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ancient art—that very phrase excites
one's sense of man's triumphal achievements
over the millennia. And if communication of an
idea, purity of design and spiritual power are
important considerations in judging art, then
the prehistoric sculptural abstractions from the
Cyclodes must be viewed as pivotal master-
pieces in human history. | regard these sublime
works from the third millennium B.C. as one of
man's greatest achievements, inspiring nothing
less than awe and veneration.

| wish to thank the collectors and museums who
so generously parted with their treasures for
our exhibition: Chris Bastis, David and Vivion
Compbell, Rosemary and George Lois, Robin
B. Martin, Judy and Michael Steinhardl, The
Brooklyn Museum, and The Borbier-Miller
Museum in Geneva. My very special thanks go
to Harmon FA. [Leonard Stern) who magnani-
mously loaned so many of his Cycladic master-
pieces. Thanks, too, to Linda Schildkraut who
made sense of the disparate pieces, orgonized
the catalogue, and wrote the captions.

In honor of The Brooklyn Museum and its
heroic devotion to the ancient arts, The Merrin
Gallery presents these forms of profound purity
and serene power. Cycladic art is surely a tran-
scendent expression of the range and power of
human creation.

EDWARD H. MERRIM




‘ THE BROOKLYN musEumhasbecome,over
the years, the loving home to a world renowned
collection of ancient art. It has been a long,
devoted guest. As early as 1902 the "Central
Museum” of The Brooklyn Institute of Arts and
Sciences (as it was known then) had already
begun to acquire Egyptian, Classical, and Mid-
dle Eastern antiquities with the purpose of pre-
senting the history of ancient civilization to the
Museum's oudience. Three decades later the
institution, long-since renamed The Brooklyn
Museum, began its transformation from @
museumn of everything, both man-made and
natural, to an art museum. Al the same time
aesthetic value and, so to speak, the illustrated
history of ancient art became the main goals of
its acquisition and display of objects from the
Ancient World. They remain the guiding prin-
ciples for the growth of the collection as well
as for the installation of galleries and special
exhibitions of the Department of Egyptian,
Classical, and Ancient Middle Eastern Art,

Those familior with both ancient art and The
Brooklyn Museurmn know it was the Egyptian
collection that prospered most, thanks in part
to the Museum's early involvement with
archoeological expeditions bringing forth
many fine objects, as well as to the donation of
the heirs of American Egyptologist Charles
Edwin Wilbour of his collection and an endow-
men! for Egyptolagy in his memory. This
endowmen! made it possible 1o establish o
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curatarial department and to develop the col-
lection into one that illustrates the scope and
achievement of Egyptian artists fram the Predy-
nastic Period through Coptic art. Several signil-
icant individual gifts over the years have also
added to the Egyptian collection,

As the history of the Museum's Classical and
Ancient Middle Eastern collections includes nei-
ther archoeclogical fieldwork nor comparable
endowments, they are smaller ond less well
known, although by no means insignificant,
The Museum’s collection of Ancient Middle
Eastern art numbers almost 300 objects rang-
ing in date from 4000 B.C. to the third century
A.D. Thanks in no smaoll way to the generosity
of the late Hagop Kevorkian and the Kevorkian
Foundation, the collection includes a number of
very important works of art in their own sepa-
rate gallery.

Due primarily to the generosity of a number of
individuals beginning as eary as 1901, Brook-
lyn's Classical collection includes significant
works of Greek and Roman art in various
media os well as some pre-Classical works
from the Mediterranean World. Parallel to the
important loan of a major second century A.D.
sarcophagus from Asia Minor, we have
recently reinstalled our own Classical collection
as part of our general effort to bring the public’s
aftention to our outstanding ancient collection
and encourage its support and growth. In fact,



The Brooklyn Museum is one of the very few
North American art institutions to have sought

out and exhibited, prior to World War |l,
Cycladic antiquities, those hauntingly abstract
marble figures and stone vessels. Today,
Cycladic art is aftracting special attention
among scholars and collectors, os exemplified
by this important and beautiful presentation of
The Merrin Gallery,

Thus, beginning with a few gifts as the twentieth
century opened, The Brooklyn Museum has
developed a world-renowned collection of
ancient art. As the twentieth century closes, we
look forward to the continued growth of our
collections of art from Egypt, the Middle East
and the Classical World.

ROBERT T. BUCK
Chigse: i
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so0o YEARS Aco!lt was an age of aston-
ishing discovery and aesthetic wonder. Bronze,
seagoing ships, musical instruments, wine,
magical new things. During this era, belore
there was written languoge, sculptors whose
names are now lost gave birth to Greek Artin o
cluster of islands in the Aegean Sea nomed the
Cyclades. [The Greece of the Parthenon and
Plato and Aristotle, the Greece where democ-
racy was borm, came 2000 years lafer!]

A crest of submerged mountains, from volcanic
Thera in the south to the granite peaks of
Andros in the north, the Cyclades are com-
prised of hundreds of islonds, tew habitable.

This prehistoric cullure had been buried and
forgotten until the last century when Cycladic
farmers working their fields unearthed o wealth
of mysterious objects, encrusted in cramped
graves. To the surprise of the modern world, it
was eviden! that a vigorous culture had token
root on these primeval islands 5000 years ago!
These caches yielded tools and implements of
bronze, gracelul vessels of marble and clay,
jewelry and...curious stotues in human farm,
many finy, others twa or three feet in length, a
very few life size.

Who were these people? Their homes had
vonished, with no written record, no oral tradi-

tion. And fully 2000 years before Christ, they
were gone,



Each Cycladic island, craggy or hospitable,
contains one source ol wealth—marble.
Gouged and chipped by the elements and
burnished by the incessant stroking of the
waves, the natural beauty of smooth hunks
of marble lying on the beaches caught the eye
of the artisan.

Those polished pebbles surely inspired the
master craftsmen of the third millennium B.C.
|as they still inspire the present day vernoc-
ular architecture of the islands of the Aegean).

As il it were a part of their very being, severe
simplicity and flowing form dictated the con-
tour of these precisely shaped idols, but the
striking achievement of these artists was their
ability to abstract the human body in its most
pure, pristing, compact and essential form.

Connoisseurs have collected Greek anfiguities
since the Renaissance. This powerful and
enduring lfascination spraong from o reowak-
ened concern for the humanities...and sheer
wander al the dazzling form and grandeur of
classical Greek architecture and objects.

But adoration of the stylized form of idealized
Greek noturalism blinded those who first saw
those strange figurines brought home by Euro-
pean travelers. “Small monsters made of bits
of marble,” “ugly,” “barbarian” were common
derogations in 19th century archoeological
literature.




At the beginning of our century, a tew enfants
terrible, bent on change and struggling to cre-
ate new isms of art, were simply dumbstruck by
these brilliant, exquisitely simple, pristine
abstractions. Picasso, Malisse, Brancusi, Arp,
Giacometti, Epstein, Medigliani, Moore. ..col-
lected and placed these iconographic idols
in their studios, constant reminders of the
perfectly compact visual metaphor, magically
spiritual ond emotionally stirring. Their talent,
imagination and ambition drove these modemn
pioneers to transtorm the spiritual intensity of
these MNeolithic forms into fresh, modern art.

Picasso said, “They are magical objects. .. bet-
ter than Brancusi. Nobody ever made an
object stipped that bare.”

These sublime objects must have served some
ritual purpose. The shapes and designs were
repeated over hundreds of vears, yet the genius
of many individual arfists is easily recognized.

They seem to have been meant to be viewed
lying on their backs, arms folded, perhaps as
comforting companions for the afterite, exert-
ing supreme power. Were these objects of
devotion symbols of fertility2 |s this the earth
mother, buried in prayer to the gods that more
of this industrious species would spring from the
earth? Whaltever their purpese, they define a
culture whose adoration of sensual shape was
so clearly irrepressible, particularly in the over-
whelming presence of death.



Remarkably, present day villages in the Cyc-
lodes convey a graceful sculptural quality that
echoes their ancestors’ art of so long ago. The
first sight of a present day Cycladic town leaves
one gasping and goping.

As the revelation of the Cyeladic vision exerted
profound influence in liberating the literal mind,
today, with retrospective modern sensibility,
these great works force us to retocus on the
lasting and inspiring possibilities of art...on ils
humanism and its divine power. To possess one
of these Cycladic masterpieces transports o
collector to a spiritual level far beyond the pos-
session of a 20.7 million de Kooning! Picasso,
the greatest artist/inventor of our time, said it
best as he held one of his “Mother Goddess”
idols in his hands: "There was once a little man
in the Cyclades. He thought he was making the
great Goddess, but what he made was not a
God, but a piece of sculpture. Nothing was left
of his life. Nathing was left of his kind of God,
But this is left. Because he wanted to make a
piece of sculpture. A kind of magic power.”

GEORGE LOIS
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