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PRE COLUMBIAN ANDEAN TEXILE ART 

This exhibition presents a selection of textiles from the Andes, all of which are the work of anonymous artists dating from 400 BC to 1500 AD. Despite their great age they have been beautifully preserved, due to the favourable conditions in the dry coastal areas and the high esteem in which textiles were held by Andean peoples.

Although interesting from a sociological or archaeological point of view, the textiles here are presented for their aesthetic value. The artists in the exhibition drew on a two thousand year long continuing tradition but were quite oblivious to the possibility of conveying anything to us closely tied in to the ancient Andean world view with many representations of deities and elements from the natural world. Perhaps the most arresting in the repertoire of their motifs are the zoomorphic which often combine the attributes of human and animal characteristics.

Such textiles as are represented here  have only appeared in exhibitions and major publications in the last two decades and are not well know among the public. However, certain artists such as Joan Mirò and Paul Klee discovered the power and beauty of pre-Columbian textiles some time ago and were directly influenced by them. One can hardly go through displays of pre-Columbian textile art from Andes without repeatedly being reminded of Dubuffet, of Kandinsky, of certain passages in Picasso or Tanguy, even of Warhol’s use of serial imagery. But this is hardly the point, just as there is no point in equating certain achievements of Picasso’s by carefully interpreting them in the light of African sculptures. This does not mean there is no connection, but we gain very little except the smug satisfaction of having been clever enough to detect an “influence” when we try to ennoble one art by means of another.

The textiles in the exhibition communicate to us ancient Andean life in a variety of ways. As perfected examples of technique, as works of incredible aesthetic refined beauty and finally as ideograms which can help us to explain ancient Andean society But despite been so firmly rooted in a particular set of social relations during particular period of time, like all great art the finest pre-Columbian textiles transcend the particular lives and times of their markers. What we have discovered here is a group of men and women who each in their own way worked with the raw materials and raw force of art and who thereby created images of incontrovertible authority. What we stand to gain from this exhibition is an extended vision of art and a greater freedom from twentieth century standards of conventions. What we have to lose is our tranquillity, our satisfaction at having decided what constitutes art and what does not, and our ability also to circumscribe the limits of human genius.

