

















2. JeaN FREDERICK DE WALDECK
The Beau Relief, 1832. Painting. Newberry Library, Chicago.

This relief, formerly located in the Maya city of Palenque, was destroyed soon after Waldeck visited the site. It
epitomizes the Maya concept of beauty in art, which apparently looked to Waldeck like Neo-Classical European
art. Although Waldeck's interpretation is incorrect in detail, his painting captures the spirit of Maya art.

10 The Western Discovery of Pre-Columbian Art
















INTRODUCTION

x
:
i
i
i
o

5. Olmec colossal head
from La Venta, c. 1000 sc.
Basalt, height 9'4"” (2.85 m).
Museo-Farque La Venta,
Mexico.

Mesoamerica

and the Andes

here were two major foci of civilization in the New World

— Mesoamerica and the Andes — and it is their later cul-

tures — respectively the Aztec and Inca - that are best
known. Mesoamerica consisted of central and southern Mexico,
Guatemala, Belize, western Honduras, and western El Salvador.
The Andean cultural area essentially covered present-day Peru and
western Bolivia. Like the states of Europe in their time, the
polities of Mesoamerica and the Andes were interconnected by
trade, war and marriage alliances. Although they shared similar
social and political ideas and even religious practices, they usually
remained separate rather than merging into one large state, and
they retained important regional differences. As it happened,
the Aztec and the Inca empires both existed at the time of Euro-
pean conquest. The Inca empire, about 3,000 miles (4,828 km)
long, was the largest in America.

Mesoamerica and the Andes were in many ways diametrically
opposite in art and culture. The major aim of this book will be
to describe and compare these two very different cultural tra-
ditions within their historical and social context. Interestingly,
cach area had one important culture whose art “went against
the grain” of the tradition of its own area. This raises questions
about the nature of “tradition” and how artistic innovation takes
place within it.

If you look in any museum or any book on Mesoamerica,
or at any site, you will find faces staring at you, people engaged
in various activities or enacting mysterious rituals (FIG. 5). Some
of the faces look almost like portraits. The Western viewer estab-
lishes an immediate bond with these human figures. Mesoamer-
ican architectural sites are inhabited by such sculpted figures.
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