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The artists in “Yanomami, Spirit of the
Forest,”" have all, to a greater or lesser
extent, opted for what Flemish critic
and art historian Jeroen Boomgaard
has called “exchanging the cynicism of
the code for the optimism of the con-
tact.”? Until what was to be a devastat-
ing encounter with the chercheurs d'or
and other typical representatives of the
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“outside” world (missionaries, military,
and development planners) beginning
in the eighties, the Yanomami Indians
along the Brazilian-Venezuelan border
in the northern Amazon region were
the most populous, still intact indige-
nous people in South America who had
retained their customary way of life.
That included sorcery, a ritualized exis-
tence based on interpretation of the
myriad malefic and benign gods and
spirits teeming in their midst, as well as
consumption of the pulverized bones
of their dead ancestors, contributing to
the Yanomami’s reputation as canni-
bals. The exhibition was organized by
the Cartier Foundation with anthropol-
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ogist Bruce Albert, who speaks one of
the four Yanomami languages and has
spent several months with them each
year since his first visit in 1973, along
with Survival International (where Al-
bert is vice president) and the Brazilian
NGO Comissdo Pro-Yanomami. The exhi-
bition was conceived in cooperation
with the Yanomami shamans themselves,
especially Davi Kopenawa, a prominent
national and international spokesper-
son for the Indians and his village
Watoriki. Their purpose was to provoke
a “confrontation” and comparison be-
tween their cosmology and visionary
experience, and the “savage mind” at
the heart of our own artistic enterprise.
Five of the artists traveled to the Ama-
zon to develop their works in situ with
the Yanomami, three worked from ma-
_terials provided by the Indians whether

texts, drawings, or video, and three

others had already spent considerable
time with the Indians making works
that predated the exhibition in some
instances by more than twenty years.
To its credit, much of the catalogue
details the cosmologies and facets of
life of the Yanomami, their shamans’
séances and relation to animal and an-
cestor spirits, their relationship to their
rich ecological habitat, and traumatic
meeting with the “whites” which in-
cluded a massacre of 16 Yanomami in
1993 in Haxima. Having shamans from
the village work with each artist, the
exhibition disavows presentation as
another “Amerindian” art or humani-
tarian/documentary exhibit, rather it
banks on the interchange of “free asso-
ciations” between the shamanic visions
and the image-making of contemporary
artists from the “developed world.”
The great virtue of “Yanomami, Spirit

of the Forest” is the immersion of ex-
perience afforded many of the artists,
and the variety of their sensibility and
means of interpretation—ranging from
Claudia Andujar's extremely sensitive
and dignified photographs of the Yano-
mami (her later works through multi-
ple exposures highlight the metamor-
phoses and absorption of shamanic
trances) that draw on the humanist,
documentary tradition to the more
high-tech artistry of Gary Hill, Tony
Oursler and the celebratory, dynamic
video installation made largely from
Yanomami drawings of Issey Miyake
protégé Naoki Takizawa.

At their best, the ensemble of works
in this exhibition illustrate the poly-
valent, multi-leveled “feedback” loops
that constitute our wider ecological re-
lations, here enacted by artists of the
“First World” with those of the “Fourth
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World,"” not just of the “natural” world
or social-economic groups, but of
image-blocks, states of feeling, and
perceptions, keeping in mind Félix
Guattari’s notion that “an ecology of
the virtual is just as pressing as eco-
logies of the visible world.”® The ex-
hibition is filled with abstracted or
virtual analogues of Yanomami experi-
ence. In a Warholian representation,
Wolfgang Staehle provided dual 24-
hour video-cams broadcasting comple-
mentary views of Watoriki village seen
from its mythical La montagne du vent,
and the mountain seen from the vil-
lage. Tony Oursler, long preoccupied
with fraught, disembodied psyches and
mental disturbances translated through
projective technology, uses a bestiary
from Watoriki children’s drawings and
art of shamanic ceremonies, which

overlay his signature eyes in his video
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projection MIRROR MAZE (DEAD EYES
LIVE) (2003). Gary Hill brought his
concern with testing the limits of the
body and of language through an on-
going catastrophe theory using video
and other technologies, attempting to
represent in IMPRESSIONS D'AFRIQUE
(2003) his drug experience with the
Yanomami elders. Others, who had ex-
tended experience working with the
Yanomami, sought to present their his-
tory to the world, as with Volkmar
Ziegler’'s feature-length film La Maison
et la Forét (1994). While Adriana Vare-
jao’s oil and mixed media paintings
seemed - to truly partake of a similar
itinerary to Yanomami shamanism in
her Baroque, hybrid exploration of
bodily dis-

memberment, cannibalism, and sha-

out-of-body experience,

_manic initiation, cut in with a history
of the Americas. Vincent Beaurin’s

sculptures pointed out the more
dubious and superficial aspects of
contrasting the semiotics of contempo-
rary art with the Yanomami or abori-
ginal “dreamtime.”

This enterprise of comparing the
artistic visions of avant-garde/mod-
ernism or now post-avant-garde/post-
modernism with the works of non-West-
ern cultures of course has a long and
problematic history. As old as Toulouse-
Lautrec’s fondness for Japanese wood-
cuts or Paul Gauguin’s move to Tahiti,
this always-controversial tendency has
recently been expanded exponentially
by processes of the international art
market’s “globalization.” In describing
the “return to the real” in the nineties,
critic Hal Foster characterized the de-
cade as that “of the itinerant curator
who gathers nomadic artists at differ-
ent sites.”® This trend that critic Peter
Schjeldahl dubbed “festivalism” was of-

ten explicitly a part of the new eco-

nomic order’s global trouncing of fron-

tiers and breaking of barriers, putting
into exchange all that had remained
foreign, and it accompanied the open-
ing of art biennials celebrated in such
previously inaccessible spots as Kwang-
ju, Johannesburg, Istanbul, Lima, and
Abu Dhabi. A key statement of this was
the 5th Lyon biennial of contemporary
art in 2000, where the curators Thierry
Prat and Thierry Raspail announced
their theme of “Sharing Exoticisms”
(Partage d’Exotismes), explaining that
the term “art” played the same role in
regard to individual works as the term
“globalization” did in respect to eco-
nomics.”’ They claimed the success of
this “expansionist principle”—"the vic-
tory of modernity"—leaves no room
for further expansion but is rather a
“sharing of exoticisms.” To this end,
they brought in as guest curator Jean-
Hubert Martin, who takes this thinking
to its logical end by proclaiming the
end of art in a globalized la ronde of an-
thropology—"the prepossessing domi-
nance of strictly artistic categories has
faded out in favor of more general val-
ues deriving from the human sciences
and anthropology.™®

Martin had ushered in much of this
art world “globalization” in a big way
with his 1989 exhibition “Magiciens
de la terre” at the Centre Georges
Pompidou and Grande Halle de La Vil-
lette. There, in the interests of world
dialogue and reciprocity, objets d'art
collected from around the globe, were
juxtaposed on the basis of visual crite-
ria, excitement, and novelty, and united
by a common spiritual search, as Mar-
tin adumbrated in interviews. “Magi-
ciens de la terre” claimed a true uni-
versality, gathering so many works
from formerly “marginal contexts.” In
shades of the Yanomami exhibit, Law-
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rence Weiner was sent to Papua New
Guinea. The show opened with Zulu
dancers. In the catalog for the exhibit,
it was left to two critics, Guy Brett and
Jean Fisher, to point out that the “mar-
ginal contexts” were often due not to
what Martin termed “Western contami-
nation” or spiritual pollution, but to
land struggles and brutal economic ex-
ploitation, a crucial subtext missing
from the exhibit. The show’s slighting
of the extremely heterogeneous mod-
ernisms alive in say India, or Brazil, led
artist and critic Rasheed Araeen to ask,
“If all things were equal and the same,
why was nobody sent to the villages of
Europe? If the purpose of the exhibi-
tion was to question distinctions be-
tween modern works of art and folk or
traditional art, why was this not done
also within or in relation to Western
culture?”? For Araeen the show merely
duplicated the reigning view of the
“West” as dynamic/modern and the
“Other” as static/traditional. Araeen’s
criticism pointed to some of the rocky
terrain of these projects that slip from
artistic into socio-anthropological or
ethnographic realms. They must of ne-
cessity interrogate themselves, circling
back into questions of museology and
the circumstances of the West’s domi-
nance. Otherwise, they risk becoming
what analyst Slavoj Zizek denounced as
yet another form of racism—"it ‘re-
spects’ the Other’s identity, conceiving
the Other as a self-enclosed ‘authentic’
community towards which he, the mul-
ticulturalist, maintains a distance ren-
dered possible by his privileged univer-
sal position.”®

Another representation of these
quandaries is exemplified by French
author Michel Leiris, an early pioneer
of the tendency that put so much into
question, which James Clifford dubbed



“ethnographic surrealism.” Clifford notes
the obsessive character of Leiris’ re-
markable journal of his African expedi-
tion L'Afrigue fantome, its “dada ideas of
data,” its disenchantment, as well as its
“strange childlike innocence emerging
somehow, each time, after experience
... No moment of truth: Afrique fantéme
is only a pen starting up every day.”
Clifford leaves us this intriguing image
of the “surrealist-ethnographer™: after
a long, intense period studying zdr pos-
session in Ethiopia, a sacrifice is made
especially for Leiris. He tastes the ani-
mal’s blood but does not perform the
gourri, the dance of the possessed.
Seated with the zdr adepts in a room
thick with incense, sweat, blood, and
perfume, Leiris’ head is covered in but-
ter, and “the dead animal’s entrails are
coiled around his brow. He does not,
however, interrupt his note taking."
One of the morals Clifford draws
from this is that “Perhaps there’s no re-
turn for anyone to a native land—only
field notes for its reinvention.”? That,
strangely enough, also seemed to be
one of the meanings from another visi-
tor to the Yanomami, Juan Downey, in
his 1978 video Laughing Alligator. At
one point in the video, Downey's
guides turn on him with their bows and
arrows, as if to ask who is “shooting”
whom? Perhaps “Yanomami, Spirit of
the Forest” also asks if, despite looming
conditions of ecocide and the vast in-
creases in destitution since Downey’s
video, at last we can approach more of
a semblance of mutual cooperation

and negotiation,
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