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The surrealist leader André Breton described
desire as the “only master that man must
recognize.” One of surrealism’s defining themes,
desire was expressed variously in Salvador
Dalf’s charged landscapes, Joan Mird’s lyric
abstractions, and Hans Bellmer’s unsettling
nudes. Influenced by Sigmund Freud, the
surrealists saw sexual desire as a path to self-
knowledge—“a theatre of provocations and
prohibitions in which life’s profound urges
confront one another.”

Published to accompany a major
transatlantic exhibition of international
surrealism, this lavishly illustrated catalogue
explores desire in surrealist art in both words
and images. Key works by such artists as Marcel
Duchamp, René Magritte, Max Ernst, Dali,
Giorgio de Chirico, Alberto Giacomettl, Bellmer,
Meret Oppenheim and Claude Cahun are
illustrated and discussed, as are surrealist films
and photographs by Man Ray, Brassa, and
others. The volume also features some of the
rare and beautiful books produced by the
surrealists i in their celebration of love, as well as
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FOREWORD

Surrealism was one of the most extraordinary artistic and intellectual movements of the twentieth century. It was a movement
that was distinguished by enormous breadth and richness, and it embraced not only art and literature but also psychoanalysis,
philosophy and politics. The surrealists aimed to liberate the human imagination, and their vision, expressed in the works of some
of the great artists and writers of the twentieth century, has had a major influence on modern life. Aspects of surrealism’s critique
of conventional values and ways of thinking still have resonance today.

Surrealism: Desire Unbound explores one of the central themes of the movement: the idea that man is a creature who is driven
by desire. For the surrealists desire was the authentic voice of the inner self and at the same time a path to self-discovery. It was also
an expression of the sexual instinct and, in sublimated form, the impulse behind love. The many different aspects of surrealism -
its art, its literature, its politics — were inspired by this vision of man as desirous of love, poetry and liberty.

This exhibition brings together many of the most important surrealist paintings, sculptures and drawings, as well as a range
of lesser-known works. It also includes many documents of a private nature, some of which have never been exhibited before. None
of this would have been possible, of course, without the great generosity of the owners concerned. We are deeply grateful to the
public collections and many private collectors who have supported the project, and enabled us to realise this ambitious exhibition.

The exhibition has been conceived and selected by Tate curator Jennifer Mundy. She has shaped the argument and has
persuaded owners to lend to an exhibition which will explore new ground, much previously hidden. I should like to thank her for

her insights and commitment to the project. [ would also like to thank Professor Dawn Ades, a foremost authority on surrealism, for
her advice and support, and for her work as consultant editor of the catalogue. I would also like to express my gratitude to Vincent
Gille of the Pavillon des Arts, Paris, for his invaluable contribution to the sections that deal with the surrealists’ love poetry and
interest in eroticism, aspects of the movement that have rarely been given their due in previous exhibitions. All three have written
essays for this volume, as have a number of distinguished writers from France, America and Britain. I should like to take this oppor-
tunity to thank all of them for their contributions.

An exhibition of this size and complexity poses a significant challenge to all involved in the planning and organisation, and I
should like to thank in particular Helen Sainsbury and her team at Tate Modern for their dedication and commitment. I would also
like to thank Judith Severne of Tate Publishing for her skilled work in editing this catalogue.

We are delighted that this exhibition will be seen at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, and we would like to thank
Philippe de Montebello, William S. Lieberman and Anne L. Strauss for their enthusiasm for the project.

The realisation of this exhibition has depended upon the generous sponsorship we have received from Morgan Stanley, a
company that has proved one of the most imaginative supporters of the arts in this country. We are very gratetul to them for their
support.

Sir Nicholas Serota

Director
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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

[ have met with extraordinary kindness and generosity in my research for this exhibition. I have been shown great
treasures, some of which have been lent to this exhibition, others of which could not be lent, but all of which have deepened
my understanding of the movement, and given me a vision of the movement’s richness that is not to be gained from art
history books alone. To all those lenders who spent time with me, and shared something of their knowledge of surrealism
with me, I am profoundly grateful. I hope something of the passion and integrity I have encountered in my dealings with
those who collect surrealism has informed, in some measure, the vision behind this exhibition.

[ndependently and together, Vincent Gille and I have incurred a number of profound debts to people who have given
both their time and encouragement to this exhibition. Some would not wish to be named, but of those that we may
acknowledge we should like to thank, in particular, Mr Victor Arwas, Mr Timothy Baum, M. Serge Benhamou, M. Jean
Benoit, M. Pierre Bergé, M. Claude Bernard, M. Claude Berri, M. Jean Boghici, Ms Louise Bourgeois, Mr Adam Boxer, Mme
Micheline Catti, Mr John Cavaliero, Mr Pieter Coray, Mr Ronald Cordover, Mme Marie-Claire Dumas, M. Pierre Dourthe, M.
Jean-Pierre Dutel, Mme Aube Elléouét-Breton, M. Gilles Erhmann, M. Jean-Pierre Faur, M. David Fleiss, M. Marcel Fleiss, M.
Bernard Galateau, Mr Jerry Gorovoy, M. Jean-Michel Goutier, M. Didier Grandsart, Mme Thessa Hérold, M. Charles
Herscovici, Mme Myrtle Hugnet, M. Radovan Ivsic, M. Marcel Lannoy, Mme Annie Le Brun, Mr Robert Lehrman, M. Pierre
Leroy, Mr Herbert Lust I, Ms Darlene Lutz, Mme Isabelle Maeght, Mme Sandrine Marchand, Sr Giorgio Marconi, Mrs Anna
Maria Martin Turner, Mme Claudine Martin, Mme Guite Masson, Mme Jacqueline Matisse Monnier, Ms Mary-Ann Martin,
Mr James Mayor, Mr Andrew Murray, Mme Tissato Nakahara, M. and Mme Ostier-Barbier, M. Claude Oterelo, Mr Richard
Overstreet, Mr Antony and Mrs Roz Penrose, Ms Meg Perlman, M. Sébastien Petitbon, M. Jean-Jacques Plaisance, M. and
Mme Perahim, Mme Manou Pouderoux, Dr Jean-Francois Rabain, Mr Birger Raben-Skov, M. Dominique Rabourdin, M.
Jean Ristat, Ms Dorothea Tanning, Mme C. Thieck, M. Jacques Tillieu, M. Lucien Treillard, M. Arnaud de Vitry, Ms Jennifer
Vorbach, Ms Rebecca Windschitl, Ms Virginia Zabriskie, Mr Richard Zeisler. To all those who have so generously parted
with their works in order to allow this show to be made, I can only express my deep gratitude. A list of lenders to the exhi-
bition is provided at the end of the catalogue.

Among colleagues in institutions and museums around the world, we should particularly like to thank Sra Montse
Agtie, Mme Anne Baldessari, M. Jean-Michel Bouhours, Mr Richard Calvocoressi, Dr Rumjana Daceva, Ms Susan Davidson,
M. Charles Van Deun, Ms Louise Downie, Mme Sylvie Gonzalez, Ms Linda Hartigan, Dr William Jeffett, Ms Pam Johnson,
Mr Piet de Jong, Herr Christian Klemm, M. Xavier Le Bertre, Mme Nathalie Leleu, Mr William S. Lieberman, Mme Daniele
Maisetti, Mme Jacqueline Munck, Mme Gisele Ollinger-Zinque, M. Alfred Pacquement, Mme Suzanne Pagé, Mme Béatrice
Riottot El-Habib, Ms Cora Rosavear, Mr T. Marshall Rousseau, Mr Philip Rylands, M. Alain Sayag, M. Didier Schulmann,

Ms Anne L. Strauss, Mr Michael Taylor, Ms Ann Temkin, and Mr Kirk Varnedoe. Finally, there are many experts in the

field who have helped our research. They include Ms Fiona Bradley, Ms Giorgiana Colvile, Ms Elizabeth Cowling, Prof.
Christopher Green, Ms Pam Johnson, Sr Arturo Schwarz, Ms Sarah Whitfield, Dr Sarah Wilson and Ms Judith Young-Mallin.
Mr David Nash has provided invaluable assistance to the organisation of the exhibition in New York.




The exhibition has been designed by Sir Richard McCormack, working with Gerald Fox and Jocasta Innes, and to them we
should like to extend our thanks for their creative vision and enthusiasm for the project. At Tate Modern the exhibition has been
organised with skill and enormous dedication by Helen Sainsbury, to whom a great debt is owed, together with her team of Giorgia
Bottinelli, Sophie Clark, Claire Fitzsimmons and Adrian George. My thanks to them all. A project of this size requires the participa-
tion of a great many people from many departments, too many to name individually. However, I should like to thank in particular
for their sterling work Stephen Dunn, Derek Pullen, Calvin Winner and, especially for his work in bringing to fruition the displays of

documentary items, Brian McKenzie. Clare Storey and Krzysztof Cieszkowski of the Tate Library have been wonderfully helpful in
locating research materials, and I am extremely grateful to them. Within my own department I should like to give special thanks to
Jeremy Lewison, who has given unstinting support for my work on this exhibition. I should also like to thank for their help Rosie
Bass and Sophie Howarth, along with those who have assisted in the research for this exhibition, notably Dr Julia Kelly, and Caroline
Hancock, Imogen Cornwall-Jones, Katherine Green, Dan Porter and Katarina Wadstein. Eileen Boxer has provided an inspired
catalogue design, which offers a vision of the material that is both contemporary in feel and strongly rooted in surrealist aesthetics.
Within Tate Publishing I should like to thank Tim Holton and Odile Matteoda-Witte. Above all, I should like to thank Judith Severne,
who has edited the catalogue with flair and great dedication. It has been a pleasure to work with her.

Professor Dawn Ades has generously provided support and encouragement for this project from its inception, and I am deeply
grateful to her for her invaluable insights and kindness. Finally, I should like to express my gratitude to my colleague in Paris,
M. Vincent Gille. He had played a critical role in shaping the two sections of the exhibition dominated by documentary items, and
has done so with great professionalism. His vision of the importance of love in the lives and in the works of the surrealists,
expressed in the conception of the exhibition and in his two essays in this catalogue, has been a constant source of inspiration and

delight.

Jennifer Mundy
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chapter one

LETTERS OF DESIRE

l Jennifer Mundy

| we must not let the paths of desire become overgrown
| Andre Breton, 1937
I
|

he word desire runs like a silver thread through the poetry and writings of the surrealist group in all its phases.
In the surrealists’ meditations on poetry, freedom and love - the three watchwords of this international move-
ment that aimed to ‘change life’ - desire was seen as the authentic voice of the inner self. It was an expression of
the sexual instinct, and, in sublimated form, the impulse behind love. It was also a path to self-knowledge.
André Breton, the leader of the Paris-based surrealist group, described it in his homage to love L'Amour fou
(1937), as ‘the sole motivating principle of the world, the only master that humans must recognise’.”

In French as in English, ‘desire’ has a range of meanings, encompassing both a simple want and, in its strongest sense, a
powerful yearning. For Breton, desire was integral to life itself. Desire is the great force’: these words - a verse of 1913 by the
influential avant-garde poet Guillaume Apollinaire — were quoted by Breton in 1917 in an article in which he celebrated
Apollinaire’s ability to find inspiration in the everyday, and to retain an optimistic vision of life despite his experiences as a
soldier in the trenches.” The connection between desire and the will to live was echoed by Breton a few years later in an
article in which he considered the legitimacy of suicide and noted that desire for life would always prevail with him.* Breton
was to retain this broad, and deliberately non-specific, vision of desire throughout his life. In the catalogue of the Exposition
international du surréalisme (or EROS exhibition), held in Paris in 1959-60, Breton and others published a Lexigue
succincte de I'érotisme. Here desire was defined loosely as a ‘profound, invincible and generally spontaneous tendency that

drives all beings to “appropriate” for themselves in some way or other an element of the exterior world, indeed another
being’. This ‘tendency’, it was said, culminated in sexuality but its manifestations were also ‘innumerable and enigmatic’;
and Apollinaire’s verse, Desire is the great force’, was cited again.’

In the early years of the surrealist movement desire was not a dominant theme. For much of the 1920s the group
focused on the dream, revolution, poetry, and, above all, love, and although desire was implicit in all of these, it was not
identified as a major aspect of surrealism. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, however, desire — specifically, though not exclu-
sively, erotic desire — came much more to the fore in surrealist art and writings. There was a new willingness to confront the
darker aspects of sexuality,and a new urgency in the surrealists’ explorations of the deeper workings of the mind. (In these

years Louis Aragon, for example, published the erotic novel Le Con d’Iréne, Breton and Paul Eluard collaborated in the writ-
ing of a poeticised version of the Kama Sutra in the chapter on love in LImmaculée Conception, and Salvador Dali initially
tested the limits of even the surrealists’ broadmindedness with his scenes of perversion and vice.)

The new focus on desire — a word that was used more frequently in the surrealists’ writings and g

o : o % ENRICO DONATI
in the titles of their artworks - reflected, in part, a much greater familiarity with the writings ot bs Biane dois fouite 1947
Sigmund Freud. Freud was the immensely influential founder of psychoanalysis and theorist who T;“;d f;zlﬁﬂ -
Ix254x254 m

from the early 1900s had identified the sexual instincts, and their sublimation, as factors of central Erise Boriuts ity Tulerkon

importance to the development of the individual and of civilisation as a whole. Although Freud’s Gallery, New York
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ideas had been known in general terms for some time, many of
his seminal books were translated from German into French
only over the course of the 1920s. The Interpretation of Dreams,
for example, first published in 1900, was translated only in
1926, while Three Essays on Sexuality of 1905 was available in
French only in 1923. The surrealists took from Freud confirma-
tion of the existence of a deep reservoir of unknown and
scarcely tapped energies within the psyche. Their use of tech-
niques to reduce the element of conscious control in their
drawings and writings, and their patient recording of dream
imagery were more and more seen by the theorists of the
movement as attempts to express the inner world of undirected
and uncensored thought that Freud had described. Freud’s
decoding of psychosexual instincts and complexes in everyday

thoughts and actions also encouraged the surrealists to study

themselves, the events in their lives and the world around them
as if looking for hidden meanings, or clues to the secrets of

existence.

] | II1 I1 | |;\I II11 I lll [.I Il

fig.2

SALVADOR DAL

The Accommodations of Desires 1929

Oil and collage on board

22.2 x 35 m

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
Jacques and Natasha Gelman Collection, 1998
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In this second phase of surrealism human beings were seen as agents for desires that were perennially in search of an
object’. The ‘object’ of desire might be the body of a loved one (it is striking how much of the art and the poetry of the group
was inspired by real love affairs; and how amid the serial affairs that marked the amorous life of some members of the group,
the search for love resulted in passionate and long-lasting relationships). Or the ‘object’ might be any number of goals that

were not, at least manifestly, sexual in character. Small wonder that the surrealists began in the early 1930s to make objects

that, melding desires with reality, seemed taken straight from dreams. Surrealist artists and writers also sought to represent
the arousal and renewal of desire. Their paintings and poems were characterised by images of searching and finding, of veil-
ing and revealing, of presence and absence, of thresholds and passages, in a surrealised universe in which there were no clear
boundaries or fixed identities.

fig.3

SALVADOR DALI

Lobster Telephone 1936
Mixed medio
178x33x17.8 tm
Tate. Purchosed 1981

[n the early 1930s the Yugoslav surrealist group — surrealism was very much an international movement in this period,
with centres in many countries in Europe and beyond - attempted to elucidate some of the complexities of desire through a
survey. (Surveys were a popular tool of the surrealist movement, in part because they stimulated debate and in part because
the responses illuminated the question of the extent to which a person’s opinions were individual or shaped by the views of
the collective.) This survey, which included the responses of a handful of surrealists in Paris, was published in the periodical
Nadrealisam danas i ovde (Surrealism Here and Now) in January 1932. It began, What importance do you give man’s desires
and his most immediate needs?’ Another question asked: ‘Do you have secret desires, that could be thought of as sinful,
immoral, base, or that you personally find squalid, vile, filthy? If so, what do you do? Do you struggle against them, or do you
satisfy them in your imagination? Or in real life? In that case what role do you see your will having? Or your conscience?” The
issue of the potential vagueness of the term was also raised: ‘Do you find the word “desire” is justified in all the cases where it
1s commonly used? Do you think that it would be better to distinguish between the various needs that are normally called

desire? Do you think, for example, that there is an essential difference between sensory and material needs (hunger, libido)

LETTERS OF DESIRE
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fig.4 From October 1924 to April 1925 the surrealists ran the Bureau central de recherches surréalistes,
MAN RAY rwe de Grenelle, in Paris, where people could come and find out about surrealism, give their views
Inside the Central Office of Surrealist and answer questions.

Research 1924

Private collection

Back row, left fo right: Jucques Boron, Raymond Queneou, André Breton,
Jocques-André Boiffard, Giorgio de Chirico, Roger Vitrac, Poul Eluard, Philippe Soupault,
Robert Desnos, Louis Aragon. Front row: Pierre Noville, Simone Breton, Max Morise,
Marie-Louise Soupault

14 JENNIFER MUNDY '
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fig.5

MAN RAY

Surrealists in front of Tristan Tzara’s Studio, Paris 1930
Musee d'art et d'histoire, Saint-Denis

Back row, left to right: Man Ray, Jean Arp, Tanguy, André Breton
Front row: Tristan Tzara. Saelvodor Dali. Poul Eluord. Max Emst. René Crevel

ANONYMOUS

The Surrealist Group in London 1936
Tate Archive
Back row, left to right: Rupert Lee, unidenfified, Salvador Dali, Poul Eluard, Roland Penrose,

Herbert Read, E.L.T. Mesens, unidentified, unidentitied.
Front row: Diana Brinton Lee, Nusch Eluard, Eileen Agar, Sheila Legge, unidentitied

fig.7
ANONYMOUS

Members of the Surrealist Group at Pierre Matisse’s Home, New York 1945
Marcel Duchamp Archives, Villiers sous Grez

Front row, left to right: André Breton, Suzanne Césaire, Jacqueline Matisse, Elisa Breton, Mme Calas,
M. Calos, Patricio Matta, Roberto Matta, Alexina Matisse, Aimé Césaire. Back row: Esteban Francés, Denis de
Rougemont, Sonia Sekula, Yves Tonguy, Marcel Duchamp

fig.8

JACQUES CORDONNIER

The Surrealist Group at the Café de la Place Blanche, Paris 1953
Private collection

Jacques Cordonnier was the husband of Suzanne Muzord, present in this photograph, who

had been the ‘X" in Breton's novel Nadjo.

Front row, left to right: Mon Ray, Maryse Zimbocca, Mox Ernst, Alberto Giacometti, André Breton, Benjomin
Péret, Toyen. Middle row: Michel Zimbocca, Clovis Trouille, Andralis, Jean-Louis Bédouin, Jean-Pierre Duprey,
Jacqueline Duprey, Nora Mirtani, Simon Honfui. Back row: Suzanne Cordonnier, Julien Gracq, Elisa Brefon,

José Pierre, Saroh X, Adonis Kyrou, Gérard Legrand (holf-masked by Nora Mitrani), Wolfgang Paalen (half-
masked by Wilfredo Lam), Bernard Roger

LETTERS OF DESIRE 15
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and immaterial, spiritual needs (need to listen to music)? ... On the other hand, do you think that
some distinctions are not well drawn, that it would be best to get rid of them and give the notion of
desire a broader and at the same time more precise definition?™

Breton’s replies to this survey, which were not published in French until 1967, have remained
relatively little discussed. They throw interesting light, however, on the ways in which in these years
desire was seen as bound up with issues of central importance to surrealism - individual freedom,
the imagination and its relationship to reality, sexualiiy and the controls placed upon it by restric-
tive social structures, and man’s relationship to nature.

"Human desires’, Breton began, ‘seem to me the medium through which nature generally
makes itself known to man, affecting him in relation to what is (and at the same time, to what is
not), and through which it expresses itself spontaneously to him as a fully formed imperative,
encompassing all beings, real or potential, at the same time. He did not pick up on the issue of the

The noblest desire is that of combating all obstacles placed by bourgeois society in the path of the realisation of the vital desires of man, as
much those Gf his body as those of his imagination, these two categories being nearly always closely linked and mutually determining.

Paul Eluard’s response to the survey on desire in Yugoslav surrealist periodical Nadrealisam danas i ovde
(Surrealism Here and Now) 1932

[ feel absolutely no embarrassment in making public desires generally considered as the most shameful, which means that I have never done
so to the limit despite my very strong tendency towards exhibitionism. I have secret desires that even I do not know about as I am constantly
discovering new ones. I think that secret desires represent the true future and, what is more, that the true spiritual culture can only be a
culture of desires. No desire is blameworthy; the only fault lies in repressing them.

The term desire is justified in all cases where it is a question of eroticism, in other words, in all ordinary cases. There is no fundamen-
tal diﬁérence (see rsubfimaﬁun’).

Salvador Dali’s response to the survey on desire in Nadrealisam danas i ovde, 1932

term’s definition (in contrast to his close friend Paul Eluard, for example, who wrote that for him
desire was made up of so many desires that he found it difficult to have a clear idea of it). Instead,
Breton avowed himself incapable of establishing any hierarchy of ‘base’ or ‘noble’ desires (what

would be the criterion?), or of distinguishing between the needs of the body and those of the spirit
(there was no difference between the two). He said he strove to give free rein to his own desires
insofar as this did not incur penalties disproportionate to the importance he attached to satisfying
those desires, and-added that he felt ‘sympathy, esteem and admiration’ for those with the most
‘original’ desires. ‘For it seems to me that the exercise of the greatest personal freedom in this
sphere must give rise to extremely salutary doubts about the principle of “rational” liberty as it is
understood in a society based on inequality, because it is something that, to my mind, could bring
about the dissolution of this society’ He acknowledged the apparent opposition of desire and duty,
in particular the conflict between his vocation as a poet and his political commitment (the ques-
tion of whether it was possible to abide by the communist party’s directives and belong to the
surrealist movement was threatening then to tear the movement apart). However, it was this con- |
flict, Breton said, that gave him a ‘concrete sense of his own being’. He would continue to reconcile |

the two through living, through not giving up, in order to live, on being myself’. u

16 JENNIFER MUNDY
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fig.9

JACQUES-ANDRE BOIFFARD

Renee Jacobi 1930

Gelatin silver print

238x18.8 m

(entre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Musee
nafional d'ort moderne
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(AB) Love always has plenty of time. Love has before it the
brow, from which thought seems to emanate; the eyes which
will soon have to be distracted frﬂm their own gfﬂnfe; the
throat where sounds will curdle; it has the breasts and the
depths of the mouth. It has before it the inguinal folds, the legs
that ran and the steam coming down their veils; it has the plea-
sure of the snow falling outside the window. (PE) The tongue
outlines the lips, brings the eyes together, raises the breasts,
deepens the armpits, opens the window; the mouth attracts the
flesh with all its might, it founders in a wandering kiss, it takes
the place of the mouth it has carried away, it is the mixing of
night and day. The man’s arms and thighs are tied to the
woman's arms and thighs, wind is mixing with smoke, hands
take the imprint Dfdesires.

André Breton and Paul Eluard, from chapter on
Love in L'Immaculée Conception, 1930

(AB) The secret ﬂffﬂue iSﬁ:runﬂ' in these words. It must always
be the ﬁ rst time. The ﬁrsf time [ see you, the ﬁ rst time [ leave, the
first time you answer me, the first time you are naked, the first
time you leave, the first time I cry, the first time you return, the
first time that everything is as if you were dead.

The wonderful reverse of this beautiful secret is contained in
these words: it must always be the last time. (PE) I discover you
and will continue to ﬂ'fscﬂﬂer_yﬂu because I am afwgys fﬂsing

you. As soon as you EPPE'HF“)JDU dis.ﬂppenr, as soon as you are
dressed)c}u are naked. My eyes do not even kEEP_)JGUT shadow,
my hands no longer seek you. You have never been, your absence

is to be no more.

André Breton and Poul Eluard, abandoned draft of

beginning of chapter on Love in L'/mmaculée Conception,
1930

JENNIFER MUNDY

Little further effort by the group was expended thereafter
in attempting to define desire per se: the term was missing, for
example, from Le Dictionnaire abrégé du surréalisme published
in 1938. An amalgam of the conscious and the unconscious, of
will and feeling, desire was perhaps felt to be too individual,
mutable and mysterious a phenomenon to be usefully cate-
gorised. Revealing the operation of desire, however, remained
central to the surrealists’ goal, first announced in the Manifeste
du surréalisme (1924), of coming close to the ‘real functioning of
thought’. A spontaneous phenomenon, desire was also impli-
cated in the ethical imperatives that led the surrealists in the
early years to celebrate the irrational and imaginative aspects of
the human spirit. Given that man was born with desires, it was in
his nature, according to the surrealists, to explore them in defi-
ance of those forces that threatened to repress individuality and
control sexuality, and this remained a guiding principle of the
movement in all its phases.

Thus, the great poets of the movement — Louis Aragon,
René Char, Robert Desnos, Paul Eluard, Benjamin Péret and
Breton himself, to name but a few of the earliest surrealists —
recorded the soaring emotions and and bodily sensations con-
nected with love, ranging from a lyrical union with the loved one,
and through the loved one, with the physical world, to unfulfilled
yearning and despair. Their use of language was shaped by the
concept of desire: liberated from reason, words, they felt, should
be free to ‘make love’, linking themselves spontaneously to new
partners and creating new images. (Or, as Breton wrote in the
opening lines of “The Road to San Romano’ (1948), Poetry is
made in a bed like love / Its rumpled sheets are the dawn of
things’.) In parallel, the artists of the movement explored ways of
representing the multiplicities of desire, often refashioning the
‘object’ body in order to evoke the ‘subject’s’ touch, gaze and
erotic obsession. New techniques were developed to recreate the
sensations and mechanisms of desire, ranging from Max Ernst’s
use of ‘frottage’ (literally ‘rubbing’) in order to discover new and
unpredicted images of his desires to Man Ray’s solarisation of
photographs that played with bodily contours.

The surrealists’ concern with desire was mirrored in the life
and activities of the group itself. Eluard’s volume of poetry Au
Défaut du silence (1925), for example, was a homage to his wife
Gala and a commentary on the passion and pain of their meénage
a trois with Max Ernst, who illustrated the volume with portrait




-

w

L TARLITe
1 LS
.-.i'
’" "R ,

fig.10

MAN RAY

Primacy of Matter over Thought 1929
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drawings of the woman who inspired both men. Although the identity of the loved one was often
not made public at the time, many of the most important surrealist love poems and writings on
love and desire were directly inspired by particular relationships. More generally, the group’s sur-

veys on love (1929), on the encounter (1933), and in later years on striptease (1958) and erotic
representations (1964 ), were designed to elicit direct and personal responses, as a corrective to the
movement’s more theoretical or artistic statements, and to focus attention on desire as a live issue.
(The last mentioned survey, for example, asked, How would you describe what you imagine during
the act of love? Is it possible to apply value judgements to such images?™) The concept of the meet-
Ing of two entities, of which the lovers’ encounter was a model, underpinned a number of the
games played by the group. In ‘dialogues’, for example, one party wrote a question beginning ‘What
1S ... on a piece of paper, folded it, and passed it to the second party who wrote an answer, in igno-
rance of the question, beginning ‘It is ...". It was a formula for provoking the creation of verbal

fig.11

If You Love Love, You'll Love Surrealism 1924
Prinfed paper

6.8 x 10.8 cm

Galerie 1900-2000, Marcel and David Fleiss,
Paris

One of sixteen surrealist ‘popillons” or fliers
published by the surrealist group and posted
around Poris in late 1924, odvertising the
existence of surrealism and the opening of the
movement’s headquorters, the Bureau central
de recherches surréalistes at 15 rue de Grenelle.

images, all the more poetic for being unexpected. More literal encounters — on the streets and in
the cafés of Paris — were central to the group’s amorous life. The surrealists sought clues to the
mysteries of existence in the circumstances of their falling in love, or in their chance meetings with
strangers. For them, the city — an amalgam of reality, symbols and site of unpredictable events —
was a territory of desire.

The surrealists explored desire with a humour that was alternately black and ribald, and,
above all, with passion. The intensity of the surrealists’ commitment to a broad, uncensored vision
of human nature helped sustain and define the movement from its birth in the 1920s to its demise
in the late 1960s. It also lends immediacy to their works. However, the surrealists’ attitudes towards
desire cannot be understood without reference to a complex range of factors, some of which are
remote from modern experience. Factors such as the stiflingly conservative social ethos in France
through much of the period in question, strict censorship laws, the pervasive influence of the
Catholic Church, the stark legal and social inequalities between men and women, the political and
ethical dilemmas posed by the rise of fascism and communism, and the experience of the two
world wars. If the surrealists celebrated poetry, freedom and love above all else, it was because
these embodied values that they felt were threatened most by the society in which they lived.




- — R

THE 1934 DIALOGUE

Marcelle Ferry and André Breton

B. What is be ﬂuh :
M. Itis an ethereal cry.
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M. What is mystery €
B. It is the proud wind through a suburb.

M. What s solitude?

B. It isthe queen sitting at the base of the throne.

M. What is an encounter?
B. Itisasai age.
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M. What is jealousy ?
B. Itisa hu_g;'r'e on a laid table

B.  What is the number 772
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M. Itisa fourposter bed with a hanged man.

M. What is fire that smoulders?
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M. What is surrealism?
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B. It is old tin cutlery before the invention of the fork.
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An Inquiry into Erotic Images, La Breche, 1965
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WHO AM I?

[n 1922 - that s, two years before the official launch of the movement with the publication of the
first Manifeste du surréalisme — Breton published anonymously a short text entitled ‘UEsprit
nouveau'. If the phrase had been coined by Apollinaire in a lecture in which he called for poetry to
be allied to the discoveries of science, and later became associated with the Purist artists Ozenfant
and Le Corbusier and their celebratory vision of modernity, Breton’s article suggested a very
different vision of what was of interest in contemporary life. In the text Breton described a seem-
ingly insignificant but troubling coincidence. While making their separate ways to the same café,
he, the poet Louis Aragon and the artist André Derain each happened to see a striking-looking
young woman behaving oddly. She was wandering along

[ think of nothing but love. The continual amusement I derive from seemingly aimlessly, looking behind her often; from time to
intellectual pursuits, for which I am always being reproached as if it time she became involved in conversations with men,
were a crime, finds its very justification in this singular and unceasing and suddenly went off on a bus with one of them. Was she

fﬂstefﬂr love. For me there is no idea that is not Ecﬁpsed Qy love. ffit

on drugs? Had she experienced some catastrophe in her
were up to me, EUe_ryth ing ﬂppﬂsed to love would be abolished. That

. _ _ ife? Aragon was struck by her attractiveness, Breton b
is roughly what I mean when I claim to be an anarchist. 5 Y Y

ner air of being lost; but both, the text reported, wer
Louis Aragon, 1924 & p ereata

oss to understand fully why they had been so affected by
this episode.’

The themes of this modest text — sexuality, chance, and enigma — were to be developed in
Breton’s novel Nadja (1928). The book 1s named atter a woman with whom he had a brief love
affair, but the novel’s famous opening lines make clear that its true subject was Breton himself;
or, rather, a self that Breton compared to a ghost-like presence within his mind."'Who am I? If
this once [ were to rely on a proverb, then perhaps everything would amount to knowing whom
[ “haunt”." With this evocative image, Breton aligned himselt and surrealism with trends in mod-
ern philosophy and psychology showing that the self was not to be regarded as a single, stable and
knowable entity. Studies of the insane, of mediums, and of the phenomena of multiple personali-
ties, automatism and hysteria, had revealed something of the capacities of the mind to escape the
control of the consciousness. Breton, who as a young medical student had had direct experience of
studying mental trauma through his work with shell-shocked soldiers during the First World War,
used Nadja to promulgate a vision of his self as the object, not the subject, of enquiry.

The narrative of the affair with Nadja — the details of their meetings, the comments that
Nadja made, Breton’s own fluctuating responses to her, his doubts and his ruminations on his
responsibility towards this young woman who was so ill-equipped to fend for herself — make com- f
pelling reading. As in the 1922 episode described in ‘LEsprit nouveau’, the story of Nadja begins |
with an encounter on the streets of Paris. On one ‘idle, gloomy’ atternoon in October, Breton was H

aimlessly walking, observing the crowds of workers returning home. He had just bought the latest l

volume of Leon Trotsky’s writings, and was musing dispiritedly on the fact that the people he saw |
around him were unlikely to create a revolution soon, when he spotted a young, poorly dressed
fig 12 woman walking towards him. She had already noticed him.She carried her head high, unlike | |
ANDRE BRETON everyone else on the sidewalk. And she looked so delicate that she scarcely seemed to touch the |
First poge of Nadjo monuscript 1927 : g G, A, |
19 % 73 em ground as she walked ... I had never seen such eyes. Without a moment’s hesitation, I spoke to |
fves Saint Laurent — Pierre Bergé this unknown woman’." So began their affair. |
|

22 JENNIFER MUNDY
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Almost from the outset, even as we read of their first kiss and of their trip one night to a
hotel outside Paris, " we realise that Breton was not so much in love with her as bewitched, and
challenged, by her poetic pronouncements and strange, detached vision of reality. The book’s focus
shifts to an examination of the meaning of the affair. What had caused him to notice her in the first
place? Was their meeting predestined, or was it a reflection of an unconscious hope for change in
his life, expressed earlier in his gloomy thoughts about the lack of hope for revolution? Was his

extreme admiration for her some form of compensation for his inability to reciprocate her love?

Why did he not see from the beginning that she was mentally unstable? After having been so close
to her, how was he able to cut her out of his life, to the extent of
not visiting her in the asylum to which she was taken a few short This word, love, upon which buffoons have strained their coarse

months after their affair ended? wits to inflict every possible generalisation and corruption (ﬁﬁﬂf

At this point Breton was unable to answer such questions love, divine love, love of the fatherland), we are here, needless to

M : : say, restoring to its strict and threatening sen | -
about this ‘decisive episode’. He could only note that he had not D Gl tening sense of total attach

ment to another being, based on the imperative recognition of
truth, of our truth ‘in body and soul’, the body and soul of this
human being.

cal La Révolution surréaliste, the group conducted a survey on Survey on love, La Révolution surréaliste, 1929

been in love with her. But questions about love were to go on
haunting him. In 1929, in the last issue of the surrealist periodi-

love asking, for example, ‘What sort of hope do you place in
love?’, and ‘Do you believe in the victory of admirable love over sordid life, or of sordid life over
admirable life?’ (The questions were framed by Breton as he struggled to work out his own
attitudes towards love during his turbulent relationship with Suzanne Muzard, the woman who
entered his life immediately following the ending of his affair with Nadja.)" In 1933 another survey,
composed by Breton and his close friend the poet Paul Eluard, asked, " What do you consider the
most important encounter in your life? To what extent did this encounter seem to you, and does it
seem it you now, to be fortuitous, or preordained?’

This latter survey, as Breton reflected a few years later in LAmour fou, was something of a
failure. The majority of the correspondents had not understood the issue that he felt lay behind the

fig.14
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deceptively simply questions. And yet he later described it as of all the surveys conducted by

the surrealist group the one closest to his heart.” In LAmour fou he spelled out what he thought the

Issue was — the coming together in certain chance ‘encounters’ of the events and forces of the

material world (‘natural or logical necessity’, to use Breton’s philosophical term) with the inten-

tions and perceptions of human minds (‘human necessity’), and the rare resulting sense of

something both magical and disturbing occurring in this coincidence.

At the heart of a book was an extended analysis of the symbolism and hidden meaning of the

purchase he and the sculptor Alberto Giacometti made in a flea market one day, of two strange
objects — an iron mask and a strange wooden spoon-shoe (fig.14).
Exploring in the manner of a psychoanalyst the host of interrelated

Reciprocal love, such as I envisage it, is a system of  associations and events that surrounded these objects in the lives of
mirrors which reflects for me, under the thousand

angles that the unknown can take for me, the faithful

image of the one I love, always more surprising in her

the two men (and concluding that the spoon-shoe symbolised his
own longing for a new woman to enter his life), Breton wove a com-
&0 iy omn desire and more gilded with lif plﬁ‘}t; tapestry of deduction and inference around the operations of
André Brefon, 1937 desire in this period of his life.’I think I have succeeded’, he con-
cluded, in establishing that [the most apparently trivial and the most
meaningful facts of my life] share a common denominator situated in
the human mind, and which is none other than desire. What [ have wanted to do above all is to

show the precautions and the ruses which desire, in search of its object, employs as it manoeuvres

In preconscious waters, and, once this object is discovered, the means (so far stupefying) it uses to
reveal it through consciousness. "

L’Amour fou culminates in the story of Breton’s meeting and falling in love with his second
wife, the artist Jacqueline Lamba. From the idea of love he passed to the state of being in love. And
the rightness of this love could be detected in his own fitting together of what, from his perspec-
tive, seemed like pieces of the jigsaw of his life. A poem he had written in 1923 now seemed to him
to foretell the circumstances of his meeting with Lamba. And this led him to urge that everyone
should look at the ‘screen’ of strange patterns of facts that make up their lives and read into them
their own future. ‘Everything humans might want to know is written upon this screen in phospho-
rescent letters, in letters of desire.”

Breton’s at times agonised attempts to analyse desire, penetrate its mysteries, and seek
answers to the question ‘Who am [?’, were not shared by all the surrealists. His outlook was both
more intensely philosophical than that of some others in the movement, and bound by his belief in

the principles of reciprocity and equality in amorous relationships. Nonetheless, his influence was
enormous and many of the themes on which he focused in his attempts to understand the opera-
tions of desire — coincidence, chance encounters, the object, erotic adventure and, above all, love —
inspired the artists and other writers of the group. Autobiography and self analysis were the domi-
nant themes of the texts produced by both the poets and artists; while much of the art created by

those involved with the movement (whether artists, writers or their loved ones) embodied intuitive

research into the workings of the psyche. But how, exactly, did the surrealists and their contempo-

raries envisage the drives and compulsions associated with desire?
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ROUND TRIP

There was - and is - no consensus among philosophers, writers or psychoanalysts about how
desire can be conceptualised and how the processes by which individuals become aware of their
desires should be described. In the eighteenth century a vision of the universe as a mass of infinite
elements in perpetual motion led some thinkers to adopt a mechanistic philosophy in which desire
was uncoupled from the constraints of social convention and morality. The French physician Julien
La Mettrie (1709-1751), for example, argued that, like the universe itself, human beings were but
complicated machines, and he concluded from this that there was no purpose in life beyond the

pleasures of the senses. The idea of nature as a seething mass of elements in motion also under-
pinned the vision of sexual desire as an imperious bodily function in the novels of the Marquis de
Sade (1740-1814). Morality, utilitarian logic and the concept of society itself were depicted in
Sade’s writings as shams and deceits, while embodied desire - ‘some swollen little vessels’ — was
presented as the ultimate and sole arbiter of truth.You seek to analyse the laws of nature, he has
one of his characters say, and yet your own heart, in which those laws are graven, remains an
enigma which you cannot possibly resolve! ... you cannot possibly explain to me how it is that
some swollen little vessels can instantly send someone out of his wits, and in the space of a single
day transform the worthiest of men into a wicked scoundrel.”” In neither of these Enlightenment
writers nor in the later exponents of Romanticism, for whom the themes of love and desire were a
constant source of artistic inspiration and self-analysis, was the category of desire subjected to any
fundamental analysis or dissection. Even with the burgeoning of the medical sciences in the nine-
teenth century, and the extensive studies and categorisations of sexual behaviour, desire itself
remained unexplored.

[t was Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, who provided a theoretical model for
understanding desire as a psychophysical phenomenon. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920;
translated into French in 1927), he underscored the difficulty of defining the impulses at the core of
our being. ‘We would readily express our gratitude’, he wrote, ‘to any philosophical or psychological
theory which was able to inform us of the meaning of the feelings of pleasure and unpleasure
which act so imperatively upon us. But on this point we are, alas, offered nothing to our purpose.
He continued, ‘This is the most obscure and inaccessible region of the mind, and, since we cannot
avoid contact with it, the least rigid hypothesis, it seems to me, will do the best."* Taking up terms
first used in a text of 1895 but not significantly developed in the intervening years, Freud wrote in
Beyond the Pleasure Principle of an ‘unbound’ form of energy (or ‘quantity of excitation’) in the
mind, which it was a major function of the ‘mental apparatus’ to ‘bind’ as a preliminary to its ‘final
elimination in the pleasure of discharge’."” Within the unconscious, however, unbound’ psychical
energy flowed freely. Linking ideas and associations via the mechanisms Freud termed ‘condensa-
tion’ and ‘displacement’, this energy fuelled the production of unconscious desires and fantasies
that infused certain elements of the conscious life with a strange, often disturbing power.

[f Freud used the rather abstract concept of ‘unbound’ energy to describe the origins of
desire, he used a familiar mechanistic metaphor to describe the satisfaction of the sexual instincts
(in its beginnings psychoanalysis was very much rooted in the materialist and evolutionist con-
cepts of nineteenth-century biology). Stimulation of the erotogenic zones, Freud wrote in 1905,

leads to an increase in tension which in its turn is responsible for producing the necessary motor
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energy for the conclusion of the sexual act’.” In On the Universal Tendency Towards Debasement in
the Sphere of Love, of 1912, Freud examined the question of why, unlike many other desires, sexual
desire was rarely sated. Unlike all other instincts, he wrote, it was possible that ‘something in the
sexual instinct is unfavourable to the realisation of complete satisfaction’. He hypothesised that
infantile attachments to part-objects such as breasts and excrement meant that the partner in the

sexual act was not the original object of desire but only a surrogate for it, while the restrictions on
sexual activity, notably the barrier against incest, imposed by civilisation on the individual, also

contributed to a dissatistaction in love:

Psychoanalysis has shown us that when the original object of a wishful impulse has
been lost as a result of repression, it is frequently represented by an endless series of
substitute objects none of which, however, brings full satisfaction. This may explain the
Inconstancy in object-choice, the ‘craving for stimulation’ which is so often a feature of
the love of adults.”

This suggestion of an originary ‘lack’ at the heart of desire, seen by Freud as an element in the
‘compulsion to repeat’ within the psyche and a source of fetishistic attachments to a range of ‘sub-
stitutes’ for a sexual partner, offered a compelling conceptual model for the operation of desire. The
model was to be variously developed by followers of Freud, including the French psychoanalyst
Jacques Lacan. For Lacan, who was close to surrealist circles from the 1930s onwards and who

shared their interest in the philosophy of Hegel, desire was also something that could never be ful-
filled or sated. Originating in the period when an infant became aware of its separateness from its
mother but remained dependent upon her for the satisfaction of its needs, desire, in Lacan’s terms,
was always the desire of, and for, the other (initially, the mother).” It involved desire for recognition
by the other; it required desire to be directed to something new (it 1s impossible to desire what one
already has); and, logically, it demanded that the subject desired only what was already designated
as desirable by the other. For Lacan desire was an inescapable element of the maturation of an
infant and of its entry into the world of language.

The surrealists’ exploration of desire was influenced by psychoanalysis but not subservient to
it. Freud was regarded, with but a few reservations, as a pioneering figure of incalculable impor-
tance, but the surrealists rejected the notion of ‘cure’ and the standards of ‘normalcy’ implicit in
psychoanalysis. They also ultimately — and in their poetic texts quite insistently — preferred a
vision of desire as an active, ever-creative force, to a concept of desire founded on the notion of
lack.” Nonetheless, the two principal images used within Freudian psychoanalysis to conjure desire
and its effects - ‘unbound’ energy within the unconscious, on the one hand, and a compulsive,
fetishistic process, on the other - find strong echoes in the surrealists’ explorations of desire.
Through the techniques of automatic writing and automatic drawing, for example, the surrealists
tapped into, or came close to, the energies and half-formed thoughts and impulses of the lower
levels of the consciousness. Breton once described automatism as leading to the psychophysical
region characterised by the ‘absence of contradiction’ and ‘the relaxation of emotional tension’,
that, he said, alluding openly to Freud, was ruled by the pleasure principle alone.” The fetishistic
model of desire corresponded to the surrealists’ trompe I'oeil visual images remembered from

LETTERS OF DESIRE

27



24

dreams and fantasies, and to their specially constructed ‘objects with a symbolic function’. In these
works the image or object stood in the place of veiled or sublimated impulses and desires, as a
recompense for, or an intervention in, what the surrealists saw as the inadequacies of reality.
However, the very first works of art on the theme of desire by an artist associated with the
surrealist movement predated the impact of psychoanalysis on French thought. Through his long
career Marcel Duchamp made eroticism - a universal and, as he said, a universally understood,
"-1sm’ — the central theme of his art. His fascination with the erotic impulse was announced in the
early 1920s in the punning name of the feminine alter ego he created, Rrose Sélavy (a homophone
for “éros, c'est la vie’, or ‘eros, that’s life’). Duchamp first reflected on how to express intangible
desire in art as early as 1912-13. Notes made in preparation for his oeuvre a clef The Bride Stripped
Bare by her Bachelors, Even, known as The Large Glass (1915-23; fig.15), show that for this project
he conceived of desire in terms of pushes and pulls, akin to the action of physical forces in the
material world. One note mentioned the problem of ‘free will’ and ‘Buridan’s ass’, in reference to the
sophism about an ass that, though standing within reach of hay and water, died because he was
unable to decide whether to eat or drink first (fig.16). Another note described desire as a cycle of
attraction followed by disappointment. Musing on the metaphysical implications of reflections
seen in shop windows, Duchamp described the demands’ of these windows as a seductive invita-
tion to penetrate the enclosed space visually and imaginatively.'One’s choice is “round trip” ... No
obstinacy, ad absurdam, of hiding coition with one or many objects of the shop window through a
glass pane. The penalty consists in cutting the pane and in feeling regret as soon as possession is

consummated.”

The vision of desire encapsulated in The Large Glass, for which the shop window was perhaps
the antecedent, might be seen as equally pessimistic. With its separate domains of the ‘bachelors’
below and the ‘bride’ above, The Large Glass represents a desired and imagined sexual fulfilment
that nonetheless stops short of union. The mechanical ‘bachelors’ in the lower half of the work are
condemned to a grinding cycle of unremitting desire, while the ‘bride’, who controls the process
through her ‘timid power’ and ‘love gasoline’, merely imagines her orgasmic ‘blossoming’. Drawing
on familiar notions of man as machine, updated to take into account the invention of the internal
combustion engine, Duchamp describes both the ‘bride’ and the bachelors’ in his notes as ‘desire
motors’, complete with ‘gears’, ‘air coolers’ and ‘cylinders’.

Duchamp’s was an ironical vision of sex, in which there was no place for the idea of spiritual
union, and in which sexual pleasures were solitary and repetitive. To this extent, it was distinct
from mainstream discussions of sexual desire within surrealism. And yet Breton, who emphatically
did not divorce sex from love, celebrated Duchamp’s vision of eros following the publication by the
latter in 1934 of the majority of the notes for The Large Glass. Recognising that The Large Glass
stood at the crossroads of many streams of thought — scientific, philosophical, literary, linguistic -
within western culture, Breton had no difficulty in hailing the importance of Duchamp’s work and
vision of eroticism. This may have been in large measure because he found in the notes’ extensive
discussion of the bride evidence of a commitment to the concept of woman as a superior and
inspiring being — a defining feature of surrealism. Calling his text on Duchamp “Phare de La
Mariée’ (Lighthouse of The Bride), Breton combined sexual innuendo with the poetic image of

woman as a source of illumination.”
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fig.15

MARCEL DUCHAMP AND
RICHARD HAMILTON

The Bride Stripped Bare by her
Bachelors, Even (The Large
Glass) 191523, replica
19656

Mixed media on glass
277.5x175.9 ¢m

Tate. Presented by William N.
Copley through the American
Federation of Arts 1975
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MARCEL DUCHAMP b~ T'Hr - f: -~f*L.--'=-Ji'~
Free Will 1913
Ink and pencil on torn paper fig.17
15.3x 20.2 cm MARCEL DUCHAMP
(entre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Musée national d'art moderne Intention, Fear and Desire 1915
Crayon on paper
The first line of the inscription on this note reads: ‘free will — Ass of Buridan (develop). The inscription 20x 15.8 cm
then detuils three quasi-engineering solutions for overcoming the Bachelor's indecision about meefing the (entre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Musée national d'art moderne
Bride, involving “mobile weights” and grovify: ‘3 solutions: 1. the mobile / O releases C and D af the
same time and falls following the arrow X / determining by its fall crashes yet fo define. / 2. the The fitle of this note, based on Duchamp’s inscription, ‘1 intention / 2 fear / 3
mobile releases only C and the tension ceasing in A, / it gets drown along following traject. [ory] R desire’, suggests that the Bachelor's intention to meet the Bride is countered by
(other crashes to define). / 3. The mobile releases D, and falls according fo the trojectory S. / (other his fear of the consequences, and that these two emotions fuel his desire.

crashes).” This note suggests that emotions, actions and even states of indecision are, or can be
described os subject in some way to the laws of physics. 1

However, Breton had a very different concept of the operations of desire. If Duchamp had
written in his notes of a window pane separating the desiring subject from the desired object, and
of the ‘penalty’ of pain and regret involved in breaking through the glass, Breton was led to use the
metaphor of the window-as-barrier in another way. In the first Manifeste du surréalisme (1924)
he described how once, as he was falling asleep, he became aware of a curious phrase that came
totally unbidden to his mind but that struck him, in its strangeness, as having a personal and
poetic resonance. (The phrase was “There is a man cut in two by a window’.) Other sentences
quickly followed: in Breton’s words, they ‘knocked at the window’ of his consciousness.” Here
Breton pictured the barrier separating the conscious and the unconscious as a sheet of transparent

2 Ty i

glass: it was necessary only to get close to the glass and be receptive in order to hear the
messages from the ‘the limitless expanses’ of the mind wherein, he wrote, desires are made
manifest’.”

Surrealism aimed at surmounting the antinomies that govern so much of our mental life.
In 1930 Breton announced: i

Everything tends to make us believe that there exists a certain point of the mind at

which life and death, the real and the imagined, past and future, the communicable and |
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the incommunicable, high and low, cease to be perceived as contradictions.

Search as one may one will never find any other motivating force in the

activities of the surrealists than the hope of finding and fixing this point.”

However, if the goal was fusion, the process of reaching that goal necessarily implied a

(DESI-FE" p!’ﬁ?ﬂﬁurﬁ'): Jr_lfiE'E:' = Ch{]}'”ﬁ'.‘ O H'F'E'f[?ﬂf_’!f’[ll&l;f’j, ]ri?f SOMeorte
else decide befueen{mu. I'd like to g?'unfu}'m; Equm’pmi=€r n my coun-
try, E‘Sfﬂbhﬁhﬁ}'ﬂu as twin sovereigns Df this ffa'ngdﬂm: my faﬁ* and its
reactions. But constitutional princes — absolutely not. Charming tyrants
— or else abdicate! In each I like what ﬂ’:':ih'ngm'shﬁ ifﬁ*um its brother. In
both I prefer excess, approaching the absolute.

(laude Cahun, 1930

consciousness of the barrier between the self
and the other, the inner and outer worlds. The
barrier might be very fine, even, at the limit,
permeable. Breton spoke of a ‘capillary tissue’
separating the two realms. Duchamp towards
the end of his life envisaged an ‘ultra thin’ limi-
nality marking the separation of two elements,
or their passage from one state to another, as in
the almost imperceptible melding of the smell

of tobacco smoke and the smell of the mouth that exhales it. Much of surrealist activity

can be seen in terms of an attempt to bring the desiring self close to the object of its

desire, to remove the obstacles, intellectual as much as social, in the path of the wished-for

union. The barrier between the self and the other, however visualised, helped define the

identity of the desiring subject and remained an element in desire itself, but was not,

within Breton’s vision of surrealism, an inhibiting factor or a source of anxiety or regret.

The pursuit of the objects of desire was a pleasure to be savoured ad libertam.

fig.18

ROLAND PENROSE

Leonora Carrington, Nusch
Flvard Ady Fidelin, Lee Miller in
Cornwall 1937

Modern photograph

40.6 x 30.5 ¢m

Lee Miller Archives
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ON THE IRRATIONAL KNOWLEDGE OF THE OBJECT — A PIECE OF PINK VELVET

Le Surrealisme au service de la révolution, 1933

1. Does it come out by day or by night ? 12. What illness does it bring to mind ?
Andrée Breton: By night. Hysteria.
2. Isit conducive to love ? 13. What district of Paris does it inhabit ?
Extremely conducive. The Etoile district.
3. Isit capable of performing metamorphoses ? 14. What might be its profession ?
It is capable of performing Sneak thief.

those natural metamorphoses

known today 15. In what material do you see it wrapped ?

In a bottle butterfly.
4. What is its spatial position with regard to the _ :
indiﬂfduuf? 16 IS it hﬂppy or Uﬂhﬂp@? :
Around the face. Profoundly unhappy.
; ?
5. To what period does it correspond 2 17. What language does rtlspeuk.
1880 IFISh.
® . s ?
6. To what element does it correspond 2 16. Who is its favourite poet -
F Henry Bataille. **
Ire.
. | 4.0
7. With what historical figure can it be identified ? 19. What place does it occupy in the family:
- Brother and sister.
Isabeau of Bavaria. .
a1 40 -.i'
8. How does it die? 20. How wouldyou H;f' s _ |
During the nrght, by throwing 2y trampling ont.
itself in a pool. 21. How does it move? |
9. What should it meet on a dissecting table to make ¥ {ying clumsly B g Siies It]
it beauhﬁ:f 1 _ 22. To what sexual perversion does it mrrespund? : |
The Sphinx. Fetishism. 1
10. Where would you place it on the naked body of a 23. What perfume best suits it ? ;
sleeping woman ? Honeysuckle.

On her throat.

24. To what painter does it correspond ?
11. And if the woman is dead ? Mariel.

On the lower part of the face,

concealing the mouth.

[sabeau of Bavaria (1371-1435). She was declared regent of
France when her husband Charles VI became mad, and in
favouring her husband’s brother, provoked war between the
Amagnacs and the Bourguignons.

* Henry Bataille (1872-1922). Poet, playwright and painter in a
style that evoked late Symbolist decadence.
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My love because you understood my desires

BLACK SUN

With hindsight, the surrealists were remarkable perhaps not so much for their openness in sexual
matters, as for their refusal to allow love to be divorced from sexuality. In an interview given in
1956, Breton talked about the closeness of much surrealist love poetry to the traditions of courtly
love found in medieval Provencal poetry. At the same time, he said, the
surrealists had studied the ‘nadir’ of love; and it was this dialectical

Set your lips like a star in the sky of your words process, he said, that had made the genius of the Marquis de Sade
Your kisses in the living night shine for them like a black sun. Were the surrealists’ interest in love to
And the wake of your arms around me be restricted to the elevated spheres of poetry by Eluard or Benjamin

Like a flame in token of conquest
My dreams are in the world

Péret, he wrote, love, at its most incandescent, would become rarefied.
‘Such a lame’s admirable, blinding light must not be allowed to con-

Clear and perpetual e . = o, .

perp ceal what it feeds on, the deep mine shafts criss-crossed by hellish
And when you are not here currents, which nonetheless permit us to extract its substance — a
I dream that I sleep I dream that I dream substance that must continue to fuel this flame if we don’t want it to go

Paul Eluard, 1929

out.” Love was made all the more sublime and more authentic by its
open avowal of physical pleasure; eroticism was dignified by its
recognition of its centrality within the human psyche; and both love and eroticism, in the
extremes of sensation they engendered, opened ways of seeing the world anew, transformed
by desire.

Thus, the movement embraced, without the slightest sense of contradiction, both the most
lyrical expressions of love and taboo-breaking, even scabrous, evocations of sexual feelings.
Eluard’s volume of poetry Facile (1935) comprised lyrical evocations of the loved one, interlaced
with ethereal photographic images, taken by Man Ray, of the lithe naked body of Nusch, Eluard’s
companion (f1gs.99,135). The tone throughout is romantic and sensual. At the same time, many in
the surrealist group produced or illustrated erotic texts, albeit generally in secret because of the
real risks of censorship and prosecution. 1929, for example, contains poems by Aragon and Péret,
written in the language of the street, and close-up photographs, again by Man Ray, of different
forms of sexual congress. Robert Desnos in his extended poem The Night of Loveless Nights of
1930 wrote of love as an ‘eternal flame’ but at the same time stressed its carnal dimension and
insisted that love, like a diamond in mud, remained undefiled or unaltered by physical infidelity
(‘The most sincere lover capable of the greatest love / Is not chaste, nor ascetic or a puritan./ And
if he tries the bodies of the most beautiful / It is because he knows full well that the most beautiful
is the loved one’s”)" In the poem L'Amour et la mémoire (1930), Salvador Dali outrageously
sexualised the similes conventionally used in love poetry to evoke the loved one’s charms when he
wrote of his Gala, shortly after she had left Eluard for him, ‘her eye resembling her anus / her anus
resembling her knees / her knees resembling her ears / her ears resembling her breasts / her
breasts resembling the large lips of her sex’, etc. But in the same poem he wrote of Gala as integral
to his very being; her suffering was his suffering, her death would be his; and so intense and eter-
nal was his love that she stood, he wrote, outside of the operations of time and memory.”

Similarly, surrealist art pushed at the barriers of conventional notions of decency and
morality in the name of this unified conception of love and sexuality. Mird’s canvases from the
mid-1920s breathe a guiltless eroticism, with scenes of coupling and frank depictions of sexual
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fig.19

JOAN MIRO

A Star Caresses the Breast of a Negress (Painting-Poem) 1938
Oil on canvas

129.5x 194.3 cm
Tate. Purchased 1983




—

organs. Inspired by his poet friends, Mir6 combined visual and verbal imagery, using

snatches of his own poetic texts (for example, ‘a star caresses the breast of a negress™) or the

Love has not changed for me. I have been able to lose myself in the
deserts of vulgarity and stupidity. I have been able to visit regularly

—r

the worst representatives of false love. Passion has kept from me its
flavour of crime and powder ... I don't know how far love will take
my desires. They will be licit because passionate.

Robert Desnos, 1926

simple declaration ‘love’, to express the idea of the
union of mental and physical sensations in

sexual love (figs.19, 20). Dali explored normally
repressed feelings of sexual guilt and shame in
works that were often homages to Gala. Masturba-
tion, fellatio and sodomy were among the ‘vices
paraded in the paintings and objects of the Spanish

artist who declared that perversion and vice were

‘the most revolutionary forins of thought and activity’.” His 'scatological object’, which com-

prised a shoe once worn by Gala, a cup of milk into which a sugar lump could be dipped, a

wooden spoon, soft paste the colour of excrement, pubic hair and a photograph of a naked

couple, aimed to encourage recognition by viewers of their own repressed sexual impulses

(fig.21). Picasso was another artist who, under the influence of surrealism in the 1930s, pro-

duced works that both idealise and abase the image of the loved one in phallic and

excremental shapes (fig.24). At the same time, surrealist photographers such as Man Ray,

Ubac, Brassai and Dora Maar used the devices of close-ups, angled shots, cropping, cutting

and montage, to create images of the female nude that evoked the transfixed and transtorm-

ing gaze of a lover.

fig.20

JOAN MIRO

Love 1925

0il on convas

743 x92 em

Mr and Mrs Ahmet Ertegun
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fig.21

SALVADOR DALI

Scatological Object Functioning Symbolically 1930, replica 1973
Assemblage

48 x 24 x 14 tm

Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam
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The culture qfﬂw mind
will become identified with
the culture of desire.
Salvador Dali, 1931

fig.22

SALVADOR DALI

Fried Eggs on the Plate Without the Plate 1932
0il on canvas

60.3 x41.9 cm

Salvador Dali Museum, St Petersburg, Florida

fig.23
SALVADOR DALI

Anthropomorphic Bread — Catalonian Bread 1932
Oil on canvas

24 x 32 cm
Salvador Dali Museum, St Petersburg, Florida
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fig.24 .'
PABLO PICASSO .f
Head: Study for Monument 1929
0il on canvas

73 x 60 cm
Baltimore Museum of Art: The Dexter M. Ferry, Jr.

Trustee Corporation Fund

38 JENNIFER MUNDY




e ———m——

%

This mingling, or interpenetration, of love and a demanding, sometimes aggressive sexuality, was perhaps nowhere
better, or more disturbingly, shown than in the work of Hans Bellmer. In the early 1930s, in protest against the values of his
father and more generally of the Nazi regime, Bellmer chose to explore the sensual pleasures and psychic anxieties of what
he called the ‘enchanted garden of childhood’. Using wood and papier maché, he constructed in all two large dolls, made to

8
—
e

resemble the developed body of a teenager. He photographed the doll, in parts or whole, naked or semi-clothed, often addin
subtle highlights of gouache or aniline colours to accentuate the sensory impact of his prints. However mutilated or
monstrous the doll's forms (Bellmer provided the second doll with two sets of hips and legs, doubling its implicit sexual
possibilities), it is difficult to distinguish completely between the sadistic and loving impulses in his work: they constitute a
web of circulating emotions and anxieties. In his drawings Bellmer turned increasingly to exploring the apparently infinite

mutability of the female figure. In these, the figure is emptied of individual significance, and becomes a mirror for an

Hans Bellmer 1947

fig.25 fig.26

HANS BELLMER HANS BELLMER
Untitled ¢.1936 The Doll 1934
Gouache on paper Gelatin silver print
248x324m 297 x19.5m

Ubu Gallery, New York, and Galerie Berinson, Berlin
Motor Company and John (. Waddell, 1987
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fig.28

RAOUL UBAC

Untitled 1938

Gelatin silver print
22.5x16.5m

Former collection Jacques Hérold
Private collection

fig.27

RAOUL UBAC
Group T 1939
Gelatin silver print
38.7x29.3 tm
(loude Berri

essentially narcissistic desire, a vehicle for what the artist once described as a ‘series of projections
of the phallus’.” Expressing a fantasy of incarnating the loved one, and of subverting sexual
difference, Bellmer wrote:

As for me, I wonder if I will wear the tight seamless trousers made of your legs,
ornamented all along the inside with faux-excrements? And do you think I will, without
swooning prematurely, button over my chest the heavy and trembling waistcoat of your
breasts? As soon as [ am immobilised beneath the pleated skirt of all your fingers ...
you will breathe in me your perfume and your fever, so that, in full light, from the
interior of your sex, mine will emerge.”

This extraordinary imagery reflected surrealism’s broader engagement with the idea of the
other as a projection, or objectification, of the self. Dali, for example, was intrigued by the concept
of the object as being, at its most elemental level, a second self, and in the early 1930s claimed that
surrealism was dominated by the quest to understand the ‘terrifying body of the “objective self™.”
The questions posed by the relationship of the self and objects were similar to those posed by the
relationship of the lover and the loved one. In the surrealists’ concept of love there were no clear or
fixed boundaries between the lover and the loved one: they shared a physical and mental unity, in
which each was subject and each was object. In this union lay the basis of the surrealists’ code of
ethics, and lay the ideal that inspired so much of the poetry and art associated with the movement.
Péret, for example, expressed this idea of the interpenetration of the self and the other when he
wrote of ‘Rosa’ in his collection of poems Je Sublime (1936): today I look out through your hair /
Rosa of morning opal / and I wake through your sight / Rosa of armour / I think through your
exploding breasts.™

The capacity of sexual desire not only to overcome inhibition and taboo but also to transform
perceptions and memories, as it were, to eroticise the world, led the surrealists to study what was

commonly defined as pornography and to produce texts which were graphic in their descriptions
of sexual acts. Responding to the dark, subterranean nature of eroticism, as much as the legal
restrictions on the publication and distribution of such material, the authors were content to pro-
duce their works in very small editions (the name of the Czech series Edice 69, which produced
volumes in editions of literally sixty-nine copies, needs no further comment). Surrealist erotic
books circulated privately among the group or, occasionally, were produced with a view to raising
money to support other activities of the movement. Among the many remarkable books produced
by the group was Jindtich Styrsk{’s Emilie Comes to Me in a Dream (1933). Illustrated with collages
that used images taken from pornographic magazines, the text was a hymn to Styrsk{’s palimpses-
tic memories of women — Emilie, Clara, Martha, prostitutes, his sister, and their touch, scents,
sexual parts and smiles. Interlaced with these memories were fantastical descriptions and reflec-
tions on putrefaction and mortality:

Then I put an aquarium on my window sill. I had a golden-haired vulva in it and a

magnificent specimen of a penis with a blue eye and delicate veins on its temples. As
time went on, [ threw everything I had ever loved into it: broken cups, hairpins,
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Barbara’s slippers, burnt-out light bulbs, shadows, cigarette butts, sardine tines, all my letters and used condoms.
Many strange creatures were born in that world. I felt myself to be a Creator and I had every right to think so.
When [ had the aquarium sealed up, I gazed contentedly at my mouldering dreams until there was no seeing
through the mildew on the glass. Yet I was sure that everything I loved in the world was there inside.”

Styrsk{’s book contained a postface about the nature of pornography, written by the psychoanalyst Bohuslav Brouk. In
this Brouk, who was closely involved in the Czech surrealist group, analysed what he termed the puritanism of the ruling
élites that led them to shun reminders of their animal sexuality and mortality, and so condemn pornography. If ordinary
pornography had a sadistic and misogynistic quality, artistic pornography, he asserted, expressed a poetic hedonism. The
artist frees our bodily acts from their biological purpose’, he wrote, ‘and lets us enjoy fully what has been granted to us by
nature, while having carefully alleviated our animality from the depressing vision.* But could frank depictions of human
sexuality be divorced from a ‘depressing vision’ of animality? This was a question that the surrealists, in fact, found difficult
to answer, but one which they were obliged to return to time and time again because of the criticisms they faced from
Georges Bataille, a friend of a number of surrealists and intellectual rival to Breton.

Bataille argued that the surrealists, far from seeing the world as it really was, were allowing themselves to view it
through the filter of romantic idealism. Their blinkered focus on the redemptive aspects of love, he said, blinded them to the
stark realities of eros. An early statement of these realities was found in Bataille’s article ‘Le Language des fleurs’ (1929), in
which he pointed out that, although generally ignored, at the very centre of a flower, traditionally seen as a symbol of beauty,
lay the plant’s relatively unattractive, even sordid, sexual organs; and he noted that it was these sexual parts that survived
when petals withered and dropped.” For Bataille, sexuality, death and decay were the bedrock of life.

Bataille developed these themes in his book L'Erotisme (1957), in which he defined eroticism as a ‘psychological quest’
that opened the way to death.‘We are discontinuous beings, he wrote, ‘individuals who perish in isolation in the midst of an
mcomprehensible adventure, but we yearn for our lost continuity. Eroticism, in its essence, implied violence and violation,
an end to the ‘self-contained’ character of the lives of the participants. Bataille, now on amicable terms with Breton,
acknowledged the power of love in this book: ‘For the lover, the beloved makes the world transparent’. But he emphasised the
precariousness of love: ‘only the beloved can in this world bring about what our human limitations deny, a total blending of
two beings, a continuity between two discontinuous creatures. Hence love spells suffering for us insofar as it is a quest for
the impossible, and at a lower level, a quest for union at the mercy of circumstances.™

[n the catalogue of the 1959 surrealist exhibition on the theme of eros Breton generously acknowledged the strengths
of Bataille’s interpretation of eroticism, citing in his own essay Bataille’s description of eroticism as ‘that within man which
calls his inner being in question’. However, he felt that not all was as black as the latter had painted: eroticism was very per-
sonal, and not everyone would experience it in such dark terms.” In fact, Breton never abandoned his faith in the sensations
of joy and contentment love brought nor his belief that his vision of love-amid-sex and sex-amid-love entailed, ultimately, a
fuller conception of man than Bataille’s concept of the human condition as abject and gripped by the ineluctable embrace of
death and fear of death.
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Jindrich Styrsky
French Cordinal 1941
| (olloge
235x15em

Private collection. Paris
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THE GOLDEN AGE

‘My general idea in writing with Bufiuel the scenario of LAge d'or’, wrote
Dali in 1931 for the programme notes for the film, 'was to present the
straight and pure line of “conduct” of a person who pursues love, meeting
and cutting across vile humanitarian and patriotic ideals and other shabby
mechanisms of reality.* These words summarise the plot but do not do
justice to the visual impact of this sexually provocative and deliberately
blasphemous film. As the hero reclaims his rights to act as he chooses, or as
his impulses dictate, in the name of a mad, and maddening, love, his
unrequited, scabrous desire is symbolised by heaving pools of volcanic lava.
[n what may have been the first simulation of fellatio outside pornographic
films, the heroine in her frustration sucks the toe of a statue. Gratuitous
acts of incivility and violence abound: an old woman is slapped around, a
dog 1s run over, and a child is killed by his father. And reflecting the surreal-
ists’ fierce hatred of Catholicism, not only is an bishop thrown from a
window but the figure shown heading a group of libertines leaving the
famous castle in Sade’s novel of debauchery The 120 Days of Sodom in the
film’s final scene is none other than Jesus Christ.

For once, the provocation of the surrealists engendered a provocative,
violent response. Shortly atter the opening of the film in Paris, members of
the right-wing Ligue des patriots and Ligue anti-juive staged a riot in the
cinema, hurling ink at the screen and slashing surrealist paintings in the
cinema vestibule. This incident was followed by rumours of papal excom-
munication for the film’s financier and his actual expulsion from the
prestigious Jockey Club, denouncements of the surrealists in the press, and
heated debates in the town hall, culminating in a ban on the commercial
showing of the film in its entirety which was to remain in place for decades.
I[f proof were necessary, the incident demonstrated the gulf between
surrealism at its most radical and what the surrealists regarded as the
highly repressive institutions of bourgeois society.

[n sexual matters the surrealists had long distanced themselves from
the conduct advocated by Church and State. In the eyes of the Catholic
Church, the only permissible goal of sex was procreation and all other
forms of sexual behaviour, and any pursuit of bodily pleasure, sinful. The
artist Max Ernst used humour to savage the Church's convoluted sexual

codes in an article called ‘Danger de pollution’ (1930). If ‘pollution was a

common euphemism for masturbation, Ernst turned the tables, using quo-
tations from an ecclesiastical guide to sexual sins for the use of confessors,

by suggesting that if anyone had perverted and “polluting’ attitudes towards

sex, it was the Church. Love, he wrote, had to be freed from the concepts of

sin and duty:
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The sad conjugal duty, invented to set the multiplying machine going, to give the Church souls that may be
brutalised and to fatherlands, individuals fit for the demands of production and for military service, the sad
conjugal act that doctors of divinity authorise those who want to unite in love, is only a photograph resembling
the act of love. Lovers are robbed by the Church. Rimbaud said: Love must be reinvented. *

[n France in the interwar years the Church was particularly active in encouraging women to stay home and raise fami-
lies. Successive governments, anxious to boost the population in order to counter the economic and military threat posed by
Germany, reinforced this message, creating an informal alliance between Church and State in this area of sexual politics that
was to remain in place until the late 1950s (it was only then, for example, that the 1920 law banning the sale of contracep-
tives and the provision of information about contraception was challenged by the establishment of family planning clinics;
the law itself was to be repealed only in 1967). These ideological fetters on sexual behaviour were sufficient to provoke in the
surrealists hostility towards motherhood and the raising of children.

[nspired by the Russian Revolution’s ideals of free love and its attacks on the institutions of marriage and the family, as
well as by older Romantic and socialist traditions, the surrealists led lives of remarkable sexual freedom. In many cases they

had open marriages. Eluard, for example, never ceased regarding Gala, his first wife, as the true love of his life, but as his pas-
sionate letters to her in the 1920s show, he freely discussed with her his desire to have affairs and accepted her affairs as
well. Their casual sexual encounters were ‘pure dilettantism’; what mattered was the unequivocal love they shared, a love
which, Eluard insisted, knew no past or future but was always ‘present’ and undiminished by the fact that their lives had
already taken separate courses:

My being, I can talk seriously only to you, because I love you, because I love only you ... I wanted to give you
that freedom that no one would have given you. [ offer you all possible pleasure, all enjoyment of yourself, but I
am so afraid that you will let me slip from your mind, even if only for an instant. You should be very proud that

[ am above being troubled by others, despite all my wanting to be so. In you alone my desires engender delirium,
in you alone my love bathes in love. But my love must filter through your absolute love. If not, I shall kill myself.*

Breton equally kept his first wife Simone fully informed about his relationships, platonic and sexual, and would have
accepted her affair with a member of the surrealist group, had she not kept it a secret from him and so in his eyes betrayed
the ideal of complete trust in each other.

As part of this ethic of total openness, the surrealists embarked in 1928 on a remarkable series of group discussions
about individual sexual experiences. (For whatever reason, women participated only in the later sessions.) The discussions,
recorded verbatim, attempted to ascertain basic facts about sexual practices and attitudes towards them, as a basis for try-
ing to understand the correlation between ideology and reality in this most personal area of life. Beyond the predictable
claims of wide and varied sexual experiences, the sessions revealed marked differences of opinion within the group, notably
on the issues of the acceptability of homosexuality and prostitution, and on the need for reciprocity, and equal rights, in
love. Breton insisted on the link between sex and love, and drew a distinction between his own serial searches for love and
what he saw as the love-denying libertinage of other members of the group. He later expressed his firm belief that most of
the disputes in the history of the movement, which had generally been ascribed to political differences, had been caused in
fact by fundamental disagreements between him and others about this question of the ethics of love and sex.
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In 1982 Oppenheim wrote that this object
‘evokes for me the aossociation of thighs
squeezed together in pleasure. In foct, almost
o ‘proposition’. When | was a little girl, four or
five, we (my little sister and 1) had a young
nursemaid. She wos dressed in white (Sunday
best?). Maybe she was in love, maybe that's

why she exuded a sensual atmosphere of which
| wos unconsciously aware’. Max Ernst, with
whom Oppenheim had had a passionate affair
for nearly o yeor in 1934, provided her with
the white shoes used in the original version of
this object. The shoes had been discarded by his
wife Marie-Berthe, who, in a fit of anger ond

;——-mlﬁ- e

jealousy untypical of the open atfitudes
fowards sexual relationships within the group,
attacked ond destroyed the work when she
saw it disployed of the surrealist exhibition of
objects held ot the Galerie Charles Ratton,
Paris, in 1936. JM

fig.30

MERET OPPENHEIM

My Nurse 1936

Metal, shoes, string and paper
14x 21 x33cm

Moderna Museet, Stockhalm
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RESEARCHES INTO SEXUALITY
MARCEL DUHAMEL Does Aragon attach more importance to the man's orgasm than the

woman'’s
LOUIS ARAGON It depends on the occasion.

Before leaving, I must declare that what disturbs me about most of answers given here is
the notion I believe I detect of the inequality of the man and the woman. For myself, nothing
can be said about physical love if one doesn't start from the fact that men and women have
equal rights in it.

ANDRE BRETON Who has claimed the contrary ?
LOUIS ARAGON Let me explain. The validity of all that has been said so far seems to me to
have been undermined in part by the inevitable predominance of the male point of view.

January 1928

N .
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MAX ERNST Are you monogamous ? That’s to say, do you believe there is a woman who is
_your destiny, to the exclusion of all others?

ANDRE BRETON Naturally. |
MAX ERNST, GEORGES SADOUL, MARCEL NOLL Jes, without any doubt.

PIERRE UNIK Yes (Doubtful)

RAYMOND QUENEAU No, never. (Becomes heated.) No woman could satisfy me or make
me monogamous. And I don’t give a shit! ]
ANDRE BRETON [ protest at that last word. |
MAX ERNST And so do I. -

February 1928 1
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fig.31

Minutes of the first session of the Recherches
sur la sexualité, 27 January 1928
Manuscript

31 x 20 cm

Private collection

The surrealists come together to discuss sexual
questions frankly on twelve occasions between
Jonuary 1928 and August 1932. At each meefing
one person in the group fook verbatim notes of
what was said. The texts of the first two sessions
were published in Lo Révolution surréaliste in
March 1928. The others remoined unpublished
until recently.
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ANTONIN ARTAUD Faced with a sexual desire and a signiﬁmnt destre of another nature,
which would you choose, assuming of course that both occurred at the same time ?
BENJAMIN PERET A sexual desire holds no interest for me unless it is accompanied by love,
ﬂndﬁlr love I would leave euegthing.
ANTONIN ARTAUD Jou're Jumping into a dﬁr&nt realm.
BENJAMIN PERET The two are intimately linked.
ANTONIN ARTAUD If one can bring love into an investigation of sexuality, the investigation
is pointless.
ANDRE BRETON Why do you wish to separate them ?
ANTONIN ARTAUD Because otherwise you confuse everything. My question concerned
sexuality alone. I'll rephrase it: "In a case where there is no question of love and where
_you are faced with a sexual desire and another kind of desire, which of the two would Breton
choose?’
ANDRE BRETON The second, naturally. But I still believe we must begin by linking the
question of sexuality to that of love. The whole point of this investigation is, in love, to
establish what part belongs to sexuality.
March 1928

PAUL ELUARD Desire gives me as much mental satisfaction as the satisfaction of that desire.
ANDRE BRETON Well then! Why satisfy that desire ?

PAUL ELUARD To reneuw it.

ANDRE BRETON With one person after another?

PAUL ELUARD Or with the same person, it doesn’t make any difference ...

ANDRE BRETON That idea tends to elevate the idea of love over the being whom one loves
or wants to love, that is to say, to turn them into a means. I love women too much, and [
believe I am too susceptible to loving @ woman, not to object to such an attitude.

November 1930

That the surrealist group engaged with the subject of sex at all brought it into conflict with
the one political grouping that the movement wanted to support, the French Communist Party.
Many of the group were members of the party, and all believed in the idea of class struggle leading
to revolution and the creation of an egalitarian society, in which human relationships were no
longer distorted by disparities in wealth and class structures. However, the Soviet Union itself had
turned conservative in sexual matters, and had repealed most of its earlier reforms in the area of
women’s rights. Increasingly anxious about the size of its population in the late 1920s and early
1930s, it banned abortion, penalised divorce, and promoted motherhood. Following suit, the
French Communist Party had no truck with what it regarded as the pornographic, and hence
counter-revolutionary, elements in surrealist art and literature. On one occasion a number of sur-
realists, including Aragon, were hauled before a communist committee and were persuaded, much
to Breton’s fury, to denounce the publication of an erotic text by Dali in the surrealist periodical
Le Surréalisme au service de la révolution. It was the first of many such spats, which were to lead to
the defection of several surrealists from the group, including Aragon in 1932 and in the late 1930s
Eluard, both of whom became hard-line supporters of the Communist Party.
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Although by the mid-1930s Breton had ceased trying to reach an understanding with the
Communist Party, he maintained his faith in the idea of revolution. The manifesto written by Bre-
ton and Trotsky, during the former’s visit to Mexico in 1938, declared, “True art, which is not content
to play variations on ready-made models but rather insists on expressing the inner needs of man
and of mankind in its time - true art is unable not to be revolutionary, not to aspire to a complete
and radical reconstruction of society’.” The Second World War put such hopes on hold. But with
the liberation of Paris in August 1944, Breton, then in exile in the United States, turned his
thoughts once more to the ideal of a better society.

In Arcane 17, written from August to October 1944, and in his eulogy of a neglected nine-
teenth-century utopian thinker Ode a Charles Fourier, written in 1945, Breton wrote of a vision of a
non-repressive social order where desires were given free rein. It was based on a positive vision of
the harmony between man and nature, which reflected feminine rather than masculine values (‘the
time has come to value the ideas of women at the expense of those of men, whose bankruptcy is
coming to pass fairly tumultuously today™).

The two main themes of the catalogue for the 1947 surrealist exhibition that, as it were,
announced the return of surrealism to Paris were liberty and love. Against the backdrop of the
horrors of the war and its aftermath, and reacting against the despairing element in existentialist

philosophy, contributors to the catalogue reiterated Breton’s

Love and the emotion sometimes awakened Egy the seductions {]f Optimistic vision of changmg society thmugh poetry and love.

the world, made us dream of a reality without hardness, without a One of the many new authors attracted to the group, Sarane

constraining objectivity and without a rational structure, of a Alexandrian, then only twenty years old, wrote, It is time for us

reality where all paths would be open to men’s desires ... to remember that we are made of material that can be illumi-
Fernand Alique, 1947 nated only by love and all the desires it provokes in us ... [man]

must free himself from all the social or religious ethics that do
not fit well with his physical body, and in his need of an ethical ideal, he should entrust himself to
poetry, which confirms, each day more strongly, his right to indolence and love.”

Fourier, Sade and Freud - the ‘three great emancipators of desire’,according to Breton™ -
remained the touchstones of surrealist attitudes towards sex and love through the late 1940s and
1950s. The same authors, and Breton himself, also influenced intellectuals outside the movement.
Lacan’s revisioning of Freud in the post-war years, the political ideas expressed by Herbert Mar-
cuse in Eros and Civilisation (1955), and the ‘anti-Oedipal concept of desire proposed later by the
philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, for example, all shared a lineage with, or were a
response to, surrealism in the postwar years; and the same was true of the new departures in
French art represented by the Lettriste international and the Situationist movements, as well as the

‘Happenings’ staged in the early 1960s by the artist Jean-Jacques Lebel. By the time of the student
riots of May 1968 Breton had been dead for two years, and the remaining surrealist group was soon
to declare surrealism officially ended. But the link between surrealism and liberation was far from
forgotten. Among the slogans borrowed by the students from surrealism was the title of an early
poem by Breton, ‘Plutot la vie’ or ‘Rather Life’.”’ On the question of sexual liberation, however,
Breton had already distanced himself from those who advocated (mere) openness in this area
among the young. In a text titled “This Is the Price’ he wrote in 1964: “The irresistible pressure of
Freud’s ideas has led to an increasing measure of agreement today that sexuality drives the world
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... Systematic sexual education can only be meaningful if it leaves intact the incentive towards
sublimation’ and finds the means of transcending the lure of ‘forbidden fruit’. The only possible
approach is that of initiation, with the whole aura of sacredness — outside of all religions, of course —
that the word implies, an initiation providing the impulse for that spirit of quest which the ideal
constitution of each human couple demands. This is the price of love.”

FREE AND ADORED

The 1947 exhibition catalogue contained a quotation from the eighteenth-century French revolu-
tionary Saint-Just: Among truly free peoples, women are free and adored. Placed perhaps
provocatively at the foot of an essay by Bellmer, filled with his intense meditations on sexual desire,
these words of Saint-Just went some way to encapsulating the surrealists’ complex attitudes
towards women and towards the symbolic figure of woman. The surrealists aimed to free women
just as much as men. This liberation, they believed, would entail a freer romantic and sexual life for
all, and at the same time enshrine rather than diminish the special status of woman.

The surrealists’ elevated concept of woman was criticised by Simone de Beauvoir in her
ground-breaking study of the position of women in society The Second Sex (1949). In this she
accused the surrealists of falling into the trap of always seeing woman as a salvation for mankind,
but never enquiring what practical, as opposed to inspiring, role she might play in bringing about
this salvation. Truth, Beauty, Poetry — she is All: once more all under the form of the Other. All
except herself’.

[f the question of her own private destiny were raised, the reply would be involved with
the ideal of reciprocal love: woman has no vocation other than love; this does not make
her inferior, since man’s vocation is also love. But one would like to know if for her also
love is key to the world and revelation of beauty. Will she find that beauty in her lover, or
in her own image? Will she be capable of that poetic action which raises poetry through
a sentient being, or will she limit herself to approving the work of her male?”

[n relation to the lives of the women involved in the surrealist movement, the questions posed by
Beauvoir did not fully recognise the extent to which the women who belonged to the movement
had already broken out of the ‘doll’s house’, had already rebelled against convention, and were
valued within the movement as individual creative artists and writers. Nor did the questions reflect
the conviction among the surrealists, and many other intellectuals of the interwar generation, that
the overriding priority was the revolution of the working classes, from which all other desired
changes in social and intellectual life, it was predicted, would follow. It is only when the proletariat

has become conscious of the myths on which capitalist culture rests, when it has become conscious
of what these myths, this culture, represent for it, and when it has destroyed them, that it will be
able to move on to the developments that are natural to it’. These words by the writer-artist Claude
Cahun were cited by Breton in 1934, who added, ‘Surrealism asks for nothing more than this’.”
Later, in the early 1940s the group showed an increased awareness of the interest of a specifically
feminine point of view; and Breton wrote sympathetically of the need for women to achieve greater
autonomy, without man’s more than problematical help'.” But the concept of evaluating the goals
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and theories of the movement from the perspective of one sex
only remained anathema to the group. The works of men and
women 1n the group may have suggested gender differences in
their experiences of desire and love, but the surrealists believed
that the imagination itself has no gender.

The tropes of woman used by the surrealists inevitably
reflected both their goals and the culture of the times. From the
earliest days of the movement male surrealists drew inspiration
from women on the fringes of society — Nadja figures, the infa-
mous Papin sisters who committed a savage double murder,
hysterics in asylums, music hall singers and glamorous actresses
- women, in other words, who had a potentially disruptive
relationship to existing social structures, a relationship that
derived in some measure from their sexuality. From age-old
literary and mythical traditions, both men and women
surrealists borrowed the image of woman as sphinx or sorceress,
in touch with the mysteries and the untamed energies of nature.
[nspired in part by Gothic novels, Dorothea Tanning painted
in the 1940s scenes in which young girls were agents of un-
leashed preternatural energies. In the same period Breton wrote
in Arcane 17 about the figure of a magical ‘child-woman’ who
‘sends fissures through the best organised systems because
nothing has been able to subdue or encompass her’.” At the
same time surrealists — who had in their midst women who
incarnated the principles of liberty in the creative sphere and in
their personal lives — celebrated distinctly contemporary images
of women as taboo-breaking and thoroughly liberated. Whether
mythical or contemporary, such images of women resonated
within the life of the group because they were felt to be among
the most disruptive and liberating tropes available, in contrast to
other, socially sanctioned images of woman as dutiful daughter,
respectable wife, good mother, or productive factory worker.

The varied images of woman within surrealism and the
equally varied experiences of women as individuals within the

group intersect in the self-portraits produced by a number of

surrealist women artists. Some artists were attracted by the
empowering aspects of the surrealist cult of magical, sorceress-
like figures. Leonora Carrington, Leonora Fini and Remedios
Varo used images of disguised magical beings to express an
iternately troubling and wonderful distinction between appeat-
ind essence. For others, surrealism’s engagement with the

ary and the dream-like provided a path beyond the
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MAX £RNST

Alice in 1941 194]

Oil on paper mounted on canvas

40 x 32.3 tm

The Museum of Modern Art, New York. James Thrall Soby Bequest

Woman ? All they knew for sure was that
they desired her. Desire, a gigantic ﬁi-‘f’—
letter word. The millions of words they
lavished on here were not diagrams for her
degradation. They were disguised hymns
to her invincibility.

Dorothea Tanning, 1986
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DOROTHEA TANNING
| Eine Kleine Nachtmusik
! 1943
' 0il on canvas
40.7 x 61 cm
Tate. Purchased with
assistance from the
National Art Collections
Fund and the American
Fund for the Tate
Gallery 1997
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DOROTHEA TANNING
The Mirror 1950

0il on canvas
30.5x46.4 cm

Arno Schefler
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The Ends of the Earth 1949
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ANDRE BRETON

Heart in the Arrow 1958
Cork

295x9.8 mm

Private collection

Breton made this object especially for
the EROS exhibition of 1959—60

potentially confining aspects of conventional desire and identity. The trappings of
femininity might be present but the apparent ‘subjects’ of the works are not always, or
unambiguously, gendered. Erasure of identity was the theme of the opening poem of Alice
Paalen’s volume of poems A méme la terre (1936): A woman who was beautiful / one day /
removed her face / her head became smooth / blind and deaf / safe from the snares of
mirrors / and from looks of love’. In turning away from the world, the faceless woman
gained a new purpose. The poem ends: ‘secrets much more beautiful / for not having been
said / words not written / steps erased / nameless ashes flown away / without marble
plaque / desecrating memory / so many wings to break / before nightfall’.” Whatever the
precise nature of these wings, the suggestion was that the subject of the poem - perhaps

the poet herself, or womnan in general — would achieve fulfilment through the process of
breaking and changing.

The surrealists sought change in all aspects of life, personal as well as political. To
realise this, they championed the cause of an unfettered imagination, and attacked the
restraints — intellectual and social - that served to censor the human spirit. That their
pursuit of freedom might entail a risk of generating new forms of repression was some-
thing they did not countenance. Their battle lay with reclaiming freedom from the
controlling mechanisms of the psyche and of society, and it was on this that their energies
focused. Exploitation was alien to the surrealists’ impassioned and elevated vision of love

and eros, and they steered clear of all those who saw in eroticism only sexual pleasure.
Even if, as Breton noted, some in the group transgressed in their private conduct, on a
daily basis, the ideals to which they publicly subscribed, the ideals nonetheless united the
group. The ideal of reciprocity in relationships, and the celebration of the spiritual as well
as the physical, served, he hoped, as bulwarks against misinterpretation of the movement’s
goals and ethics.

Breton once said that in love it was not happiness he sought, but love itself.” It was
a statement that expressed the combination of hope and despair that fuelled the move-
ment’s unwavering engagement with the theme of love. It can also be seen as a key to
understanding the complex ethical issues surrounding surrealism’s investigations of
sexuality and desire. Neither love nor desire, as the surrealists fully recognised and
demonstrated in their explorations of the ‘real functioning of thought’, could be under-
stood outside of the subjectivity of individual experience or separated from the contingent
nature of social conditions. Following Breton’s death in 1966, Duchamp underscored the
fundamental importance of understanding the movement’s ethics in the context of what
Breton and the group as a whole had seen as the corruption of human relationships by the
institutions and values of modern society.T have never known a man’, Duchamp said of
his friend, ‘with a greater capacity for love, or a greater power of loving life’s greatness. It’s
impossible to understand his hatreds if you don't see that, for him, it was a question of
protecting the quality of that love ... Breton loved as a heart beats. He was in love with
love in a world that believes in prostitution.™ This paradox lay at the heart of the surreal-
ists’ attempts to see love, sexuality and desire as uncensored or unbound.
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chapter two

THE OMNIPOTENCE OF DESIRE:
SURREALISM, PSYCHOANALYSIS AND HYSTERIA

David Lomas

Here we find ourselves confronted by a new affirmation, accompanied by formal
proofs, of the omnipotence of desire, which has remained, since its beginnings,
surrealisms sole act of faith. André Breton, 1934

he concluding line of Nadja, André Breton’s narrative testament to the omnipotence of desire, alludes
unmistakably to the famed convulsive hysterics of the Salpétriere Hospital. ‘Beauty will be CONVULSIVE or
will not be’, Breton declares.” Hysteria is pivotal to a surrealist poetics and aesthetics of desire. The
Bretonian conception of poetry hinges crucially on a dynamic interrelationship between repression and the
return of the repressed which the figure of hysteria vividly dramatises. It is, moreover, from such a ‘poetics’

of hysteria that one can extrapolate a politics and ethics of surrealist revolt, their belief in erotic desire as
the agent of a critical transformation in human consciousness. Desire, unquenchable and indomitable, is a convulsive force
to be pitted against the despised status quo of bourgeois, patriarchal society and religion.

As a powerfully influential discourse of human desire, psychoanalysis was no less dependent upon the example of the
hysteric. Aside from the talking cure itself, suggested to Sigmund Freud and his colleague Josef Breuer by one of their female
hysterical patients, the key psychoanalytic concepts of repression, fantasy, and the unconscious all emerged from the studies of
hysteria. Examining the role of hysteria within surrealist texts and visual iconography brings into focus the closely intertwined
historical and cultural trajectories of surrealism and psychoanalysis in France. It reveals what the surrealists regarded as most
valuable in Freud’s discoveries, and how they endeavoured to realise its radical artistic and cultural implications.

FREUD AND FRANCE

Around 1880, amidst those surprising, convulsive women, the service DfPerESSDF Charcot at the
Salpétriére will observe the energies [of the marvellous] harnessed to an extraordinary enterprise,
the materialisation of a miracle. The new century will dawn over Sigmund Freud who focuses the
scandalous eyes of sexuality on the incomprehensible.

Louis Aragon, 1930°

In 1933 Breton located Jean Martin Charcot ‘at the origin of the magnificent debate on hysteria’ and so traced back to him
responsibility for a project of research which engaged Breton's attentions as well as those of a good number of his fellow
surrealists.’ The legacy of Charcotian hysteria was one that surrealism and psychoanalysis both shared.

It was Freud’s sojourn in Paris between October 1885 and February 1886, during which time he worked under Charcot
at the Salpétriere, that brought about a decisive reorientation in his professional interests. His attention shifted from neurol-
ogy to the neuroses, particularly hysteria, the study of which helped to shape his views about the ubiquitous role of sexual
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GIORGIO DE CHIRICO
The Child’s Brain 1914
0il on canvas

80 x 65 cm
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Giorgio de Chirico was regarded by the
surrealists as one of their crucial precursors.
His interest in dream os the sife of ‘the sen-
sations of revelation’ and his groupings of
disparate objects were seen as pre-empfing
surrealist concerns. In 1916 Breton saw The
Childs Brain in the window of Paul
Guilloume’s Paris gallery from a moving bus
and was so struck by this enigmatic image
that he got off the bus to go back and look
of the painting. He was able fo acquire the
work in 1919 and it hung over his bed in his
apartment ot the Fontaine for nearly all his
life. Breton also owned The Enigma of o Day
from 1924 10 1935.

The Child's Brain, o rare example of o
‘portrait’ in de Chirico’s early work, is widely
read os an evocation of the artist’s father.
The father os an ambivalent figure of threat-
ening and seducfive power was an important
surrealist theme, relating in particulor to
Freud's theories of Oedipal trauma and the
costration complex. While de Chirico is not
known to have taken o direct interest in
Freud's work, the sexuality of the paternal
figure in The Child’s Brain is ombiguous: his
striking moustache is combined with long
feminine eyeloshes. His pose, eyes closed
and his right arm obscured behind a half-
drawn curfain, may be seen as suggesting
masturbation, symbolised by the thin red
bookmark in the pages of a yellow book in
front of him.

The looming towers and dark hollows of
dty arcades in both The Child’s Brain and The
Enigma of a Day are often inferpreted as
male and female symbols. In 1933 in Le Sur-
réalisme au service de la révolution Breton
published the results of o survey conducted
among fellow surrealists, which asked them
a series of questions about The Enigma of o
Day, including 'Where would you make
love?, "Where would you masturbate?” and
"Where would you defecate?’ Their answers,
which in Breton’s words aimed to ‘reonimate
this sleeping dream’, showed the confinuing
significance for the surrealists of de Chirico’s
work of the 1910s, even after the artist him-
self had definitively fallen from their favour
in 1928. The survey also brought out the
erofic potential of the strange details in the
painfing, such os the stotue’s outstretched
hand, the abandoned railway carriage, the
isolated stone fo the bottom left, and the
steam engine glimpsed through o narrow
arch fo the far right. JK

fig.38

GIORGIO DE CHIRICO

The Enigma of a Day 1914
0il on canvas

185.5x 139.7 em

The Museum of Modern Art, New York.

James Thrall Soby Bequest, 1979
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SOME FRENCH PUBLICATIONS OF WORKS BY FREUD

The emergence of surrealism coincided with an upsurge
in interest in France in Freud's writings, which were not
translated in any number unfil the 1920s. The choice of
Freud's texts for translation into French was somewhat
haphazard (it was not until 1988 that the first volumes of
a French edition of Freud's complete works appeared).
This resulted in some serious gaps in ferms of what was
readily available 1o the surrealists. Freud's essay on
fetishism, for instance, was not translated until 1969. Sig-
nificantly, French has but a single word, desir, to cover the
meanings of the several German words used by Freud:
Begierde, Lust, and Wunsch. The foregrounding of the
thematics of desire within the Freudian corpus in France
can be seen in part as a byproduct of its French transla-
fion.

The following list provides some of the main publica-
tions that appeared in France. It excludes some of the
shorter franslations that appeared in the scholarly journal
La Revue francaise de psychanalyse from 1927 onwards.
Works are listed chronologically with the date of French
publication followed by the date of the original German
text.

1896 /
''Hérédité et 'éfiologie des névroses’ (Heredity and the
Aetiology of the Neuroses), Revue neurologique, vol 4,
no.6, 30 March 1896.

This article, first published in French, also con-
tains the first published appearance of the word
‘psycho-analyse’.

1922 / 191617
Introduction a la psychanalyse (Introductory Lectures
on Psychoanalysis). Paris, Payot.

André Masson recalled that this book was displayed af
the Bureau central de recherches surréalistes in the
1920s, along with Loutreamont's Les Chants de
Maldoror and the popular series of novels by Marcel
Allgin and Pierre Sylvestre about Fanfémas, as objects of
veneration.

1922 / 1901
la Psychopathologie de la vie quotidienne (The
Psychopathology of Everyday Life). Paris, Payot.
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1923 /1905

Trois essais sur la théorie de la sexualité (Three Essays
on the Theory of Sexuality). Paris, Ed. Nouvelle revue
francaise. '

1923 /1910

Ging lecons sur la psychanalyse (Five Lectures on
Psycho-Analysis), Paris, Payot.

1924 /1913
Totem et Tabou (Totem and Taboo). Paris, Payot.

1926 / 1900
La Science des réves (The Interprefation of Dreams).
Paris, Alcan.

This edition also included two texts by Dr Otto Rank,
an early follower of Freud who extended psychoanalysis
to the study of culture and literature, in ‘Réve et poésie’
and ‘Réve et mythe'.

1927 /1920
'Au-dela du principe du plaisic’ (Beyond the Pleasure
Principle), in Essais de psychanalyse. Paris, Payot.

1927 / 1923
‘e Moi et le soi’ (The Ego and the Id), in Essais de
psychanalyse. Paris, Payot.

Breton drew on this book for his discussion of the
sexual instinct and the death instinct in the manifesto
programme for L’Age d’or (1930) and again in LAmour
fou (1937). He also paraphrased another section of
'The Ego and the Id’ in a lecture in 1935, ‘Position
politique de I'art d'aujourd’hui’.

1927 /1910

Un souvenir d’enfance de Léonard de Vinci (Leonardo
da Vinci and o Memory of his Childhood). Paris, Galli-
mard.

1928 / 1926

'Psychanalyse et médecine’ (The Question of Lay Anc-

lysis), in Ma vie et la psychanalyse. Paris, Gallimard.
An extract of this fext, which dealt with the question

of who was entitled to use psychanalysis, was published

in ‘La Question de |'anaylse par les non-meédecins’ in

La Révolution surréaliste, nos.9—10, 1 Oct. 1927.

1929 /1928
‘'Humour’ (Humour), Variétés (Brussels), June 1929.
Special issue: ‘Le Surréalisme en 1929'.

This essay informed Breton's Anthologie de I'humour
noir (1940; enlarged editions in 1950 and 1966).

1930 / 1905
Les Mots d'esprit ef ses rapports avec l'inconscient (Jokes

and their Relation to the Unconscious). Paris, Gallimard.

1931 /1907

Délire et réves dans un ouvrage littéraire, lo ‘Gradiva’ de
Jensen (Delusions and Dreams in Jensen's ‘Gradiva’).
Paris, Gallimard.

Accompanying the 1931 edition was a translation of
the novel by Wilhelm Jensen, Gradiva: Fantaisie pom-
péienne. In this period Paul Eluard wrote fo Gala, ‘I hope
you have received Gradiva’, suggesting that Dali, for
whom Freud’s study of the Gradiva novel was all-
important, probably acquired the book through Eluard.

1932 /1911

‘Remarques  psychanalytiques sur |'autobiographie
d'un cas de paranoia (Le Président Schreber)’ (Psycho-
Analytic Notes on an Autobiographical Account of a
Cose of Paranoic (Dementia Paranoides)), Revue
francaise de psychanalyse, vol.5, no.1, 1932, reprinted
in Cing psychanalyses. Paris, Denoél et Steele, 1935.

1933 /1919
'l'inquiétante étrangeté’ [The ‘Uncanny’], in Essais de
psychanalyse appliquée. Paris, Gallimard.

Although the uncanny has been much discussed in
recent scholarship on surrealism, the surrealists them-
selves kept silent on the subject.

1933
‘Letters fo André Breton” in Le Surréalisme au service de

la révolution, nos.5—6, 15 May 1933.

1934 /1930
Malaise dans la civilisation (Civilisation and its Discon-
tents). Paris, Denoél et Steele.

1969 / 1927
‘Le Fétishisme’ (Fetishism) in La Vie sexuelle, Paris,
PUF pp.133-8. DL
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drives in mental life. It was this aspect of Freudian theory  fig.39

that caused greatest controversy and was a main sticking- :ZEE: T%UBRE“
point in the reception of psychoanalysis in France. The Corsehill stone
role of traumatic memories in the causation of hysteria i xA0x 4 an

Private collection,

had already been recognised by Charcot: Freud’s innova- courtesy Pieter Coray

tion was to assert that these traumas were of a sexual

nature, a hypothesis outlined in an article first published in the Revue
neurologique in 1896 (and containing, incidentally, the earliest published
reference to ‘a new method of psycho-analysis’): ‘each of the major neu-
roses which I have enumerated has as its immediate cause one particular
disturbance of the economics of the nervous system, and ... these func-
tional pathological modifications have as their common source the sub-

jects sexual life, whether they lie in a disorder of his contemporary sexual

life or in important events in his past life.”

Freud claimed that in cases of hysteria the invariable causative fac-
tor was a passive sexual experience occurring before puberty. What was
so peculiar about memories of a sexual nature that they are able to pro-
duce anxiety and consequently neurosis after an interval of years has
elapsed from the alleged traumatic incident? Freud conjectured that this
was due to the long delay in human sexual maturation which allows an
event that was not in itself traumatic to become so after puberty when it
is belatedly invested with erotic significance. The second factor contribut-
ing to the frequency of sexual traumas in the causation of neuroses was
the system of morality and social taboos pertaining to sexuality that
made such thoughts more often unacceptable to consciousness. Thus
they were liable to persist unchanged as a nidus of ideas dissociated from
conscious recollection which may become traumatic when, rekindled,
they attempt to force their way into consciousness.

Pierre Janet, a figure often cited as an antecedent for the surrealist
doctrine of automatism, set the tone of the hostile reaction that greeted
Freud’s theories in France. Like Freud, Janet had a professional stake in
the hysteria diagnosis. However, his understanding of the condition
diverged from Freud’s in key respects. Janet was prepared to concede
only a minor part to sexual disturbance, and then as a secondary
phenomenon rather than a cause of the neurosis. A preoccupation with
eroticism is certainly found in the hysterical delirium but only as one
among many possible idées fixes and no more commonly than among
normal subjects of similar age, Janet believed. He reported

I ; =3 . - fig.40
an incidence of four out of 120 of his own cases where it GIORGIO DE CHIRICO
plaved the predominant role. In keeping with his view of Spring 1914
hysteria as a ‘faiblesse mental’, a weakening of the mental g:jl ?" gl
E A x27 tm
capacities, he asserted that frigidity was the main such Private collection
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fig.41

GIORGIO DE CHIRICO

Ariadne 1913

0il and pencil on canvas

135.6 x 180 cm

The Metropolitan Museum of A,

New York. Bequest of Florence M.

Schoenborn, 1995
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disturbance.® Janet chose an international congress of medicine in London in 1913 at which to
publicly air his grievances about psychoanalysis, many of which centred on the ‘indefinite
extension’ of the meaning of sexuality. Of the concept of libido (or pansexualism as it was
known at this time), Janet wrote that Freud ‘stretches the signification of this term in such a
way that he is able to apply it to everything'.” Janet ditferentiated Freud's doctrine, this psy-
chology of the Oedipus complex, from his own as a ‘difference between unlimited generalisa-
tion and precise verification'. Amid the climate of xenophobia and heightened suspicion of
anything foreign that prevailed in France during and after the First World War, Janet’s strident
objections to ‘the dogma of pansexuality’ found a receptive audience among those critics who

judged it alien to the Cartesian French spirit, as did his contradictory assertion that Freud (an

Austrian) had in large part pilfered ideas from his own psychological analysis.’

Responding to the distortions and misrepresentations of psychoanalysis issuing from
France, in an essay from 1925 (‘An Autobiographical Study’), Freud angrily refuted the sug-
gestion that he made use of his time in Paris to pillage the ideas of his rival: T should there-
fore like to say explicitly that during the whole of my visit to the Salpétriere Janet's name was
never so much as mentioned.” With respect to Charcot, however, he was disposed to be more
generous. Indeed, Freud implied that Charcot would not have been averse to his sexual theory

of the neuroses, reporting a conversation overheard between Charcot and another physician




| fig.42
- MAXERNST
| Men Shall Know Nothing of This 1923
| Oil on canvas
| 80.3 x 63.8 cm
Tate. Purchased 1960

Bearing a title which openly declares its occult agenda,
Max Ernst's Men Shall Know Nothing of This was
owned by André Breton and has a poem on its reverse
dedicated to him.

Ernst hod been familior with Freudian
psychoanalysis since his student days aof Bonn
University. A likely source for the picture’s imagery is
Freud’s analysis of Daniel Paul Schreber's Memoirs of
my Nervous lllness (1911). As a paranoid schizo-
phrenic, Schreber had been plogued by fantasies that
his body was attached by ‘rays’ o God, to the sun and
fo other planetary bodies. Imagining himself ‘floafing
in voluptuousness’, he asserted, ‘I have to imagine
myself as man and woman in one person having inter-
course with myself’.

However much the painting seems to project the
dynamics of the Freudian unconscious, it also has a
universalising, mystical dimension. The image of a cop-
ulating couple (often o king and queen) floating in
mid-air was common in the convoluted allegories of
medieval alchemy. The image symbolised the ‘conjunc-
fio’, the union of opposites. Other elements of Ernst's
picture might also have alchemical connections, the
(reversed) crescent moon for instance, or the visceral
forms sprouting from the earth that look like the necks
of alchemists’ flasks.

The psychoanalytic, alchemical and erofic dimen-
sions of this painting can be brought together in that
in alchemical allegory the male sex was often equated
with the solar principle and the female with the lunar
principle: the crescent moon is clearly visible here, and
o half-eclipsed sun appears at the very top of the pic-
ture. Part of the poem on the back of the picture reads
‘The crescent moon (yellow and parachute-like) pre-
vents the little whistle falling to the ground / Because
someone is paying attention fo it the whistle thinks if
is rising to the sun’. These words could be read in
Oedipal terms. The whistle (an overtly phallic symbol)
is kept upright by unconscious desire for the mother,
while simultaneously it aspires to the potency of the
sun. (In the Schreber analysis, Freud had correlated
the sun with the father-principle.) This suggests that
the picture depicts a kind of cosmic apparatus crazily
designed to both generate and suppress Oedipal
instints. It is as though the modern ‘science’ of psy-
choanalysis has been submitted to the pseudo-scientific
logic of an alchemistic worldview.

It is not surprising, then, that the picture has the
atmosphere of an inexplicable ritual. The dominant
image of copulation in the painting might most simply
be squared with Freud's discussions of the child'’s trau-
matising experiences of the ‘primal scene’ (parental
intercourse). In that sense, one effect of the picture
might be to jettison us back into the mind-set of o
child, awe-struck at the enigma of the sex act. DH
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who were discussing the case of a young woman with hysterical
symptoms in which the master, in a state of great animation,
declared: “You know, in such cases it’s always a genital thing, always
... always ... always’." Independently of any such specific deriva-
tion, Freud - no less than the surrealists perhaps — draws upon a
more diffuse fin de siécle construct linking hysteria and a frus-
trated, because insatiable, female sexuality. This equation of
hystérie, érotomanie and amour fou is apotheosised in the descrip-
tion of Salome as represented by Gustave Moreau (a favourite of the
surrealists) in J.-K. Huysmans’s symbolist cult novel, A rebours
(1884):‘She had become, as it were, the symbolic incarnation of
undying Lust, the Goddess of immortal Hysteria, the accursed
Beauty exalted above all other beauties by the catalepsy that hard-
ens the tlesh and steels her muscles.™

Important to Freud was Charcot’s defence of the reality of
hysteria against the accusation that it was merely a sham display:
‘She was no longer necessarily a malingerer, for Charcot had
thrown the whole weight of his authority on the side of the gen-
uineness and objectivity of hysterical phenomena.” Even during its
heyday, at the height of the hysteria epidemic that gripped Paris in
the 1870s and 1880s, there were some who argued that its fits and
starts and other bizarre symptoms were merely a product of coach-
ing and suggestion, a viewpoint associated mainly with Charcot’s
rival, Dr Hippolyte Bernheim. Bernheim’s theory of suggestion
eventually prevailed, and by the time of the surrealists hysteria was

widely regarded within the medical mainstream as a simulated 1ll-
ness. Charcot’s reputation was damaged, as shown by assessments
of his legacy on the occasion of his centenary in 1925, and it pro-
vided ammunition for opponents of psychoanalysis to portray it as
a remedy for a non-existent disease. Freud, who had translated
Bernheim’s De la suggestion into German, was initially favourable
to the theory of suggestion because it offered a purely psychological
account of hysteria, but increasingly he expressed dissatisfaction
with it. In psychoanalysis the patient’s suggestibility is explained

by ‘the transference’, which refers to the tendency of a subject to
repeat within the analytic situation its relations with love objects
from the past, notably parental figures. It was in the experience of
the transference that Freud claimed victory over critics of his libidi-
nal theory of the neuroses: ‘It may be said that our conviction of the
significance of symptoms as substitutive satisfactions of the libido
only received its final confirmation after the enlistment of the

transference.

DAVID LOMAS
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MAX ERNST

Aquis Submersus 1919

0il on canvas

54 x 43.8 tm

Stadtische Galerie im Stadelschen Kunstinstitut,
Frankfurt am Main

fig.44

MAX ERNST

Mobile Object Recommended to Families 1936
Wood and hemp

98.5 x 57.5 x 46 cm

Stiftung Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum, Duisburg




The transference thus offers proof of the omnipotence of desire. In “The Fiftieth Anniversary of
Hysteria, a text that extolled hysteria as ‘the greatest poetic discovery of the later nineteenth century’,
Louis Aragon and Breton inferred that the transference love between hysterics and their attending
physicians did not always go unrequited: ‘Does Freud, who owes so much to Charcot, remember the

time when, according to survivors, the interns at the Salpétriere mixed up their professional duties
with their amorous tastes, and when at dusk the patients either met the doctors outside the hospital
or admitted them to their own beds?’ And clearly a sophisticated understanding of the ongoing
debates about hysteria lay behind their statement that ‘this mental condition is based on the need of a
reciprocal seduction, which explains the hastily accepted miracles of medical suggestion (or counter
suggestion)."

|- A ‘POETICS” OF HYSTERIA

2nd P.S. (1936). ‘Of Eros and the struggle against Eros!” In its enigmatic form, this exclamation by

Freud happens to obsess me on certain days as only some poetry can.
André Breton, 1937"

There 1s possibly a willful anachronism to be discerned in the surrealists’ decision to resurrect the
Salpétriere studies of hysteria at a time when, in France, the diagnosis had fallen into disrepute and

Charcot himself was widely regarded as having been the dupe of his ‘hysterical’ subjects." It may be,

in fact, that the all but complete disappearance of hysteria from psychiatry was a necessary prelude to
| its appropriation by the surrealists.” As early as 1920, an entry in Breton’s private diary refers to hys-
teria as ‘one of the most beautiful poetic discoveries of our epoch’.” As forms of expression, hysteria
and poetry — and the dream likewise - are linked in the sense that they articulate a dialectic of desire
and repression that lies at the crux of the whole surrealist enterprise.

Elaborated by Freud and Josef Breuer in the context of the Studies on Hysteria (1895), repression
(Verdriangung) 1s a psychical process that acts on particular ideas and memories that it seeks to pre-
vent from reaching consciousness. A line of demarcation known as ‘the censorship’ enforces the sepa-

ration of the two systems, conscious and unconscious. The wider resonances of such a term were not
lost on the surrealists, and indeed more than once Freud explicitly compared the psychical operation
with political and press censorship. Within this dynamic model of conflictual forces, hysterical symp-
toms are understood as a compromise between the forces of repression and the forbidden wish: “The
psychoanalysis of hysterics showed that they fell ill as a result of the conflict between their libido and
their sexual repression and that their symptoms were in the nature of compromises between the two
mental currents.”” Dreams, likewise, are a resultant of these two opposed currents. The displacements
and condensations of the dream-work that are responsible for the poetic character of dreams bear
the marks of the censorship just as surely as the wish that is striving for expression. Breton located
the source of poetry at just this point — in the ruses of desire as it endeavours to outwit the censoring
agency. He wrote in LAmour fou that,"What I have wanted to do above all is to show the precautions
and the ruses which desire, in search of its object, employs as it manoeuvres in preconscious waters,
and, once this object is discovered, the means (so far stupefying) it uses to reveal it through

consciousness.”
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fig.45

SALVADOR DALI

Gradiva Rediscovers the Anthropomorphic Ruins —
Retrospective Fantasy 1931-2

0il on canvas

65 x 54 tm

Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid

In the late 1930s the fictional choracter Gradive
became firmly established within surrealism s o
femme fatale and muse-like figure. In Wilhelm
Jensen’s novello Gradiva: A Pompeion Fantasy
(1903), which was analysed by Freud in 1907,
an archoeologist fell in love with a girl represented
in a ploster cost relief, and pursued what he
believed to be her ghost, before discovering her to
be an old childhood friend for whom his
unconscious desire had long gone unrecognised.
The obsessive fraction felt towards the woman
called Gradiva in this tale, with her strange walk,
one foot held almost perpendicular to the ground,
proved an inspiration fo many surrealist artists
and writers.

Masson's masterpiece Gradiva (1939) can be
read on one level as an illustration of Jensen's
story. The figure’s erect foot, the volcano in the
background representing the eruption of Vesuvius
in which Gradiva supposedly perished and the gap
in the wall through which her spirit passed, are all
details taken from this source. Yet the artist also
transforms this scene into an evocation of unbri-
dled libidinal forces. The Pygmalion-like motif of
stone becoming flesh is here metaphorically
extended so that Gradiva’s torso becomes a raw
steak, while her vagina turns into a gaping shell. A
swarm of bees suggests an ombiguous honey
sweetness seeping from this half-rotten body. If for
other surrealists Gradiva symbolised male longing
and displaced desire, Masson’s figure is opened up,
her sexuality explicit. Her right foot casts a dagger-
like shadow near her open sex, and the shooting
volcano leaves no doubt as to the potential out-
come of this encounter.

Gradiva’s position on a stone tablet and the
bloody colouring of this scene also suggest the
theme of sacrifice. Ten years earlier in the periodi-
cal Dacuments, the art historian Carl Einstein had
analysed the breakdown of the human body in
Masson’s work as a process of self-sacrifice, leading
fo a state of ecstasy. During the First World War the
artist had seen the head of o nearby soldier split
open like a ‘ripe pomegranate’ and was himself
badly wounded. The striking metamorphosis of
Masson's female figure, her body cleaved and dis-
integrating into a jumble of fleshy parts, strikingly
evokes o combinafion of the extremes of pain and
pleasure at a moment of sexual release. JK
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ANDRE MASSON
Gradiva 1939
0il on canvas
97 x 130 tm
Private collection

OMNIPOTENCE OF

DESIRE

65



¥

Both of these paintings belongs to o myth chosen or
created by Dali, through which he explores desire and quilf,
fear and aggression. William Tell depicts o confrontation
between a youth and an old man, one of several paintings in
which Dali adapted the legend of William Tell as castrative and
vengeful father in his own version of Freud’s Oedipal scenario.
In the Greek myth the jealous father rejects his son, Oedipus,
who later unwittingly kills his father and marries his mother,
blinding himself when he learns the truth. The story had an
immediate relevance for Dali, as his father had just turned
him out of the family home, partly as o consequence of his
affair with Gala, a morried woman. Shortly after, mimicking
the Tell legend in which the fourteenth-century Swiss patriot is
forced by the occupying Austrian forces fo shoot an apple
placed on the head of his son, Dali had himself photographed
with o sea urchin balanced on his shaved head. The poem
'amour ef la mémoire’ (1931) celebrates his love for Gala
but also describes a nightmare vision of Williom Tell, ‘rage in
his heart’ and with ‘furious and bloodshot eyes’, climbing o
tree with o baguette which he places in a nest. The painting
pulsates with aggression and anxiety, its castration symbolism
fully apparent. The father is horrific, both powerful and
repugnant. The rotting donkey and grand piano issuing from
his shoulder, reprise a scene in the film Un chien andalou,
marking him os o despised symbol of the decaying and cloy-
ing sentimentality of bourgeois culture. The colloged nest of
eqgs in the foreground might symbolise birth and Dali's new
love for Gala. The cypresses in the background recall o paint-
ing by the nineteenth-century Swiss arfist Arnold Backlin, /sle
of the Dead, which for Dali united eroticism and death.

Whilst William Tell has a convulsive energy, Meditation on
the Harp is a mournful picture, its uncanny doubling under-
lined by the contrast between the ghostly glow of the couple
and the earth-dark, bony son. If is one of many paintings
related to Dali’s extended study of Jean Francois Millet’s
hugely popular devotional painting The Angelus (1852).
Begun early in the 1930s, his book Le Mythe Tragique de
I'Angélus de Millet interpreted the image of the peasant cou-
ple pausing fo pray as ‘the maternal variant of the grandiose,
atrocious myth of Saturn, of Abraham, of the Eternal Father
with Jesus Christ, and of William Tell himself — all devouring
their own sons’. For Dali The Angelus was 'rich in unconscious
thoughts”: a series of spontaneous associations arising from
his obsession with it were subjected fo rigorous analysis along
the lines of Freud's The Inferpretation of Dreams, and of his
case histories. In the sexuval encounter Dali caimed fo
uncover, the identities of the couple mutate between
hushand/wife and mother/son; the man's hat covered an
erection and the woman's pose was linked to various forms of
female aggression, including the praying mantis which was
popularly supposed 1o devour her mate after coupling. Dali
also claimed that the scene might have represented a burial,
an idea apparently confirmed by the fact that x-rays reveal
coffin-like shope in the foreground that Millet had painted
out. In Meditation on the Harp the dead son returns to con-
'ront his porents. The woman, now o noked object of desire,
roises her heel in the Gradiva posture, thus drawing in

wther of Dali's favourite Freudian myths (see p.64). DA
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SALVADOR DALI

Meditation on the Harp 19324
0il on canvas

67 x 47 tm

Salvador Dali Museum,

St Petersburg, Florido
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fig.48

SALVADOR DAL

William Tell 1930

0il and colloge on canvas
113 x 87 tm

Private collection
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Repression, and the return of the repressed, lie at the heart of the Gradiva case.” Freud’s
study was based on Wilhelm Jensen’s short story Gradiva: A Pompeiian Fantasy. This tells of a
young archaeologist, Norbert Hanold, who succumbs to a delusional fantasy about a girl repre-
sented on a Roman relief, whom he names Gradiva. After dreaming that she was buried in the
eruption of Vesuvius he sets off to Pompeii to see if he can find any traces of her. While wandering
the streets of Pompeii he encounters by chance a childhood sweetheart called Zoé Bertgang, and at
first he is convinced that she is Gradiva or her reincarnation. It transpires that the source of his
delusion 1s actually the repressed memory of Zo€. When eventually he falls in love with Zoé for
herself, his obsession with Gradiva is cured: meeting Zoé has released his repressed desire. What
this tale reveals is the artfulness of desire in its efforts to overcome obstacles: ‘in and behind the
repressing force, what was repressed proves itself victor in the end’. In order to illustrate this
point, Freud cited an etching by Félicien Rops that depicts the temptation of a monk by a volup-
tuous naked woman in a crucifixion pose. By placing Sin in the place of the Saviour on the cross,
the artist confirms what psychoanalysis has more painstakingly revealed, namely that: ‘when what
has been repressed returns, it emerges from the repressing force itself. Something equivalent to
Rops is portrayed by Salvador Dali in his etched frontispiece for Eluard and Breton's LImmaculée
Conception (1930). A young man buries his head in his hands, but towering over his guilt and
shame is the object of his desire triumphant, a licentious woman with a cross shape cut out of her
skin-tight dress exposing the crotch and nipples.

[t 1s in the most revolting perversions that the forces of repression — disgust, shame and
morality — are definitively triumphed over. Ironically, notes Freud (although the line could have
been penned by Dali), The omnipotence of love is perhaps never more strongly proved than in
such of its aberrations as these.” Harbouring few inhibitions about displaying in public the dirty
linen of the analytic session, at the time he joined the surrealists Dali willingly professed to pro-
clivities that even his liberated acquaintances found distasteful. Amour’, a poem dedicated to his
new wife Gala, announces with alarming candour: T wish it to be known that in love I attach a high
price to everything that 1s commonly named perversion and vice.” It is hard to imagine Breton
sympathising altogether with this viewpoint. Breton’s poetic was modelled on the neuroses in
which, by contrast with the perversions, desire maintains a certain discretion and finds expression
in roundabout ways. Even more disconcerting must have been Dalf’s claim that the ‘treasure land’
(terre de trésors) the surrealists hankered after lay concealed behind objects of the most extreme
revulsion: blood, shit and putrefaction. Not for the last time, Dali found himself at the centre of a
debate about censorship. His reception piece among the surrealists, The Lugubrious Game (1929),
was the subject of a detailed psychoanalytic reading by Georges Bataille which draws attention to
the very aspects of the picture that Breton in his eagerness to get Dali on board the surrealist
group had conveniently overlooked, themes of anal eroticism and so forth. In an earlier version of
the article, titled ‘Dali Screams with Sade’, Bataille outlined his objections to art that plays a polite
game of symbolic transpositions (Breton’s poetic) on the grounds that it is tantamount to siding
with the censor: ‘The elements of a dream or a hallucination are transpositions; the poetic utilisa-
tion of the dream comes down to a consecration of the unconscious censorship, that is to say to a
secret shame and cowardice.”" In opposition to an art modelled on psychoneurosis, that is to say
on the indirect expression of unconscious fantasies, Bataille posits an art of conscious lucidity - of




perversion, in other words. A consistent aesthetic stance is evolved by writers of the Documents
group that rejects the play of metaphor and substitution in favour of an ever more abrupt
encounter with the unadorned truth of desire. The divergences on this issue throw into height-
ened relief the polarised aesthetic stances of Breton and Bataille, and also show the extent to
which Dali was a crucial defining influence for both of them.”

SEDUCTION/SUBVERSION

Hysteria is a more or less irreducible mental condition, marked by the subversion, quite apart from
any delirium-system, of the relations established between the subject and the moral world under
whose authority he believes himself, practically, to be. This mental condition is based on the need
of a reciprocal seduction.

Louis Aragon and André Breton, 1928°°

Seduction is one of the so-called primal scenes (Ur-szenes) described by Freud. Inclined at first to
accept as factual truth the stories of childhood seduction recounted by female hysterical patients
in analysis, Freud later came to doubt the veracity of these memories, concluding instead that
they were the reversal of a primary wishful fantasy to seduce the father. Abandoning belief in the
reality of the event led him to the threshold of that other scene (ein anderer Schauplatz) that
psychoanalysis designates as psychical reality, and to a recognition that perceptions and affects
arising from fantasies can have an equivalent pathogenic force to those derived from events in the
external world: ‘If hysterical subjects trace back their symptoms to traumas that are fictitious,
then the new factor that emerges is that they create such scenes in phantasy, and this psychical
reality requires to be taken into account alongside practical reality.” Fantasies, the stuff of
psychoanalysis as much as of surrealism, are narrative scenarios which have as their purpose a
mise en scene or staging of desire.

The surrealist redefinition of hysteria asserts a connection between seduction and subver-
sion, as demonstrated by Max Ernst’s collage novel Réve d’une petite fille qui voulut entrer au
Carmel (1930).” With the adoption of the collage novel format, Ernst found a means of overcom-
ing one of the principal drawbacks of the image from a surrealist point of view, namely its intrin-
sically static character. The format thus provided an ideal vehicle for the narration of desire.
Allusions to hysteria abound in Ernst’s collage novels but nowhere more so than in this exposé of
the repressed wishes of a saintly young girl called Marceline-Marie. If the dream and hysteria are
interwoven in Ernst’s dream-book, it is because Freud does likewise in his. The frequent asides on
hysteria within the main argument of The Interpretation of Dreams are intended to assert a strict
parallelism between dreams and symptoms of hysteria, in both of which Freud discerns the fulfill-
ment of an infantile wishful impulse. A temporal structure of delay governs both, with archaic
material being recapitulated in dreams and neuroses alike. Already, by 1897, Freud had been con-
vinced that in hysteria ‘everything goes back to the reproduction of scenes’ and it is in this context
that he first introduced the notion of a primal scene, speculating that ‘the psychical structures
which, in hysteria, are affected by repression are ... impulses which arise from the primal
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scenes.”’ By the same token, in The Interpretation of
Dreams one learns that a ‘dream [too] might be
described as a substitute for an infantile scene modified
by being transferred onto a recent experience’.”

Ernst’s Réve opens with the reproduction of an
infantile scene. The first plate is based on a source
lustration of an embracing couple probably snipped
from a pulp novel, to which Ernst has appended a cap-
tion that radically transforms its meaning (fig.49).
This reads “The Father: “Your kiss seems adult, my
child. Coming from God, it will go far. Go, my daughter,
go ahead and ...™ Once it is recognised, the seduction

motif can be seen played out in relation to a succession

of male figures who embody patriarchal authority. AT R S
A vertical axis of paternal authority that the son T

sets out to topple is a staple in Ernst’s work of the early fig 49

1920s. In this task the hysteric is his ally. By the end of MAX ERNST

First illustration in Réve d'une petite fille qui voulet
entrer au Carmel

clearly symbolises the moral order that Aragon and Paris 1930

the decade, the father series (father-priest-God) very

Breton claimed is subverted by hysteria. ‘Love is the

great enemy of Christian morality’, Ernst wrote in
‘Danger de pollution’, a text that gave full vent to his

virulent anti-Catholicism and thus can usetully be read
in conjunction with Réve.” Ernst’s collage-novel has

been convincingly shown to be an elaborate spoof of
Histoire d’'une dme, the autobiography of Saint Theresa
of Lisieux first published in 1898.” Ernst alludes to 5
many of the episodes recounted in this book, including |
the spiritual training of Saint Theresa for her entry into l
the ascetic Carmelite order. Saint Theresa’s intense piety

and the mawkish sentimentality of Histoire d’une dme
made her into a figure of immense popular veneration |
among the French middle classes after she was canon-
1sed in 1925, and also a ready butt for Ernst’s anti- n
Catholicism. From within a surrealist milieu, Pierre

Mabille wrote of Saint Theresa’s passionate love of
Christ as a bourgeois family romance writ large. After
losing her mother at the age of four, Theresa was
brought up by her father towards whom she developed
a strong attachment. Mabille argued that the psycho-
logical motivation for seeking out the cloistered exis-

tence of the convent was in order to preserve this

10 DAVID LOMAS




fig.50

MAX ERNST

Iwo Children Are Threatened by a Nightingale 1924
0il on wood with wood construction

698 x57.1 x11.4 tm

The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Purchase 1937

primordial complex: ‘the family is transported to the Carmelites
and the real father substituted by an ideal, eternal father who,
moreover, assumes the role of spouse.” Mabille follows with the
observation that the institution of the Church depends for its
existence on exploiting this sublimated infantile complex and that
were the patriarchal family to be dismantled, the whole edifice of

|

catholicism would crumble immediately .

Enlisting the hysteric, as Ernst does, in order to blaspheme

the Church and impugn its authority brings to mind a current of
anti-clericalism in Charcot’s work that has been discussed by Jan
Goldstein and which Ernst might have intuited of his own
accord.” Charcot delineated a phase of the hysterical attack in
which poses evoking religious piety or ecstasy, mingled often with
a blatant eroticism, would be assumed by the subject. In a parodic
version of the Imitatio Christi of early Christian saints and mar-
tyrs, the hysteric would sometimes take up a crucifixion pose dur-
ing the attack. One can imagine Ernst’s glee at such a find, having
previously identified himself with Christ in his painting Pieta or
Revolution by Night (fig.52), and mustering all his ingenuity to
work it into the narrative of his collage novel Une semaine de
bonte (1934). Charcot sifted through religious art, claiming to dis-
cover in the poses and gestures innocently recorded by artists of
the past independent validation for his clinical observations. The
retrospective diagnosis of hysteria was one means whereby
Charcot sought to defend the veracity of the condition against
charges that it was merely a piece of theatre, of dissimulation, with
no substance to it. The first such study by Charcot and Paul
Richer, his assistant, was published in 1887 as Les Démoniaques
aans lart. Goldstein believes that a republican, anti-clerical
agenda also lay behind Charcot's triumphal claim to recognise in
the visionary saints, witches and possessed of the past what in a
secular age can finally be given its proper name — hysteria, ‘the
great convulsives of today’.

Nearer 1n time to the surrealists, Janet, in De ['angoisse a
l'extase (1926), reported on a patient called Madeleine, a deeply
devout woman whose case he followed for more than twenty
years.” Among the many extraordinary features of the case, the
woman exhibited physical lesions on her hands and feet like the
stigmata of Christ. In states of ecstasy, she would maintain a stat-
uesque immobility for hours, sometimes even for one or two days,
kneeling down in prayer or with her arms spread-eagled in a cru-
cifixion pose. What first brought her to Janet’s attention in the
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wards of the Salpétriere was a peculiar hysterical gait that she ascribed to a force raising her above the
earth and causing her to walk on tiptoes. Defiance of the laws of gravity is a conspicuous element in
Ernst’s portrayal of hysteria which serves to reinforce the link with himself in the guise of his alter
ego, the bird Loplop.

Ernst attributed to the actively seductive hysteric the capacity to destabilise or subvert patriar-
chal power and authority. Since the early 1980s heated controversy surrounding recovered memories
of childhood abuse has refocused attention on Freud’s seduction theory and the issue of the real or
fantasised origin of these accounts.™ It is a highly charged issue, with Freud accused in some quarters
of evading the actual reality of abuse within the patriarchal family. It is instructive to examine the
conduct of the surrealists with the benefit of this hindsight. The trial in 1933 of Violette Nozieres, an
eighteen-year-old girl who had poisoned her stepfather and then claimed in defence that he had been
raping her repeatedly over a number of years, was a sensation in the national press. Public opinion
was polarised on the truth or falsehood ot her dreadful accusations against the dead man. The
surrealist artists and poets rallied to her cause, publishing a collection of poems and illustrations
praising her as the slayer of a monstrous patriarch: ‘le papa le petit papa qui violait’ (Papa, the little
papa, who raped) intones a poem by Benjamin Péret.” On this occasion, their expected commitment
to the primacy of fantasy did not prevent them from accepting the girl's claims and exploiting the
occasion for an outpouring of anti-patriarchal sentiment. More questionable, however, is their con-
duct in relation to Augustine, whose photographs they reproduced in La Révolution surréaliste in 1928
(fig.51)." X... L...,known as Augustine, entered the Salpétriere on 21 October 1875, aged just fifteen
and a half. The detailed case notes in the Iconographie photographique de la Salpétriere relate that the
girl’s hysterical attacks began shortly after she was raped by Monsieur C..., in whose safekeeping she
had been placed by her mother.” Soon after she entered the household, it appears that C... began
making unwelcome advances that rapidly escalated in violence. After she rejected him several times,

fig.5]1

This photograph of “Augustine” was one of six
reproduced in the article on hysteria in La Révolution
surréaliste with the heading ‘Les Atfitudes
possionelles en 1878" (Postures of Passion in
1878). It was loter reproduced in Robert Benayoun's
Erotique du surréalisme (1965), one of the lost
books about surrealism to be read in draft and
approved by André Breton before his death.
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he menaced her with a razor, forced her to drink alcohol, and then raped her. The child learned
afterwards that her mother, a maidservant, was also the mistress of C.. ., which may explain why
no charges were brought against the perpetrator. The hysterical attacks, which began in the days
immediately following the assault, compulsively reenact the terrifying event that lies at their origin,

as the lengthy descriptions that accompany the photographs made clear. The bald presentation of
the images in the surrealist journal devoid of any reference to these circumstances induces the
viewer to regard them as just another instance of l'amour fou, or as Breton later stated, ‘veritable
tableaux vivants of a woman in love’.

PSYCHOANALYTIC INTERPRETATIONS

When the work of interpretation has been completed, we perceive that a dream is
the fulfilment of a wish.
Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, 1900°"

Declining Breton’s request for a contribution to an anthology of dreams in 1937, Freud cited as his
main reason the fact that the manifest content of the dream — that which excited Breton on
account of its poetic nature — was of little interest to him.* For psychoanalysis the manifest dream
s but grist to the mill of interpretation which aims at tracking down the latent dream content,

exposing the unconscious wish of which the dream is but a disguised expression. Interpretation
seeks to overcome repression (the resistance) and bring to light concealed drives and impulses.
Described in this way, psychoanalytic interpretation ostensibly functions in the service of uncon-
scious desire. However, analysis or interpretation can also be viewed more negatively as a rational
appropriation of desire, disarming it and submitting it to the control of (psycho)analytic reason.
Small wonder, then, that Breton prevaricated interminably on the question of the merit, or other-
wise, of interpreting surrealist texts.

What about the psychoanalytic interpretation of surrealist images? Louis Aragon, in ‘Max

Ernst, peintre des illusions’ (an essay contemporaneous with the collage paintings of 1921-3 but
not published until later) holds out for the mystified viewer of Ernst’s work a tantalising escape
hatch from the enigmas they pose. ‘Treat these drawings like dreams, Aragon wrote, ‘and analyse
them in the manner of Freud. You will find there a very simple phallic meaning.* Art historical
scholarship on Ernst has made good on this promise, but in recent times the validity of an
approach modelled on dream interpretation has been disputed. Uwe Schneede, in the catalogue of
an Ernst retrospective at the Tate Gallery in 1981, objected to all this ‘compulsively psychoanalytic’
interpretation of the artist’s work.” In a similar vein, Werner Spies proposes that in looking at
Ernst’s work one should eschew interpretation altogether. Men Shall Know Nothing of This, the
title of a painting of 1923 (fig.42), conveys, according to Spies, the kernel of enigma that is vital to
all Ernst’s imagery. For all that they look dream-like, the secrets of collage, and of paintings
inspired by collage, are not meant to be unlocked by any key to dreams; they are there simply to
be marvelled at. Spies argues that ‘Max Ernst’s work diverged from the beginning from the rebus
or puzzle subject to logical solution ... [Ernst] was interested foremost in the superadded value
of the dream, the inexplicability produced by dream distortion and dream compression, and not

! OMNIPOTENCE OF DESIRE 1é;




This painting, which was owned by the poet Paul
Eluard and reproduced as a reflection of surrealist
concerns in the periodical La Révolution surréaliste
in 1925, demonstrates on several Ernst's commit-
ment fo psychoanalytical theory. '{

The internal ‘logic’ of the picture follows the
model of Freudian ‘dream work’. Taking a cluster of
autobiographical and artistic starting points, Ernst
submits them fo the processes of ‘displacement’ and
‘tondensation” by which, according to o dream’s I
mechanisms, the repressed desires and anxieties of
the dreamer ore encoded in the dream itself. The
picture’s fitle encourages us o interpret the image
os o kind of reverse-Pieta. Rather than the Virgin
Mother-of-Christ with her dead son in her arms, the ;
painting presents the image of o kneeling bowler- ([
hatted man who holds a statuesque figure (a form
of ‘displacement’).

From various visual clues, notably the mous-
tache, this figure can be identified os Ernst’s father,
Phillipe. Given the reverse-Pieta logic, he must also
represent God-the-Father, and bearing in mind that
on one occasion in Ernst's childhood, his pious |
father, who was a ‘Sunday painter’, had painted
Ernst as the infant Jesus, it becomes opparent that
Philippe is offering us a petrifed Ernst-as-Christ. The
implication is that the father has sacrificed his son,
and this in turn suggests that an Oedipal fantasy of
paternal revenge underlies the picture. As with a
dream, a number of associative strands have been
shunted together or ‘condensed’ into a single
image. Beyond this straightforwardly Oedipal read-
ing, a further level of Freudianism possibly under-
pins the image: this time the specific details of
Freud's so-called ‘Wolf Man’ case history of 1918.
This case had involved o patient fantasising that, as
Christ, he would give birth to God's child.

Freud had used this fantasy of male filiation to
corroborate his notion of o proto-homosexual
‘inverted Oedipus complex’ in which the son uncon-
sciously harbours a feminine relation to the father.
f the Pieta therefore expresses an ambivalent relo-
ion to the father — as desired object as much as
estroyer — it is interesting that in The Meeting of
Friends, an important group portrait of the Paris
dadaists of late 1922 that immediately preceded
the Pieta, Ernst had depicted himself perched,
rather coquettiishly, on the knee of a patriarchal- |
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fig.52 looking Dostoevsky. Given that Ernst’s pose is simi- |
MAX ERNST lar in hf]ﬂ:l puinitings, i seems that Ernst may have ’.
Pieta or Revolution by Night 1923 been filrflng with an essentially homo-erofic fan-

0il on canvas tasy. DH

116.Z x 88.9 cm

Tate. Purchosed 1981
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in analysis or explication’.* In support of this aesthetic of bafflement, as it might be described,
Spies calls upon Theodor Adorno, who had argued that in trying to explain the strangeness of
surrealism in terms of familiar themes like the Oedipus complex one winds up ‘explaining away
that which only needed to be explained’.” Psychoanalysis stands accused of cramming the ‘luxu-
riant multiplicity’ of surrealism into a procrustean bed of limited, reductive categories. The shock
value of surrealist imagery, a function of surprise and inexplicability, is dissipated if we know all
the answers in advance.

The idea of an encrypted secret meaning, buried or repressed, of which men shall know
nothing, far from being foreign to the conceptual baggage of psychoanalysis, is in fact one of its
most fundamental themes. Freud argued that ‘we obtain our concept of the unconscious from the
theory of repression. The repressed is the prototype of the unconscious for us.* It is even possible
to suggest that Ernst figures the structure of a repressed complex pictorially in Oedipus Rex

(1923), a picture that, more than any other, appears at first sight to hold out the promise of a
simple phallic sense. The nutshell at the centre of the image, which the hand holding it seems to be
trying unsuccessfully to prise open, is the visual analogue of an unsolvable enigma. Does Ernst

hand us the meaning or withhold it? The complex interplay of concealment and exposure implies

that the image contains both the structure of a concealed secret and the bringing of it to light.
Réve d’une petite fille qui voulut entrer au Carmel is patently not a very hopeful test case for

Werner Spies’s assertion that the dream-collage comparison is misleading and misdirected.

The format of the collage novel provided Ernst with an ideal vehicle for emulating the temporality
| of unconscious desire in dreams and fantasies, and his earlier collage paintings mime the conden-
sations and displacements of the dream-work. Although plainly much happens in the course of
Réve that defies ordinary criteria of intelligiblity this does not mean that the only response to sur-
realist images should be one of bemused enjoyment and that there is no place for judicious inter-

| pretation. For one thing, such a claim overlooks the fact that Réve is itself a parodic interpretation

of another text, Histoire de ['ame, the recognition of which is indispensable to its function as a cri-
tique. The seduction fantasy around which Ernst structured this collage novel is a prime example
of a repressed kernel of meaning — one men would prefer to know nothing of, as the present-day
debate over sexual abuse within the family shows. The subversion of dominant values that Ernst
pursues in concert with the unruly, disruptive hysteric is dependent on a return of the repressed,
that is to say on a crucial shifting of the balance from repression to recognition, and interpreta-
tion does play a necessary role in this.

[n a letter to André Breton in 1932, Freud confessed in a tone of exasperation: ‘Although I have
received many testimonies of the interest that you and your friends show for my research, I am
not able to clarify for myself what surrealism is and what it wants. Perhaps I am not destined to
understand it, I who am so distant from art.* Despite Freud’s professed incomprehension, an
examination of the theme of hysteria reveals the extent to which surrealism and psychoanalysis
are linked, their convergence apparent at the most general level of a description of the human
subject. As Jacques Lacan, whose ‘return’ to Freud owes much to his former surrealist affiliation,
put it: “The subject in question is not that of reflexive consciousness, but that of desire.* If the
exchanges between Breton and Freud sometimes appear to show mutual incomprehension, the
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reasons are to be found not in any fundamental misunderstanding of psychoanalysis by the surreal-

ists but in their imperative to change the world. For them it was a matter of knowing not only how
our dreams are shaped by the remote past, but also how they might be realised concretely in the
future. In its refusal to compromise on that secular act of faith, whatever its other limitations, surreal-
ism retains a seductive appeal.‘Desire, yes, always.”

fig.53

MAX ERNST

The Robing of the Bride 1940
0il on canvas

129.6 x 96.3 tm

Peggy Guggenheim Collection,
Venice.

Solomon R. Guggenheim
Foundation, New York
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The Robing of the Bride is an immensely rich,
multi-layered production. As with the illustro-
tions to Ernst’s early 1930s collage-novels a
cluster of apparently disparate elements have
been fused into o seamless narrative. This ‘col-
laging” is not just visual but extends fo a range
of symbolic and literary sources.

This painting was completed during o
period when Max Ernst, separated from his
lover Leonora Carrington, was inferned as
an ‘enemy alien’ in France. Given this, the
whole scene suddenly becomes redolent of one
of the ‘witch trials of the Middle Ages, with the
greenish heron/stork at the left playing the
part of one of the inquisitors whose job it was
fo strip suspected witches and probe their bod-
ies for ‘witch marks'.

Many aspects of the image conform fo the
iconography of withcraft. The right-hand fig-
ure, whose body and hair/headdress seems fo
be tugged ot by invisible forces, is probably o

reworking of one of the ‘weather witches' of
German legend. (The witchcraft scenes of the
German Renaissance master Hans Baldung
Grien are o demonstrable source for the pic-
ture, fo say nothing of allusions to the body-
types found in Cranach’s paintings.) If the
general scenario reads as one of exorcism the
putfed-up throat of the right-hand figure
becomes understandable: grotesque swellings
were alleged to occur in witches’ bodies prior fo
the expulsion of demons.

The expelled ‘demonic’ presences — the
disconsolate homunculus in the bottom right
corner and the shrunken gold head above the
breast of the central bird/woman — could also
be read as mutant olchemical products. In
alchemy the ‘Bride’ was o ferm given to the
perfected ‘stone’ affer its ‘stripping’ and
'robing’ (colour changes) in the furnace. This
product wos also synonymous with the
Philosopher’s Stone and the alchemical andro-

gyne. In one of the more barogue hermetic
parables, The Chymical Wedding of Christian
Rosenkreutz, the stone is equated with o fabu-
lous bird, nourished on royal blood. But if
alchemy, in idealist terms, saw the androgyne
as representing an analogue for the perfection
of the Philosopher’s Stone, the homonculus with
its overly sexualised body speaks of an
alchemy-gone-awry.

The ‘possessed’ sorceress at the right of the
image finally expresses something of the surre-
alists’ attitude towards female sexuality. The
surrealists approvingly reinferpreted’posses-
sion’ as analagous fo hysteria. This ‘feminine’
disorder, manifested in symptoms for which
there was no physical cause and said by Freud
fo arise from the inability to release sexual
excitemen!, hod been o late nineteenth-
century "discovery’ which the surrealists reval-
orised, publishing old photographs of patients
in ‘attitudes passionelles’. DH
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chapter three

‘PRIERE DE FROLER’: THE TOUCH IN SURREALISM

Julia Kelly

girlish figure with half-open lips stands as if waiting for something to happen. Her large round eyes express
wonder or awe, a state of innocence and expectancy. She is naked, her knees bent and pressed together, her arms
and shoulders awkwardly hunched. Her hands reach before her, their fragile fingers stretching out to feel an

empty space. This sculpture in smooth white plaster stands in Alberto Giacometti’s Paris studio. André Breton
sees her, and is captivated.

The meeting between Breton and Giacometti’s Invisible Object is described first in a text entitled ‘Equation
de 'objet trouvé’, published in 1934, and then in LAmour fou (1937), Breton’s famous exploration of the special
! nature of surrealist love and the means of attaining it.' Here, the Invisible Object, created in 1934, encapsulates the mysteri-
ous dynamics of the surrealist encounter, potential prelude to amorous and erotic experiences. In Breton's account of his
, and Giacometti’'s wanderings and discoveries at Paris’s Saint-Ouen flea market, the Invisible Object comes to stand at the
centre of a series of realised and unrealised desires and meetings. For Breton, this sculpture represents the libidinal forces

that motivate the ongoing surrealist quest, and is ‘the very emanation of the desire to love and be loved in search of its real
human object, in its painful ignorance’.’

In his evocation of this work, Breton weaves together details of its creation and composition with his own desires.
The figure’s empty hands, gesturing forward and partly obscuring a view of her breasts, tantalise him. The process of her
creation becomes intimately associated with two strange objects found at the flea market. A metal half-mask noticed by
Giacometti is seen to resonate with the mysterious expression on the figure’s face and provide a catalyst for its completion.
| A wooden spoon with a slipper-shaped handle purchased by Breton evokes for him Cinderella’s lost slipper, and uncovers a
chain of hidden erotic associations (fig.14). Breton recalls having some months earlier asked Giacometti to create for him a
shoe-shaped ashtray or ‘cinder holder’ (cendrier), which he now identifies as an unrealised and wished for fetish-link to an
imaginary Cinderella figure, Cendrillon of Charles Perrault’s fairy tale. Playing on a famous ambivalence in Perrault’s text in
the description of the heroine’s lost slipper, Breton envisages this non-existent object as made of either glass or fur, accord-
ing to the confusion of the homonyms verre (glass) and vair (squirrel fur).” Its sleek and smooth imagined form, like the
streamlined shape of the wooden flea-market spoon which substitutes for it, recalls for Breton his own penis.

The constellation of associations evoked by this sculpture in Breton’s account bring out its functions as a paradigmatic
figure of surrealist encounter. Her hands suggest a desire to make contact but also form a distancing screen against the
onlooker’s touch. Her eyes are speculatively mediated through the mask, a means of partly fig.54
obscuring her gaze, which could only filter through its fine slits. While the feet of Giacometti’s fin-  ALBERTO GIACOMETTI
. , —n , Rl : The Invisible Object
ished sculpture are immobilised, Breton's meditation on the slipper-spoon suggests the wander- Holding the Void) 1934, cast 1935
ing feet of Cinderella, straying illicitly at night in order to meet her erotic destiny. The feel of glass  Bronze
and fur in contact with the foot heightens the sensual potential of this narrative of meetings. Sl iy

A | 4 National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC.
The idea of an encounter which is near but also always at some distance, intimate but also  Ailsa Mellon Bruce Fund
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tantalising and fleeting, comes across strongly in this sculpture and its web of associations, where

the crucial meeting is significant as much for the ongoing search it provokes as for its moments of

fixed experience. In Amour fou Breton describes how now he is ‘only counting on what comes of

my own openness (disponibilité), my eagerness to wander in search of everything.' The suggestive

imagery of hands and eyes, surface textures and sensual tactility, evoked in Breton’s account of

Giacometti’s sculpture, is appropriate to these ambivalent meetings. |
The French term fréler (‘to brush against’) seems particularly appropriate for the sort of |

touches evoked in surrealist objects and paintings: the glancing touch which provokes and excites,

the feel of fur, feathers, fabric. If, for example, Breton used the term frotter to describe the impact
between different realities whose

rubbing together produces the |
Aﬁewyeurs ago one cnnsfnnij saw at the Bal Bullier, in Paris, a tall girl wht}seﬁlce was lean and bony,

but whose black hair was ﬂffru“fy remarkable fengfh. She wore ifﬂﬂming down her shoulders and loins.
Men DﬁEﬂfﬂHDIﬂJE’d her in the street to touch or kiss the hair. Others would accompany her home and
pay hE’i"ﬁJr the mere prﬂsure ﬂftﬂu::hing and kissing the fﬂﬂg black tresses. One, in consideration ﬂfﬂ

spark or fire of surrealist revelation,
the more delicate froler suggests a
constant state of arousal without

relatively considerable sum, desired to pollute the silky hair. She was obliged to be always on her guard, real fulfilment. This kind of touch ‘
and to take all sorts ﬂfpremutinns to prevent any one cutting off this ornament, which constituted her promises much but does not deliver. |
only beauty as well as her livelihood. Froleuses can also be teasing “

E. Laurent, L'’Amour morbide, 1891 prostitutes, whose métier is |

seduction without an eventual ‘

amorous outcome. In this way the encounter, as a cornerstone of surrealist erotic experience, is |

mediated through ambiguity and distance, its tensions and frustrations heightening its sensual

and libidinal appeal. |
Breton evoked in Les Vases communicants (1932) the effect of bringing together two very '

different objects, and the energy that their meeting could produce: ‘two different bodies, rubbed l

one against the other, attain, by their spark, their supreme unity in fire.” The potential of such

random combinations was famously inspired by a passage in Lautréamont’s Maldoror (1868-70), |

which describes a charged urban encounter between the protagonist and a handsome young |

English boy, Mervyn. Here the scene is set in the twilit rue Vivienne in Paris, among its dazzling

shop windows. Mervyn's great beauty is compared to, among other things, the beauty of ‘the | ‘
chance encounter of a sewing machine and an umbrella on a dissecting table’.” The setting for
this meeting, the deserted street with its seductive shop displays, later inspired André Masson in
the creation of his Rue Vivienne streetwalker mannequin for the 1938 Exposition internationale
du surréalisme. Breton picked up on the sexual implications of this pairing of the sewing
machine and umbrella, identifying them as female and male, and imagining them as engaged in
mechanical intercourse.’

Objects in surrealism suggest some of these dynamics of meeting and coupling. Meret |
Oppenheim’s Object (Le Déjeuner en fourrure) appears as the unlikely offspring of the physical |
union of crockery set (the hollow forms of female sex organs) and wild beast, a hybrid creation of |
illicit intercourse, like the monstrous Minotaur. Past encounters and physical contact, real or |
imagined, are recorded in the form of mementoes, such as the bronze glove included by Breton in
his novel Nadja (1928), a cast of a potential love token and a challenge (a dropped gauntlet) to the
pursuant, like Cinderella’s dropped slipper. The glove also has chivalric echoes, like those worn in
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Few works of art in recent years have so cap-
tured the popular imagination as has Meret
Oppenhefm s surrealist GE};‘EET. the furwh'ned
cup, plate and spoon’. Like Lautrémont’s
renowned image, like Dall’s limp watches, the
fur-lined tea set’ makes concretely real the
most extreme,the most bizarre imprﬂ bﬂbir’@,

The tension and excitement caused ,E}, this

object in the minds of tens of thousands of

Americans have been expressed in rage,

la ugh ter, di'sgwf or dv?r':'ghf.

Alfred H. Barr Jr, Museum of Modern Art, 1937

fig.55
MERET OPPENHEIM

Object (Le Déjeuner en fourrure) 1936
Fur-covered cup, saucer ond spoon

7.3 cm high

The Museum of Modern Art,

New York. Purchase 1946
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['Egypte de Mlle Cléo de Mérode is one of Joseph Cornell’s earliest
homages to the ethereal but secular goddesses of stage and
screen, remote objects of intense devotion. His boxes, encasing
objects, fragments and photographs which have real or imagined
associations with the object of desire, distil o longing for the
unattoinable mediated through the compensatory power of
memories.

(léo de Mérode was a famous beauty of fin-de-siécle Paris;
dancer and lover of Léopold Il of Belgium, she was one of the
models for the actress Rachel in Proust’s A la recherche du femps
perdu. For Cornell she was a legendary figure from an age that
fascinated him os much as the earlier stars of the romantic ballet,
such os Marie Taglioni whose encounter with a Russian highway-
man on the icy steppes inspired Taglioni’s Jewel Casket. At the
fime that the box was made Cornell was probably unaware that
(léo was still alive and surrounded by admirers.

The dork-stained ook box is itself redolent of nineteenth-cen-
fury luxury and travel; its compartments and bottles, readymade
miracles of efficient storage, here recall o scientific specimen case
rather than o jewel casket. Working on the nominal link with
Cleopatra and Egypt, Cornell plays on the idea of the Egyptian

n 05 the sign of timeless glamour, and on archoeology os a

r for the buried and partially retrievable past.
' of the goddess Hathor, the Egyptian Aphrodite whose
o the afterlife, is posted into the lid. This image

fig.56
JOSEPH CORNELL

12 x 30.2 x 21 tm

together with the delicately marbled paper lining the box suggests
the painted interior of an Eqyptian tomb, the contents sealed for
posterity but already lobelled for the archoeologist of the future.
Made, like so many of his boxes, to be handled, the contents are
only fully visible when the bottles are lifted out. Beneath the shee
of glass that seals the lower horizontal compartment of the box
he spread red sand fo evoke the desert, scattered with the arm of
a porcelain doll, wooden ball, o German coin and fragments of
glass and mirror.

In the upper level of the box the shallow glass section to the
right contains plastic rose petals and the legend ‘Rosée a feuilles
de rose’ (Rose-leaf dew). The twelve cork-stoppered glass bottles
contain heterogeneous objects. One bottle contains a cut-out pho-
tograph, probably of Cléo, set in yellow sand (the photograph
resembles one reproduced by Georges Bataille in his essoy
on ‘The Human Face’ in Documents, September 1929), labelled
'C(LEO DE MERODE / Sphinx'. A bottle with tulle, rhinestones,
sequins, pearls, metal and glass fragments is lobelled ‘Les Mille et
Une Nuits’ (The Thousand and One Nights). Some refer to the
‘Natural History’ of the fitle: a botfle with red paint and shell or
bone fragments is lobelled ‘Temps fabuleux/fossiles végétaux’
(Fabled era/plant tossils). This recalls Cornell’s first major instal-
lation in o surrealist exhibition (Alfred Barr's 1936 Fantastic Art,
Dada, Surrealism ot the Museum of Modern Art, New York) The
Elements of Natural Philosophy’, in which he used a similar cose

Taglioni's Jewel Casket 1940
Wooden box containing glass ice cubes, jewellery, ete

The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Gift of James Thrall Soby, 1953

of specimen bottles. In Cornell’s world of complex associations,
temporal, historical, geogrophical and affective, ‘natural history’
leads both to the ancient eras of the geological universe and the
display cases of New York’s Natural History Museum.

Although Cornell never travelled abroad, he fuelled his imag-
inary journeys with materials garnered from antiguarian stores
and junk shops in New York, flotsam and jetsam from the beach,
trinkets from dime stores and mementoes of many kinds. He kept
files of material relating to people or experiences of special
importance, and the boxes themselves are often the disfillation
from these archives. His box-constructions are a highly diverse
genre; some are ready found, others made o his specifications.
The associations are always multiple and convey longing in its
many guises: shop windows, display cases, cages, the lost world of
children’s toys. The explicit erofic symbolism of the surrealist
object as Salvador Dali envisaged it was alien to Cornell’s deli-
cately allusive work, which explores desire and its complex layers
through association, concealment, displacement and memory.

A special entry was devoted to Cléo de Mérode in the Lexique
succinct de I'érotisme, published in the 1959 EROS catalogue. It
was said of her that ‘the purity of her face framed by flat ban-
deaux made it the most complete image of the “femme fleur”
(woman-flower) that dominated around 1900°. DA
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fig.57

JOSEPH CORNELL

L'Egypte de Mlle (léo de Mérode: cours
elementaire d’histoire naturelle 1940
Mixed-media construction

12,1 x27.3 x 18.4 tm

Robert Lehrman, Washington, DC
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fig.58

PAUL DELVAUX

Street of Trams 19389

0il on canvas

90.3 x 130.5 cm

Scottish National Gallery of Modern
Art, Edinburgh. Bequeathed by
Gabrielle Keiller 1995




fig.59

PAUL DELVAUX

Dawn over the Gity 1940
0il on canvas

174 x 200 ¢m

Artesia Bank, Belgium
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fig.60

RENE MAGRITTE

The Elusive Woman 1928
0il on convas

81 x 116 cm

Private collection

fig.61

RENE MAGRITTE

The Lovers 1928

Oil on canvas

54 x 73.4 tm

The Museum of Modern Art. New York.

Fractional ond promised gift of
Richard S. Zeisler, 1998




She let fall one of her glass slippers, which the Prince
carefully picked up.
Charles Perrault, Cinderella, 1697

He had a passion for women's shoes. To touch them;
to kiss them; to let himseff be trﬂmpfed underneath
their charming heels (pointed heels painted scarlet to
look like splashes of blood); it is a modest joy that he
has sought since he was a child. On this, though, the
ladies of the court have not satisfied him: clumsy and
timid, afraid of harming the heir to the throne, they
dressed up in slippers. And, fearing he would kiss them
in a vulgar manner, with every sign of respect they
raised ﬂﬁjﬂf up to his august but bitter mouth with its
ﬁxed smile ... For this rgvﬂf lover one must be the

haughty mistress, the pitiless domingtrix in hard heels,
someone I could be — [ who understand!

(laude Cahun, ‘Cinderella, Humble, Haughty
Child’, in ‘Les Heroines’, mid-1920s

fig.62

JOSEPH CORNELL

Untitled (Mona Lisa) ¢.1940-2

Lidded and papered cylindricol cardboard box sealed with
painted clear glass, containing photographic reproductions,
sequins, hairpin, glass beads ond black paper fragment
3.5 x 7.6 cm (diameter)

Marguerite and Robert Hoffman

——

knights” helmets, and defended to the death. Joseph Cornell’s
glass ice cubes in Taglioni’s Jewel Casket of 1940 similarly stand
as the souvenir of an erotically charged encounter between the
ballerina and a highway robber, the pure distillation in this case
of a moment of danger full of repressed sexual thrill, while the
jewel-case itself symbolises the female genitalia.” This work

~ shares the quality of fragility and preciousness of the fairytale

glass slipper. These objects are all of a hand-held scale, and by
their functions involve the touch and grasp of fingers.

[n the paintings of René Magritte and Paul Delvaux, touch
and sight are combined strikingly in evocations of encounters
with strange women. In Magritte’s The Elusive Woman (f1g.60),
four reaching hands are trapped in their stony surround, never
to touch the naked woman between them. Her awkward gesture
(both shielding and caressing) only serves to draw attention to
her hairless and unprotected pubis, while her impassive face
makes no eye contact with the onlooker. Her stance suggests
ambiguity, a potential openness to sensual and sexual advances,
and Magritte’s treatment of his subject heightens this: her

smooth flesh contrasts with the textured rock in its sensual
properties, but its hard grey shadows also evoke an equivalent
hardness and inviolability. Paul Delvaux’s Street of Trams (fig.58)
depicts a series of women in a modern urban setting, awaiting a
tram in a deserted street. To the left two women are interrupted
in the process of an intimate act: one of them treads a discarded
piece of white clothing underfoot, while the identity of the other
s partly obscured by a curtain. These two figures are framed by
their architectural setting, the focus of their composition lying
precisely at the titillating point where one woman's hand
appears to brush against the other’s buttocks. The sensual
impact of the painting, latent in its theme of waiting prostitutes,
1s encapsulated in this one small tactile detail.”

Cornell’s Untitled (Mona Lisa) consists of two round cases.
[n one, the artist isolates the suggestive detail of the Mona Lisa’s
crossed hands, one appearing to caress the other with its gently
parted index and middle fingers. The other case focuses on her
face, the pasted reproduction of which is enclosed behind glass,
on top of which a few small jewelled trinkets lay. The three-
dimensional immediacy of these tiny toy-like objects, with their
invitation to the curiosity of hand and eye, points up the dis-
tance of the woman whose gaze meets ours, mediated through
layers of art historical past, paper reproduction and glass
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fig.63

JOSEPH CORNELL

Untitled (Greta Garbo) ¢.1939
Mixed-media construction
33.7 x24.1 x 7.6 tm

Richard L. Feigen




fig.64

JOSEPH CORNELL

Untitled (Bebe Marie) early 1940s

Papered and painted wooden box with painted
corrugated cardboard floor, containing doll in cloth
dress and straw hat with cloth flowers, efc
59.7x31.5x13.3 m

The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Acquired
through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest, 1980

fig.65

JOSEPH CORNELL

Untitled (Pinturicchio Boy) 194252
Mixed-media construction

35.2x28.3x 9.8 cm

The Joseph and Robert Cornell Memorial
Foundation, courtesy C&M Arts, New York

fig.66

JOSEPH CORNELL

Untitled (Grand Hatel) ¢1950
Mixed-media construction
48.3x 32.4 x 10.2 cm

The Joseph and Robert Cornell
Memorial Foundation,
courtesy (&M Arts, New York
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fig.67

JOSEPH CORNELL

Observatory Colomba Carrousel ¢.1953
Mixed-media construction

46 x 29.2 x 14.6 tm

Robert Lehrman, Washington, DC
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fig.68

JOSEPH CORNELL

An Image for 2 Emilies ¢.1954
Mixed-medio construction
349x%x26.7 x7 tm

Robert Lehrman, Washington, D(
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covering. This layering effect is a striking feature of Cornell’s homage to Greta Garbo, Untitled

(Greta Garbo) (fig.63), in which the star is presented in a scaled-up daguerreotype format, her
photograph sealed behind several sheets of plain, blue-tinted and mirrored glass. The dark blue

soft velvet lining of the sides of the box creates an effect of tactility, and Garboss glittering necklace

is doubled, brought into tantalising relief, by the addition of a few rhinestones and a string of

pearls. The overall blue colouring of this piece suggests a frozen coldness to Garbo’s smooth skin,

the inaccessibility of the cinema star, while the mirrored glass throws the gaze of the viewer back

out of this precious realm onto their own desiring self. Shards of mirror create a similar effect in

Observatory Colomba Carrousel (fig.67), underlining the onlooker’s distance from the evocative

domain of the word-fragment ‘hotel’. The urban contexts of much of Cornell’s work, and its

sources 1n the movie theatre, the museum, the shop window and the junk store, suggest a kind of
desire-led wandering, whose moments of epiphany are captured in boxes full of sensual promise,

seductive mementoes of the ultimately unattainable.

The location par excellence of the erotic encounter within surrealism is the city. The motif

of wishful wandering’, strolling through the streets of Paris hoping for the sexual frisson of a

meeting with an unknown woman is crucial to surrealism’s early years, and explored above all in

It has become very difficult to differentiate at first sight an honest woman or a pure young girl from
a whore ... All wﬂmen,ﬁﬂm the adolescent to thegmndmﬂther are rmoulded ﬂfmrdfng to the same
model: they wear lipstick and powder their faces, have pearly eyelids, long black lashes, painted
nails, platinum or red hair ... they all smoke, drink cocktails, loiter at dance halls, drive cars ...
Given the promiscuity of these bodies that are not always comparable to Venus, how can we place
them 2 Which is the marquise, the wife of the wealthy industrialist? Or simply the woman of easy
virtue ? What an embarrassing question and what a difficult problem to solve!”

Leon Bizard, La Vie des filles, 1934

Aragon’s Le Paysan de Paris of
1926 and Breton's Nadja of
1928. Breton made explicit the
most important aspect of the
marvellous in the city in an
interview of the 1950s: ‘the
unforeseen encounter which
always tends, explicitly or not,
to take on a woman’s features,

marks the culmination of that quest."" The surrealists’ conception of sensual city experience drew
its inspiration most strikingly from Charles Baudelaire’s fldneur in “The Painter of Modern Life’

(1863), the man moving ‘into the crowd as though into an immense reservoir of electricity’, and

highly sensitive to every detail of soft furs, shiny gauzes, glittering jewels and dramatic make-up in

the ranks of women that he brushes against.”” A poem-object by Breton of 1937 combines the evo-

cation of a walk in a specific Parisian location, the avenue des Acacias near to the Arc de Triomphe,

with a miniature decorative ermine in white fur (fig.74).

Breton’s novel Nadja evokes the narrator’s meeting with a mysterious woman he notices one

day in a Paris street, catching his attention with her dark eye make-up, her strange smile and her

tloating walk." A series of successive encounters ensue, both planned and sometimes unplanned,

Nadja appearing by chance in the same street as Breton. Their relationship is finally overshadowed

by another meeting with the unnamed "X’ (Suzanne Muzard) who represents the real object of

Breton’s quest for ‘ideal love’, at least as he presents it. Breton ceases to contact Nadja, who is finally

confined to a mental hospital. It is significant, however, that although the encounter with X’ has a

transcendental status within the novel, this meeting is not described in detail, and the main inter-
est of the narrative as a whole is Nadja and her precarious existence.

The images through which Nadja’s presence is evoked stand as telling examples of a glancing
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contact, keeping Breton’s interaction with her at a distance. Her fragile build and pale complexion,
reminders of past illnesses, complement her own descriptions of herself as phantom-like, a ‘genie’
and a ‘wandering soul’. Of Nadja’s own appearance, the reader sees only her delicate ‘fern-like’ eyes,
repeated four times in a photo-collage as if to signal her obsessive gaze (fig.109). One of the self-

portraits she gives to him as a love-token (described by Breton but not reproduced in the book)
shows her as a Mazda light-bulb with butterfly’s wings, the ethereal bringer of illumination. "
Breton also transcribes among her expressions of love for him her claim,’] am but a tiny atom
breathing at the corner of your lips or expiring’ (see p.138)."” This image of her contact with him
through the tiniest particle of breath, a kind of dematerialised kiss, expresses strikingly the princi-
ple of frolement. The motif of the hand too, so central to this novel, is the agent of the enticing
caress, like the red ‘hand of fire’ that Nadja is desperate to touch and which for her represents
Breton.*

[n Nadja the ambiguity of the glancing encounter also becomes pressing. Breton's exemplary
muse figure herself has a troubled status. In her past, Nadja implies, she has had to resort to pros-
titution in dire financial circumstances, and she suggests to him that she will do so again in her
current situation, prompting a gift of money from Breton. In his writings Breton often professed
his repugnance for prostitution and prostitutes. However, it is clear that the figure of the prostitute
also intrigued him." In Les Vases communicants he recalls a formative memory of a streetwalker
whose most striking feature continues to haunt him: ‘Many times, and still very recently, [ had con-
tessed to some friend the extraordinary nostalgia caused in me, since the age of thirteen or four-
teen, by the kind of violet eyes that had fascinated me in a woman who must have worked the
pavement at the corner of the rue Réamur and the rue Palaestro’™ He also describes his process of
approaching women in the street, sometimes bearing a single red rose, to elicit a flirtatious glance
or a smile.” Breton is aware of the problems of these urban muses, for example, the young dancer
he comes across who innocently agrees to accompany him and whose lack of prudence makes him
ponder: ‘I couldn’t help vaguely wondering what exactly she was doing there at that time and form-
ing some doubt, vigorously resisted atterwards, as to her morality.” In this text Breton compares
the process of wandering in the city to the dream, where moral barriers are broken down by the
force of ‘desire searching for the object of its realisation’, and he uses the erotic image of the bed
sheet to represent the city, cut into by the force of desire, and sewn up again at the moment of
encounter.”

In Le Paysan de Paris, on the other hand, Aragon celebrated prostitution as an essential com-
ponent of his mythology of the surrealist city.” The roving narrator of the novel sought out a range
of ways in which random meetings could excite and inspire, whose scope was much broader than
Breton’s insistence on ‘ideal love’. In the section ‘Le Passage de 'Opéra’, Aragon traced the spread of
all kinds of erotic activity within city locations. New realms for casual encounters suggested them-
selves to his imagination, such as massage parlours, but also the public baths, whose piquancy was
enhanced by their accessibility and ‘the sense of intimacy in the very centre of a public place’.”
The crush of the Métro yielded opportunities for frustrated married women to experience fleeting
physical contact.” And, most poetic of all in Aragon’s account, the hairdresser is revealed as the site
of unacknowledged sensual pleasures. The narrator is lost in the contemplation of a head of blond
hair, ‘the pure, lazy coils of a python of blondness’ whose shining mass provokes a stream of
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captivating associations: ‘This unfurled hair had the electric pallor of storms, the cloudiness of

breath upon metal. The experience of having one’s own hair cut is also marked out as an occasion
for physical contact of an erotic nature, and Aragon calls for the education of all hairdressers in the
geography of pleasure’ with its own series of atlases: ‘From these maps the youths will learn to let

their fingers stray across skulls: they will learn to make them linger at the level of the lambda

where pleasure reaches its peak.”

The Passage de 'Opéra (whose existence was threatened by one of Haussmann’s building

projects still not yet completed) was for Aragon the crucial site of erotic moments. One of the last

to leave the Passage one evening, the narrator is struck by a strange green light and humming

noise coming from the window of a cane shop, where, coming closer, he sees a small woman float-

ing in the window display, naked to the waist and with a mermaid’s tail. He suddenly recognises

her as a prostitute he had known in Germany where he served during the war. First encountered

on the banks of the Saar, Lisel is surely a variant on the fatal and mythic German Romantic

An important date in the history of Montparnasse was the opening of the Sphinx on the Boulevard
Edgur—Qui’net Hundreds Gfﬂrﬁsts had been invited, and the chﬂmpﬂgne ﬂﬂwrfd like water. The main
salon was like a tﬂfé, but in the bm‘kgmund, under a wutﬁfﬂ”, was agh'ﬂering statue ﬂfagﬂfde*n sphinx-
the r::rn_fy !uxur:y in the bordello. For this house broke with the usual tradition: hemjy curtains, red velvet
sofas, walls covered with fabrics ... At the Sphinx, everything was enamelled, waxed, white, clean,
functional, hygienic. It was like an operating room. There was another innovation: the men could bring
their wives and children. Going to the Sphinx was like a family outing. The little boys would stare wide-
eyed at the sylphs offering their charms, weaving stark naked in and out among the tables.”

Brassai, 1976

Liselotte. When he tries to
talk to this vision its begins
to escape him: "The siren
turned a scared face
towards me and stretched
out her arms in my direc-
tion. Immediately the win-
dow display was seized by
a general convulsion.”
This meeting with a figure

from his earlier life 1s trapped in an unattainable past, held back behind the glass frontage, tanta-

JULIA KELLY

lising but unreachable. The whole arcade, for Aragon, partakes of this essential distance, as a sym-
bolic location of erotic memory foretelling its own destruction and death: “What I forgot to say is

that the Passage de I'Opéra is a big glass coffin ... In the changing light of the arcades, a light rang-
ing from the brightness of the tomb to the shadow of sensual pleasure, delicious girls can be seen
serving both cults with provocative movements of the hips and the sharp upward curl of a smile.”
The erotic meeting place of the brothel, as the implicit equivalent of the enclosed and tomb-
like arcade, also functioned for Aragon as a deathly place of refuge and of authentic selt-knowledge.
In a remarkable passage of self-justification, he proclaimed: ‘People are rather apt to accuse me of
extolling prostitution, and even ... of aiding and abetting its procedures. And the same people go
on to raise dark doubts about the concept I may have, deep down, of love. But is it not evident that
my taste and my respect for this passion is so enormous ... that the sense of repugnance is power-
less to bar me from its humblest, least worthy altars. Is it not to misunderstand the nature of love

to believe it incompatible with this degradation, this absolute negation of adventure which is nev-
ertheless still a venture by my own self, the man jumping into the sea, the renunciation of all mas-
querade: a process that is overwhelmingly attractive for the true lover?”” The underwater imagery
in these lines recalls the floating German siren figure, as well as Aragon’s eulogy of the public
baths. The suggestion here of a kind of amorous encounter that functions as a means of coming

—=
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face to face with one’s own dark psyche was echoed in Aragon’s erotic novel Le Con d’Iréne: The
erotic idea is the worst mirror. What you learn there of yourself makes you shudder.™

Glacometti was very interested in Aragon’s Le Paysan de Paris when it first appeared in 1926.
Prostitution was a concern in his writings, sculpture and paintings, and he had an obsessive inter-
est in the Sphinx brothel in Montparnasse, a few minutes walk from his studio.” This brothel was
known for its gleaming functional decor and Egyptian-style salon, among the tables of which
naked girls would wander.” The intimation of deathliness in the venal encounter suggested in
Aragon's writings also finds an echo in Giacometti’s work. The Invisible Object can be seen as an
ambiguous combination: a Cinderella-figure of a magical meeting as well as an evocation of mor-
tality. Breton pointed to the presence of Thanatos (the Greek spirit who personified death) hidden
in the object found by Giacomettr at the flea market, the metal mask which turned out to be a
wartime visor.” While this figure’s arms gesture forward, her feet are strikingly fixed in place,
trapped beneath a rectangular plaque like a fragment of tomb lid. Her rigid pose and stylised fea-
tures suggest an Egyptian mummy, preserved in time, from the culture that so fascinated
Giacometti. This moment of stasis is highly ambivalent: it may precede reanimation, or it may
mark the onset of future immobility. One of the common uses of the verb fraler in French is in the
phrase froler la mort,‘to brush with death’. It is appropriate that Giacometti’s sculpture, subtitled
Hands Holding the Void, should have as its focus a pair of skeletal hands held suggestively apart,
their fragile fingers frozen in a permanent seductive caress.
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fig.70
MAN RAY

The Enigma of Isidore Ducasse 1920, replica 1970
Sewing machine, wood, fabric, card

38 x55x24 m
Lucien Treillard

. AN !'3.".:'1'l _l|r,||u’_.|'|:l.f15 ]944

U6

RELLY

Of all surrealism’s experimental activities, the surrealist
object is one of the most far-reaching in its significance
and its legacies. Lounched by Salvador Dali in the surreal-
ist review Le Surréalisme au service de lo révolution in
1931, as part of a programme 1o ginger up a movement
in crisis, its origins in fact go back to the foundation of sur-
realism and beyond.

Andreé Breton first spoke of the fabrication of o special
kind of object in his ‘Introduction to the Discourse on the
Paucity of Reality’, published in the same year as the first
Manifeste du surréalisme, 1924. Preoccupied with the
problem of the real, and questioning the narrow pragme-
fism that governed what was commonly accepted os
such, Breton speculated on the nature of the ‘poeic testi-
mony’ brought back from their ‘expeditions’, voyages
info the unknown of the human psyche. Human fefishism,
unconcerned with the substitutive character of its desired
objects or their worldly volue, needs their material
verification: ‘'must try on the white helmet, or caress the
fur bonnet’. Breton proposed that objects which appear
in dreams could, like fefishes, be given tangible form.
Having while asleep come across ‘a curious book in
an open-air market, whose back was formed by a wooden
statue with a white beard, its pages of heavy black cloth’,
he regretted ifs absence when he awoke, and had the
idea of putting into circulation such ‘problematical and
infriguing’ objects. Not only would they make concrete
something produced by the unconscious working of the
imagination, but they would also interfere in the world of
things and trouble the value normally placed on ufilitarian
objects.

Justified neither as utility nor art, such objects and
those produced copiously by the surrealists through 1930s,
also looked back to Marcel Duchamp’s readymades, and
especiolly his ‘assisted readymodes’. The readymades,
such os the Bottlerack of 1914, anonymous mass-
produced objects chosen by Duchamp and infiltrated into
the world of art, raise questions about the nature of
artistic activity and the idea of choice os a creative process.
Assisted readymades, such as Why Nof Sneeze, Rose
Sélavy? (1921), for which Duchamp, as a visual pun,
altered a birdcage and filled it with white marble sawn to
resemble sugar cubes, intrigued the surrealists. The juxta-
position of odd materials and objects, though often born
of a conceptual or speculative idea, affiliated them fo the
poefic and erotic objects they envisaged.

Dali’s ‘Obijets surréalistes was one of several texts in
the third issue of Le Surréalisme au service de la révolu-
tion concerning the ‘object’. These included Alberto
Giacometti's ‘Objets mobiles et muets’ (seven drawings of
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actual or proposed objects accompanied by a short text),
Breton's ‘Obijet fantome’, on dream obijects and their inter-
pretation, and Yves Tanguy's ‘Poids et couleurs’, with
drawings and descriptions of objects in various materials
and colours. Dali lists six categories of surrealist object, the
first of which is ‘Objects functioning symbolically’. Such
objects were fobricated enfirely from readymade or
found objects. In their real or suggested movement they
corresponded to unconscious acts, and incarnated erofic
desires and fantasies. Four objects were illustrated, by
Dali, Gala Eluard, Breton, and Valentine Hugo. The pairing
of two men and two women was deliberate, and moreover
underlined the idea that anyone, artist or poet (or simply
muse) could participate. Each of the four objects was
accompanied with an elaborate description of its composi-
fion and potential symbolic action. Dali’s object involved
plunging a sugar lump into a glass of warm milk secreted
inside a shoe, itself o clear reference fo the idea of the
fefish; Breton’s included among other things a bicycle
saddle, on alabaster book, o photograph of the Leaning
Tower of Pisa, o green sugared almond, and foliage.

In ‘L'Objet fantome’ Breton, whilst recognising their
extraordinary ‘explosive value’, expresses some reserva-
fions about the highly personal and over-specific character
of these objects ‘functioning symbolically’; in his opinion
the incorporation of the latent into the manifest content,
in Freud's terminology, weakened their suggestive power.
This did not discourage the making of surrealist objects,
but they fended to become somewhat simpler in concep-
fion.

In 1936 the surrealist exhibition of objects held of the
Charles Ratton Gallery in Paris gathered fogether an
astonishing range of things: the catalogue lists ‘natural
objects’ (animal, vegetable and mineral), ‘interpreted
natural objects’, ‘incorporated natural objects’, ‘perturbed
objects’ (such as o bottle found after a volcanic eruption),
'found objects’, ‘interpreted found objects’, “American
objects’ (Eskimo masks, Hopi dolls, Peruvian pots),
'Oceanic objects’, ‘mathematical objects’, o ‘readymade’
(Duchamp’s Bottlerack) and ‘ussisted readymade’ (Why
Not Sneeze, Rose Sélavy?) and finally ‘surrealist objects’.
This diversity underlines the role that the object, in its
widest sense, took in erasing cesthetic hierarchies and
encouraging o rodical mixture of western and non-
western cultures. Distinctions between ufilitarion and
ritual found and made, collective and individual are
blurred. Like dada, surrealism embraced the anfi-art
aspect of the object, but went on fo uncover its potential
both 1o crystallise and to perturb ‘the real’. DA
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SALVADOR DAL

Venus with Drawers 1936
Ploster metal and fur

98 x 32.5 x 34 tm
Private collection
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EILEEN AGAR

Angel of Anarchy 1936—40

Textiles over plaster and mixed media
52 x 31.7 x 33.6 cm

Tate. Presented by the Friends of the Tafe
Gallery 1983
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In the Luwmbﬂurg (Gardens the sun was

_xhe'nmg. when I addressed the H]i"E’E‘If}‘I'(‘F‘IdS.

Breton was a somewhat pale and thin young
man, who in spite of his bad financial
situation maintained a certain Eft"g{mt‘f‘
You must know that I'm no dadaist, I said to
him straight off — Me neither, he replied, with
that smile that he kept his whole life when he
was distancing himself from his own
doctrinaire principles. Also this type has
always impressed me. You remember, I found
that he came across as a ‘proper man’. [ felt
myself extraordinarily drawn to him and was
very curious ... But [ was also afraid. I had to
put my knitting down, when he eventually
came that day, my hands were shaking so.

Letter from Simone Kahn (soon to be
Breton), to Denise Lévy, July 1920

JULIA KELLY

fig.74

ANDRE BRETON
Poem-Object 1937
Mixed media
283x19.8 m

Timothy Baum, New York

Text reads:

‘Modame

You appeared for the first time

What o storm that night

We wandered both of us down the Avenue de Acacios
| like your lowered eyes’
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In early 1937, when Breton created Song-
Object for Dora Maar, he was keenly inter-
ested in Wilhelm Jensen's heroine, Gradiva,
whose name he used for the surrealist gallery
he had just taken over. In the introductory
pamphlet for his new exhibition space, Breton
embellished each of the letters of the word
GRADIVA with @ woman’s name, choosing
Doro for the middle D.

Decorated with floral motifs and
bordered with lacy paper, the lid of the box
that contains Breton's poem-object bears the
lobel: ‘les Parures de Mariées G.D.L.
Nouveautés de Paris’ (Finery for Brides G.D.L.
New Foshions from Paris) os if, it would seem,
1o strip Marcel Duchamp’s Bride bare. The
inscription on the stopper of the bottle,
‘During the night’, leads into the nocturnal

arena of dreams, that ‘desire fulfilled’, os
Freud wrote in Delusion and Dream in
Wilhelm Jensen’s ‘Gradiva’ (1907).

The ceramic tile could easily bring to
mind Gradiva’s house in Pompeii that was
destroyed when Vesuvius erupted. The recian-
gular plogue, in a blue that only plastic could
recreate, symbolises the watery deep where
the sea horse swims, an allusion to Rimbaud's
famous poem Le Bdteau Ivre (The Drunken
Boat, 1883): ‘A crazy plank with black sea
horses for escort’. The four pipe cleaners
describe the smoke of some steamer against
the blue. The poem in blue ink by Breton
updates the song of the sirens: ‘On a cork seat
/ In the midst of the Mediterranean / While
they laughed / Twisting the sheets over their
piano / To make waves / 0 oncient register

of love’. The object above the label, which
displays the fitle of the work and Breton's sig-
nature, is like the inking-pad of some oceanic
deity, his abstracted smile reversing the poetic
steam.

Did Breton dedicate this Chanson-Objet fo
Dora Maar to celebrate the publication of
L'Amour fou (the printing was completed on 2
February) which, among other photographs,
included the one she took of Giacometti's
Invisible Object? Whatever the reason for the
creation of this poem-object, the ‘objectifico-
fion of the act of dreaming’, according to its
author, it remains o fine homage fo a young
woman whom Paul Eluard introduced to Pablo
Picasso in 1935 and whom the lotter immor-
talised in the series of paintings called The
Weeping Woman, painted in 1937. J-MG

fig.75

ANDRE BRETON
Song-Object 1937
Mixed media
22.5x 30 x 6 cm
Private collection, Paris
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chapter four

ANAMORPHIC LOVE: THE SURREALIST POETRY OF DESIRE

Katharine Conley

he concept of anamorphosis - literally from the Greek words for form (morphe), seen backwards or understood
retrospectively (ana) — could be understood as emblematic of the surrealist worldview. This is because of the
way in which, in an anamorphic work such as Hans Holbein’s The Ambassadors (1533 ), two different images co-
exist but cannot be properly perceived simultaneously. This trick of perspective may be understood to function
metaphorically in surrealism because of the way in which surrealist works attempt to convey the co-existence of
two apparently mutually exclusive worlds — that of conscious reality together with that of unconscious dream
reality. The point where the two realities converge into what André Breton called ‘surreality’ may be seen as
equivalent to the instant when the viewer of The Ambassadors suddenly sees and understands how the two very different
perspectives in the painting work together,' in a retrospective glance akin to a flash of insight.

The Ambassadors — the most famous anamorphic painting — portrays two magnificently robed ambassadors sur-
rounded by symbols of knowledge and wealth. Off-centre, in the lower portion of the otherwise realistic painting, lies a dis-
torted anamorphic skull, reminding the viewer of human mortality.” The writer Jurgis Baltrusaitis explains how The
Ambassadors was intended to be hung near a door, with another door facing it. These two doors would have allowed the
viewer to see the painting from two distinct perspectives. In what Baltrusaitis calls the ‘first act’ the viewer entered the room
by the door facing the painting and saw the realistic ambassadors. Only upon leaving the room by the door next to the
painting could the viewer appreciate the ‘second act’ of the painting’s spectacle, because the skull at the base of the painting
is only clearly visible from this lateral perspective: ‘the visual contraction makes the main scene disappear completely and
the hidden figure appears. The characters and all of their scientific equipment fade away and in their place emerges the sign

of the End. The spectacle is over.” The painting is a vanitas, embodying the view that art and science are mere illusions
when faced with the true word of God.

The surrealists did not believe in God, of course, for they were atheists. Yet, as is implicit in Holbein’s painting, they
believed that a powerful alternative exists to rational reality, that what lies buried in the unconscious mind - desires, emo-
tions, intuitions, and impulses — provides a corrective to a rational Cartesian worldview. They advocated the incorporation

of an awareness of the unconscious into accepted notions of reality, just as Holbein's anamorphic skull has its strange place
in an otherwise realistic painting and must be viewed twice to be understood.

ANAMORPHOSIS AND THE SURREALIST “IN-BETWEEN’
By seeking to navigate the unconscious mind via the automatic experience — giving free reign to fig.76

unconscious images — the surrealist, like the viewer of the anamorphic skull in The Ambassadors first 19N MO
encountered a dream reality, which initially seemed impenetrable. Viewing that dream reality ‘later-

46 x 38.1 ¢m

can make it intelligible. In principle, having had such an automatic experience, the surrealist would Private collection

Women at the Border of a Lake Irradiated
by the Passage of a Swan 1941
ally’, however, opening up to it and resisting the temptation to condemn it for appearing irrational, Gouache and oil wash on paper
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fig.77 !
ANDRE MASSON

The Armour 1925

Oil on canvas

80.6 x 54 (m

Former collection Georges Botaille
Peggy Guggenheim Collection, Venice.
Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation,
New York

become capable of walking around during the day fully enlightened by insights usually possible
only in dreams, of seeing ‘normal’ reality with double vision and perceiving the dream or uncon-
scious reality usually hidden within it. Conversely, the surrealist could dream awake and circulate

o — T ——

consciously in dreams.’

This dual state of consciousness, which exists only as a desirable yet improbable state, is
emblematised by a line in Paul Eluard’s poem ‘Life’: "When she goes out she sleeps’ (Quand elle sort |
elle dort).” This line evokes the fully integrated worlds of conscious and unconscious reality as !
imagined by the surrealists. The poem reflects the optimistic assertion that the world of dreams ,
may be tapped and explored at will, in defiance of potential psychic risks.® The intense beauty of the ;
automatic experience, during which the poet’s body is the alert yet passive receptacle for the fluid |
passage of the automatic word through him, is expressed by Eluard in "The Word'.” In this poem the |
automatic freedom of the ‘word’ in dream-time — where one word-image slips effortlessly into |
another, as smoothly as ‘silk’ — occurs with the arrival of the most creative time of the day, the ‘in- |
between’ moment of sunset. This image of the setting sun in the poem doubles as an image of an
eye closing and looking inward at the instant when the conscious mind is released into sleep.

At the exact moment when the sun sinks below the horizon it should be possible to see day
and night simultaneously, to capture in one glance the visual clarity of daylight and the visionary
quality of night. It seems almost possible, and yet it is not quite. Such a moment in time represents

Breton's idea of surreality as a desired instant of convergence even as it is simultaneously an
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fig.78

ANDRE MASSON

Children of the Islands 1926—7
0il on canvas

92 x 60 cm

Former collection Jacques Lacan
Private collection, Paris

emblem of separation. This frontier-space between day and night, described by Eluard as a sus-
pended instant in time, works as a beat, the instant of double-take, like the beat separating the
moment between seeing one image and then another in an anamorphosis. It is what I call the sur-
realist ‘in-between, described by Breton in the first Manifeste du surréalisme when he explains the
creative significance of the moment of falling asleep.

Breton heard his first ‘automatic’ sentence as he was about to fall asleep one night. The sen-
tence — ‘There is a man cut in two by the window’ — was ‘automatic’ because it seemed to come
from nowhere, like a ‘knock on the windowpane of consciousness’. Breton explained that as he
‘heard’ the sentence, he had a faint vision of a man with a window around his middle section. This
strange image visualises the division between inner and outer consciousness — the precise division
that Breton and the surrealists were eager to navigate and, literally, to see through. Not surpris-
ingly, Breton’s first automatic text, Les Champs magnétiques (1919), co-authored with Philippe
Soupault, opened with a section entitled “The Unsilvered Mirror’, which suggests the possibility of

looking through, instead of into, the reflective surface of a mirror, as though staring through glass
from one state of consciousness into another.

ANAMORPHIC LOVE 103




DELRE VEGETAL=" fig.80
ANDRE MASSON

fig.79 Birth of Birds 1925
JlNFDRE MASSON Pen and ink on paper
Vegetable Delirium 1925 41.9x 31.4 am |
kot el The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Purchase .
42.5x 30.5 cm
Private collection, Paris

fig.81

ANDRE MASSON

Ariadne’s Thread 1938
0il and sond on board
22 x 27 tm

Former collection
Georges Bataille
Private collection, Paris
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Looking back on the free-flowing images that
he produced in the mid-1920s, André Masson
affirmed their close relationship with sexual
themes: ‘the automafic drawing ... clmost
always had o kind of erotic foundation. An
eroficism that could have been that of the
Cosmos, but whose element was Eros.” He also
noted their difference from other erofic drow-
ings in his reperfoire: ‘they are worrying,
they make you uneasy.

In the first issue of La Reévolution
surréaliste in December 1924, Mox Morise
had siressed the importance of ‘the succession
of images, the flight of ideas’ to any visual
surrealist art, the exact form of which, he
maintained, was still ot that point open to
question. Masson was one of the most widely
represented artists in the journal, particulorly
through drawings such as The Birth of Birds,
reproduced in La Révolution surréaliste in
October 1925, ifs linear qualifies making it o
particularly appropriate counterpart to ‘auto-
matic’ writing. In this drowing, the forms of o
seated female nude emerge from o series of
fuid lines evoking hands, plants and fruit-like
shapes. Two nipples appear as a stor and o
comet respectively, suggesting an elision
between cosmic forces and physical sensuality.
From a tangle of lines in her lap, ot the level
- of her sex, two birds soar upwards fowards
the right of the composition.

In The Birth of Birds, the delicate quali-
ties of the pen and ink drawing enhance the
giry connotations of its theme, whilst in
Ariadne’s Thread sand is used to create an
earthy effect. Both works reprise o sexual
motif taken from the wrifings of the Comte de
Lautréamont (1846—1870), that of unnatural
couplings between humans and beasts.
Ariadne’s Thread shows Ariadne not os o sal-
vatory force guiding Theseus back from the
deadly maze, but os engaged in o passionate
‘embrace, which is delineated by o convulsive
calligraphic line of black paint. The bull’s head
suggests the origins of the monstrous
Minotour himself, born of Pasiphag’s trans-
gressive love for a bull. The work's red colour-
ing evokes the visceral interior of the body as
well as the blood of the slaughtered Minotaur.
The lobyrinth mofif within surrealism was
used os a metaphor for the subconscious
mind, with its hidden urges of sex and vio-
lence. In this painting, bought in 1939 by
Jacques Locan, who had a relationship with
 the sister of the artist’s wife, Masson suggests
the overwhelming power of the unconscious
as the site of irrational erofic energy. JK

Robert Desnos visualised this ‘in-between’ as a human bottle. In the love poem
from 1926 ‘If You Only Knew’, Desnos imagines himself as a ‘nocturnal bottle’
through which he is able to ‘see’ wondrous shooting stars and entire constellations
bursting against the inner walls: ‘Far from me, a shooting star falls into the poet’s
nocturnal bottle. He quickly corks it and from then on he watches the star enclosed
in the glass, he watches the constellations exploding on its inside walls, far from me,
you are far from me.” Inner space within automatic experimentation is as vast and
strange as outer space. The walls of the bottle are akin to the surface of the poet’s
skin that, in the automatic experience, with eyes turned inward, may be seen
through. In Desnos’s poem the glass ‘window’ visualised by Breton has become
moulded to the contours of a three-dimensional human being rendered translucent
by automatism.

MIRO’S SURREALIST DOUBLE-TAKE

Few surrealist painters were able to reproduce in art the spontaneous automatic
strategies of the surrealist poets because usually more preparation 1s required in
planning a painting than in putting pen to paper. André Masson, with glue, paint<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>