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Forms of Primitivism have operated through
out the West’s history. The earliest important 
study of the subject, A. O. Lovejoy and G. 
Boas, Primitivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity 
(New York, 1965) was first published in 1935. 
Although concerned with Classical Greek and 
Roman literature, it provides a useful general 
theoretical structure from which to explore 
Primitivism in the other arts and at other 
periods. Until recently studies of literary 
Primitivism have tended to provide a more 
useful view of the broader cultural impli
cations inherent in ideas associated with 
Primitivism in general than art historical 
treatments of the subject. Notable examples 
are: J. Baird, Ishmael (Baltimore, 1956); M. 
Bell, Primitivism (London, 1972) and E. Dud
ley and M. Novak, eds, The Wild Man 
Within: an Image in Western Thought from the 
Renaissance Romanticism (London, 1972). The 
art historian E. H. Gombrich uses Lovejoy 
and Boas’s ideas in his interesting overview of 
Primitivism in art from the late eighteenth 
century to the beginning of the twentieth 
century, ‘The Primitive and its Value in Art’, 
The Listener (15, 22 February and 1, 8 March
1979).

Any work that concerns itself with Primiti
vism and modern art cannot overlook R. 
Goldwater’s seminal book Primitivism in 
Modern Painting (1938). The most recent edn 
of the book, Primitivism in Modern Art 
(enlarged edn, Cambridge, Mass., 1986) 
covers the period from the end of the 
nineteenth century to around the beginning 
of the Second World War, including a 
chapter on the rise of ethnographic museums 
in Europe. Also included are two important 
essays originally published elsewhere: ‘Judge
ments of Primitive Art 1905 1965’ (1969) and

‘Art History and Anthropology: Some Com
parisons of Methodology’ (1973).

Only a few general works on artistic 
Primitivism succeeded Goldwater’s pioneer
ing book during the following half-century. 
These included: J. Laude, La Peintre fran^aise 
(1905-1914) et ľ art nègre (Paris, 1968); C. 
Wentinck, Modern and Primitive Art (Oxford, 
1979); Musée de I’Homme, Arts primitifs dans 
les ateliers ď artistes (exh. cat., Paris, 1967); L. 
Lippard, ‘Heroic Years from Humble Trea
sures’, Art International (September 1966).

The subject was brought to the fore again 
in 1984 via an ambitious exhibition and book 
created by W. Rubin (with the assistance ofK. 
Varnedoe) for the Museum of Modern Art, 
New York, ‘Primitivism’ in 20th-Century Art: 
Affinity of the Tribal and Modern. A number of 
specialists in particular areas of modern art 
were invited to contribute to the book. 
Important essays include, among others: 
Rubin, ‘Modernist Primitivism: An Introduc
tion’; Varnedoe, ‘Gauguin’ and ‘Contempor
ary Explorations’; J. D. Flam, ‘Matisse and the 
Fauves’; D. E. Gordon, ‘German Expression
ism’; R. Krauss, ‘Giacometti’ and essays on 
‘The Arrival of Tribal Objects in the West’. 
To a large extent Rubin’s project was a 
conscious attempt to supersede Goldwater’s 
work as the definitive text on artistic Primiti
vism, although in some ways it was less 
ambitious in its scope - among other things, 
Rubin’s two volume catalogue reduced the 
‘primitive’ to so-called tribal art, whereas 
Goldwater had also rightly considered other 
types of production, including children’s 
drawings, Folk art and the art of the insane.

The ‘Primitivism’ show engendered a bar
rage of critical responses, most of which were 
more or less hostile, and in retrospect the sheer 
volume of criticism and its generally serious 
tone appears to have had the effect of
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mythologizing the exhibition, rather than 
clarifying and correcting its premises. T. 
McEvilley’s ‘Doctor Lawyer Indian Chief’, 
Artforum (November 1984), one of the earliest 
important reviews, prompted an angry 
exchange of letters between the author and 
exhibition organizers in the pages of Artforum 
(February and May 1985). Other relevant 
essays include: R. Araeen, ‘From Primitivism 
to Ethnic Arts’, Third Text (Autumn 1987); 
D. Ashton, ‘On an Epoch of Paradox: 
“Primitivism” at the Museum of Modern 
Art’, Arts Magazine (November 1984); Y.-A. 
Bois, ‘La Pensée sauvage’ and J. Clifford, 
‘Histories of the Tribal and Modern’, Art in 
America (April 1985); A. C. Danto, ‘“Primiti
vism” in 20th-Century Art’ in Danto, The 
State of the Art (New York, 1987); H. Foster, 
‘The “Primitive” Unconscious of Modern 
Art, or White Skin Black Masks’ in Foster, 
Recodings: Art, Spectacle, Cultural Politics 
(Washington, D.C., 1985); J. Knapp, ‘Primi
tivism and the Modern’, Boundary 2 (Fall/ 
Winter 1986—87); H. Kramer, ‘The “Primiti
vism” Conundrum’, New Criterion (Decem
ber 1984) and M. Torgovnick, ‘William 
Rubin and the Dynamics of Primitivism’ in 
Torgovnick, Gone Primitive: Savage Intellects, 
Modern Lives (Chicago and London, 1990).

More recent general works on Primitivism 
include: Varnedoe, A Fine Disregard: What 
Makes Modern Art Modern (London, 1990), 
especially Chapter 4, ‘Primitivism’; S. Hiller, 
ed., The Myth of Primitivism: Perspectives on 
Art (London, 1991); S. Price, Primitive Art in 
Civilized Places (Chicago and London, 1991); 
J. Lloyd, German Expressionism: Primitivism 
and Modernity (New Haven and London, 
1991); G. Perry, ‘Primitivism and the 
“Modern”’ in C. Harrison et al, Primitivism, 
Cubism, Abstraction (New Haven and Lon
don, 1993); F. S. Connelly, ‘The Origins and 
Development of Primitivism in Eighteenth 
and Nineteenth-Century European Art and 
Aesthetics’ (PhD thesis, University of Pitts
burgh, 1987) and C. Rhodes, ‘Primitivism 
Re-examined: Constructions of the “Primi
tive” in Modernist Visual Art’ (unpublished 
PhD thesis, University of Essex, 1993).
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