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“The localities that we passed through . . . even the
mout colorless ones, were positively transformed by a
apellbinding romantic inventiveness that never faltered
and that needed only a street-turning or a shop-window
to tnapire a fresh outpouring.” ANDRE BRETON

Paris seduced and intoxicated the Surrealists,
those bizarre and inspired poets, writers and
painters who were to gain almost mythic status
after their Parisian début in the 1920s. To realize
the ambiguity and latent possibilities of the city,
and to evoke wonder by transmuting mundane
experience into astonishing images, are
fundamental tenets of Surrealism that at once
suggest the movement’s birthplace: Paris.

The text, which eloquently conveys the
Surrealist way of thought and life, is set off by
the haunting and atmospheric photographs of
Michael Woods. Capturing the spirit of Paris,
these pictures are filled with both echoes of past
associations and acute, witty perceptions of new
“Surrealist” additions to the cityscape. Words
and images join to lead us in the footsteps of the
Surrealists: following them from the cafés of the
Left Bank to the theaters, restaurants and
nightclubs of Montmartre; shadowing them on
their nocturnal excursions through the empty
streets.

George Melly offers not only a narrative
history of Surrealism, but also an analysis of the
major works of Surrealist literature, all of which
are imbued with the essence of Paris and the
shocking, even scandalous, influence of anzour
fouwhich so enraptured the Surrealists. In
parallel, he describes his own love affair with
Surrealism and the city of its birth; revealing
that even now the Surrealist spirit lives on as
part of the very soul of Paris: “Surrealism is
dead. Long live Surrealism.”

With 104 duotone dlustrations

On the jacket: (front) the entrance to the Narcisse
nightclub, Place Pigalle; (back) a shop window in
the Passage Verdeau.
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PREFACE

n that, from the moment of its conception, Surrealism was
linternational in its scope, fiercely anti-chauvinist in tone, and
vigorous In 1ts opposition to that ‘good sense’ on which the
French, above all, congratulate themselves, there was no
idealistic reason for its birth in Paris. In fact, the majority of its
initial adherents were not even Parisians: André Breton was
born in Tinchebray, Paul Eluard in suburban Saint-Denis, Phi-
lippe Soupault came from Chaville, Benjamin Péret from Rezé,
André Masson from Balagny, Oise, Max Ernst from Cologne.
Louis Aragon is the only noticeable exception ~ the sole indige-
nous ‘Paris Peasant’.

There was, of course, the deserved reputation of the city as
the forcing house of the arts, the centre of avant-garde tenden-
cies, and especially in that miraculous fourteen years before the
outbreak of the First World War, when there was a great deal of
activity which, under the eclectic if at times undiscriminating
proselytizing of Apollinaire, may be seen in retrospect as Sur-
realist before the event. The war, however, shook many of those
who had participated in that ferment. There was an attempt to
conceal exhausted panic through a return to classical certain-
ties, or purely decorative ‘modern’ solutions; a form of moral
bankruptcy from which even Picasso, for a short period at any
rate, cannot be totally absolved. The young men who were to
become the Surrealists were, it’s true, disgusted by both the
reactionary return to traditional cultural values on the one
hand, and mindless frivolity of the haute bohéme on the other, but
there was little they felt able to do about it. They had begun,
Breton especially, to assemble their ammunition; the writings of
Freud, the influence of the late Jacques Vaché, the learned
iconoclasm of Alfred Jarry, and the example of certain detached
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‘How 0ddly this light suffuses the
covered arcades which abound in
Parw in the vicinety of the mamn
boulevards.’

(LOUIS ARAGON ‘PARIS PEASANT")

Passage Trinité



Preface

A hand linked to the
throbbing heart.”
(MAN RAY)

The Narcisse nightclub

figures of an older generation still living; but they lacked a
means to fire it and were not even sure of the most effective
target at which 1t should be aimed. Dada arrived to provide not
only a temporary solution but, even more usefully, to clear the
ground ahead. Dada, born in Zurich during the war, preached
the negation of everything, even itself. It had spread to many
cities, assuming a different form according to the circumstances
in which it found itself. In Berlin, for example, it had become
political, a satirical weapon for goading both the defeated milit-
ary with their choleric dreams of revenge, and the greedy pro-
fiteers, blowing their cigar smoke into the faces of starving,
disabled ‘heroes’ selling matches. In Paris, it began by provok-
ing genuine outrage with its savage pranks and nihilistic high
spirits = Tristan Tzara, one of its founders, was greeted with
unforced enthusiasm by Breton - but the outrageous elements
of Dada became, in a remarkably short space of time, chic. This
had always been the French reaction to anything that
threatened their stability. It was to become a constant thorn in
the side of Surrealism itself, a danger of which Breton was only
too aware, but which even he was occasionally unable to
prevent.

I shall not be dealing here with the break with Dada nor,
except where relevant, with the history of the Surrealist move-
ment. Neither is it my intention to add anything significant to an
already long and growing shelf of historical, political and philo-
sophical analysis. My only aim is to offer a parallel text (rather
than a descriptive one) to accompany Michael Woods’ poetic
and beautiful images. Tall and thin, with a deceptively reticent
air, Michael has the head of a carved medieval saint framing the
eyes of a slow loris. His principal interest is photography. He
lives nearby and first got in touch with me through a friend who
believed we might have a great deal in common. In this she was
correct. Our friendship formed instantly and has proved to be
permanent.

When we first met | had recently moved into London W10,
an area of peeling stucco at the north end of the Portobello Road
which, on Fridays and Saturdays, becomes the equivalent of the
flea market in Paris. It is a district favoured by diverse ethnic
groups: indigenous Londoners, Irish, Portuguese and Spa-
niards, some Arabs, and many West Indians whose annual Car-
nival is as surprising in its exuberance and inventive fantasy as
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Rue Blanche
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those desert flowers that spring up after a rare downfall, instant-
ly blossom and die. Yet even during the rest of the year W10
displays, perhaps as a result of the market, an attractive spirit of
mildly dodgy bonhomie, and given the Caribbean presence, a
predictably lively street life. A visit to the dry-cleaners becomes
something of an adventure.

Michael, on his first visit, had shown me his photographs
recording the district, not only its people but the buildings and
shops, some boarded up, others revealing a haphazard accu-
mulation of junk. I recognized, although at that time he knew
very little of the movement, a Surrealist eye, and when he left |
lent him two of the great works of Surrealist literature, Nadja by
André Breton and Louis Aragon’s Paris Peasant.

On my return from that trip to Paris that I shall describe in
Chapter One, I told Michael of my visits to the ‘elective places’
revered by the Surrealists and suggested, as he was shortly to
visit the city himself, that it might interest him to record them.
We then discussed the possibility of a small book along these




lines, which would demonstrate how Paris was the ideal city for

that changing cast list of poets, writers and painters who
gathered around Breton and the ever-faithful Péret. They relied
on ‘perpetual correspondences’, examples of ‘subjective chance’
and the fixed points provided by the ‘elective places’ to help
them sustain, in the face of every setback and disappointment,
their faith in the Surrealist spirit, their pursuit of the Surrealist
life.

Not only did Michael begin immediately to realize this pro-
ject, but broadened its scope to include those aspects of contem-
porary Paris that he believed to contain evidence of the Surreal-
ist spirit after the event. In consequence, what could have been
mere archaeology has become evidence that, although historic
Surrealism is entombed in libraries and museums, its marvel-
lous phantom still haunts the city of its birth. In this book, in
consequence, the monuments are on record, but as points of
departure rather than as remaining evidence of a heroic and
distant past. Surrealism is dead. Long live Surrealism.

Boulevard Saint-Germain
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The eye extsts tn a savage state’

‘ y point of departure will be Hotel des Grands Hommes,
/Wplace du Panthéon’, wrote André Breton in his marvellous
anti-novel Nada in 1928. It will be my ‘point of departure’
also, because it was there, in 1986, that the idea of this book
came to me.

I was spending a weekend in Paris with my friend Alex and,
to give shape to our excursion, proposed a pilgrimage to various
‘chosen places’ revered by the Surrealists, in particular the Parc
des Buttes-Chaumont, that astonishing pleasure ground, hal-
lowed by nineteenth-century suicides, which occupies a long
section of Louis Aragon’s Parts Peasant (1926), and which, on
my infrequent visits to the French capital, I had never had the
opportunity or, to be more honest, taken the trouble to visit. The
park itself and these two books, together with Breton’s other
Parisian masterpiece, Mad Love (1937), will occupy a consider-
able space later in this essay, but for the moment we return to
the hotel.

Indeed, I had signed the register at the Hotel des Grands
Hommes because, looking through a guide to accommodation
abroad, I had read, ‘The “great men” in question were André
Breton and other Surrealists who stayed there.” The ‘other Sur-
realists’ is surely an embellishment, or so I suspect. Breton lived
in this hotel ‘around 1918’, that is to say six years before the
movement came into being, and although he had begun to meet
up with some of those who were later to become his colleagues,
it is doubtful that they would have moved in under the same
roof. (Incidentally, ever since I discovered it in my adolescence,
I have always found the Parisian concept of living in a hotel
immensely glamorous. In England only rich old ladies, within
my limited experience, ever conceived of such a course. Board-
ing or guest houses, often admittedly describing themselves

‘Legend beging where man hao
lived, where be lives.”
(LOUIS ARAGON ‘PARIS PEASANT’)

The lid of a box on a bookstall,
Quai de Montebello

22q].

2]01¢ 26VIDP D U1 £]P1X0 IR

«



The eye extsts in a savage state

‘

The world s seen from the
window: roofs of gray odlcloth,
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dtudios dulled by dusty blinds.’
(LOUIS ARAGON ‘LITTERATURE’ 1923)

View from the window of a hotel,
Rue Blanche

as ‘Private Hotels’, were not the same thing at all, at any rate in
my eyes.) At all events, Breton had ‘lived there’; a good enough
reason on a trip dedicated to hunting, in however light-hearted a
way, the Surrealist snark, to follow his example.

And then, re-reading Nadja as preliminary homework, there
was not only confirmation that the guide was correct, but a
photograph of the facade itself with the railings of the Panthéon
in the foreground, then a statue and finally, directly in front of
the facade itself, a solitary horse and cart, on which is perched
an elderly delivery man.

The ‘Great Men’ who gave the hotel its name were not, of
course, André Breton, still less the ‘other Surrealists’, but those
commemorated in the Panthéon opposite. The hotel was so
named long before that young man with the noble, leonine head
had booked in although, who knows, its name and his belief in
his own destiny may well have influenced his choice.

I had hoped, unrealistically, that nothing would have
changed since 1918. Of course, it had. The facade was much the
same, but the lobby had been modernized, there was a smart
new lift, and the bedrooms had showers and bidets en suite, and
were decorated in be-sprigged Laura Ashley wallpaper with
matching curtains and shiny reproduction brass beds. There
was not even a photograph of Breton in any of the public rooms,
nor any reference in the brochure to his having stayed there.
(How, I wonder, did the guide glean its information?)

The windows of the bed- and bathrooms, however, over-
looked an empty courtyard and, across it, the back of a tall,
shuttered apartment building, suggestively stained and discol-
oured which, providing André’s room had faced that way, must
have looked much the same, or at any rate if one ignored the
army of television aerials sprouting from its roof. Most of the
shutters were closed, but there was one, on the fourth ﬂoor,
thrown wide, although by daylight the interior was invisible.

Returning that night after dinner and comparatively early,
we turned off the light but left the curtains open. The courtyard
and the building beyond it were quite dark but then, at about
11.30 pm, a light went on in the unshuttered apartment behind a
small, ornamental iron balcony where a young man, extremely
handsome, and wearing a short white dressing gown in the style
of a Japanese ‘happy coat’, flung open the French windows as
far as they could go and disappeared into another room. His

|







The eye extsts tn a savage state
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The New Moon nightclub

manner of opening those windows had something deliberately
dramatic about it. It reminded me of the three heavy and evenly
spaced thumps which signal, in the old-fashioned™ French
theatre, that the curtain is about to rise. The ‘set’ was a compara-
tively small room, or at any rate shallow, lined with books; there
was the corner of what appeared to be a large and solid table
covered with more books and various papers to the left, and
behind it an upright bentwood chair of shiny brown. In the
centre, at an angle to the window, was an easel and on it a
primed canvas completely blank. On the right, an armchair of
an indeterminate dark green.

2/

After about five minutes the young man re-enters. He picks up a
white manuscript and begins to read it whilst pacing slowly
back and forth between the furniture. At one point a young
woman, dressed for bed, crosses the room. They do not speak
and might be mutually invisible judging by their lack of ack-
nowledgment of each other’s presence. We are never to see her
again.

The young man puts down the manuscript and comes on to
the balcony. He stares into the courtyard at first straight ahead
and then, abruptly, first to the left and then to the right with the
jerky purposeful movements of a bird. Re-entering the room he
resumes his reading, but after a while he replaces the manu-
script on the table and vanishes, although failing to turn off the



lights. Four minutes later he reappears and continues his pacing
and reading. He is holding the manuscript in his left hand only
and then, quite slowly, as though of its own volition, his right
hand enters the front of his dressing gown and he begins to
caress himself. His expression registers no change. He con-
tinues to read. Abruptly he stops, and again steps out on to the
balcony. He repeats exactly his former scrutiny. He goes back
into the room, picks up the manuscript and, intermittently,
continues to stimulate himself. There are variants. Sometimes
he sits for a shorter or longer time, either behind the table or in
the armchair. His visits to the balcony occur at irregular but
somehow deliberate intervals. His disappearances may last any-
thing from one minute to ten. His intermittent ‘self-abuse’,
however, seems in no way to excite him.

Sometimes he returns naked, discarding his ‘happy coat’
elsewhere. After his next exit he may, or may not have put it on
again. Nude, he demonstrates his penis sometimes semi-erect,
sometimes comparatively inert, but never completely stiff. We
imagine, wrongly as it transpires, that he will eventually climax.
At no time, whether walking or sitting, does he stop reading.
Only on his watchful visits to the balcony does he relinquish his
manuscript. At last, about twenty-five to one, he finally puts it
down and, on leaving the room, plunges it into darkness.

The next night, at exactly the same time, he repeats the
performance complete n every detail, reinforcing the 1illusion
that he is an actor taking part in the run of a play. Why did we
watch, not once but twice, this strange activity? Well it was not,
to be frank, unstimulating, more so than much deliberately
‘action-packed’ pornography available nowadays on video in
many respectable British hotels, but this was not the only or
indeed principal reason. Somehow it confirmed the day’s pur-
suit of the Surrealist spirit, not simply as a dutiful pilgrimage to
the ‘sights’ described in books, however beautiful, but asa living
entity where desire is paramount and dream and reality indis-
tinguishable. Oh yes, what he did and perhaps continues to do
may be interpreted as an act of simple exhibitionism - strange,
incidentally, that no guest in the far-from-empty Hotel des
Grands Hommes had complained to the receptionists or the
manager. It would have been perfectly simple to locate the
apartment and inform the police ~ but somehow, despite the
visits to the balcony, the effect was not of public provocation. Its
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Tour Saint-Jacques ‘



cornpulsion appeared to be more ofprivate ritual and, for me, all
the more moving in that I watched it from the window in a hotel
from which, sixty years before, André Breton had set out on his
heroic quest.

On our last day, after visiting the beautiful Musée Picasso in
its seventeenth-century mansion, we were sitting drinking cof-
fee facing the Beaubourg and wondering if we could quite face
up to its exhibition of late Picasso, given that it was to visit the
Tate Gallery in London. Suddenly Alex spotted in the street the
British art critic and writer David Sylvester who, it later trans-
pired, was in part responsible for the show of Picasso’s late
works; a perfectly reasonable explanation for his materializa-
tion at that time and place except that in London, where we live
only a mile apart, I have never bumped into him by chance. We
attracted his attention and asked him to join us. This he de-
clined, but he suggested we might care to accompany him to his
hotel as he had forgotten his Pro-Plus, and then return to visit
the exhibition in his company. We accepted immediately.

It was typical of David that he found it necessary, on a warm
day, to cover a considerable distance to collect hw Pro-Plus
when that admirable caffein stimulant was available in many
pharmacies we passed en route. This insistence on a course
dictated by inner necessity, a form of fastidious behaviour
which I find completely understandable, is only one of the many
characteristics that contribute to a whole personality as compli-
cated as it is endearing. While never a member, David’s know-
ledge of and sympathy for the Surrealist movement is profound;
he was, for instance, responsible for the magnificent exhibition
at the Hayward Gallery in 1978. It was natural, therefore, that
he understood immediately why we should have been visiting
some of those areas and monuments of Paris ‘elected’ by Breton,
Aragon and the others and that, without pausing, he should
have glanced across the road we were navigating en route to his
Pro-Plus, and indicated the Tour Saint-Jacques looming up
through the clear air of early summer (this medieval structure
connected with the alchemist Nicolas Flamel and largely con-
cealed in scaffolding during the ‘thirties was, in Breton's view,
‘the world’s greatest monument to the hidden’).

We told him also of ‘the great masturbator manqué’ and he
was not only intrigued but offered various explanations for this
bizarre yet touching spectacle. He proposed that when (not if)

’
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the curtain went up on ‘le théatre de fenétre’ that evening, Alex
should stand naked at the bathroom window, possibly stimulat-
ing or appearing to stimulate herself, and that I should report
back to him, in London, as to the young man'’s reaction.

We returned to look at the Picasso exhibition at the
Beaubourg. (That morning we had stood in front of Les De-
motselles I’Avignon, that large and clumsy masterpiece of 1907 in
front of which a critic had once declared, “‘What a loss to French
Art." Here were its great-grandchildren.) The monstrous but,
alas, extremely perceptive collector, the late Douglas Cooper,
had dismissed these final pictures as ‘incoherent scribbles
painted by a terrified old man in death’s antechamber’, but he
had quarrelled with Picasso and saw them through eyes mali-
ciously distorted with venom. In fact, they seemed to me both
tragic and triumphant. Great cries of pain and rage at having to
accept at last his inevitable physical impotence, alleviated by
savage humour aimed at his own voyeurism of those still capable
of fucking. The smears, dribbles, slashes of black and discords
of colour have the urgency of a man who knows the hour of his
execution is at hand, and who sings, however hoarsely, on the
steps to the scaffold. In the words of Breton, ‘From each of your
pictures you let down a rope ladder or even a ladder made with
your bed-sheets.’

So that night we tried the David experiment. After twenty
minutes or so of the ritual in the opposite window Alex, naked,
switched on the bathroom light and stood, but without any
attempt at eye contact or salacious compliance, at our window.
The effect was curious. Close attention but no surprise. It was as
if he knew that eventually his ritual would succeed in materializ-
Ing such a phantom. However, when she left her post and
turned off the bathroom light, he instantly abandoned his solit-
ary tryst.

In bed my friend experienced some understandable regret
and indeed anxiety. ‘He could easily work out where our room
is.”‘He might knock.” He didn’t, of course. There was nothing in
his behaviour to indicate that it was a prelude to a simple ‘adven-
ture’. It was a ceremony.

The next afternoon we left Paris.




‘These eyes, expresoive beyond all nuance of ecotasy, rage, fear, these
are the eyes of lots . . . of certain contemporary wax effigies.’
(ANDRE BRETON 'MAD LOVE’)

Waxworks in the Musée Grévin, Passage Jouffroy
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“The blind swimmer’

n 1949 I had come to London to work for E.L.T. Mesens, the
Belgian poet, collagist, early friend and defender of Magritte
and, relevant in this case, managing director of the London
Gallery, whose aim was to promote and sell Surrealist art to a
public either indifferent to it or, if more sophisticated, given to
relegating it to the past as an ‘amusing’ pre-war notion that had
lost all relevance.

While still a teenager in the Navy I had written to Mesens,
the acknowledged leader of Surrealism in Britain. The result
was an invitation to attend a Surrealist meeting, and, on my
frequent visits to London on weekend leave, I became an enthu-
siastic member of the group. This led, after my demob, to a
practical development. Mesens, who was about to reopen the
London Gallery, offered me a post as trainee-assistant.

I was paid very little, although my inefficiency as an em-
ployee and increasing involvement in the emerging jazz world
would have hardly justified more, but 1 was at least in daily
contact, not only with the masterpieces of Surrealism, but with a
man who was a comparatively early member of the group and
was willing to be prompted, when not berating me for my inabil-
ity to concentrate on the job in hand, to launch into many
fascinating and personal stories of the heroic days, enlivened by
his heavy Belgian accent and idiosyncratic but vivid English.
He told me how, on his very first visit to Paris, he had met Man
Ray by chance in a café, and how Man had taken him to supper
in Brancusi’s studio with its plaster sculpture wrapped in damp
linen and a delicious Romanian stew simmering on the stove.
(That studio is now open to the public, reconstructed at the
back of the Beaubourg Museum ~ a stewless icon.) He told me
of his long friendship with the great Erik Satie, encountered on
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‘

Your dances are the fearful abyos
of my dreams

And I fall and my fall perpetuates
my life,

The space under your feet is
increasingly vaot,

Wonders, you dance on the springs
of the sky.’

(PAUL ELUARD ‘THE GERTRUDE

HOFFMAN GIRLS))

Place Pigalle

The Opéra

Tiles in a poiwonnerie



“The blind swimmer

Gard du Nord

that same rewarding visit, for in those days Mesens had aspira-
tions to be a composer, and he showed me a collection of post-
cards he had subsequently received in Satie’s neat, minuscule
hand. Above all he told me of how, in the middle 'twenties,
Philippe Soupault, whose poem Garage Mesens had set to
music, persuaded him to go along to a Surrealist meeting, an
idea which had alarmed E.L.T., for at that time the Belgian
group around Magritte remained closer to Dada and had mock-
ed Breton's aspirations in its publications; and of how, on enter-
ing the room, Mesens had burst into tears, Aragon had thrown
his arms round him and led him forward to meet the others.
Breton had accepted this emotional conversion, and Mesens
had returned to Brussels to persuade his friends to come in out
of the cold.

From then on Mesens, in those days very hard up and furth-
ermore addicted to gambling, would visit Paris whenever he
could, and would stay there, ‘living on two rotten herrings to
prolong my trip by even a day’.

As Paris formed the backdrop to all these tales, and Paris
itself was frequently the subject of a lyrical outburst, I became
determined to visit it. In consequence, when my holiday in
August came up | ‘borrowed’ forty pounds from my mother,
bought a return ticket at Victoria Station (six pounds, as I
recall) and set forth hysterical with anticipation. I carried only
one letter of introduction from E.L.T. and that to Pierre Mabil-
le, author of the remarkable Miroir du Mervedleux and a practis-
ing doctor and psychologist. His professional obligations must
have explained his presence in the capital for, as Mesens
pointed out, in August all the other Surrealists, like the majority
of their fellow Parisians, would be out of town. I wasn't espe-
cially worried. For one thing, Breton and those who had re-
mained faithful to him (a rapidly diminishing number in the
post-war years) were for me creatures of legend who I could
hardly believe still walked the earth. For another I had (and still
to some extent have) a prejudice against planning ahead when
visiting an unknown city. Afterwards I always regret it. My first
visit to New York, for example, would have been much more
enjoyable if I had taken advantage of the offers to pave my way.

The train, the boat, the train. Emerging from a tunnel, while
passing through the excitingly ‘foreign’ yet familiar countryside,
I had traced with my finger in the condensation on the carriage



T R St
A .y///////g///%f

\
—_—

A~ ——— o

ey

w1

G

ol Thi
i L %




“The blind swinumer’

The changing light of the arcades,
a light rangig from the
brightness of the tomb to the
shadow of vensual pleasure.’
(LOUIS ARAGON "'PARIS PEASANT)

Passage Verdeau

window the name ‘Max Ernst’. A young man seated opposite
immediately told me that his mother owned several pictures by
this artist and offered me his telephone number should I wish to
see them. | took this as a promising example of the ‘certainty of
hazard’, a theory Mesens had explained to me as central to
Surrealist doctrine.

Arriving, wide-eyed, in the capital, I said goodbye to the

young man who, his mother’s Ernsts notwithstanding, seemed

to me on the dull side, and took an extravagant taxi to Montmar-
tre — I knew from E.L.T. that Breton lived there and that it had
always been the centre of Surrealist activities, so | booked a
room for a week in a squalid little hotel behind the Place Pigalle.
During my stay certain evidence — a blonde hair on my pillow,
the renewed ghosts of cheap scent and sweat every evening on
my return, the interest the hotel owner expressed as to when 1
expected to be back - led me to conclude that during my abs-
ence it was available to whores and their clients, an idea which
today, in more fastidious late middle age, I would find nauseat-
ing, but which at the time I welcomed as proof of that squalor I
tended to equate with ‘real life’.

Indeed, only half-an-hour later, swigging cheap wine and
pulfing on a gauloise, 1 was picked up by a not particularly
attractive, ageing prostitute who suggested, after I had accepted
her ofter, that I also employ ‘for only a few more francs’ her
‘sister’ — who was, in fact, as my temptress was well aware, very
much younger and more attractive. Before we set off 1 bought
them both a drink, thereby foolishly allowing them a view of my
still comparatively bulging wallet, and then we walked a short
distance and booked in for an hour (this facility was not, 1
discovered, included in the fee) at a hotel almost identical to my
own (had it been my room, the certainty of hazard would have
been working overtime). Well this, I felt, was living. This: the
sagging and squeaking brass bed, the damp-stained, peeling
nineteenth-century wallpaper, the cracked bidet, confirmed ev-
erything I had expected from the films I'd seen at the Hamp-
stead Everyman and the newly opened Academy in Oxford
Street. After some mutual foreplay the older woman man-
oeuvred it in such a way (and with my willing compliance) that I
found myself fucking the ‘sister’. During this pleasurable activ-
ity some instinct, perhaps the fact she was holding my head as in
a vice, warned me to break loose and look over my shoulder.
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‘In vam, reason denownces to me
the dictatorohg of senouality.’
(LOUIS ARAGON "PARIS PEASANT")
Bollle\'ilrd (le C“Chlv

Boulevard Magenta

Café Le Palmier, one of several calés in

the Place Blanche frequented by
André Breton
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“The blind swimmer’

30

There I saw the other one, naked and ludicrously furtive, in the
act of removing my wallet. I leapt off, retrieved it and asked her
what she thought she was doing. She replied, with rather
touching absurdity, that she was ‘just looking for my photo as a
souvenir. Without comment I repossessed the still-intact wallet
and concluded my transaction with it firmly grasped in my left
hand. On my return to London, Mesens and his wife Sybil were
very amused by my falling for the ‘sisters’ routine, apparently an
old and famous trap sprung to impoverish the provincial or
foreign visitor. E.L.T. added, however, that on one of his many
early trips to Paris he had patronized two such prostitutes who
had so fallen for him ~ ‘I was very pretty in those days’ ~ that
they had offered him a position as their pimp. With implied
nostalgic regret, he recounted that he had reluctantly turned
down the offer and returned to Brussels. .

As for myself, the girls said goodbye without any apparent
rancour at their failure to rob me blind, and after a few more
drinks in another bar with some swarthy young men who
seemed perfectly agreeable to me buying them several rounds, 1
returned to my hotel. Checking my money I noted that, despite
my lucky escape, I seemed to have spent a surprising amount. I
had to be more careful if it was to last the week.

K

The next day I rang up the boy on the train who asked me on his
mother’s behalf to dinner, which surprised me because I had
been told, and nothing since has disproved it, that the French
will always meet you for a drink or take you to arestaurant but,
on the whole, are reluctant to ask you into their homes. So that
solved the dinner problem, and I spent the rest of the day going
round the major museums including the Louvre where, rather
shamefacedly, I sought out the Mona Lwa, justifying it to myself
by imagining Duchamp’s inked-in moustache and goatee beard,
and Apollinaire having been accused of stealing it. I also had a
disastrous lunch where I ordered artichoke and, never having
eaten one before, tried to swallow the bristles under the con-
temptuous eye of a waiter.

The evening was, possibly due to my hopeless French, ex-
tremely boring, but I suspect it would have been so anyway.
What I couldn’t understand was why such banal people should




The customers of thes café are requlars whom I've watched, year after
year, come 1 and st down at the same place. There v aboolutely

nothing to distinguwh them from the rest of mankind. What draw

9 Al
them here? ... For me, they are such natural phantomes that 1
ascarcely notice them.
(LOUIS ARAGON 'PARIS PEASANT)

Café Les Deux Magots, Boulevard Saint-Germain
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The window of a retouching studio, Boulevard Bonne-Nouvelle




have hanging on their walls such beautiful Max Ernsts of the
frottage period. It appeared that they were entirely uninterested
in Surrealism and that included the mother who had bought the
pictures in the first place. I would be less puzzled now. They
were probably an investment.

The next day I made an appointment with Dr Mabille and in
due course found myself sitting in his waiting room looking at
some beautiful pictures by Wilfredo Lam. In my turn I was
shown in by his receptionist and Mabille treated me rather as if I
were a patient and Mesens’ letter a diagnosis from a colleague.
He confirmed all the other Surrealists were ‘en vacances’, and
was perfectly friendly, but appeared rather perplexed as to wh_y
I had come to see him at all. He also made no suggestion that we
meet again.

I spent the rest of the day going round the galleries on the
Left Bank. Most of them were exhibiting painters like Pignon
and Fougeron, ‘modern’ artists, supported by the French Com-
munist Party and a long way ‘after’ Picasso or, worse still,
Bernard Buffet's fashionable spiky sentimentalities, but the
Galerie Maeght had a show of post-war Miré and, in the book-
shop, quite a lot of current Surrealist literature, although natur-
ally in French, and anyway I couldn’t have afforded to buy it.

In the evening I went to a jazz club I'd been told about. The
band played revivalist jazz heavily influenced by Bechet, and
brusquely refused my offer to sit in, although I told them I was
beginning to build a reputation in London. The audience, stu-
dents dressed in black with white, expressionless faces which
they believed to be ‘existentialist’, refused my friendly overtures
with abrupt dismissiveness. Furthermore, the bill was enor-
mous. | walked back to Montmartre, a considerable distance, in
a state of depression and found I had already spent two-thirds of
my allowance while not yet half-way through the week. Lucki-
ly, I had insisted on paying my hotel in advance and had a fat
carnet of Métro tickets, but the prospect was bleak. Having
seen Mabille, the only available Surrealist, I could have gone
back to London next morning but pride prevented me. It was
‘rotten herring’ time.

So, for the rest of my time in Paris I walked, all day and often
far into the night.  had no particular plan. Ijust let my feet carry
me where they would.

K
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The moat vital anages are the moot flecting.’

(ANDRLE BRETON 'ODE A CHARLES FOURIER®)

Café Glacier, near the Parc des Buttes-Chaumont
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Lion de Belfort, Boulevard du Montparnasse




If I had taken a lot of money with me, or it had not been August
and the Surrealists had been 2 #itu and 1 had met them, 1 would
no doubt have passed a more enjoyable week. I would have
returned to London very full of myself, convinced that I was
now a fully paid-up Surrealist who ‘knew’ Paris.

If I had read, as I have now read, a great deal of Surrealist
literature, I could have at least planned an itinerary, visited, as |
did on my last expedition, all the ‘elective places’, acted like an
educated tourist in Greece or ltaly, only with the Surrealist
‘monuments’ replacing the ruined temples or the pictures of
Piero della Francesca. As it was, however, while knowing a
considerable amount even then about the painters and their
work, and having some grasp of the movement’s aims and ethos,
my only knowledge of the history of Surrealism was derived
from the random memories of E.L.T. Mesens. In consequence,
the sole ‘monument’ I knew about and went to look at was the
Lion de Belfort, because it was the title of one of the collage
‘novels’ by Max Ernst which made up the boxed set Une Semaine
de bonté, which 1 had pored over many times since I had acquired
it some four years earlier when I was in the navy.

Carrying none of these aids, however, without defences,
without aims, I was a true ‘Paris Peasant’, raw and open to every
impression and close to hallucinatory through mounting and
obstinate fatigue. By the end of the week I had begun to feel like
a ghost, passing unseen through the animated crowds in the
evenings, or along the empty streets in the small hours.

I had been bored, even on my first day, by the famous monu-
ments: the Arc de Triomphe, Notre-Dame and especially the
hideous and bulbous Sacré-Coeur (I made an exception for the
Eiffel Tower). Soon, however, even those aspects of Paris that
at first charmed me ~ the tall apartment houses with their balco-
nies, familiar from the works of the Impressionists, the street
accordionists, grinding out Le Mer, the berets, the smell of garlic
and gauloises, the men carrying home long loaves of bread, the
workmen still in their blue smocks, the shrugs, the still-extant
pssoirs — became commonplace, unremarkable.

What emerged was a city in which the contrast between the
great boulevards, the vast squares and enormous fountains and
monuments, and the narrow, odoriferous warren of short
streets tucked behind them implied a kind of architectural schi-
zophrenia. Also, although I soon got to know the individual
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The blind swimmer’

‘

The disembowelled horses
in the arena of heads.’
(TRISTAN TZARA ‘LA BONNE HEURE")

Jardin des Tuileries

Rue Paradis

ambiance of a few districts — Montmartre, Saint-Germain,
Montparnasse, Les Halles - once I had wandered off the beaten
track, and especially in the ‘outer boulevards’, I had the sensa-
tion of being permanently lost as though in the desert, and
half-expected to come upon my own footprints as though I had
been walking in a circle.

The impression was heightened by the almost interchange-
able cafés and the irregular but frequent recurrence of small
shops which, because they sold the same product and for no
other reason, displayed whatever it might be according to a rigid
formula under a sign bearing identical typography and fre-
quently reinforced by the same naive image: the carved equine
heads outside the horse-butchers, for example. Many of the
street names, too, seemed to me to act as mysterious signals
beyond mere identification. The same was true of posters; but it
was the statues that most impressed me. It was not just that
there were so many of them - there are, after all, plenty in
London ~ it was their placing. Some, of course, were sited in
front of important buildings or around the edge of squares, but
others were 1n such arbitrary positions as to suggest that they
were human beings who had been ossified or caught unawares
by the dust of a volcanic eruption.

Given that it was August, many of the shops were shut and
there was a preponderance of tourists, but I gained some im-
pression, especially in the less-fashionable districts, as to how
public life appeared to be in such contrast to that in other cities |
had visited. The streets, which in London are no more than a
means of getting from point A to point B, seemed in Paris to be
the place where life was lived, friendships and enmities forged,
where lovers recognized each other at first sight. I was surprised
too at the behaviour of those lovers: the way they froze in an
intimate embrace as though in mutual solitude, something Lon-
don was not to experience for well over a decade. The Parisian
streets suggested momentous encounters although none - I was
invisible, after all ~ came my way. On the other hand, private
life appeared excessively private; one had none of those glimp-
ses into rooms (the pouring of drinks, a quarrel) which in-
terested me on my nocturnal walks through London. What
windows there were opening on to the street were either heavily
obscured by net or firmly shuttered. Doorways, some grand and
ornate, some simple, let into sheltered courtyards. Life there
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Without the shadows, light could not ride the objects, and the vun
would go everywhere on foot.’
(MALCOLM DE CHAZAL 'LE SENS PLASTIQUE')

Jardin des Plantes

Eglise de la Trinité
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turned inwards, protected by the hawk-eyed concierges who
Mesens always maintained were a source of great danger to the
Resistance during the war.

For four days I did nothing extraordinary, had no overt
adventures, but I was convinced, like a fisherman casting fruit-
lessly hour after hour across ariver, that at any moment it would
all happen: the line would tighten, the rod bend, the reel
screech. To relieve my solitude I chose to people the streets with
literary and artistic personages; perhaps Rimbaud and Verlaine
quarrelled on this corner? Was it on this bridge that the young
Picasso, at the time when Apolli