to Charles Sheeler's folio book of photographs, African
Negre Wood Sculpture, published in 1918, which ilustrated works
from the Modern Gallery where important patrons of modern art in-
cluding John Quinn, Agnes Meyer, and Walter Arensberg had pur-
chased primitive sculptures.®

In the early twentieth century, American Indian art could be seen
in New York at the Museum of Natural History and at the Breoklyn
Musgeum; the Museum of the American Indian opened in 1918, The
Feld Mugeum of Natural History in Chicago offered Midwesterners
a vavied exhibition of Indian art. These exhibitions, however, were

all ethnological in their orientation. It was not until 1931 that the

101



162

artist John Sloan helped organize the great Exhibition of Indian Tri-
pbal Arts, held at the Grand Central Art Galleries in New York in
1931-32, which first treated the objects as art rather than as ethno-
logical artifacts.

During the 1920s, interest in primitive art in America was fos-
tered hy several important publications. In 1926, Primitive Negro
Seulpture by Paul Guillaume and Thomas Munro was published with
Mustrations of works in the collection of the Barnes Foundation.
Guillanme, the Paris dealer who had provided Martus de Zayas with
works for the African seulpture exhibition at “2917 in 1914, and
Munro, a professor of modern art at the University of Pennsylvania,
nat only dealt with African art in the context of tribal life, but con-
sidered African art’s “relation to contemporary art” and claimed it
offered a “compromise between representation and design.” An-
thropologist Franz Boas' influential Privitive Art, fivst published in
America in 1928, countered the prevailing attitude that. primitive
man's mental capacity was lower than that of Western man.®® Boas,
wha endeavored to explain primitive styles, focused on the art of
Northwest Coast Indians, and his book generated much interest in
their art.

Tn the first haif of the twentieth century, both in Eurcpe and in
America, there was a growing interest in African culture in general;
among the avant-garde, this was frequently extended to a fascina-
ion with black Americans, especially their development of jazz
music. Jazz was popular with American artists and writers and, a8
many famous American jazz musicians toured Europe, particularly
during the 1920s, they influenced writers, artists, and fellow musi-
cians 1l Artists were attracted to the improvisational aspects of jazz
as well ag to its directness and simplicity, qualities they also appreci-
sted in African sculpture and associated with black cuiture in
geneyal.

The white avant-garde saw blacks as symbolic of their own search
for personal freedorm, able to evade convention and expectation, '
These whites saw Harlem as a piace that had “magically survived the
peyehic fetters of Puritanism.”™1 One view suggests that blacks in
Farlem were actually impeded in defining their own identities by
the vanguard whites who were mesmerized by their own view of
Black life.'s Nonetheless, biack American artists were encouraged to
sonsider African art by black writer Alain Locke who argued: “Afei-
can art, therefore, presents to the Negro artists in the New W orid a
challenge to recapture this heritage of creative originality, and to
carry it to distinctive new achievement in a vital, new and racially
expressive art.”18

Numerous early twentieth-century white writers depicted blacks
25 having escaped the dehumanizing technological turmoil of indus-
trial society and celebrated what they viewed as their childlike, inno-
cent nature in direct contrast Lo their cwn tainted civilization with
its sophisticated, stressful discontents.’® By early 1914, Vachel
Lindsay, a former art student of Robert Henrt, 7 was chanting his
poem “The Congo” (which he subtitled "A Study of the Negro Race”™)
before William Butler Yeats at a Poetry magazine bangquet:

Boomiay, hoomlay, boomlay, BOOM,
THEN I had religion, THEN I had a vision,
1 could not turn from their revel in derision.

THEN [ SAW THE CONGO, CREEPING THROUGH THE BLACK,
CUTTING THROUGH THE FOREST WITH A GOLDEN TRACK.?8
His chief supporter, Postry editor Harriet Monroe, saw his poems as
a return to “a closer relation between the poet and his audience” as
in “primitive nations,” and compared his work to “the wonderful
song-dances of the Hopis and others of our aboriginal tribes.”® In
his focus on contemporary stereotypes about African fribal culture
and his interest in primitive sounds, Lindsay responded to the influ-
ence of jazz and Lo current discussion of anthropological investiga-
tions of primitive cultures, but his own sources were diverse, He
wrate 16 Harriet Monroe that his poem “TheCongo,” “a rag-time epic
that takes about seven minutes,” had heen inspired in part by “the
Dahomey dancers at the World’s Fair,"2 referring to his recollection
of visiting the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, as
an hmpressionable teenager. He had prebably been drawn to African
culture becanse both his parents were enthusiastic Christian evan-
gelists who supported missionary worl in Africa, By 1893, the Lind-

says home library already included several volumes on Africa and
they were undoubtedly conversant with writingg on Christian mis-
sionaries there.2t In “The Congo,” Lindsay connected African cul
ture to black Americans, juxtaposing ragtime music with the Conpo:
Boomlay, boomlay, boomlay, BOOM, '
A roaring epic, rag-time tune
From the mouth of the Congo

To the Mountains of the Moon. 2
At the World’s Colambian Exposition in Chicago, Lindsay not only
saw the Dahameans but also had an opportunity to discover ragtime
music, performed there by Seott Joplin and others who participated
in the many ragtime contests on the midway. Some contemporary
scholars now make the same connection that Lindsay did-seeing
the survival in jazz of elements of Dahomey music.?s Lindsay's per-
sonal atlitude to the Negro was one of racial equality. Yet his naive
celebration of Negritude, which employed stereotypes then com-
mon, has blurred ie deep appreciation of the racial identity of black
Amerieans. This has caused his poem to be misunderstood, and re-
cently, even dismissed as racist. Yet in 1949, no less 2 figure than
black poet Langston Hughes included “The Cobgo” in the section o
“Tributary Poems by Non-Negroes” in the anthology, The Peetry of
The Negre, 1746-1848.2

Lindsay's thinking about connections between African and biack

- American cultures parallels that of French society in the 19106z and

19205, where even intellectuals saw black American culture as an
exlension of African tribal life.2s Indeed, Lindsay's primitive phrase
in “The Congo,” “Mumbo-Jumbe will hoo-deo you,” preceded “Mum-
Bo-Tumbo idole des Madingos” in Blaise Cendrars’ poem, “Contizent
Noir,” published in L'Oeuy dur in Paris in April 1922,

The significance of primitivism in Lindsay's work rests not only in
the content of his poems but in his sensational method of delivery.
Lindsay was an early variant of today’s performance artist, a kind of
one-man vaudeville show, giving sing-song recitations to popular
audiences: He gave “The Congo” detailed marginal notations, such
as “shrilly and with a heavily accented meter” or “with a touch of
Negro dialect,” indicating the importance of the style of delivery.
Lindsay's performance of “The Congo” preceded the Turopean Da-
daists’ events inspired by primitiviam, such as the “African Nights”
at the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich in 1916, There Richard Huelser-
beck chanted his “Negro” poems (each terminating in shouts of “Um-
ba, umba™). Fristan Tzara also wrote “African poerns’ and sed
pseudo-African words, .

Hart Crane, in his poem “Black Tambourine” of 1821, also linked
Afriean culture to black Americans. Crane wrote:

The Black man, forlorn in the cellar,

Wanders in some mid-kingdom, dark that lies,

Between his tammbourine, stuck on the wall,

And, in Africa, a carcass quick with flies,?
Crane, at the time Jiving in Cleveland, had become friends with a
painter, William Sommers, and had even begun to produce his own
drawings and watercolors. Art inspired Crane, prompting him to or
der arl books from Germany on topics such as his favorite palnters
and African sculpture 28

Crane's “Black Tambourine” appears o be somewhat autobio-
graphical, At the time he was unhappily working for his father in the
hasement of a store and tearoom, He disliked this position intensely
and, evidently, “brooded over the fact that his father bad discharged
a Negro, who had formerly done the work, in order to make room for
him.”2¢ Crane also fraternized with the Negro waiters and chefs
working in the kitchen nearby. Thus the forlorn black man in
Crane’s poern is, like him, trapped behind “the world’s closed door.”

Crane, despite his father's opposition and contempt, was determined -

to write poetry. Thus, he identified with the black man’s unhappy
fate which serves as a metaphor for his own emotional and economic
bondage. The “tambourine, stuck on the wall,” rather than heing
played and enjoyed, may symbolize Crane's own art—poelry, then
temporarily stifled, In order to pursue his art, Crane had to aceept
both Tis homosexuality and the economic uncertainly that went with
his chosen metier.

This econnection of the black American and the African, seeing
both as childiike and closer fo nature, is an aspect of the general re

sponse to the primitive shared by American and European cultures. |
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} It i significant that Gertrude Stein, then living in Partis, finished
U writing her portrait of the young American black woman, Melanctha

¢ [one of the short stories in Three Lives), during the period she was

posing for Picasse’s portrait of her in 1905-06. While Stein modeled
Melanctha on the Negro women she had met during her outpatient
wark in obstetrics while she had been a medical student at Johns
Hopkins in Baltimore,2¢ her creation of Melanctha also coineides
with her initial acquaintance with Matisse and his growing interest
in African sculpture. Steirt's language in “Melanctha,” based on the
characters’ interior and spoken monologues, which has been de-
seribed as “drumtned out by the insistent rhythms of speech, the sim-
ple blunt, declarative sentences of the style ™ can be thought of asa
find of Hterary primitivism.

The simplistic view of blacks as an antidote to the machine age re-
ours during the 1920s in American povels like Waldo Frank's Hols-
day and in Carl Van Vechten's unfortunately titled Nigger Heaven,?*
An enthusiast of black culture, Van Vechten, who contrasted white
sectety to the Negro's “natural sense of elemental rhythm and pas-
sion,” hoped to have Plcasso Hlustrate Nigger Heoven and even en-
listed Gertrude Stein to persuade the artist, revealing his apprecia-
tion of the parallel of his theme to Picasso’s primitivism.® In his
notes for the novel, Van Vechten explained his choice of title which
was misinterpreted by many eritics: “Nigger Heaven is an American
slang expression for the topmost gallery of a theatre, so-cailed be-
cause in certain of the United States, Negroes who visit the play-
house are arbitrarily foreed to sit in these cheap seats. The title of
this novel derives from the fact that the geographical position of
Hartem, the Negro quarter of New York, corresponds to the location
of the gallery in a theatre "

Van Vechien, who was also known as a photoprapher, was a long-
time supporter of the American black and a friend of many promi-
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nent blacks, including poet Langston Hughes, who was also a critic
and greatly admived jazz. Af the salon-style parties Van Vechten
and his wife heid, his interest in the primitive was indicated when he
had Chief Long Lance perform Indian war dances.® This followed
an evening some years earlier that he bad arranged at Mabel
Dodge’s salon with Negro entertainment.?s

In his novel Holiday, Waldo Frank, who was also a social, literary,
and art critic in the coterie of Alfred Stieglitz, employed the rhy-
thms of black and Southern dialect, assisted by his friend, the black
author and poet Jean Toomer, with whom he traveled in the South in
September 1922 while this book was in progress.®? In 1923, Toomer
published a collection of hiz work in Cone, which inchuded the poem
“(reorgia Dusk,” which deals with black Americans’ African heri-
tage, “The solid proof of former domicile™

Meanwhile, the men, with vestiges of pomp,

Race memortes of ldng and caravan,
High-priests, an ostrich, and a juju-man,

Go singing through the foctpaths of the swamp.38 .
Toomer's reverence for his African heritage, which coineides with
interest in African art, continues in the peetry of other black poets
during the 1930z, for example, “Afro-American Fragment” by Lang-
ston Hughes:

3o Long,

So far away

Is Africa.

Not even memories alive

Save those that history books create,

Save those that songs

Beat back into the blood -

Beat put of biood with words sad-sung

In strange un-Negro tongue—
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So long,

So far away

is Africa.®
The vogue for African art in America made the black continent seem
closer, more immediate. The evocative power of these sculptures in-
spired Eugene ("Neill in his 1920 work, The Ewmperor Jones, an ex-
perimental moeod play about primitive terror and superstition with &
Negro Pullman porter, Brutus Jones, as its hero. The staging util-
ized the beating of a tom-tom. O'Neill recalled “reading of the relig-
ious feasts in the Congo and the uses to which the drum is put there;
he also visited his artist friends, William and Marguerite Zorach in
Provincetown “to share a rare book they had recently acquired,
which contained photographs of African woedearvings and
masks.™t This was undoubtedly thelr copy of Charles Sheeler’s
1918 folic hook of photographs, African Negro Wood Seulpture,
which inspired William Zorach in his depiction of his son Tessim as
The Young Boyin 1921,

Several of the same writers who focused on blacks also celebrated
the innocence of the American Indian, Waldo Frank, contrasting the

purity of the Indian to the civilized decadence of the white man,
wrote that the Indian “whether he dwelt in populous cities or in tee-
pees. . ., hived in a spiritual world so true and so profound, thal the
heel of the pioneer has even now not whelly stamped it out.™s
Vachel Lindsay saw the Indian as a redeemer, “Red-men, new
made,” in his poem “The Black Hawk War of the Artists,” which was
“written for Larado Taft's S{atue of Black Hawk at Oregon Hineis”
and was “to be given in the manner of the Indian Oration and the In-
dian War-Cry”:
Power to restore
All that the white hand mars.
See the dead east
srushed with the iron cars—
Blinding the sun and starsl42
Lindsay wanted to establish the Indian as a revered ancestral civilk
zation, an essential contributor to Ameriea’s past, ignoring the ac
tual il treatment of the Indian &8 inferior.+3 He wag enchanted by
the romance of the noble savage and liked to imply that he was par-
tially of Indian descent, 4
Even Langston Hughes, whom Vachel Lindsay encouraged and
helped to promote, became interested in the American Indian. In his
autobiography, Hughes recalled how he heard much talk among New
York artists and writers about going out to Tacs, New Mexico, and
was inspired to write a poem, “A House in Taes,” which refers to
“the Rain God,” the sun, moon, and wind, as well as “Indian corn col-
ors of the desert”—“ved, white, yellow.” This poem, published in
1927, was not about any specific place, but years later when Hughes
met Mabel Dodge Luhan, she insisted that her house was not like the
one the poem deseribed, despite the associations that so many peo-
ple had made upon reading the poem, 18
inthe 1920s, Hart Crane chose the “nature-world of the Indian” as
a metaphor for “the Myth bf America” which he presented in “Pow-
hatan’s Daughter,” Part 1§ of The Bridge.* Moving from the poem
“The River,” which transports the reader to the Midwest, and about
which he admitted “the rhythm is jazs,” Crane attempted to ap
proach “the primal world of the Indian” in “The Dance.”#& “Not cnly
de I describe the conflict between the two races in this dance,”
Crane explained, “I also become identified with the Indian and his
world before it is over, which is the only method possible of ever
really possessing the Indian and his world as a cultural factor.”™
After moving to New York, Crane came to know a number of art-
ists including the painter and writer, Marsden Hartley. Crane ap-
pears to have responded to Hartley's essay, “Tribal Esthetics,” pub-
Hshed In The Diol in 1918, where Crane himsell subsequently pub-

lished. Hartley began his article: “In the life of the American Indian |

all expression symbolized itself in'the form of the dance. It is the so-
emn high mass of the Indian soul, to which he brings his highest gifts
for adoration.”s® Hartley lamented: “We are without the power to
celebrate the simple experience. We have no ceremony for our vi
sion.”s! Crane may also have known some of Hartley’s abstract Indi-
an theme paintings of 1914 which celebrate the spirit of the Indian i
Crane’s admission in “The Dance” that he became “identified with
the Indian and his world,” suggests a parallet with his earlier identifi-
cation with the forlorn black man in “Black Tambourine.” In his 1924
essay on Hartley, the critic Paul Rosenfeld noted that “the poor In
dian” had, until recent times, been the only American to have devel-
oped & “feeling for the earth” and he celebrated the Indian's dances
and rituals which put him “in harmony with nature .. . ."58 Jus a
year later, Hartley's friend, William Carlos Williams, tells in his po-
etic essay, In the Americon Grain, how Daniel Boone came to under-
stand the necessity: “to be Himself in 2 new world, Indianlike. If the
fand were to be possessed it must be as the Indian possessed it . ., .
the flower of his world.”s4

Bariier, Robert Frost, in his 1916 peern “The Vanishing Red,” had
portrayed the Indian, “the last Red Man In Action,” as an inndeent
and passive victim, a mere casualty of a white man's evil
arrogance.$ This parallels Marsden Hartley’s 1914 identification
with the Indian as “the peaceful and unobtrusive citizen.” For so
many American artists and writers, the Indian, the African, and
even, by extension, black Americans became mythic symbals of an
carlier, less corrupt age,

The directniess and simplicity of the primitive art they admired
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was seen by modernist visual artists and writers as 2 valid path to a
more honest and less decadent means of expression — the “universal
idea” about which Hartley had written to Stieglitz in 19125 Waassily
Randinsky, in his treatise {(published in America in 1914 as The Art
of Spiritual Harmony), had written of the modern artist's sympathy
with “the Primitives” because of the mutual desive “to express in
their work enly internal truths, vencuneing in consequence all con-
sideration of external form.»” Marius de Zayas saw that rather than
naturalistic representation in art, and even mechanical representa-
tior: through photography, “Negro art has made vs discover the pos-
sibility of giving plastic expression to the sensation produced by the
outer life, and consequently also, the possibility of finding new
forms to express our inner life.”s Kandinsky also noted: “The night-
mare of materialism, which has turned the life of the universe into
an evil, useless game, is not yet past; it holds the awakening soul still
in its grip.”®® It was in part this struggle to counteract the growing
sense of allenation and sterility in modern society, so weil articu-
lated by Kandinsky, that led so many American (and European} art-
ists and writers to concurrently investigate the “primitive.” Their
centinuing exchange of ideas on the subject made privwitivism one of
the eruciat intellectual tangents n art and Hterature of the 19108
and 1920s.
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