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10 THE ARTISTIC APE

Introduction

THE DEFINITION OF ART

o my previoas books | have focuwed on the ways in which buman beings arc
I smilar to other animaks, | have looked at oar primeval behavioar patterns and

the manner m which these have survived in the modern world - our sexwal and
[lun'nla.| actidities, our fl.'l:dirg anel d:l'lrlkll'@... OHIF BRI and :fﬂ:[nnp,. and our
playing and Aghting. When doing this, | deliboratcly igrorod those aspocts of our
lives i which we differ from other AP, bait mow | want o tirn the 1psr1|:l.pht
on anc of the most exciting ways i which we have manifested ourschoos as a
sinkjisc anbmal — on the conplex activity that we refer to as art,

The evobution of arr has, for o, been the maose fascinating of all human tends
= miaafe than any other activiry i has sct us apary from other spocics. In the past,
this evolution has provald extremcly difficult go define, sspecially for thos spoaalises
whio write om the subgea, ln mos cascs, those experts ane far w0 close o their

suhjeet v see itckearly a5 a geneeal parteen of hunan

‘Shakespeare is
telling us that art

is an activity that
allows us to take
the unpleasantly
mundane and make
it remarkable and

wonderful.”
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the aslvaticed forms of acsthetie exprosbon. It is this examination thay Dwill
arempt i the presene baok,

Firsr, whar are the mare general definigions of an thar have been propossd in
the past? There anc Bircrally hundocds, maost of which are virally meaningloss.
e describes am as ‘the making of something to pleass the cpe”, Amther st
thar are i s creative operation of the inrelligence”, Yer another thar amis
“everything that is cresred by man and appeals 1o his scahetis sense™. I is
Shakespeare, in 1606, who gives us the fissr useful descripgion
of wrt, when he makes King Lear speak of ar “thar can make
vile things precions’. In other words, arrisa ramsfismmarive
rrocess. Shakespeare is welling us thar ar w an scriviry thar
allows us to ke the unpleasantly mundane and make it
remarkable and wonderful,

In the following cenmry Greethe comments that in are “the
best is good enough’. In 1814 John Kears adds that Sthe
excellence of cvery ar is its inemsity”, and Elizabeth Barren
Broswening asks ‘whar s ar, bar b on a langer scaled’, All
theee are emphasising vhe face thay are improves the quality of
somscthing andd makes i a more powerful experence, With
thes: defininons we are beginning 1w see a consensus of
aginicn thar ary ks something thar mkes the everyelay
sxperiencs and somehow magnific i, The French artist Jean-Frangods Miller
muakes this more explicic when he says thar ar is "wearing of the commonplace
with the fecling of the sublime”, In 1864 Gastave Flaubser was even mone
dramatic, commeenting thar ‘Homan life i a8 aed show,.. uply, Beavy and complex,
Art has mo other end..., than o conjure away the barden and bictermess.” A few
decades Later, Oscar Wilde offers his conclusion that *an consists in the perfect we
of an imperfect mediem’,

Moving into the 20th contury, the am critic Clive Bell tells us that art is the
means ‘hy which men escape from circomstance o costasy’. And n her hook
Wihat 15 Arf Ford Ellen Dissanayake expresves the same ide, but in more sober

B Ihe artistic im pulse hehavinis, The relt is thae they offer narmow definizions rha
o . usiably exclude buge segmenes of pmisic seniviey. They then
I:I rﬁf arase In th e ATfEE .Jumnnu ﬁd$111\ &% i whar Bs o amd w"'m: k:l:ml.
lribﬂl sacieﬁ a5 'DF The cause of this confusion sjems from the fact thar
specialised students of sestherics mearly always lack any
our remote humu n knowlodge of human bology and evolution. 5o they are
ancestors. . r incapable of seetng how the amtistic impulse frst arose in
the trikal socectics. of our remote human ancestors, and
haw i then went on to lower into the amazing phonamenon thar we see all
aroind us poday, Only if we fira examine and anderstand these beological roats
of art, can we then go on o fully appreciane all the subtdetics and nuanoes of

terma, whien she says that *art can be called an instanae of making special®.

Tov s wp all these views, art can be seen as a haman activiey that ewards us
by allowing us to cxporicnce an acoentuated version of our otherwise humdram
existenee, [b makes the commonplace more impressive and the bormg more
entortaming. It aleo makes the mild more mecmse and the threadbare more degant,

For thousands of years our ancestors emploved this deviee as an aocosony
attachod i ather scervitios, Implements, weapons, clothmg and buildings were all
taken beyond the purcly praceical and made more complicated than was nocosary
for thom to fanction cdificicrely, These claborations muide thom seom more imporant
bewanise they stood ot from the rest. Their visisal isemsiey, the skill involved in
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Uhiie off the surpiramg boaninm of a |m|1|r».'-l1|lk||l:.: s o with Compo was
the intensiny with which he worked, He reccived no food reward for his ciforms
Making the deawangs was s own reward for him, He was nor paricularly
Nl r\'\-|u| A CRATRITAE I|I¢ |ir'|n|Lt..| I}allrL. |I-\|| 1h|; Ak ol OIS W f*u.lrl.l ||;|_1
b, Farthermore be kaew when he lad Arsshod, If escosraged mo continue be
1k|||l||.1 refyisg, Biig if Rrven .1m-|h|.-r Pacde ol P |!.|: Wk |.It||'|u,1||.1r|;|:l ||.“_'||'|!. s

STAET apaan an 4 new work., On ang or two occasions, when for some wrjgem
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barcdam with the whidle procedune, Bunt in between these twe extronics was a poriod
when Congo raached o peak of visual conerol where every baashsoroke was exportly
placed cxactly where be wanted in, with leele or oo accideneal chements intrudng,
LY r|r|_|1|1'h ||'||||J||;-|’|¢r|| ||] PEITIALS FopeicRcil :hc sy \'\l:’.‘muh TRAFY |;l\.|:||lpk'~ ||f
nop-human ar ever prodivod.

'I'I\- |'|||,'||I| n| \!Ili'\lh L} |,1.| vnlh |.:III||_IIII1 PRI Wik VOTY L |I.1r { (1] rIu| Ir\.n! with
his dravweng. He sar in che sume chair amd a2 fires be was given all s painms ogether

reason the cxperimenter had o sgop the sossion, artempas ro imterfere with an in a tray of small conriners, He found the colours so fascimariog thar he spenn mosr

unfimished work were mer with 5 soreaming fr and, on ane sccasion, o full-blawn off his rime miving one colour with an

thir, rather than applying them 1o the card,
remper rangrum. Ir seemed exmraordinary thar o chimpanzee showld be so apser

when arrempis were made (o stop an scoviry os specialised os picture making. ——
ight Corga i wan

paerng w0
primites grip of tha
Eruah pop| ond with g
wophatczind grip
{footioem]

Why on carth should it have ssch a powerful appeal for an animal that shows
no inclination to perform anything like ir i the wild?

Congo's sessions wore carmicd ot ina quict roeom with no dissractions, but on
one oocasion he was filmed o provide a permaanent recond. He abao demonstraed
his pacture-making ahilities on bive eelevision. The fact that he was preparced o
concemtrate on this unusual activity in the presence of a flm or selevision crew was
rernarkable. As bhe grow alder and his ‘family” ties became stronges, his reaction o
the immmusion of serangers hecame more hoarile, T reached the poing where, if 2 visimos
wanbed o watch Congo ar woek, the arriss was morg [ikgly 1o draw bloogd than
picrires, Fomuanaely, by rhis rime 3 large number of picruses had been produscad and
vhe Conpo experiment had provided somse impaomang mew information,

The pictures made by Congn belong 1o three mam cutepnries draowings on blank
sheers of paper, drawings on pieces of paper bearing pre-gxisting geomerric shapes

and painrings on coloured cmds, The drawings on plain paper

; FI’GI"I"I- |hE‘- ﬁfﬁl moment  weredone mxrszby arthe stam of the experiment to Bymiliarise
that he handled a
paintbrush it was

ClECII' fhﬂf CO ngo first moment that he handled a pamtbrish 5 was dear that
FO u nd pﬂ intin g muc h Congo found painting much more exciting than penal

s I'I drawing. The reason seemod to be that for the same amount
more excitin g than of physical effort he was able o create a wide, bold seroke
pencil drawing.’

Congo with the procedure. The drawings done on pre-marked
paper were mncroduced o tes Schillers claims with Alpha. Five
mmumvths after the investigation had begun, the paimmps were

meroduced 1o examine Congo’s reactions o colours. From the

matead of a thin line, [t was a cane of ‘magnified rowand,

where an action produces a groster resction than expocted.
The carlict studies of primate pecture making had all boen done with drawings.

Congo was the first noen-human oo oneate pamntings, His very first one was produoccd

on 17 May 1957 and ke swene on o paine many more, the Bst one being meade on

4 November 1958, The carly omes were a Bitke hesivang, as he bocame Esmilar sirh

shis W l||,'_'|,‘|||,||l1L .||||,1 I|||,' |.I||_' s, ,||l||| ||;'|J'| |\-=|||J. W |Il_'|u|1|||||p| L E1] hioiw '\.iﬂ:n af
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Right Corgats
pintng vhows &
complax fon poSem
1957

The paintings
As alrcady menioncd, Congo™s paintings weid through thece phases, In the firs
phase he was goming to know this new modiem and some of his marks were
.|..-|_i|3|;u|J|. ||||ur|_"|tl. |h rhu,- u:umd ‘l'|J|l||i||p| RORAM |Ir |I.l|,‘| JII.;'JI,E_E ]l..'gu:l 1]
ake v
parerm, His ehird session took place on live welevision and, despite rhe
disrractioms of a TV euadin, he was sufficiem]y excired by the scr of painning
10 prodice Twio pECTIFs.

I was nor until his 14rh painting session, on 22 July 1957, vhar Comgo

o the brushes and was able v make a simple kind of bald fan

showedl he had fully conguered this new medium and was painring with
complere conhidence. Now, as one warched him ar work, it was clear thae every
mark, cvery line and every spot wiere boldly placed exacly where he wanmed
them. His original, simple tan partern had now become a complex ane. Every
line was carcfully positioncd in relation to every other line, and the whaole
composition was designed 1o fit into the space availabe for it, and also o Al
that space.

Uhn the fnllosing day, when he was again painting live on television, he was
&0 MIfe of h1|l|u;||' rh.qr |I|.' |'i|||ﬂ||.. |.'|_1 W I,1r|.;|,-. ;|.|I|1|'I-||;1| f.l|| eTEr I, || CVEN ||.Jd N}
mew feanire in the form of bunches of stippled marks across irs base, And rheee
seenegd 1o be a single cenrrally placed blagk spor, alshough this ¢could kave been

Babrww Conpga's
poirding thowia
lopsiced fon pasesn
1257,

-
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amn accident. In August bhe stared varying his main fan pamern, In one insance
he grabbed his grooming brush and dragged it throagh the wer paine, creanng
a cemrral area of Ane lnes. He also added heavy horizonml lines scross the hase
of his fan pattern and a cluster of five small white spots at its very cenrre.

By his 22nd session, on 2 September 1957, Congo had reached a peak of bald
control. Mow there was not a single accidental mark on the paper. Every line
was exactly whene he wanted it, and he used the space available to him with the
confidence of a profiessional human artist. Hie was playing with his fan patiorn,
tilting &t 0 one side as it progressed, creating a stippled fan bundke or sphitting
it in two, (CH the ton patnbngs he ercated that day, all arc pow in privare
collections in Europe and Morth America, including onc that was obtained by
Fablo Picasse and another by Joan Mira,)

I the wecks that follvwed, Congo continued 1o produce abstrace paintings
of a quality not scen, before of sinoe, in any non-human animal, Each time he
would explore some new varfation, He ercaved a lop-sided fan, a subsidiary fan,
a fan with a curved Base, a splie fan with a ceneral vellow spor, a split fan with a
wentral Back spot and a splis Bn with a ceneral Blise mark. He was enjoying thae
hl.ll.l; whin \Ir.“l.hl;d 1||||'|
work during this phase simply aa in wonder, hardly able to accepr whar their

st haman of acothets games - themane varan

EVER WD WilIESsilg
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