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8 Introduction

of artists that can be placed within this category.32 As shown above, “Primitivism in 
South African Art” is further described by Anitra Nettleton in her chapter for Visual 
Century, but her main focus lies on Black artists educated at the Polly Street and 
Rorke’s Drift Arts Centres.33 

A more detailed overview over the time discussed here is offered in Deane 
Anderson’s 1956 Fact Paper 19 for the apartheid government’s State Information 
�2�I�É�F�H���W�K�D�W���K�D�V���U�H�F�H�L�Y�H�G���Q�R���G�H�V�F�H�U�Q�L�E�O�H���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W���E�\���D�U�W���K�L�V�W�R�U�L�F�D�O���V�F�K�R�O�D�U�V���V�R���I�D�U��34 In 
this paper, Anderson develops a genealogy from “prehistoric” San rock art to contem-
porary settler primitivism in what the foreword describes as “a lucid analysis of the 
movements and undercurrents which have led to the present vitality and growth of 
a truly national style among South Africa’s painters and sculptors.”35 While his exhibi-
tion reviews are cited in individual artist biographies, Anderson’s programmatic Fact 
Paper seems to have been forgotten.36 I found a copy in the Esmé Berman papers held 
at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg and assume that Berman’s 
chronology provided in Art and Artists of South Africa partly draws on Anderson’s text. 
Fact Paper 19 provides an important basis for the nationalist reception of settler 
primitivism from the 1940s and will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2.

Thomas’s study in which he coined the term shows that Australian settler prim-
itivism was shaped by the search for a new, emancipated self-conception: “the deep 
association between indigenous people and the land provided strong and condensed 
�U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�� �S�R�L�Q�W�V�� �I�R�U�� �D�� �F�R�O�R�Q�L�D�O�� �F�X�O�W�X�U�H�� �W�K�D�W�� �V�R�X�J�K�W�� �E�R�W�K�� �W�R�� �G�H�É�Q�H�� �L�W�V�H�O�I�� �D�V�� �Q�D�W�L�Y�H��
and to create national emblems.”37 He thus refers to the same positioning between 
British dominion and independent nation state that engaged South African modern-
ists. Fred Myers, too, writes with reference to Australia that “the effort to escape the 
�D�Q�[�L�H�W�\���R�I���(�X�U�R�S�H�D�Q���L�Q�Ê�X�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���W�R���H�[�S�U�H�V�V���D���X�Q�L�T�X�H���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���K�D�V���U�H�V�X�O�W�H�G���L�Q���D�Q��
appropriation of the ‘native’, the ‘indigene’, as a component of an authentic national 
culture.”38 Ruth Phillips describes the ambivalence of such an “appropriation of new 
ancestors”39 that required modernists to insist “on retaining the core meanings of 
‘primitive’ as primal, simple, and natural, converting the negative charges associated 
�Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�V�H���W�H�U�P�V�b�����L�U�U�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�����S�U�H���L�Q�G�X�V�W�U�L�D�O�����D�Q�G���X�Q�V�R�S�K�L�V�W�L�F�D�W�H�G�b�����L�Q�W�R���D���V�H�W���R�I���S�R�V-
itive attributes.”40 

32	 �7�L�\�L�Y����Art and the End of Apartheid�����W�W�� �����Ð������
33	 Nettleton, “Primitivism in South African Art.”
34	 Anderson, Fact Paper 19.
35	 Editor’s foreword to Anderson, Fact Paper 19, p. 1.
36	 There exists no book publication comprising Anderson’s writings. The Anderson archive 

�O�L�S�K���H�[���[�O�L���<�U�P�]�L�Y�Z�P�[�`���V�M���*�H�W�L���;�V�^�U���V�U�S�`���J�V�U�[�H�P�U�Z���H���M�L�^���K�V�J�\�T�L�U�[�Z�"���T�H�P�U�S�`���K�Y�H�^�P�U�N�Z���H�U�K��
poems that he composed. Anderson was art critic for the Cape Argus, senior lecturer in the 
Department of Architecture at the University of Cape Town and member of the Art Advisory 
Committee to the apartheid government’s Ministry of Education, Arts and Science at the time 
of publication of Fact Paper 19.

37	 Thomas, Possessions, p. 12.
38	 Myers, “‘Primitivism’, Anthropology and the Category of ‘Primitive Art’,” p. 277.
39	 Also compare Stokes Sims, “The Post-modern Modernism of Wifredo Lam,” p. 87.
40	 Phillips, “Aesthetic Primitivism Revisited,” p. 6.
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311.1 Theoretical background and context

to Marsden Hartley, followed by brief paragraphs on a number of other American 
artists such as Marius de Zayas, John Storrs, John Graham and George LK Morris. Like 
Margaret Preston and the South African artists portrayed in the next chapter, Weber 
and Hartley became interested in primitive art during their sojourns in Europe. While 
Weber adhered to his Cubist interest in African sculpture and especially masks upon 
his return to the US, Hartley concentrated on the “natives” of his own country in order 

Fig. 3: Marsden Hartley, Indian Fantasy, 1914, oil on canvas, 119 × 100 cm, North Carolina  
Museum of Art, Raleigh, Purchased with Funds from the State of North Carolina
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In order to comply with the guidelines on archival referencing provided by the various archivists who 
have supported my research, I use the following abbreviations in order to keep references concise while 
providing as much detail as possible on the respective archival items. (I also provide archival information 
for newspaper articles where appropriate. If no archival references are given, the respective article was 
accessed through general enquiries at the National Library of South Africa, Cape Town. In both cases, 
page numbers are mostly not available since the articles were provided as cuttings in which page num-
bers were often missing.)

Archives 
(in alphabetical order)

Abbreviations  
used in references

Johannesburg Public Library, Thelma Gutsche Collection,  
S Store 655.5(J)

JPL 655.5(J)

Johannesburg Public Library, Thelma Gutsche Collection,  
S Store 759.9(68)Stern

JPL 759.9(68)Stern

National Archives of South Africa, Pretoria, TAB,  
JH Pierneef-Versameling, Aanwins A941

NASA A941

National Library of South Africa, Cape Town, Special Collections, D.C. 
Boonzaier Diaries, MSC 4

NLSA MSC 4

National Library of South Africa, Cape Town, Special Collections, Irma 
Stern Collection, MSC 31 

NLSA MSC 31

National Library of South Africa, Cape Town, Special Collections, Irma 
Stern (Miscl.) Collection, MSB 923

NLSA MSB 923

National Library of South Africa, Cape Town, Special Collections, Irma 
Stern (Berman) Collection, MSB 1013

NLSA MSB 1013

National Library of South Africa, Cape Town, Special Collections, Ruth 
Prowse Collection, MSB 632

NLSA MSB 632

North-West University, Potchefstroom, Ferdinand Postma Library, J.H. 
Pierneef Collection

NWU Pierneef

Norval Foundation, Cape Town, Alexis Preller Archive, uncatalogued 
collection (as of March 2020)

NF Preller

Stellenbosch University Library and Information Service, manuscripts 
section, A.C. Bouman Collection, Ms 8

SU Ms 8

Stellenbosch University Library and Information Service, manuscripts 
section, Maggie Laubser Collection, Ms 79

SU Ms 79

ABBREVIATIONS FOR ARCHIVAL RECORDS
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Fig. 1	 © VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023
Fig. 2	 © VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023
Fig. 3	 In the public domain
Fig. 4	 In the public domain
Fig. 5	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023
Fig. 6	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023
Fig. 7	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of Rupert Art Foundation,  
	 Stellenbosch
Fig. 8	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023
Fig. 9	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of Rupert Art
	 Foundation, Stellenbosch
Fig. 10	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of the Irma Stern Museum, 	  
	 Cape Town
Fig. 11	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023
Fig. 12	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of the Irma Stern Museum,  
	 Cape Town
Fig. 13	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of Durban Art Gallery, Durban
Fig. 14	 © The Estate of Maggie Laubser / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of Stellenbosch  
	 University Museum, Stellenbosch
Fig. 15	 © The Estate of Maggie Laubser / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023
Fig. 16	 © The Estate of Maggie Laubser / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of Stellenbosch  
	 University Museum, Stellenbosch
Fig. 17	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of the Irma Stern Museum,  
	 Cape Town
Fig. 18	 © Irma Stern Trust / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of the Irma Stern Museum,  
	 Cape Town
Fig. 19	 © The Estate of Maggie Laubser / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of Sanlam  
	 Foundation, Bellville
Fig. 20	 © The Estate of Maggie Laubser / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of Sanlam  
	 Foundation, Bellville
Fig. 21	 © The Estate of Maggie Laubser / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023
Fig. 22	 © The Estate of Maggie Laubser / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023. Courtesy of Sanlam  
	 Foundation, Bellville
Fig. 23	 © JH Pierneef. Courtesy of La Motte Museum, Franschhoek
Fig. 24	 © Rock Art Research Institute, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg
Fig. 25	 © JH Pierneef. Courtesy of La Motte Museum, Franschhoek
Fig. 26	 © JH Pierneef.
Fig. 27	 © JH Pierneef. Courtesy of Rupert Art Foundation, Stellenbosch and TRANSNET,  
	 Johannesburg
Fig. 28	 © JH Pierneef. Courtesy of Rupert Art Foundation, Stellenbosch and TRANSNET,  
	 Johannesburg
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