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Introduction

Some people might ask whether I haven’t been guided by a kind of quixotism throughout my career . . . an obsessive desire to find the past behind the present. If perchance someone some day were to care to understand my personality, I offer him that key. 

Claude Lévi-Strauss, Didier Eribon,

Conversations with Claude Lévi-Strauss, 1991

 

In 1938, on the eve of his thirtieth birthday, Claude Lévi-Strauss was in Brazil, leading a mule train along the remains of a telegraph line. Its lopsided poles, rusted wires and porcelain adaptors were strung out across the rugged scrublands of north-western Mato Grosso state, on the fringes of the Amazon basin. Bearded and sunburnt, kitted out in soiled dungarees, a colonial-style sunhat and high leather boots, Lévi-Strauss was heading an ethnographic expedition to study the Nambikwara – a loose designation for the nomadic groups who roamed the plateau, naked but for nose feathers, bracelets and waist-bands. Further up the line, as scrub turned to jungle and the team switched to canoes, Lévi-Strauss encountered other tribes encamped in rainforest clearings – the survivors of the Arawak, Carib and Tupi cultures. He worked alongside a team of experts, including his first wife Dina, the tropical-medicine specialist Dr Jean Vellard and a Brazilian anthropologist, Luiz de Castro Faria, on a mission that has become as celebrated as it is controversial.

Photographs from Lévi-Strauss’s fieldwork look dated even for their era. Pack animals heaving crates of equipment through the wilderness, men in pith helmets mingling with virtually naked tribesmen, the exchanging of beads and lengths of cloth for bows, arrows and ritual objects, laden-down canoes and jungle campsites. The skinned carcass of a seven-metre boa constrictor stretches out across one plate, a dozen snake foetuses, its stillborn progeny, spilled out over the earth. ‘It took a lot of shooting,’ Lévi-Strauss recalled, ‘since these animals are impervious to body wounds and have to be hit in the head.’1 It all has the feel of some grand nineteenth-century scientific expedition. 

The effect is doubly disjointed. Following the Polish anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski’s famous fieldwork in the Trobriand Islands off the coast of New Guinea, where he had studied ritual exchange across the archipelago, ethnography had already become strongly associated with solitary cultural immersion. By the 1930s, images from the field were more likely to show a single tent pitched within striking distance of a tribe, a trestle table strewn with notebooks, a rucksack with provisions, possibly some recording equipment stuffed into a satchel. The anthropologist’s lonely vigil was expected to yield worthwhile results only after years of assimilation. In contrast, Lévi-Strauss’s team clocked up more than 1,000 kilometres, rarely pausing for more than a few weeks in any one place. His expedition would end up being one of the last ventures of its kind – an antiquated journey across a forgotten corner of Brazil.

Towards the end of 1938 the party broke up, Castro Faria travelling down the Amazon for Rio de Janeiro, Vellard and Lévi-Strauss taking a small steamship up the Madeira river, then boarding an amphibious plane for Cochabamba in Bolivia.2 It had been at best a patchy experience. His field notes, now held at the Bibliothèque nationale in Paris, have a disorganised feel to them. Lévi-Strauss interspersed lists of basic vocabulary of different indigenous groups, confusing kin diagrams, illustrations of weaving techniques and drawings of animals, faces and spears, with inventories of the enormous quantities of provisions needed to sustain the expedition. 

Added to a brief, earlier spell of fieldwork among the Caduveo and the Bororo further to the south, the trip had initiated Lévi-Strauss as an anthropologist, but in a peculiarly diffuse way. Instead of the in-depth analysis of a single group, Lévi-Strauss had briefly surveyed half a dozen different indigenous cultures, dotted across the Brazilian interior. That this should have been the starting point for his career was perhaps appropriate. From the fragments – an arabesque painted on a weathered Caduveo cheek, the Mundé’s igloo-shaped forest huts, the ritual flute songs of the Nambikwara – Lévi-Strauss built a body of work that reflected not so much the intricacies of a single tribe, but features common to all culture. 

The great irony was that his nineteenth-century-style expedition ended up being the handmaiden to one of the most avant-garde bodies of work in the humanities. In his memoir recounting the journey, Tristes Tropiques (1955), written a decade and a half after his experiences in Brazil, he put the then-emerging discipline of anthropology on the map. From the scraps of his field notes he pieced together a self-portrait of the anthropologist at mid-century: a cerebral pioneer on a quest to leave the confines of Western culture in order to know another world, another way of being; an outsider condemned to roam the cultural borderlands, forever restless, damaged (‘psychologiquement mutilé ’)3 by chronic feelings of rootlessness; a forlorn traveller surveying the cultural ruins at the edge of European expansion. At the same time, he wrote of a new theoretical approach. The motley groups of Nambikwara, loitering around derelict telegraph stations, scrounging trinkets and leftovers from missionaries, the barely sustainable forest settlements, the heat, the dust – all this somehow crystallised into a highly stylised image of indigenous culture. The model was called structuralism – an approach that sought to uncover the hidden symmetries that underlay all culture. In Tristes Tropiques Lévi-Strauss captivated readers with early sketches of this method, in the process giving an unexpected coherence to the apparent confusion of indigenous ideas and practices.

 

‘On the whole, and all things considered, the interview is a detestable genre,’ Lévi-Strauss once said (in an interview), ‘to which the intellectual poverty of the age obliges one to submit more often than one would like.’ Yet as his fame grew with the success of Tristes Tropiques and the subsequent march of structuralism, he spoke regularly to journalists and academic colleagues. In the 1960s and ’70s he often appeared on French television, participated in a series of documentaries and, after his retirement, gave the writer and philosopher Didier Eribon extraordinary access, resulting in a book-length interview, published as De près et de loin in 1988. 

The more one reads, though, the less one seems to be able to grasp the person behind the words and images. In print and on film Lévi-Strauss was at once forthcoming and elusive. Over the years he produced many details, but little substance. One is left with the impression of strong surface imagery – a vividness without depth. His anonymous Semitic features (he came from a Jewish family, originally from the Alsace) have been endlessly photographed in the same non-committal pose. The images that have been staged – Lévi-Strauss standing in front of banks of metal card-reference drawers in a Paris archive, for instance, or in a jacket with a parrot perched on his shoulder – seem out of character, as if Lévi-Strauss was resistant to the crafts of publicity. In 1970, Vogue photographer Irving Penn posed Lévi-Strauss sunken into an overcoat, his head enveloped by artfully turned-up lapels, his glasses perched on his forehead, the left side of his face disappearing into the shadows. Compared with Penn’s identically posed portrait of Picasso – whose one visible eye, unmoored from the rest of the face, fixes the viewer with a piercing stare – Lévi-Strauss’s expression is difficult to read. Not even the manufactured intimacy of celebrity photography, with someone as talented as Penn behind the lens, could prise open his inner being.

The effacement was in part deliberate: ‘I share the anti-biographical approach expressed by Proust in Contre Sainte-Beuve,’ Lévi-Strauss told the French anthropologist Marc Augé in 1990. ‘What matters is the work, not the author who happened to write it; I would say rather that it writes itself through him. The individual person is no more than the means of transmission and survives in the work only as a residue.’4 In Lévi-Strauss’s case, though, this residue was a heavy one. His prose is instantly recognisable and impossible to imitate; his approach to his subject matter so idiosyncratic that for much of his career it defied systematic criticism. 

On film, Lévi-Strauss had an easy, avuncular manner. He would appear on programmes like Apostrophes, France’s weekly cultural programme that ran in the 1970s and ’80s, explaining the ins and outs of his theories. The performances were fluid, at times monotone, at others more animated, when he produced an intellectual trump card or delivered the punchline of a well-worn tale. A dry humour and a certain Gallic charm shone through between patient explanations of anthropological conundrums. This is the image that was sedimented in France’s popular consciousness – Lévi-Strauss as a much-loved national treasure, the father (perhaps now the grand- or even great-grandfather) of French anthropology, an icon from an age in which France’s intellectuals were fêted internationally. 

Wind the clock back, though, and a different Lévi-Strauss emerges. In a television interview given to Pierre Dumayet for the programme Lectures pour tous in 1959, we see a far more serious, businesslike operator.5 Dressed in a sombre suit with a waistcoat, he shows an added edge, a hint of arrogance as he responds to Dumayet’s straightforward factual questions about North American ethnography; his features are stronger, better-defined, his delivery fluent and humourless. Here was an intellectual in his prime, on the cusp of entering the prestigious Collège de France, an elite institution that had rejected him twice a decade before; a man who had already ‘unleashed’6 his pen on several occasions with vitriolic responses to his critics. 

Further back still, there are tantalising glimpses of Lévi-Strauss in the field. Photographs from Brazil show a different kind of expression, one that seems less confident, more hostile. Against the backdrop of Brazil’s dry savannahs, a young cosmopolitan man stares back at the camera, dusty and flea-bitten. In Brazil, Lévi-Strauss was an awkward philosophe standing out against the easy nakedness of the Indians; an embarrassed Frenchman bathing in a stream, fighting with giggling Nambikwara girls for the soap; an adventurer steeling himself against not so much physical discomfort as intellectual privation. In fleeting glimpses on film, he seems detached – an onlooker, an observer, but never a true participant. ‘My emotional states weren’t that important to me,’ Lévi-Strauss later told Didier Eribon, when asked whether he kept a personal diary of his field trip.7 Taciturn and courteous, Lévi-Strauss could also be aloof – ‘cold, stilted, in the French academic style’, as his long-term friend and colleague the anthropologist Alfred Métraux noted in his diary on meeting him for the first time in the 1930s.8 Though Lévi-Strauss mellowed with age, his reputation for traditional French reserve never left him. ‘. . . other than his family and school friends, were there people who addressed Lévi-Strauss in the familiar “tu” form? I doubt it,’ remarked his successor at the Collège de France, Françoise Héritier, after his death.9

 

I first met Lévi-Strauss in 2005 at the Laboratoire d’anthropologie sociale, a research institute in Paris’s fifth arrondissement that he founded in 1960. The fifth’s streets are littered with references to centuries of learning, from the roads named after Descartes, Pascal, Cuvier and Buffon to the elite institutions that have cultivated France’s most creative minds – the Lycée Henri-IV, the Ecole normale supérieure and the Collège de France, all clustered around the Latin Quarter. To the east of the quartier, Paris’s 1980s monument to inclusiveness, the Institut du Monde Arabe, with its mosaics of metal apertures dilating and contracting to filter the light, stands like a prematurely ageing relic of another era; further on, Mexican hothouses, Art Deco winter gardens and an old-fashioned zoo are arranged into the geometric plots of the seventeenth-century Jardin des Plantes.

Lévi-Strauss’s office was up a tight spiral staircase, leading into a mezzanine, lodged in a section of the roof of a converted nineteenth-century amphitheatre. On one side there was plate glass looking over iron light fittings, hanging from a central beam; down below, researchers and librarians were at work on dark-stained desks, tapping on laptops or sifting through card catalogues. The back wall was stencilled with stylised flowers, strange coats of arms and medieval armour in burgundy, gold and light brown. The office contained almost no exotica – masks or feathers and the like – just books and loosely bound PhD theses. Lévi-Strauss appeared to be a faithful version of images stretching back decades, only shrunken and a little frailer. He wore a tweed jacket that was now slightly too big for him, and it hung loosely off his body. He was courteous and alert; only a pronounced tremor when he went to reach into his breast pocket to retrieve his address book betrayed his great age. Well into his nineties, Lévi-Strauss was still going into the office on Tuesdays and Thursdays, though no longer writing much. The conversation, which focused on Brazil, was a strange combination of the stories I had read elsewhere, faithfully reproduced word for word, and a sentiment that I was not expecting: an acid, but ironic, nihilism. 

We began by discussing Tristes Tropiques, the memoir of his fieldwork in Brazil that had brought him fame in the 1950s. It remains his only non-academic book, written in a literary style that is only hinted at in his more formal work. I asked him why he suddenly lit out into this genre, never to return to it again. ‘I had a contract to write it, and I needed money’ was his frank, though deflating, answer. (The response was atypical. Elsewhere he had given long and complex answers to the same question, going into detail about his motivations and literary aspirations at the time.) We talked about contemporary Brazil’s indigenous populations. ‘What are their prospects?’ I asked. ‘At my age, you don’t think about the future,’ he deadpanned. But he went on to elaborate that, despite their rising population, land demarcations and, in some instances, greater self-determination within the Brazilian state, the indigenous peoples had been culturally impoverished, broken on the wheel of Western expansion. 

I was intrigued by Lévi-Strauss’s reaction to Brasília, the modernist capital that had not even existed during his fieldwork days, but which he briefly visited in the 1980s during a state visit with President Mitterrand. I wondered whether the city might have chimed with his aesthetic sensibility, the formalism of his structuralist theoretical approach, his interest in patterns and designs. ‘There was not enough time and the visit was very programmed,’ he lamented, ‘but it would be a complete mistake to link my work with modernism’ – an answer that has since come back to me again and again, in the light of the seemingly manifold interconnections between the modernist movement and Lévi-Straussian structuralism. Lévi-Strauss appeared not to want to talk about his theories. When I asked him about the legacy of his work, if there were other people pursuing his ideas, whether he thought his theories would live on, he was disarmingly blunt: ‘I don’t know and I don’t care.’ As I prepared to leave, the mood lightened and he talked effusively about the exhibition Brésil Indien, at Paris’s Grand Palais, urging me to go and see it for myself.10 

The following week, I wandered through the dazzling array of feather headdresses. There were plumes in electric reds and blues; fish, bird and jaguar heads fashioned in what looked like papier mâché, moulded around wicker frames; and four-foot-high porcelain funerary urns found on Marajó, a huge island at the mouth of the Amazon. Lévi-Strauss’s collections closed out the exhibition. Under plate glass there were the Nambikwara nose feathers, the Caduveo’s geometric-patterned urns, and ritual ornaments of the Bororo that I had read about in Tristes Tropiques. Beautifully composed black-and-white photos, taken on Lévi-Strauss’s Leica, lined the room. The short films that he had shot in the field were projected on to the walls. Silent, overexposed, a little wobbly and interspersed with Portuguese intertitles, the footage was a cross between early newsreel and home movie. In one unforgettable sequence an old Caduveo woman dressed in a tattered floral dress drew geometric motifs on to her face – designs that fascinated Lévi-Strauss throughout his career. There was little to connect the young bearded figure that flickered on the wall with the man I had just met. The great gulfs that time had opened up seemed unbridgeable, the mountain of work that Lévi-Strauss had produced in the interim only accentuating the sense of distance, the sense that these ghostly images related to another life, lived in another era entirely. 

A second meeting at his home in the sixteenth arrondissement found Lévi-Strauss much more relaxed. In the intervening period we had corresponded regularly, with Lévi-Strauss diligently replying to questions about his experiences in Brazil. He lived in a large, haut-bourgeois apartment – solid, comfortable and in extremely good taste. The walls were adorned with an eclectic mix of beaux arts and indigenous artefacts – a wooden bowl from British Columbia, an antique rug, a romantic portrait of a girl in an ornate gold frame. We spoke in his study, a pod-like room with solid parquet flooring and soundproofed door, a heavy writing table with thick, elaborately carved legs playing off against a modular black sofa. He took my coat and hung it in the hall – an operation carried out in the slow motion of extreme old age.

He spoke of his life in deliberate sentences, halting from time to time for breath. I asked questions about his experiences in Brazil, his flight from Nazi-occupied France and his formative years as a Jewish émigré in 1940s New York, where he mixed with exiled surrealist artists including André Breton and Max Ernst. I moved on to his return to academic life in Paris, and the stalling of his career in the 1950s when he contemplated quitting anthropology altogether and becoming a journalist. He was voluble at first, but, when we got on to theoretical issues and the rise of structuralism, he began tiring and his answers became shorter and shorter.

We ended on a contemporary issue – the controversy surrounding the opening of Jacques Chirac’s vanity project, the Musée du Quai Branly. Housed in a vegetation-clad building opposite the old Musée de l’Homme, variously described as a giant intestine or a nave on stilts, the project pitted ethnographic purists against professional curators; academic fustiness against aesthetic theatre. When the museum was first mooted, there was uproar at the Musée de l’Homme. Curators were said to have stashed prized objects in their living rooms rather than give them up to the fine-arts graduates charged with organising the Quai Branly displays.

The collection, arranged in the grotto-like penumbra of the museum’s innards, contains some of Lévi-Strauss’s Brazilian artefacts; in the museum’s basement is the Lévi-Strauss Auditorium. When I put to him the criticism that the museum might exoticise the cultures whose artefacts it was displaying, he became animated once again. ‘Anthropology is an ethnocentric science par excellence,’ he parried; ‘if the Musée du Quai Branly is displaying objects out of context, what about the Louvre and all the religious art there?’ So you can approach indigenous art from a purely aesthetic perspective? ‘If you want,’ he replied. The thought seemed to have exhausted him, and the interview came to a halt. I took two pictures of Lévi-Strauss staring blankly back into the lens – identikits of scores of recent photographs.

I had found Lévi-Strauss open, even eager to help me, to fill in details, to recount (no doubt for the nth time) stories from his past. There were glimmers of a fully fleshed-out character, small breaches in the studied front, but still a kind of emptiness, an isolation. Old-world charm was matched by an inner reticence. In the end, the mask had barely moved. Later, when I strayed on to personal territory, asking in a letter about his second marriage and the final illness and death of his father, he politely, but firmly, closed the door.

 

Lévi-Strauss came out of an age when universities housed tiny elites, when the branches of the humanities were only semi-professionalised. Anthropology was in its infancy, fieldwork the preserve of a few score academics working on the edges of the still-extant European empires. The physical world had been mapped, but culturally whole regions were virtual blanks. Ethnographers were scouring the world not for unknown headwaters, sea passages or gorges, but for cosmologies, rituals and art. They were exploring the limits of human experience, documenting the rich alternatives that were emerging from the shadows of nineteenth-century prejudice. 

An autodidact, Lévi-Strauss ploughed through the classics, both Anglo-American and French – Edward Tyler, Robert Lowie, Sir James Frazer, Marcel Granet, Marcel Mauss – largely on his own. As one of the few French anthropologists of his generation not to attend Mauss’s famous fieldwork seminars, he organised his own ethnographic expedition, deliberately choosing as remote a region as possible. His main thesis, later published in 1949 as Les Structures élémentaires de la parenté (The Elementary Structures of Kinship), was unsupervised, written in the New York Public Library while in exile from Nazi occupation. (Back in Paris, he had to go hunting for a supervisor after the fact, so that he could be examined.) Initially blocked from ascending into the elite Collège de France, he spent much of the 1950s questioning his future as an anthropologist. What emerged were truly innovative ideas, spared the group-think of a formal critical environment.

Drawing inspiration from surrealism, linguistics, aesthetics and music, Lévi-Strauss cut a fresh trail through the humanities. Through his career he subjected kinship, indigenous religious thought and myth to iconoclastic reinterpretations. He was an anthropologist in the broadest possible sense of the term, alternating between the minutiae of ethnographic detail and cultural universals, isolated tribes and the laws of the mind. An oeuvre that began with highly technical ethnographic analyses ended with meditations on the birth of the novel, the evolution of Western music and the irrevocable decline of the visual arts. 

Through his encounters with Russian linguist Roman Jakobson while in exile in New York, Lévi-Strauss picked up on one of the most fundamental shifts in twentieth-century thought – the swing from meaning to form, the self to the system. His philosophical rationale, his mission ‘to understand being in relation to itself, and not in relation to oneself ’ (‘de comprendre l’être par rapport à lui-même et non point par rapport à moi’),11 which defined the structuralist project, heralded a belated modernist turn in the social sciences. It was through Jakobson that Lévi-Strauss discovered the ideas of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure and began to apply them to his own research. Henceforth language became the metaphor for cultural analysis; following Saussure, culture began to be viewed as a system of contrasting elements, like phonemes in language.

Lévi-Strauss also presaged the cognitive revolution in the social sciences, with his insistence that the way culture was organised was ultimately rooted in the workings of the brain. His dream was a convergence between areas of knowledge that had long been separated: the social and the hard sciences, culture and nature. Against the prevailing philosophical winds, he set out to study the mind rather than the individual, abstract thought in place of subjective experience – a radical rupture in an intellectual climate then dominated by the introspective philosophies, existentialism and phenomenology.

Lévi-Strauss is the only anthropologist to have achieved global fame. (Margaret Mead comes to mind, but, unlike Lévi-Strauss, her popular renown was largely confined to an Anglo-American audience.) From the mid-1960s on he became a fixture in the French press, giving interviews to publications such as Le Monde, Le Figaro, Le Nouvel Observateur and L’Express. Beyond France, American Vogue ran a Henri Cartier-Bresson photo-essay on him; he was on American television, and was interviewed for Playboy magazine. Features came out in the pages of the New York Times, the Washington Post, Newsweek and Time describing his structural analyses of the workings of the ‘savage mind’ as a revolution in the social sciences – a Copernican moment in which human culture was finally yielding to scientific method. In Britain, he was interviewed by the BBC, regularly appeared in the pages of the Times Literary Supplement, and was often referenced in the broadsheets. His death in November 2009 made front-page news around the world.

Although media celebrity is often unearned, in the case of Lévi-Strauss it was based on concrete achievements. Freud shook up the moribund discipline of psychiatry with his psychoanalytic revolution. Two generations later, Lévi-Strauss would have the same seismic effect on anthropology. Like Freud, his influence spilled over into neighbouring disciplines, as he became the reference point for a new style of thinking. It was through his influence that the immediate post-war world of Albert Camus, Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir ceded the high ground to the likes of Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes and Jacques Lacan in the 1960s, Lévi-Strauss’s pointed attack on Sartre in the last chapter of La Pensée sauvage (The Savage Mind) hurrying the process along. Even though the next generation rejected Lévi-Strauss’s grand theorising style, it was still grappling with philosophical debates that he had initiated. Today’s leading theoreticians, like the Slovenian Slavoj Žižek, France’s Alain Badiou and Italy’s Giorgio Agamben, can only be understood through the prism of Lévi-Strauss’s decisive reorientation in the mid-twentieth century. 

As a hinge figure of twentieth-century thought, Lévi-Strauss looked both forward and back. He rode the new wave with an early infatuation with the avant-garde. He was seduced by the promise of technology after the Second World War, and by the possibilities this might have for future anthropological research. Early computing, cybernetics, atomic physics and mathematics seemed to offer new ways into the low-tech, but highly complex social and cultural worlds of indigenous peoples. However much he might deny it, modernist techniques – narrative disruption, juxtaposition, collage – became staples of his work. 

But he was equally fascinated by images from an earlier age: the hall of mirrors, the kaleidoscope, playing cards, hieroglyphics, the clocks and steam-engines that continually crop up as metaphors in his work. In middle age, the nineteenth century would exert a strong attraction through the music of Wagner, the romantic seaport pictures of Joseph Vernet and the novels of Balzac and Dickens. Lévi-Strauss repudiated non-figurative art and rephrased his earlier interest in surrealism – the type of surrealism that had attracted him was not the bizarre, taboo-breaking dreamscapes of sex and death, but a more genteel, dandyish strain that looked back to the symbolists. By the time he retired, he said that he had largely lost interest in twentieth-century music, never went to the cinema and that the only novels he read were more than fifty years old.12

 

This book is an assessment – an intellectual biography of Lévi-Strauss’s long life of the mind. It follows him from Paris to São Paulo and into the Brazilian interior. It tracks his turbulent wartime years – his flight from Vichy France to New York and his eventual return to Paris – in search of the ‘residue’ that made his thinking so beguiling and distinctive. It is not a blow-by-blow account of his career, which, after the war, would in any case amount to little more than the recounting of lecture series, book publications, conferences and awards. Nor does it attempt to excavate his private life. A traditional Frenchman, Lévi-Strauss was guarded about his three marriages – two relatively short-lived (Dina Dreyfus and Rose-Marie Ullmo) and one enduring (Monique Roman) – which produced two sons: Laurent from his marriage to Rose-Marie Ullmo and Matthieu from his marriage to Monique Roman. What is interesting about Lévi-Strauss is not the minutiae of his life, but the way this ascetic figure, the very opposite of a Sartre-style charismatic intellectual, managed to capture the high ground of theory and ideas at a particular moment in the twentieth century. For someone whose work was often technical and demanding, Lévi-Strauss struck a powerful chord both within and outside the academy.

In the first half of the book I have looked in some detail at the formative, more eventful period of Lévi-Strauss’s life, tracing the germination of his thought through his fieldwork days in Brazil and his life in exile in America, to the publication of Tristes Tropiques. From the mid-1960s his life settled, as he retreated into his own world of myths, masks and indigenous art. ‘I have no social life. I have no friends. I pass half my time in the laboratory, and the rest in my office,’ he could say to a journalist from Le Monde in the early 1970s, in a statement that, although exaggerated for effect, captures the progressive isolation of his later life.13

The second half of the book leaves behind the biographical detail to deal with his ideas. Reassessing his key articles and books, I have tried to steer a path between the dismissiveness of some of his critics and the reverence that he still inspires in France and, strangely enough, in Brazil. It is one thing to marvel at the output of an extraordinary mind, quite another to swallow whole what could at times be a quixotic project, and one that drifted in an increasingly idiosyncratic direction as he aged. His success in the 1960s speaks of a looser, perhaps more creative era – a time when big, experimental ideas could take flight, when the stream of consciousness of one mind could leave a deep cultural imprint. His great longevity means that his life has ended up tracing a vital intellectual thread back through the twentieth century. Whatever may have become of structural analysis, Lévi-Strauss’s thought stands as an important promontory on the intellectual landscape of our time.





1

Early Years

The ‘return to the primitive’ was the return to the community, but also a return to the sacred, and even, perhaps, the return of the gods.

Marcel Fournier, Marcel Mauss, 2006 

 

At a bend in the Seine, as the river turns southwards before looping back around the Bois de Boulogne, two stone pavilions arc round a stone terrace. It was here that Adolf Hitler and Albert Speer posed for photographs in 1940, grinning in front of the Palais de Chaillot, the Eiffel Tower rising from the far bank of the Seine in the background. A year before the invasion, Lévi-Strauss, then a young anthropologist fresh from fieldwork in Brazil, had been at work in the Palais’s recently installed Musée de l’Homme, cataloguing the nose feathers, gourds and arrows that he had bartered for glass beads in the backlands of Mato Grosso, for an exhibition that would never go on display.

The site has resonance not just for the history of anthropology in France, but for the evolution of avant-garde art at the beginning of the twentieth century. Founded in 1938, the Musée de l’Homme marked the beginning of modern, professional ethnographic displays in France. Looking back at the museum’s previous incarnation, the Musée de l’Ethnographie in the Palais du Trocadéro, is like stepping back into another curatorial world. A Moorish, Byzantine folly on the same site as the Musée de l’Homme, the Musée de l’Ethnographie housed largely pre-Columbian artefacts, but later soaked up the spoils of the advancing French African empire – the spears, drums and masks that colonial traders hawked in ports up and down the west coast of Africa. Objects were classified by theme rather than by region or tribe. Curators piled up musical instruments in one corner and textiles in another; there were corridors of wood-carved statuettes, back rooms stacked up with fertility symbols, all displayed with little – if any – context.

‘When I went there for the first time, at Derain’s urging, the smell of dampness and rot there stuck in my throat,’ remembered a young Pablo Picasso in 1907, of a visit to the museum’s labyrinth of musty, dim-lit corridors. ‘It depressed me so much I wanted to get out fast, but I stayed and studied.’ Picasso had been drawn to the museum’s clutter of artefacts by aesthetic instinct. A few years earlier he had acquired a West African mask, which he had studied not as an archaic fetish or a throwback to a bygone age, but as an artistic expression in its own right. But it was in the bowels of the Palais du Trocadéro that the penny had dropped. It was not just the plastic forms, distortions and poetic freedoms that struck Picasso, but the realisation that art need not be an exercise in mirroring reality. Ethnographically speaking, it could have a ‘magical’ role of capturing and controlling terrors and desires, pinning them down with colour and form. ‘The
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