WALTER WHALL BATTISS
(1906 —1982)
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A FRUITFUL AND INSPIRING 2008!
An African Village Scene

On first observation the immediately rec-
ognizable forms are those of African
women in long primary coloured dresses
and headgear. The wamen ane ®ither strall
ing In light comversation or walking with
containers (possibly for waterk. Others are
resting, seated ind ividually ar in groups of
two or mare, whilst other women are carry
ing or walking with their children. Some
domestic animal life is #vident with Scart
tered chickens and a dog, lying ta thi tide.
im the upper left corner of the arbwork, a
few men are sitting, facing one another
also In conversation. The men’s gendar
identifiable by their hats, scooping upwards
al a curved angle, other than the textibes,
raditianally draped arcund the woamen s
heads.

One could gather, through these activities,

thar it could be a resting day for a commu
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Singukar branches patterned at random indicate foliage,
passibly placing the scene on the periphery of their do
miestic habitat, The use of darker blues and greens an

the edges of the format creates a circular illusionary
‘frame’ surrcunding the domestic environment within
the centre of the compasition. The rangquil atmospheara,
directed by the relaxed manner of these villagers, is
further aided by this ‘protective” frame.

These estimated abservations aren’t given by a Tigura-
tively identifiable background. The miliew within which
these villagers are resting is indicated by their individ
wal actions and persons together with a few green
leaved branches.

Why then that Walter Battiss chose to exclude fore
ground ! background placement in this artwork? Why
create a flat, swo-dimensional, abstract surface upon
which these characters, predominantly of equal size
have to function, domestically and compositionally
within the context of the given format? How does this
methodology serve him as an artist and to which end?
These questions lead to various influences he experi-
enced throughout his life and career as an artist.

Chronalegically these influences started with his first
ancounter with African petroglyphs and reck art,
Williarm Fowler, his first mentor, introduced him to
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these native rock carvings at the age of eleven years,
when his family relocated from Somerset-East to
Koffiefontein. He developed a deep seated paziion for
petreglyphs and rock engravings across South Africa;
not only in documenting these art forms extenshalby,
but also as a direct influence an his own artwork. He
further decumented pre-historic rock engravings in
France in 1938, noting varbous similarities to rock
engravings, which he decumented in 1936 In South
Afrlca,

Walter Battiss' experience of rock engravings did mot
merely lead to his documentation of this art form. it
influenced the developmeant of his work as a South
African artist within the context of him as an artist
with knowledge of Western Modernist Art move ments
at the time In Europe and America,

Western Modernist Influence

He came inta contact with these movemants during
his first visit abroad in 1938 and numeroushy
therealter,

With this knowledge of avante garde art in the West-
ern continents, he casts his viewpaint on the com-
plexities of belng a South African artist by reflect
ing:"We should accept the dual position of the South
African artist. At one moment he is a European with
Greek statues and Roman poets inhabiting the
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shades of his intellectual landscape; at ancther moment
he s a white man, surrcunded by forests of African
witcherafy, girdled by unending favannat where roam
elephants and giraffes. The Inner classic world of his
education Is one of a famillar security — It Is a world of
civilizad men with predictable situations, predictable
ethics and predictable solutions, Its pleasures include
Literature, Music, Science, Art and Sport. It is the woreld
that apens up the mysteries of matter, space and
speed and an academic art that lends ltself to land
scapes, portraits and the human figure. But on the out
side, hugging him like a rough uncomfortable goatskin,
is Unusual Africa: insecura, illogical, black and red in
colour; volcanoes, lakes, tropical diseases, locusts,
droughts, floods. Mames, man in conflict, violence, And
Lo it happens that the modern man halding his Virgil s
thrown frem his European chariot on the Africam thorns.
This desperately uncomfortable position Is one the art
ist faces, He has to ask himself what he is and what he
should da,” s

Battiss understand this dichotomy of his pasition as an
artist and this brings us to the first answer of the meth-
odobogy he uses in “An African Yillage Scene” (fig 31

He amalgamates his awareness of movements such as
primitivism with his keen sense of being an inhabitant
of Africa, Primitivism being a movement that looks to
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early human history and non-themes ar stylistic ele
ments from prehistory and tribal cultures of Western
of children®s art for insplration, making use of thermes
or stylistic elements frem prehistory and tribal cul-
tures.z He inscribes one of his earller works, “The
earby men”, painted in 1938 with the following state
ment: “This is the first painting in which | break away
frovm Impressionist art, | still continued my Orithodox
impresdianist painting, warking on primitee fanms
until it became a definite part of my style,

Fig B, A evampie oF 4 petroghes, Similly [o [he Detrogiy o s
dalifpeared sorme Oof HERTeT Sallsy - drhaoris.

-1 ,'I-r'-'.w_,ll'p,'l-ﬂ' A8 T LA SO B N, piil by e pnein fonfe
peaples, by means of caneieg, pecking o afbenadse inciredl o
Aty rack srfares

' o’ pefragiend & dersed frovn e Greel wond Delros
Miodvniag wrowe ™ e yliei " sieemiag To carke’

Fage 3






