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THE MESSAGES OF TOURIST ART

(ez lapaljára a címhez csillaggal jegyzetként)

Bennetta Jules-Rosette: The Messages of Tourist Art. An African Semiotic System in Comparative Perspective, New York-London, Plenum Press, 1984, XVIII-266 p (Topics in Contemporary Semiotics 3.)

The book is important from three different points of view. Firstly, as the extension of semiotics to a new field; secondly, as a study of hitherto little examined phenomena of African arts from a new angle, and thirdly, as a very important, objective contribution to the subject of tourist art which, as regards the abundance of material and its data-based nature, can be regarded as the first serious monograph of its kind. It is above all for this reason that it deserves our attention.

Tourism has become widely known as an anthropological problem in the last decade. The overview by Dena McCannell: The Tourist. A New Theory of the Leisure Class (New York) appeared in 1976, as well as a collective volume of fundamental studies having direct bearing on our subject: Nelson H. H. Graburn ed: Ethnic and Tourist Arts. Cultural Expressions from the Fourth World (Berkeley-Los Angeles-London). Another collection of various papers is Valene L. Smith ed: Hosts and Guets. The Anthropology of Tourism (Philadelphia, 1977, in some references: 1978). The same author has dealt with the link between anthropology and tourism in a number of valuable papers. An article by Denison Nash: Tourism as an Anthropological Subject,  Current Anthropology 22 (1981) 461-481 aroused interest among anthropologists in the subjects since, in keeping with its very good custom, Current Anthropology not only printed immediate comments on the paper, but also later (and even more later) reflections.

In Hungary the topic discovered, after certain preliminaries, by Zoltán Fejõs who, after a number of studies (together with Péter Niedermüller), edited volume No. 15 of the series Folklór – Társadalom – Mûvészet (Folklore – Society – Art) (Budapest, 1984), under the almost incomprehensible title of Cull/Tours. This volume contains translations of a number of seminal studies (or selections from meaningful papers), as well as brief reviews and a bibliography. Naturally, the emphasis is on the Hungarian and European aspects of the subject, although reference is also made to the problem of ethnological tourism and even to its artistic aspects. It draws on the extremely rich (and diverse) literature to quote sociologists and anthropologists and refers to the annual volumes of Annals of Tourism Research. A Social Science Journal that has been published by the University of Wisconsin since 1973 (the thematic issues of which are the most instructive). Among the European surveys, it draws most extensively on the German work Tourism. Ein kritisches Bilderbuch (Bensheim, 1st Edition 1978, 2nd Edition 1980). The excellent bibliography in this book a number of works that are generally not referred to by Hungarian researchers and, in the case of works published in German, also gives a good discussion of third world tourism (naturally including Africa) Jules-Rosette does not mention these either and probably she does not know them. However, the authors of the German publication (Michel Beutel, Ina Maria Greverus, Rosemarie Schanze, Edelgard Speichert, Heide Wahrlich) do not quote from the basic works in English mentioned above and it is my impression that – alas – they simply do not know the majority of them.

It is striking how soon earlier, important works are forgotten in this area. No one nowadays is familiar, for example, with the body of information to be found in Robert Glücksmann: Allegemeine Fremdenverkehrskunde (Bern, 1935). The subjects is raised and treated in different ways in each country. Umberto Fragola: Studi sul turismo (Napoli, 1967) or Henry de Fracy and Philippe de Gunzbourg: Tourisme et milieu rural. Un déboucheé rentable pour l’agriculture (Paris, 1967) have in common only the year of publication, and the fact that their authors do not quote from the English and the German literature – where their own work is not known.

The fieldwork behind Jules-Rosette’s work was carried out in the territory of Zambia, Kenya and the Ivory Coast between 1975 and 1982. The method could be characterized by that used in sociology, sociology of art and a few handbooks in the field of semiotics, rather than that the classics of ethnology. Although even Graburn (and a few specialised researchers collecting and analysing contemporary African “art”) did not condemn the products of “tourist art”, the author is even more understanding and does not questions the importance of this form of art from the economic, political and even the ideological viewpoints and consequently does not question (at least not explicitly) its value either. The metalanguage of semiotics (“sign system”, “message”) is also suitable for the indirect expression of this appreciation, although the book is actually a practical work of art sociology, dealing with producers, market and consumers. Since the “comparative perspective” of the subtitle means not only that the author compares the data of the three African countries, but from time to time in presenting the different phenomena also draws on a variety of things, from French sociology to Indian tourist art activity, the work is all the more valuable. As regards the interpretation, the concepts of European art history (e.g. cubism) figure here just as the recongitions (or bon mot remarks) of Lévi-Strauss. There is still a great deal to be said in this field, not least of all because this book has drawn attention to many phenomena.

This manner of treatment seems to suggest the final conclusion that: 

a/ all art is tourist art,

b/ European “folk” art also naturally falls into this category too.

In the course of examining ethic symbol processing, I myself have come to the conclusion that all “folk” art can be interpreted in this way. Nevertheless, the above-mentioned dialectic of “it is” –“it can also be” is quite a considerable difference.

I can only conclude this review with the remark that everyone can benefit from reading this work. Folklorism is not only Hans Moser. It is also Carsten R. Moser.

(Africana/Budapest, No. 2., 1986, p 132.)
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