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PREFACE 

This volume is comprised of papers presented on 29 October 1971 in a sym­
posium on "The Prehistoric Arts of Arid America," sponsored by the Internation­
al Center for Arid and Semi-Arid Land Studies as a part of its biennial Festival of 
the Arts, and conducted in The Museum, Texas Tech University. 

When we first conceived this symposium, we envisioned it as dealing with the 
relatively unexplored relationships between climate and art in the arid regions of 
the Americas. The participants were drawn from the disciplines of anthropology 
and art history, but both of the art historians have often worked within an anthro­
pological framework, and at least two of the anthropologists have a strong in­
terest rn art history. When we began to receive the papers, it became apparent that 
the authors had not perceived the topic in quite the same way as we, and we 
found that our original title was thus no longer entirely suitable. 

Nonetheless, the papers all have certain distinctive unifying elements. One 
aspect of unity, elaborated upon by Di Peso in his commentary (p. 9), involves 
iconography. Each of the papers is to some extent an exercise in the interpretation 
of non-Western iconography. Another unifying element is that of aridity. The 
papers treat the art forms of regions that are arid or semiarid—the southwestern 
United States, the Mexican Plateau, and northern Mexico, or regions where the 
cultural patterns were affected by proximity to arid regions. Finally, the most im­
portant unifying thread is that of the environment, in the broadest sense of the 
term. All of the papers involve relationships between native American art and 
environment—the natural environment, the social environment, or the spatial 
environment. A direct relationship obviously exists between art and environment: 
the artist can only interpret and dramatize what he can see or imagine; he can 
only utilize available materials. In a treeless environment, for example, artists 
are unlikely to depict trees or to carve wood. But this is only a beginning. The 
indirect effects of environment on art are equally important. It is with these less 
obvious effects that we are concerned in this volume. 

So-called "primitive" or non-Western "art" has been approached from a 
number of directions, including the relationship between art and social structure 
(Wolfe, 1969; Fischer, 1961). Within a society, art may fulfill many functions— 
it may serve as a means of communication, as a device for social reinforcement, 
and as an aesthetic outlet, among other things. Maquet (1971:16) noted that 
much of the art in non-Western societies, and in Western societies before the 
Renaissance, has very definite functions that are not primarily aesthetic, but 
rather are "political or ritual, magical or familial, didactic or religious." He 
pointed out that primitive art is in fact a creation of Western society, and he dis­
tinguished between "art by destination" {i.e. products intended to have an aesthet­
ic function) and "art by metamorphosis" (products with specific nonaesthetic 
functions treated as art by members of another society). 

Thus, in the first paper, Brody basically is treating material that is "art by 
metamorphosis." He presents analyses of form in prehistoric Southwestern kiva 
murals and Navajo sandpaintings and a discussion of what occurs when these 
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aboriginal creations are utilized by an alien culture. Brody's concerns are almost 
exclusively with the spatial relationships and social milieu of these paintings— 
both valid subjects for investigation by art historians and by anthropologists, and 
no less properly environmental in orientation than studies of natural environ­
ment. 

Kelley deals directly with both natural environment and art. The importance of 
the Chichimecs and of the concept of the Gran Chichimeca, which he refers to 
metaphorically as the "Chichimec sea," has often been underestimated. These no­
madic hunting and gathering peoples in the arid and semiarid areas of the south­
western United States and northern Mexico were in contact with the urban, 
agriculture-based society of the Mexican highlands. Kelley believes that Meso-
american influences from the south extended even into the Pecos River area of 
Texas and thence into the Plains. The environment of the Gran Chichimeca, often 
too dry or too difficult to farm, and with few physical barriers to movement, en­
couraged mobility of peoples and made cultural transmission of traits more likely. 
This almost classic culture contact situation seems to have been of the type Bate-
son (1972:68-69) described as "reciprocal," in that it existed over many decades 
with no genuine signs of hostility. The Chichimecs of the north had materials 
both wanted and needed by the Mesoamericans, and the Mesoamericans had 
much to offer in return. The interchange is reflected in the arts and crafts of both 
groups. 

It has been suggested (Bateson, 1972:147) that "a r t . . . has a p>ositive function 
in maintaining 'wisdom', i.e., in correcting a too purposive view of life and 
making the view more systemic." This "world view" function of art, of course, 
points up a more subtle, but highly important, relationship between art and en­
vironment. World view is also expressed in myth, and myth is often directly re­
lated to the more concrete arts. Art is further an expression both of the conscious 
and the unconscious mind. Access to the unconscious mind can be achieved 
through dreams, religious experience, and through such stimulants as alcohol and 
drugs. Furst's paper provides us with an important key to the use of psychotomi­
metic drugs by prehistoric, historic, and contemporary man in Latin America. He 
begins with a summary of the investigations of hallucinogens and their uses 
among Latin American Indians, and then proceeds to discuss the prehistoric and 
ethnological uses of plant and animal derived drugs. The intricate interrelations 
of flora, fauna, the physical world, the mystique of psychotomimetic drug use, and 
their expression, art, make this paper an important contribution to our under­
standing of man's utilization of his environment. Recent studies of cross-cultural 
studies (Furst, 1972, for example) of hallucinogens are also providing us with 
insight into the mythology, iconography, and the world view of man through time. 

Quite a different approach to the relationship of art and environment is taken 
by Kubler, who has presented an elucidation of the ways in which iconographic 
details can provide us with insight into many aspects of man's culture. His analy­
sis of the Palenque tablets, dealing particularly with the personages depicted 
thereon, is an object lesson in the amount of information that can be obtained 
from a restricted amount of material. If all Maya sculpture were to be subjected 


