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Abstract

M y dissertation examines the role played by the surrealist object in the avant-garde
strategies of the French surrealist group, in the difficult political circumstances of the 1930s.
In my reading, the surrealist object is located in a critical relation to modern art; it
depends on the invention of collage for its own realization, but it also attempts to supersede
modernism through an act of desublimation, the return of art to its sexual origins. A n
understanding of this critical relation is established through Peter Burger's Theory of the
Avant-Garde,

through the use of psychoanalytic theory, and through an understanding of the

difference between Kantian and Hegelian aesthetics.
The object's invention in 1931 is then related to the cultural debates occurring on the
revolutionary left in France and the Soviet Union. The surrealists wish to achieve an
alliance with the Parti Communiste Francais, but avoid the politicization of the cultural field
undertaken by the Communists in both countries. They answer the demand for the
politicization of art with the supersession of art, for which the object provides a model.
In the 1930s, the surrealists develop the notion of a revolutionary science that would
forge a relation between action and interpretation. They attempt to indicate such a relation
in a number of experimental texts, taking unconscious thought as the object of their
investigation. A s a central category of their reflection in this period, the surrealist objects
are often given as extra-aesthetic examples of such thought in physical form.
The rise of the Popular Front and the move of the P . C . F . towards a reformist politics
presented a crisis for the surrealist movement. A number of surrealists, like Tristan Tzara,
Rene Char and Roger Caillois, split with their group in order to work with the Popular
Front, while the larger part of the surrealist group broke with the P . C . F . and the Soviet
Union. The break with Stalinism led the surrealists to the point of an alliance with the
modern art they had once claimed to supersede; from now on, interpretation would be

preserved, at the expense of action. The surrealist object, which had exemplified the
relation between action and interpretation, begins to recede from view after 1936, as the
avant-garde project that had brought it into being became increasingly difficult to sustain.
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Introduction
I have lived here for a day or part of a day,
eyes closed, arms hanging casually by my sides.
- Michael Palmer, "The Flower of Capital"
History has not been kind to the surrealist object. It has been marginalized by an art
history and a literary criticism that have largely received surrealism as an artistic and literary
movement, and most of the objects themselves have disappeared quite as thoroughly as the
avant-garde aspirations that brought them into being. Where the object has been treated at
1

greater length - chiefly in a small number of academic dissertations - this has usually been in
positive terms, examining the genealogy of the surrealist object in cubism and dada,
attending to its internal development and various manifestations - the dream object, the
found object, the poem-object, and so on - at the expense of an examination of its relation to
either the aesthetic or the political strategies of the surrealist movement.

2

In general, a strict

separation has been maintained between accounts of the surrealists' artistic production and
their political interests, a practice which repeats to some extent the surrealists' own
insistence on the non-identity of art and politics, but which also has the effect of bracketing
off surrealist art from the cultural and political conflicts and the historical circumstances
within which it was situated.

3

This has made an understanding of the surrealist object

'The leading example of the assimilation of surrealism into the history of modern art remains William Rubin's
Dada and Surrealist Art, but innumerable art-historical and literary studies repeat his assumption that surrealist
works were and are an intrinsic part of, rather than existing in an uncertain relation to, modern art and
literature. The equivocal nature of this relation, which is figured in the surrealist objects, is in good part the
subject of this dissertation.
Dissertations on the surrealist object include: Emmanuel Guigon, "L'Objet surrealiste: Introduction aux
techniciens benevoles" (These de doctorat d'histoire de l'art, Universite de Pantheon - Sorbonne [Paris I],
1985); Henry Okun, "The Surrealist Object" (Diss., Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, 1981); and
Haim Finkelstein's dissertation, republished as Surrealism and the Crisis of the Object (Ann Arbor: U M I
Research Press, 1979). Unfortunately, I have been unable to read any more than the preface and table of
contents of Krzysztof Fijalkowski's 1990 dissertation on the surrealist object for the University of East Anglia,
although it is clear from these that his project is not the same as my own.
The most easily available political history of surrealism is Helena Lewis, The Politics of Surrealism (New
York: Paragon House Publishers, 1988), but Robert Short's immense compendium of history and hearsay,
"The Political History of the Surrealist Movement in France, 1918-1940" (Diss., University of Sussex, 1965),
is well worth consulting. There are numerous other studies devoted in part or in whole to the political history
2

3

2

difficult i f not impossible, for it is not within art, but rather between art and politics that its
invention must be located.
It is only relatively recently that art history and literary criticism have acknowledged
the differences between the aims, interests and strategies of modernism and the avant-garde
in the period between the two world wars, due in part to the foundering of the avant-gardes
in the historical circumstances of the 1920s and '30s, and the concomitant triumph of the
formalist account of modernism from the late 1930s on. The distinction between modernist
and avant-garde strategies, established by Peter Burger and refined by Jochen Schulte-Sasse,
allows a reconsideration of the surrealist object, for in my view it is the "avant-guardedness"
of the object that is key to its understanding.

4

The surrealist object emerges out of modern

art, but it maintains an antagonistic relationship to modernism, out of the avant-garde
imperative to establish a position that both superseded art as such, and that promised a
generalized, non-professional creative activity in the future.
The task I have set myself in this dissertation is not so much a description of the
surrealist object per se - whose genealogy and various subcategories have been adequately
accounted for in other dissertations - as it is a determination of its place within the logic of
the avant-garde. For it is my view that its goal - the object of the object, as it were - is
identical to that of the surrealist movement as a whole: the reconciliation of conscious and
unconscious thought, the overcoming of the separation of art and life in a "poetry made by
all, not by one", for which a social revolution is the precondition. The surrealist object,
posed between art and politics, is located in a Utopian space that is, precisely, nowhere, a

of the surrealist movement, including books or articles by Jean-Pierre Bernard, Jean-Pierre Morel, Guy
Palayret, Jean-Luc Steinmetz and Susan Suleiman. However, the brilliant synthesis of political and cultural
issues achieved in Denis Hollier's studies of Georges Bataille and Roger Caillois has not yet been
accomplished for the surrealist group itself.
Peter Biirger, Theory of the Avant-Garde (1974), trans. Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1984). Schulte-Sasse wrote the foreword to this edition. Surrealism is one of the three avant-gardes
Biirger discusses in order to support his argument (the others are German dada and Soviet constructivism), but
he does not consider the surrealist object as such.
4

3

space of possibility that is entirely contingent, and whose contingency is realized in the
fragmentary and temporary nature of the objects. Those few that still exist are fragile
mementoes of the claim to supersede the categories of art in a generalized creativity,
contingent upon a future that was of course never realized, but whose possibility once
brought them into being.
If the surrealist object is located, in an eminently dialectical relation, between art and
politics, the third term in the dialectical triad is the psychical: the supersession of modern
art, made possible by revolution, will be achieved through a radical regression to what
Breton called inthe first Manifesto of Surrealism "the sources of poetic imagination. "
5

Artmaking w i l l be desublimated in this return to what was understood to be the substratum
of human creativity and indeed of human existence, sexual desire. In this way, it would
achieve a more or less uncontaminated expression of the unconscious thought perceptible
behind what the surrealists considered to be the greatest works of art. This is very much the
6

project of automatism, but it was also that of the surrealist object, with the important
difference that the object was also a material thing, a physical intervention into the world of
other objects, and not only into literary discourse.
The interaction of social, aesthetic and psychical concerns in the theorization and
invention of the surrealist object has been little discussed in the secondary literature, and in
order to describe this relation it has been necessary to turn back to contemporary documents,
including the critical writings of Louis Aragon, Rene Crevel, Tristan Tzara, Salvador D a l i ,
Roger Caillois and Claude Cahun. These have in many instances been underplayed in the
reception of surrealism, given the tendency to focus on Andre Breton as the exclusive
spokesman of surrealism or, more recently and antithetically, on Georges Bataille. In my

Andre Breton, Manifeste du surrealisme, in Oeuvres completes (hereafter O.C.), 1.1 (Paris: Gallimard, 1988),
pp. 322-23.
A n y list of these would include the English Gothic novel, the stories and prose poems of the most extreme
adherents of German and French romanticism, the works of Rimbaud and Lautreamont, and the early paintings
of de Chirico.
5

6

4

work here, I have attempted to think about surrealism as a collective endeavour, while
acknowledging that Breton, as the major spokesman and theoretician of surrealism, was
"more equal than the others". Within this collective, there was an often remarkable degree
of latitude, as well as some serious internal conflicts that led to a continuing series of splits
and expulsions.
W o r k on these documents has led me to a rethinking of surrealism on a number of
issues that have been surprisingly little discussed: these include surrealism's equivocal
relations with modern art; the reconceptualization of its activities as revolutionary science,
in an effort to avoid their politicization; the growing rift within the surrealist group over the
question of surrealism's avant-garde status, and over the question of participation in the
Popular Front, which led to a serious fracture over the winter of 1934-35; and the conflict
between Breton and Dali over an automatic as opposed to a paranoiac conception of
surrealist activity. A l l of these issues are keyed to the concerns that brought the surrealist
object into being, and will be discussed in relation to the surrealist group's attempt to
maintain an avant-garde position in the difficult political circumstances of the 1930s. M y
general task has been to bring art and politics back together, given their dissociation in
surrealist studies; such an association is, however, indirect and mediated, and I have treated
it so here.
The surrealist object was first imagined in Andre Breton's "Introduction au discours
sur le peu de realite" of 1925, as the three-dimensional construction of an object seen in
dreams, and as a means to trouble other, utilitarian objects. It remained a purely theoretical
proposition, however, until Salvador Dali's suggestion in the spring of 1931 that the
surrealists manufacture objects as a form of collective activity. This was at a moment of
crisis for the surrealist group, when it had difficulty imagining any form of collective action.
The imaginary resolution of what was both a personal and a political crisis through a form of
collective invention locates the object historically, and it is in this fraught encounter with

5

history that I want to discuss it, from the moment of its first manufacture in 1931 to the high
point of the surrealists' preoccupation with the object in 1936.
The passage from suggestion to materialization was itself a sign of an increasing
concern with the relation between subject and object, given the need which began to be felt
within the surrealist movement for a more explicitly critical and activist orientation. The
object was understood to be a form of action that was also a mode of thought; in this way, it
would preserve the relation between action and interpretation the surrealists were attempting
to keep in play, in which "action would be sister to the dream", and no longer separated
from it in the split between rational and irrational modes of thought, or between poetry and
conscious, political action.
If this need for a relation between action and interpretation was metaphorized in the
object, it was rather in terms of the articulation of subjective desire in a concrete form than
in any explicitly political terms, for reasons that w i l l be explored in the course of this
dissertation. I am going to argue that the surrealist object was a crucial component in the
surrealists' effort to maintain and further an avant-garde position in relation both to the
modern art they wished as an avant-garde to supersede - for which their affiliation to the
political avant-garde of the Parti Communiste Frangais (P.C.F.) was both a necessity and a
guarantee - and to the Party itself, for which the object was intended to represent, in part,
that supersession of art, a sign of the good faith of the surrealists' revolutionary convictions.
What is at issue here is autonomy, twice over: for it is my argument that the object was
intended both to challenge the autonomy claims of modern art, and to preserve a space of
autonomy for surrealism's own activities.
The object was perhaps surrealism's leading 'aesthetic' concern in the 1930s, if we
can pose as aesthetic a creative activity - the fabrication of objects - that was intended both
to disturb the given categories of artmaking, and to offer models for the overcoming of the
separation of art and life that was the hallmark of modernism, for all concerned. Yet - and

6

this is crucial - the object still bore a critical relation to cubist assemblage; the claim to an
avant-garde position was manifested precisely in this "au-delcT', this "going beyond"
painting or sculpture, using a method - collage - invented at the most formally radical
moment of modernist experimentation. It is the objects' critical relation to the dominant
categories of artmaking that is important here, rather than their mere rejection; there is an
attempt to sublate what are understood to be the progressive aspects of modern art - in
particular, the principle of collage, and the experimental nature of prewar modernism - into
the object, which is understood at the same time to be anti-formal and anti-aesthetic in its
rejection of the claims for autonomy made by the partisans and practitioners of modern art.
M y first chapter will largely be concerned with establishing these relations, which have
never been satisfactorily explored in accounts of surrealism.
The object also played an important part in the autonomy claims made by the
surrealists vis-a-vis the P.C.F., which involved a redefinition of their activity as a research
into the workings of the mind, outside of the immediately political tasks of the Party. The
surrealist object is experimental in this sense, situated outside of the traditional artistic
categories of painting or sculpture, and it participates in the logic of a scientific activity that
would also be disruptive and revolutionary, as an activist intervention allied to, but not
identical to, the activities of the political avant-garde. A scientific paradigm was shared by
many revolutionary intellectuals in the 1930s, especially those who, while Marxist or
marxisant, wished to preserve some degree of autonomy from the Communist Party;
psychoanalysis was the privileged model for such a revolutionary science. Surrealism's own
researches into "undirected", poetic modes of thought are conceived along this line, and
even made possible by Freud's recognition of the identity of poetic and oneiric thought.
Surrealism's reconceptualization of its activities as research w i l l be investigated in Chapter
3, following an analysis of the genesis of the object in the historical circumstances of the
early 1930s in Chapter 2.

7

In the course of the 1930s, there was a growing split within the surrealist group
between those, like D a l i and Tristan Tzara, who favoured a synthetic mode of thinking
capable of addressing the world from a position of autonomy, and those, like Breton or
Claude Cahun, who wished to preserve the distinction between a rational thought, however
dialectical, and an essentially poetic, undirected mode of thought that w i l l then be subject to
interpretation. Breton's holding onto automatism, and to the idea of an automatic generation
of the object was, I w i l l argue, part of his attempt to maintain in principle the autonomy of
surrealist activity, as one essentially different in kind from the kind of thinking appropriate
to political activity. It was also an attempt to delay a premature reconciliation of art and life,
especially given what appeared to be the disastrous consequences of such a merging in the
Soviet Union, where life was not infused with poetry, but where existing categories of art
and literature were, rather, politicized and bureaucratized.
This delay - based in principle upon the essentially different levels of poetic and
analytic thought, which had not yet been reconciled - was the occasion for the secession of
several members of the surrealist group over the winter of 1934-35, including Tzara, Rene
Crevel, Rene Char and Roger Caillois; they accused surrealism of falling back into the
modern art from which it had so recently liberated itself. A n d there is in fact an
equivocation within the surrealist group at this time between art and politics that it is unable,
for political reasons, to resolve, and for which the anti-aesthetic object is a 'theoretical'
compensation, an imaginary resolution of a political impasse that cannot be overcome. It
was a time when the relation between action and interpretation - essential both to the avantgarde position of the surrealist movement, and to the status of the surrealist object - seemed
definitively broken, whose consequence was this further fracturing of the group.
The surrealists' rupture with the P . C . F . and with the Stalinist leadership of the Soviet
Union occurred in August 1935, after the P . C . F . had itself abandoned an avant-garde
position in order to participate in the Popular Front. Given the circumstances of the

8

liquidation of modern art in Germany and the U.S.S.R., the surrealists eventually recast
themselves as the defenders of the modern art they once threatened to supersede. A t this
moment, which I locate after the failure of Contre-Attaque, and after the Exposition
7

surrealiste d'objets (which both occur in M a y 1936), the object ceases to be as central a
preoccupation of the surrealists, though it never disappears altogether as a concern. The
prospect of immediate revolution is rejected after 1936, and projected into an indefinite
future. Surrealism at that point becomes more than ever Utopian, believing in the necessity
but not the possibility of that transformation; its role is henceforth to preserve the nonidentity of art and life, as well as the possibility of their eventual reunification.
There were, as I have mentioned, serious differences within the surrealist group over
its direction and even its self-understanding in these years, in relation to the shifting sands of
revolutionary politics, and in keeping with the imperative to make thought active. It is
perhaps unsurprising that a group oriented against the dominant political and cultural
formations of its day was itself subject to continual fracturing. I w i l l attend to these
conflicts both in Chapter 3 and in the final chapter, where I focus on the differences between
D a l i and Breton - whose conflicts, and whose understanding of one another's position, are
articulated via the discussion of a number of objects and paintings. This difference fundamentally that between an active paranoia-criticism and a passive automatism - is
implicitly gendered as masculine and feminine, and I w i l l attempt to draw out some of the
implications of this conflict for a contemporary understanding of the surrealist endeavour.

* * *
The surrealist object has been the subject of a number of previous dissertations, each
of which is concerned more with an understanding and description of the object as a positive

The little revolutionary group, led by Georges Bataille, in which many of the surrealists participated, and
which was oriented against both fascism and the Popular Front.
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category than with its place and function within an economy of thought.

8

The best of these,

Emmanuel Guigon's "L'Objet surrealiste: Introduction aux techniciens benevoles", favours
a structural study of the object over an historical approach, while I think the latter is crucial
to any account of the object's first appearance, and its place in surrealist thought. Guigon's
dissertation, however, contains a number of close readings of individual objects which have
been particularly valuable to me.
Apart from dissertations, there are few extended studies of the surrealist object.
Louis Cummins' 1991 article "Multiplicites surrealistes" is among the most interesting of
these; Cummins emphasizes the heterogeneity and sexualization of the objects, at the
expense of the formalist reception of modernist art in the accounts of W i l l i a m Rubin and
Clement Greenberg.

9

Cummins has chosen to structure his article as a critique of W i l l i a m Rubin's own
discussion of the object in his monumental 1969 survey, Dada and Surrealist Art.
Cummins criticizes Rubin for excluding the object from modern art in two ways: by
"forgetting" its formal debt to collage, and by associating it with poetry (in this way
assimilating it to literature). In each case, Cummins says, there is a repression of the
object's "objecthood", of its specificity as a form of modern sculpture.

10

M y own view is

somewhat different; I fully agree with Cummins as to the object's discursive relation to
collage, but view it as a sublation of modernism's formal concerns, in an anti-aesthetic
construction that bears little relation to the kind of work that Fried invented his term
"objecthood" to describe. If Rubin assimilates the objects to poetry in order to exclude them
from the trajectory of modern art, it is no less true that they are conceived, at least, as poetic,
and certainly as distinct from the kinds of formal considerations proper to modern sculpture,

See n. 2.
Louis Cummins, "Multiplicites surrealistes", RACAR, vol. XVIII nos. 1-2 (1991), pp. 31-42.
Cummins takes the term "objecthood" from Michael Fried's discussion of minimalist sculpture in his 1967
article, "Art and Objecthood".
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as we shall see in Chapter l .

1 1

One can take the objects perfectly seriously without having

to conceive of them as sculpture, and in fact Cummins does so in the greater part of his
article, where he discusses their heterogeneity and their relation to fetishism. H i s article is
particularly valuable for its attempt to achieve an understanding of the object with the aid of
psychoanalytic and post-structuralist theory, without actually returning to what he sees as the
limited agenda of formalist criticism.
The most recent article on the object, Romy Golan's "Triangulating the Surrealist
Fetish", brings together a number of the sites - the 1931 Exposition coloniale, the 1936
Exposition surrealiste d'objets - and objects discussed in this dissertation.

12

In the

"triangulation" of the title is understood the crossing of the three contemporary
significations of the fetish - sexual, commodity and tribal - in the surrealist object, an idea
first suggested by W i l l i a m Pietz, and which I develop in a different way than Golan in
Chapter 2 .

13

In her article, Golan connects the fetishistic quality of many of the surrealist objects
to the exotic furniture and interiors on display at the Exposition coloniale, including
furniture covered in hides, python skin and elephant leather. In this way, she suggests that
the surrealist object is more collusive with than critical of commodity fetishism; that its

'These are Rubin's first words on the object, and one can see why Cummins takes issue with their dismissive
tone:
1

The Surrealist object was essentially a three-dimensional collage of "found" articles that were chosen
for their poetic meaning rather than their possible visual value. Its entirely literary character opened
the possibility of its fabrication - or, better, its confection - to poets, critics and others who stood
professionally outside, or on the margins of, the plastic arts. This partially explains the tremendous
vogue objectmaking enjoyed in Surrealist circles during the 1930s.
William Rubin, Dada and Surrealist Art (London: Thames and Hudson, 1969), pp. 262-63. For Rubin, the
literary nature of the objects, and their lack of metier, place them outside his field of interest; they cease to be
visible to the extent that they are unassimilable to his version of modernism. This does not necessarily mean,
however, that an attempt should be made to reinsert the object into the category of modern sculpture; my own
preference is rather to attend to the dialectical and intertextual relations between modernism and surrealism,
and to the distinction that needs to be made in this case between modernist and avant-garde strategies.
R o m y Golan, "Triangulating the Surrealist Fetish", Visual Anthropology Review, vol. 10 no. 1 (Spring
1994), pp. 50-65.
W i l l i a m Pietz, "The problem of the fetish, I", Res, no. 9 (Spring 1985), p. 10.
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13
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sexualization of the utilitarian object is not so much an undercutting of the allure of the
commodity, as it is a replication of that allure. This view has considerable merit; the poetics
of the commodity in the surrealist object is a complex subject that still remains to be
investigated in depth, and the point of interface between the commodity and the surrealist
object is the place to begin this analysis.
Golan's broader point is more problematic. In keeping with the thesis developed in
her recent book, Modernity and Nostalgia (Yale University Press, 1995), Golan identifies
the emphasis on touch in the surrealist object - which I discuss in Chapter 4 - with an antimodernist, corporatist reaction to the machine aesthetic of the 1920s, in which the
handmade is preferred to the machine-made. The implication is that surrealism is part of a
reaction to modernity that helped pave the way for the anti-modernist Petainist aesthetic of
V i c h y France.
If surrealism is anti-modernist, however, it is an anti-modernism that attempts to
sublate modernism, rather than merely reject it in a return to a pre-modern naturalist
aesthetic. Golan assimilates two different responses to modernism, opposing an
automatically progressive modernism to its anti-modernist enemies on left and right. W e
know, however, that modernism (Le Corbusier, for example) could itself have troubling
corporatist overtones. N o r can surrealism be easily assimilated to the anti-modernist
emphasis on regional landscape and pre-industrial rural culture; this is perhaps why Golan
only suggests the association, rather than pursuing it further.
M y own work on the surrealist object differs from most of these studies, and has
been conceived more in relation to what I think is the most substantial body of critical work
on surrealism (apart, that is, from the landmark studies by Benjamin, Adorno and
Blanchot ): that of the October critics and historians, and in particular the books and
14

Walter Benjamin, "Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia" (1929), in Reflections:
Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings, ed. Peter Demetz and trans. Edmund Jephcott (New York:
14
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essays by Rosalind Krauss, H a l Foster and Denis Hollier. M y dissertation, and my thinking
about surrealism in general, owes a substantial intellectual debt to their work. M y approach
is more historical than theirs, less 'theoretical'; but the difference chiefly turns on the
question of surrealism's relation to modernism, and on the question of the sublimation or the
desublimation of surrealist art.
Krauss' rethinking of surrealism over the past fifteen years has significantly altered
surrealist studies. Her two essays in the 1985 L 'Amour fou catalogue in particular register a
pivotal change both in her own work, and in surrealist studies in general. The first,
"Photography in the Service of Surrealism", still depends largely on citations from Breton,
but reworks surrealism in relation to post-structuralist thought; the second, "Corpus Delicti",
marks the entry of Bataille into the critical discourse on surrealism, at least in E n g l i s h .

15

Krauss' articles, together with those of Denis Hollier and with the burgeoning of
translations of Bataille into English, began a flurry of interest in Bataille as a thinker, some
twenty years after the same phenomenon had occurred in France. This coincides with at
least a temporary turning away from an interest in the thought of the members of the
surrealist group proper, who were often castigated in the very terms that Bataille had once
employed against the surrealists.

16

It is an uncritical acceptance of Bataille's description of

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978), pp. 177-92; Theodor W. Adorno, "Looking Back on Surrealism" (1956), in
Notes to Literature, vol. 1 (1974), ed. Rolf Tiedemann and trans. Shierry Weber Nicholsen (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1991), pp. 86-90; and Maurice Blanchot, "Tomorrow at Stake" (1967), in The
Infinite Conversation (1969), trans. Susan Hanson (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), pp.
407-21.
Krauss' first use of Bataille, in her 1984 article on Giacometti, "No More Play", slightly predates the
L'Amour fou catalogue, but I am interested in the opposition between Breton and Bataille that is set up in the
two articles that follow one another in 1985, even though this opposition is not made explicit as a critical
strategy. For Krauss' important article on Giacometti, which will be referred to in the course of the
dissertation, see her book The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, M A :
The MIT Press, 1985), pp. 42-85.
I am thinking, for instance, of the work of Allen S. Weiss and Allan Stoekl, who are much more interested in
and engaged with the thought of Bataille than with that of Breton or any of the other surrealists, and who rely
on Hollier for their own assessment of surrealist thought. The dismissal of Breton was repeated rather
uncritically in many articles in the late 1980s and early '90s, so it is refreshing to see Krauss, Foster and
Hollier returning to or continuing (in Krauss' case) a critical engagement with the work of the surrealist
movement itself.
15
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the surrealists as "Icarian idealists" in relation to his own "base materialism" that I wish to
question here, for it leads to some serious differences of interpretation over the question of
the sublimation or the desublimation of surrealist art.

17

If Bataille's article remained unpublished at the time, it is nevertheless extremely
valuable for its articulation of his own position in opposition to surrealism, which becomes
materialist in antithesis to surrealism's projected idealism, realist in antithesis to its
surrealism, and anti-dialectical in opposition to its dialectics.

18

The history of Bataille's

involvement with and opposition to the surrealist group needs to be comprehended in order
to properly understand his polemical text, let alone the evolution of his attitude towards
surrealism, which underwent considerable modification over the years (as did the attitude of
the surrealist group towards Bataille).

19

His 1930 text is too often accepted uncritically as

an adequate description of surrealism (as inherently idealist), when it is the tensions between
idealism and materialism that are of interest in surrealist thought in this period, particularly
in its relation to revolutionary politics. This occurs even where attention is once again
focused on the ideas and activities of the surrealist group, as in H a l Foster's Compulsive

Beauty.
In Compulsive Beauty, Foster establishes a Lacanian-inflected psychoanalytic
reading of surrealism that runs counter to some of the movement's own claims. His reading

The terms "Icarian idealists" and "base materialism" are first found in a previously unpublished article that
Tel Quel brought to light in 1968, " L a 'vieille taupe' et le prefixe sur dans les mots surhomme et surrealiste"
(Oeuvres completes, t. II: Ecrits posthumes 1922-1940 [Paris: Gallimard, 1970], pp. 93-109). The article had
been intended for Bifur, a journal that, like Bataille's own Documents, was hostile to surrealism (and vice
versa). However, Bifur ceased publication in June 1931, before Bataille's article could appear. As its title
indicates, the article is critical of Nietzsche as well as of surrealism, before Bataille was really marked by the
influence of the German thinker.
O n Bataille's or Leiris' realism, see Denis Hollier, "The Use-Value of the Impossible", trans. Liesl Oilman,
October, no. 60 (Spring 1992), pp. 20-21.
Bataille's articles on surrealism over the years have been collected by Michael Richardson in The Absence of
Myth (London: Verso, 1994). These mostly date from the years immediately following the Second World
War, when Bataille was engaged in an intensive reassessment of the movement and its thought. Bataille
contributed a brief text (from which Richardson's collection takes its title) to the catalogue of the 1947
surrealist exhibition at the Galerie Maeght, and the 1959 surrealist exhibition at the Galerie Daniel Cordier
explicitly took its theme from Bataille's recent book Erotisme.
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is oriented around the concepts of the death drive and repression, as these are raised in
Freud's 1919 article "The 'Uncanny'" and developed in other of his late writings. It is
Foster's view that many of surrealism's key concepts, such as 'the marvelous', 'convulsive
beauty', and 'objective chance', are related to a recognition of the familiar made strange,
that is, to an intimation of the death drive that the surrealists resist in their preference for
love, beauty and reconciliation. Bataille and Roger Caillois are his counter-examples of
those who do accept and embrace such a "desublimation", through their notions of the
informe and mimicry. Foster writes:
It is at this point where sublimation confronts desublimation that surrealism breaks
down, and I mean this literally: such is the stake of the split between official
Bretonian and dissident Bataillean factions circa 1929....Although both groups
recognize the uncanny power of desublimation, the Bretonian surrealists resist it,
while the Bataillean surrealists elaborate it - especially, I want to suggest, along the
line of its imbrication with the death drive.
20

Breton, Foster goes on to say, "ultimately values sublimated form and idealist Eros, and
upholds the traditional function of the aesthetic: the normative reconciliation of contrary
modes of experience. "
21

I think it can be seen here that Foster's distinction between Breton and Bataille turns
upon the latter's categorization of surrealism as idealist, as well as on his rejection of
dialectics; the social and psychical reconciliation that are the eventual goal of surrealism are

H a l Foster, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, M A : The MIT Press, 1993), p. 110.
' i b i d . Foster is acknowledging here the distinction Freud makes in his later writings between an inherently
unruly sexuality and its sublimated form in the notion of Eros, the latter of which is essential for both love and
civilization. Jean Laplanche describes the difference in his Life and Death in Psychoanalysis:
2 0

2

Eros is what seeks to maintain, preserve, and even augment the cohesion and the synthetic tendency of
living beings and of psychical life. Whereas, ever since the beginnings of psychoanalysis, sexuality
was in its essence hostile to binding - a principle of "un-binding" or unfettering (Entbindung) which
could be bound only through the intervention of the ego - what appears with Eros is the bound and
binding form of sexuality, brought to light by the discovery of narcissism. It is that form of sexuality,
cathecting its object, attached to a form, which henceforth will sustain the ego and life itself, as well
as any specific form of sublimation.
Jean Laplanche, Life and Death in Psychoanalysis (1970), trans. Jeffrey Mehlman (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1976), pp. 123-24.
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rejected as "normative", in favour of Bataille's pulling of the high down into the low, which
Foster describes as "desublimation". M y own understanding of desublimation, however, is
substantially different, and this is the point at which my interpretation departs from those of
Krauss and Foster.
Both Krauss and Foster take a primarily psychoanalytic view of surrealism in their
recent books (although Foster also attempts to understand the possibilities for a social
critique offered by surrealism, in reading it through Benjamin). In The Optical
Unconscious, Krauss rereads desire after Lacan not as an inexhaustible flow of sexual
energy, but as a universal effect of psychical trauma. While Foster refers primarily to Freud
in his reinterpretation of surrealism, he shares this Lacanian understanding of desire with
Krauss. It is one in which any possible reconciliation achieved through desire, such as was
envisioned by the surrealists, has been successfully deconstructed apres la lettre.
W h i l e I do not wish to dispute the conclusions reached by Foster and Krauss as to
the possibility or impossibility of the surrealist project, I would like to note the way in which
their approach has resulted in a symptomatic reading of many of the images in both books.
Their psychoanalytic reading of surrealist imagery can and does achieve an extraordinary
insight, but it tends to elide the images' intertextual relation with other imagery and other
discourses.
In Krauss and Foster's recent analyses, specific aesthetic issues, such as the
conflicted relation between surrealism and modernism, tend to drop out of their discussion,
to be replaced by the psychoanalytic. In The Optical Unconscious, this involves a reading
away from form to address what, Krauss proposes, underlies both surrealism and
modernism, the "optical unconscious" of her title which would, in surrealism's case, involve
the psyche's "automatic" response to signs generated in the imaginary order: "an automatic

16

motor turning over in the very field of the v i s u a l . " Krauss proposes the term "readymade",
22

from an early text by Breton on M a x Ernst, to replace an understanding of collage as the
basis of surrealism. Rather than the generation of something new, an unprecedented image
or metaphor, the readymade is that to which the artist or poet responds, a recognition of the
familiar made strange through repression: "automatism's relation to the visual not as a
strange conflation of objects, and thus the creation of new images, but as a function of the
structure of vision and its ceaseless return to the already-known. " That is, the discussion is
23

displaced from the aesthetic to the psychical, paradoxically in this case by means of a
discussion of Ernst's early technique of 'overpainting', which undermines the presumption
that collage is surrealism's basic technique, and which also establishes an analogy with the
repressed materials out of which the unconscious is constructed, in a psychoanalytic
understanding.

24

In my opinion, this analysis obliterates surrealism's relation to modernism. Krauss
proposes not a critical relation of one to the other, through which surrealism bears the very
condition of its possibility in an antagonistic relation to modernism, but offers surrealism
instead as "the total refusal of the modernist alternative ", seeing the readymade as
25

completely other to the modernist blank surface, as a matrix rather than an empty potential.
Breton and Ernst himself both viewed Ernst's 'overpaintings' as a form of collage, in
terms of method i f not of technique ("ce n'est pas la colle qui fait le collage "). The
26

association of elements did not depend upon a particular technique, but rather upon a poetic
approach apprehended through the example provided by cubist, then dada collage. In my
understanding, the practice of collage, discovered by the cubists, allowed Pierre Reverdy to

Rosalind E. Krauss, The Optical Unconscious (Cambridge, M A : The MIT Press, 1993), p. 53.
Ibid.
Krauss establishes this on the basis of the observation that many of Ernst's early works are not collages at all,
but, like The Master's Bedroom (1920), are a 'painting over', thus a 'repression' of, the matrix of catalogue or
other readymade commercial or scientific imagery out of which the image is finally constituted, or selected.
Ibid., p. 54.
M a x Ernst, "Au-dela de la peinture" (1936), in Ecritures (Paris: NRF/Le point du jour, 1970), p. 256.
22
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develop his conceptualization of the image as a rapprochement of distant realities, and made
the poetry of Rimbaud and Lautreamont understandable to the future surrealists, although
the approach to collage was not identical in cubism and surrealism.
It is not a question here of returning to an unproblematic notion of intentionality, but
of recognizing the significance of the aesthetic discourses within which and against which a
surrealist strategy was conceived. Krauss' psychoanalytic reading of Ernst's work is often
brilliant, and offers for the first time, along with Foster's contemporary work, a cogent and
coherent approach to surrealist iconography. But I disagree with her attempt to replace
collage with the readymade, which makes an understanding of surrealism's relation to
modernism impossible.
Foster does see surrealism as a "counter-modernism", rather than as a "total refusal
of the modernist alternative". He does not develop this, however, choosing to focus instead
on surrealism's resistance to the death drive, as well as on its possibilities for a social
critique. Because he too underplays the aesthetic dimension of surrealist activity, I think
that Foster misreads the sublimation/desublimation question in relation to Breton and
Bataille. For in my view, it is desublimation that is the project of the objects and indeed of
all forms of surrealist imagery, in their insistence on an explicit sexual dimension, and in
their critical relation to other forms of art (which includes a negation of formal
considerations).
One of the significant differences between the surrealists and Bataille, up to 1936-37
at least, is that the surrealists sought to delay an immediate merging of art and life - while in
principle supporting such a merger - whereas Bataille, coincident with the end of
Documents, wished to bring art to an end in the present, replacing it at most with
perversion.

27

This is the substance of his anti-aesthetic position through to 1936 or so,

I n the final issue of Documents, in March or April 1931, Bataille bade an unnostalgic farewell to modern art
in his article "L'Esprit moderne et le jeu des transpositions". Although the two series of Documents are
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which was articulated especially in the pages of La Critique sociale; one consequence of this
was his own suppression of his novel Le Bleu du ciel, which was written in 1935 but not
published until 1957. It is the difference, in fact, between a dialectical and an antidialectical strategy: the contesting of bourgeois culture from within, versus its pulling down
and elimination from without, by what Bataille imagines to be the hairy and inculte
proletariat.

28

This is the difference, such as I understand it, between the strategies of
"sublimation" and "desublimation" that Foster opposes to one another. He recognizes that
the possibility for a surrealist social critique depends upon its inscription within the social
world it contests, but does not extend that perception to surrealism's ambivalent relations
with art and literature, to see in the immanency of those relations the very possibility of
critique.

29

Whereas for Theodor Adorno, surrealism is a movement in which "art batters its

own foundations ", for Foster, who reads surrealism through Bataille, it is as sublimated as
30

any other form of modern art. This is in spite of the fact that he acknowledges the
desublimating strategies of Ernst and Hans Bellmer, who were both part of the "Bretonian"
surrealist group rather than of any dissident faction.

31

M y own tendency is to view the aesthetic as the strategic point of regression in
surrealism, of the desublimation of what is commonly understood to be a sublimated

commonly dated to 1929-30, Bataille refers in "L'Esprit moderne" to an article by Roger Vitrac in the 17
March 1931 issue of L'Intransigeant.
Georges Bataille, "L'Anus solaire" (1931), in Oeuvres completes, 1.1: Premiers Ecrits 1922-1940 (Paris:
Gallimard, 1970), pp. 85-86.
Foster writes in the second, redemptive part of his book:
28
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M y point is not about some grim total system that recuperates everything; rather, it concerns the very
possibility of immanent critique. Surrealist explorations of chance, dreams, derives, and the like can
confront the mechanical-commodified world only because they are already inscribed within it: only
from there can this world be detourne.
Foster, op. cit., p. 151.
Adofno, op. cit., p. 87. I raise Adorno here since it is to his essay "Looking Back on Surrealism" that Krauss
and Foster refer, in taking the possibility of reading surrealism beyond its self-understanding.
'Foster, op. cit., pp. 78-79 (for Ernst), and 107-09 (for Bellmer).
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aesthetic practice common to all modes of artmaking. Thus "convulsive beauty", one of
Breton's central categories of experience, is not simply another form of beauty, as Foster
would have it (p. 107), but a returning of the experience of beauty to its sexual origins: a
convulsive experience akin to the convulsions of orgasmic bliss or, indeed, to the
involuntary tremors provoked by an experience of the uncanny.
In conceiving of this beauty "envisagee exclusivement a des fins passionnelles ",
32

Breton is explicitly engaging with beauty as a form of sublimation, and attempting to return
it to the erotic, perhaps through Freud's perception of such an origin in his Three Essays on
the Theory of Sexuality:
There is to my mind no doubt that the concept of 'beautiful' has its roots in sexual
excitation and that its original meaning was 'sexually stimulating'. This is related to
the fact that we never regard the genitals themselves, the sight of which produces the
strongest sexual excitation, as really 'beautiful'.
33

Beauty is, for Freud, quite literally a displacement upwards from the sight of the genitals, a
sublimation to the secondary sexual zones of body and face.

34

It is a movement that

surrealism reverses in its resexualization of aesthetics. To this end, Breton, Ernst and D a l i
all read what is the prototypical surrealist image - Lautreamont's "beau comme la rencontre
fortuite sur une table de dissection d'une machine a coudre et d'un parapluie" - as a sexual
image, a reading that could be thought reductive, since it limits the image to a single
interpretation, but which performs precisely this function of returning aesthetics to its sexual
origins.

35

In this reversal of the process of sublimation, one will recover the basis for any

Breton cites this phrase from his own Nadja in L 'Amour fou, reprinted in Oeuvres completes (hereafter
O.C.), t. II, ed. Marguerite Bonnet (Paris: Gallimard, 1992), p. 678.
Sigmund Freud, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), trans. James Strachey, in Freud, On
Sexuality: Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality and Other Works, ed. Angela Richards (Harmondsworth:
Penguin Books, 1977), p. 69. The passage quoted here was a footnote added in 1915.
F o r lucid discussions of the psychoanalytic definition of sublimation, see the chapter on sublimation in Mary
Ann Doane, Femmes Fatales: Feminism, Film Theory, Psychoanalysis (New York: Routledge, 1991), and
Jean Laplanche, "To Situate Sublimation" (1980), trans. Richard Miller, October no. 28 (Spring 1984), pp. 726.
M a x Ernst, "Au-dela de la peinture", op. cit., p. 256; Salvador Dali, "L'Angelus, de Millet", his text for an
invitation to his exhibition of engravings and drawings for Les Chants de Maldoror at Aux Quatre Chemins,
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real progress, and it w i l l be an act oriented in the first instance against the work of art, which
has been alienated from its origins.
Breton discusses sublimation in such terms at several points in his writings: in the
Second Manifesto, in the 1936 essay " L e Merveilleux contre le mystere", and, most
provocatively, in his section of the pamphlet issued to accompany the screening of L'Age
d'or in 1930, where it is explicitly a question of interrogating, and even overturning,
sublimated beauty and its correlative, the work of art:
Ce serait peut-etre trop peu demander aux artistes d'aujourd'hui que de s'en tenir a
la constatation, d'ailleurs geniale, que l'energie sublimee couvant en eux continuera
a les livrer, pieds et poings lies, a l'ordre de choses existant et ne fera, a travers eux,
d'autres victimes qu'eux-memes. II est, pensons-nous, de leur devoir le plus
elementaire, de soumettre l'activite qui resulte pour eux de cette sublimation,
d'origine mysterieuse, a une critique aigue et de ne reculer devant aucune outrance
apparente, des lors qu'il s'agit avant tout de desserrer le baillon [which beauty is, in
the introduction to the pamphlet] dont nous parlions. Se livrer avec tout le cynisme
que cette entreprise comporte au depistement en soi et a 1'affirmation de toutes les
tendances cachees dont la resultante artistique n'est qu'un aspect assez frivole doit,
non seulement leur etre permis mais encore etre exige d'eux.
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The artwork will be challenged by the tracking down of the sources of sublimation:
sublimation, in this reading, equals enslavement to the existing order of things, as well as
conformity. There is a profound suspicion of sublimation's movement away from sexuality
towards beauty, while beauty is described as a gag that must be loosened. It is loosened
through the attention one pays to the phenomenon one is experiencing, i.e. through a
research posed against the naive production of sublimated works of art, in order to recover
the sexual bases of creativity. For it is not a question of eliminating these but, rather, of

13-25 June 1934 (reproduced as an appendix to Le Mythe tragique de I'Angelus de Millet: Interpretation
«paranoiaque-critique» [Paris: Jean-Jacques Pauvert, 1978], pp. 155-62); Andre Breton, Les Vases
communicants, in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 140.
" L ' A g e d'or" (1930), in Jose Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes et declarations collectives, 1.11922-1939 (Paris:
Le terrain vague, 1980), p. 155. Breton's contribution to this pamphlet, "LTnstinct sexuel et l'instinct de
mort", was originally anonymous, like all the written contributions. As I indicated, Breton also wrote of
sublimation in the Second Manifesto (in O.C., 1.1, op. cit., pp. 808-09), and in "Le Merveilleux contre le
mystere", Minotaure no. 9 (Octobre 1936), p. 27.
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affirming them. Such a strategy is, as ever in surrealism, an action against other, more
consciously crafted and finished works of art, the "desublimation of sublimation" rather than
a purely positive expression. The notion of a convulsive beauty can only be understood in
this context, for this sexualized notion of beauty is itself conceived of as a loosening of the
gag.

Here, however, at a highly political moment for surrealism, it is not simply a question

of regression, but also of research as the necessary dialectical complement of that return.

* * *
A word now about my methods. While my knowledge of, confidence in, and use of
psychoanalysis is not as thorough-going as that of Krauss and Foster, I do employ it in a
number of ways in my dissertation, recognizing not least its importance to the surrealists and
to many other French intellectuals in the 1930s. The notion of sublimation, as it is reworked
from Freud, is, obviously, one of the ways in which I use psychoanalysis in this work.
Another involves a discussion of the way in which Freud conceptualizes the relations
between perception and mental representation, which Breton takes up in his
reconceptualization and defence of automatism in the 1930s. This w i l l be discussed at more
than one point in the dissertation, and need not detain us here. There is a third, metaphorical
way in which I am going to use psychoanalysis, which will require some explanation.
The return to "the sources of imagination" in the first Manifesto of Surrealism is
premised on the identification, in The Interpretation of Dreams, of poetic thought and
dream-thoughts:
We call it 'regression' when in a dream an idea is turned back into the sensory image
from which it was originally derived.. ..In regression the fabric of the dream-thoughts
is resolved into its raw material?
1

Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), ed. and trans. James Strachey (Harmondsworth:
Penguin Books, 1976), p. 693 (Freud's emphasis).
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For Freud, there is a regression in dreams to a pre-logical thinking in images that surrealism
would like to seize in its unadulterated form, and which serves as a contrast, in its
meaningful indirection, to more calculated forms of expression. Different in kind from
more 'advanced' modes of thought, a poetic thought cannot be put to use, say Breton, Tzara
or Cahun; in an occasional or directed poetry, poetry as such vanishes.
In this regression to an earlier mode of thought, there is a refusal of
professionalization, of the metier, and thus of the place that is being prepared for the
surrealists within the institutions of art. If the majority of surrealists do eventually take up
their assigned places in art and literature, what is interesting is that they come to develop a
method that, at least theoretically, precludes the mastery considered necessary to be thought
of as a professional artist or writer.
This is, socially, the refusal to arrive, to accept one's place in society, and the
rewards and distinctions that go along with it. It can also be understood, psychically, as the
refusal or, more correctly, as the disavowal of castration, which involves a troubling or
blurring of sexual difference that I want to think of as a strategy through which bourgeois
culture and society were resisted (at the same time as it was one of which the surrealists
were not fully in control).
For Freud, it is the recognition of the possibility of castration that, for the male child,
sets into motion the resolution of the Oedipus complex. Its successful outcome depends
upon his giving up his mother as his love object, accepting his father's sovereignty, and
emulating h i m in his search for another love object to take his mother's place. A n
understanding of sexual difference as the presence/absence of the penis is the necessary
precondition for the resolution of the complex, through which castration becomes
imaginable.
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Once the boy understands that castration could be the consequence of his

Sigmund Freud, "The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex" (1924), trans. Joan Riviere, in Freud, On
Sexuality, op. cit., pp. 317-18. .
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refusal to give up his mother as love object (which also involves a recognition of her
castration), he is ready to take his place in society, acquiescing to his father in the
expectation of replacing him in the cycle of generations. Freud acknowledges, however,
that this process is rarely if ever fully completed, with neurosis as the consequence of an
unsuccessful or incomplete resolution.
The scenario of the Oedipus complex is described differently by Lacan, and the entry
into what he calls the symbolic order is located earlier in the development of the human
being. In the linguistic turn taken by Lacanian psychoanalysis, need is split from demand at
the point of the acquisition of language, which bars the subject forever from the fulfillment
of his or her desire: "we must bring everything back to the function of the cut in discourse,
the strongest being that which acts as a bar between the signifier and the signified. " That
39

is, the form in which one articulates one's demand can never be identical to one's need. In
the opacity of language, in its very difference from what it, as a system, purports to
represent, is born the impossibility of the fulfillment of desire; this plenitude is represented
(paradoxically) by the phallus that no one has, but that everyone wants.
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One can interpret this splitting as a symbolic castration, and this is certainly a
common inclination of Lacan's commentators;
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it is also implied in the remark Lacan

Jacques Lacan, "The subversion of the subject and the dialectic of desire in the Freudian unconscious"
(1960), in Ecrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1977), p. 299.
T h i s is, of course, a fully modern understanding of language that surrealism, in its wisdom or naivete,
pledged itself to overcome through the immediacy of automatic transcription, and the principle of the
inseparability of signifier and signified in symbolic language. Lacan parts ways with surrealism at this point,
despite his association with the movement in the 1930s.
T o cite several examples: "the presence of reading and writing - the presence, in other words, of civilization
itself - requires, paradoxically, an absence, a wound." Carolyn Dean, "Law and Sacrifice: Bataille, Lacan and
the Critique of the Subject", Representations no. 13 (Winter 1986), p. 42. Or: "The castration he [Lacan] is
referring to is not, of course, a real castration; it is, rather, a symbol marking the precise place where the
function of sexuality and language link. It is the loss of something, the loss of wholeness we all must endure to
take our places in a system of sexual difference." Martha Noel Evans, Fits and Starts: A Genealogy of
Hysteria in Modern France (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), p. 179. And: "...the unavoidable
castration which every subject must experience upon entering the order of language or signification, its
inauguration into a regime of lack." Kaja Silverman, Male Subjectivity at the Margins (New York: Routledge,
1992), p. 35.
39

40

4 1

24

makes towards the end of "The subversion of the subject": "What analytic experience
shows us is that, in any case, it is castration that governs desire, whether in the normal or the
abnormal. " That is, castration is a universal condition of the entry into language, rather
42

than being, as it was for Freud, a condition only ever experienced ontologically by women,
or a possibility for those men unable to resolve their Oedipus complex.
Lacan's description of castration is, of course, metaphorical, displacing the Oedipus
complex from the social structure of the family to the linguistic code. I too wish to use this
notion metaphorically, in order to think about the possible relations between the refusal to
arrive and the refusal of castration, and the troubling of sexual difference that is a
consequence of this refusal. A s Kaja Silverman writes, in terms pertinent to the present
discussion:
Saying "no" to power necessarily implies achieving some kind of reconciliation with
these structuring terms [of "castration, alterity and specularity"], and hence with
femininity. It means, in other words, the collapse of that system of fortification
whereby sexual difference is secured, a system dependent upon projection,
disavowal and fetishism
4 3

W h i l e surrealism continues to be preoccupied with projection, disavowal and fetishism in its
texts and imagery, this is so precisely, I think, to the degree that it remains at the point of its
entry into the symbolic order of art, hesitating between art and politics. Because it remains
at that threshold, sexual difference becomes a problem, as the surrealists situate themselves
both outside and inside the culture they criticize: both at the margins, unable or unwilling to
accept a professional status, and at the vanguard of an art that ceases to be such, in its
supersession.
In the first instance, we have a refusal of professional status in automatism's very
passivity, its abjuring of mastery in the transcription of "dictated thought", and its insistence
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Lacan, op. cit., p. 323.
Silverman, op. cit., p. 3.
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on the adequacy and even superiority of unconscious or preconscious thought. In this sense,
automatism is an undoing of the logic and forms of bourgeois culture, threatening it with the
loss of the distinctions upon which any society is based. Such distinctions include, first and
foremost, that of sexual difference; the unravelling of form is related to gender, especially as
it is pitted against the various modernisms committed to reconstruction and modernization
in the postwar period of the "Rappel a Tordre".

There is of course a positive moment in

automatism as well, the valorization of a poetic mode of thought; what I am choosing to
emphasize here, however, is this negative moment of undoing.
The surrealists were not fully conscious of the troubling of gender involved in this
strategy, although there are plenty of indications of a liminal awareness of the implications
of their position, which I w i l l explore more fully in my final two chapters.
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During the

1930s, the refusal to arrive finds its major expression in the object, which is, like the
automatic text, also a refusal of the metier, as well as of the categories of painting and
sculpture (but which returns to a neglected practice of modernism's early, experimental
moment in prewar cubism). A s a physical object, it bears a more active relation to the social
and phenomenal world than the automatic text was capable of. A t the same time, it too
involves a troubling of gender distinctions in its strategy of refusal, which I w i l l explore at

I am not alone in this interpretation; Andreas Huyssen, Susan Suleiman and Hal Foster have all remarked on
it, although the analysis has nowhere been fully developed. See Andreas Huyssen, After the Great Divide:
Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), p. 45; Susan
Rubin Suleiman, Subversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Avant-Garde (Cambridge M A : Harvard
University Press, 1990), p. 16; Foster, op. cit., p. 53. For all three critics, the self-identification of the avantgarde as feminine in relation to the masculine dominant culture is problematic; it often elided the question of
the participation of women in its activities, and it too often repeated uncritically the misogyny of the patriarchal
culture to which it was opposed. Such an identification is, of course, a 19th-century strategy, dating back to
Baudelaire and beyond, and very much in the line of the 'counter-tradition' with which surrealism identified
itself, and which it helped to construct. For a general description of this strategy, see Christine BuciGlucksmann, Baroque Reason: The Aesthetics of Modernity (1984), trans. Patrick Camiller (London: S A G E
Publications, 1994).
To the extent that there was an equal place for women in the surrealist group, it was at the point at
which surrealism positioned itself in principle in terms of equality and the ruination of talent, i.e. at its most
radical and least professional: in the production of objects, or in the collective invention of cadavres exquis. It
was in these activities that women participated in surrealism in significant numbers for the first time, as nonprofessionals. This relegates them to the margins of the historical reception of surrealism - unlike their male
counterparts, who only imagined themselves there.
4 4

26

some length when discussing the objects made by Claude Cahun, and by Jacqueline Lamba
and Andre Breton. •
A s I noted earlier, I am relying on the distinction that Jochen Schulte-Sasse has
established between avant-garde and modernist strategies, in his foreword to Peter Burger's
Theory of the Avant-Garde.

Ai

With the following significant difference, however: I

understand surrealism as having sought a delay in the reconciliation of art and life, while
maintaining in principle the necessity for art's supersession. This distinguishes the
surrealists from the Soviet futurists and constructivists, with whom they otherwise shared
many affinities. Although I by no means agree with the whole of Richard W o l i n ' s
assessment of surrealism in the following passage, it does help to make sense of the way in
which autonomy continued to play a role in surrealist strategies:
In place of these ["naively affirmative works of art for art's sake"], surrealism
attempts to substitute de-aestheticized works: i.e., a fragmentary art divested of
reconciliatory-illusionary qualities of bourgeois high culture. Yet, this intra-aesthetic
transformation of the nature of art does not lead to a result where-in the aesthetic
quality of art would be dissolved in favour of its pragmatic aspect - a dissolution that
bespeaks the type of transformation implicit in the formula, "sublation of art in the
domain of life-praxis." In sum, the surrealists maintain allegiance to the modern
ideal of art as an inviolable, independent value. What they reject are the formal,
affirmative/aestheticist parameters of this ideal as it has been realized heretofore.
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W o l i n ' s description of surrealism locates it within art, while I think that the complexity of
surrealism's argument for autonomy is actually to have broken in principle with the
categories of art, while seeking to preserve an absolute independence from what W o l i n
describes as the pragmatic aspect of the art-into-life argument. The willing politicization of

Peter Burger, Theory of the Avant-Garde (1974), trans. Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1984). Burger distinguishes two moments within modernism: those of autonomy - a Vart
pour Vart expression which insists on the separation of art and life - and an avant-gardism that recognizes the
limitations of the earlier position, and calls for an overcoming of the separation that had been consciously
achieved in modernism's earlier moment. On this basis, Schulte-Sasse then proposes a categorical difference
between avant-garde and modernism, a distinction often and mistakenly attributed to Burger himself. Burger
subsequently accepted and used Schulte-Sasse's distinction in his essay "Adorno's Anti-Avant-Gardism", Telos
no. 86 (Winter 1990-91), p. 49.
Richard Wolin, "Communism and the Avant-Garde", Thesis Eleven no. 12 (1985), p. 85.
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the Soviet avant-garde's work in the cultural revolution of the late 1920s resulted not in the
sublation of art into life, but in its own extinction, and even the perpetuation of the
categories of art and literature to which it was opposed. Although he was not fully aware of
all the developments in the Soviet Union, Breton criticized the self-liquidation of the Soviet
avant-garde as premature, in his 1932 book Les Vases communicants; for Breton, a critical
distance must still be preserved between artist and regime, even a revolutionary one. There
is no question of an "allegiance to the modern ideal of art", however, at least in the period
with which this dissertation is concerned. It is rather a question of the reconceptualization
of the limited forms of art as research that is at issue in the 1930s, and art as such goes
unmentioned, or is mentioned with scorn, in most surrealist texts of the 1931-36 period.
Art only reassumes its value for the surrealists in the late 1930s, with the end of their
dream of art's overcoming. This coincides with the restoration of conservative values in
Stalinist Russia: a renewed emphasis on family and patrie, a continued emphasis on the
value of labour, and a return to traditional categories of art and literature after the demise of
the avant-garde. Although revolution continues to be advocated in principle until the war, in
the Federation Internationale des Artistes Revolutionnaires Independants (F.I.A.R.I.)
animated by the surrealists along with a number of other left opposition figures, a modern
and international art comes to be hypostatized as a category at that same moment, against its
liquidation in Germany, the U.S.S.R. and, most recently, in Spain.
There is one more issue I wish to raise, before proceeding to the first chapter. In the
course of writing this dissertation, I have come to realize how much surrealism owes to an
Hegelian understanding of art. Such an understanding must have been absorbed from the
surrealists' predecessors prior to their own first readings of Hegel in the 1920s, since it is
present in the first theorizations of a surrealist position. Many of the differences between
modernism and the avant-garde can in fact be understood through the distinction established
between an Hegelian and a Kantian conception of art.
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In his Aesthetics, Hegel discussed two important developments in romantic art that
are significant to my analysis: the turning away from an external model to concentrate on
the mind, on consciousness; and the supersession of (classical) formal concerns, to
eventually arrive at an art of pure content and at the dissolution of art as such. For Hegel,
the Absolute Spirit becomes increasingly manifest in romantic art at the expense of its
material form, to the point at which art, which is a material expression of the spiritual, one
day ceases or w i l l cease to exist.
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Both of these ideas are taken up by surrealism, and underpin its difference first with
naturalist and realist aesthetics (a difference surrealism shares with those modernisms that
question or break with the representation of external models), then with art conceived of as
an autonomous category, a conception that finds its philosopher in Kant and which is an
essential component of modernist aesthetics. The avant-garde movement that wishes to
supersede art's autonomy in a sublation of art into life is philosophically different in kind
from an art that proceeds to the purification of its own categories; this difference is already
born in 18th-Century aesthetics, and helps to provide an understanding of the differences
between avant-garde and modernism, especially where a consciously Hegelian movement
like surrealism is concerned. In 1936, Breton noted the difference between a philosophy
that moves from abstract to concrete, i.e. from thought to its materialization in poetic
objects, and an art that moves from concrete to abstract, which is a movement away from the
world and art's realization in l i f e .
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One tendency overcomes the separation of art and life,

the other perpetuates it in this movement to abstraction that results, eventually, in a purely
formal art, rather than in an art of pure content in which questions of form have been
superseded as such.

I have learned much from Luc Ferry's discussion of these issues in his Homo Aestheticus: The Invention of
Taste in the Democratic Age (1990), trans. Robert de Loaiza (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1993).
A n d r e Breton, "Crise de l'objet" (1936), in Le Surrealisme et la Peinture (Paris: Gallimard, 1965), p. 280.
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If surrealism wishes in principle for the supersession of art, in order to allow the pure
expression of an idea, the content of this idea differs radically from Hegel's own Idea or
Absolute Spirit. Just as the surrealists attempt to Hegelianize Freud, in order to make his
thought dialectical, so do they develop Hegel's thought through Freud in another direction.
If both romantic art and surrealism turn to an inner consciousness, the surrealists invest this
interiority with desire, favouring the individual unconscious at the expense of the Absolute
Spirit. Hegel's Idea is refashioned as poetic thought, which is identified with dreams and
automatism rather than with the indwelling of G o d in each individual consciousness.
Automatism is indeed an expression of content that, in principle, dispenses with formal
considerations, and a pure expression of interiority: it is Hegelian in its movement but not
necessarily in its content, since it is the expression of a thought that is at the same time fully
sensual.
Once having ceased to desire the end of art, surrealism faced a crisis, for it did not
have any formal reason for siding with specialization and the category. Surrealism at its
most 'formal' - in M i r o ' s washy, seemingly unfinished paintings of the mid-1920s, in
Giacometti's re-orientation to the base in his sculptures of the early 1930s, or in the collage
principle at work in the objects - was always so in contention with the modernism of its day,
to the extent that the latter was concerned with the renovation of form and the perpetuation
of categories. Surrealist artists used some of the formal discoveries and implications of
modernism to undercut modern art, in an antagonistic intertextual relation through which
much of its own best work was realized. Once the antagonism ended, once (for historical
reasons) the project of supersession was no longer sustainable, surrealism became
subcultural, a more purely positive exploration of poetic thought, and no longer an avantgarde.
On the one hand, as part of its effort to preserve the modern spirit from the threat
posed to it by fascism and Stalinism, surrealism allowed and even encouraged relations with
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American artists during the war; in this way, it renewed and perpetuated the categories it had
once attempted to negate. On the other, it itself drops out of history, since it no longer bears
a properly historical relation to the development of art in the modern period. When
modernism ceases to be challenged, surrealism in a certain sense ceases to be modern. This
is the misfortune of its career in the postwar period, apart from a brief intervention into the
debate on abstraction. The figurative artworks and the tales of the 1950s and '60s still bear
an alchemical relation to transformation (which remains an occulted goal of surrealism), but
no longer to other, contemporary expressions of art or literature. In this sense, I think that
the condition of surrealism's historical relevance is the very relation it bore to modern art, in
its attempt to supersede it and replace it with something else. W h i c h is why, in my opinion,
it is important to grasp and make sense of that relation.
It should be evident by now that this dissertation is concerned with more than the
surrealist object taken as a positive category. It is, in the final analysis, an attempt to think
through the surrealists' efforts to sustain an avant-garde project in an extremely difficult
period. The objects nevertheless retain a privileged place in my study, as the leading
instance in the visual media of that effort, and as a locus around which much of the
surrealists' thought coalesced during the period of their invention and circulation. There are
times when the dissertation strays from a focus on the object, for instance in the analysis in
Chapter 2 of the cultural politics that helped determine surrealist strategies in the early
1930s, or my discussion in Chapter 3 of the surrealists' reconceptualization of their
activities as research. These discussions bear on the object, but do not necessarily concern it
directly; for it is the place and function of the object within an economy of thought that
really concerns me here. The objects exemplify a position that the surrealists struggled to
maintain through much of the 1930s; when that position shifted, the objects were displaced
from the centre of surrealist activity and reflection, and were soon enough displaced from
the critical reception of surrealism. It is their resituation within a larger history of the
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surrealist avant-garde that I wish to effect here, in locating them, once again, in the terrains
vagues between modern art and revolutionary politics.
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Chapter One
L'Au-deld de la peinture

The struggle of the content with form and vice versa.
The rejection of form with the transformation of content.
- Lenin, "Notes on Hegel"
In order to understand the conditions for the possible emergence of the object, I want
to turn back briefly to the beginnings of the surrealist movement and to its relations with
modernism. For modernism provided certain essential concepts for surrealism, at the same
time as it furnished a model against which the surrealists were able to articulate their own
position.
In the following pages, I w i l l trace a passage from the proto-surrealist Louis Aragon
and Andre Breton's initial enthusiasm for modern art and literature, to a break by means of
dada and automatism with the rationalized and constructive variant of modernism in the
postwar period, to the development of an avant-garde position. I w i l l also describe what
surrealism owed to modernism, its debt to the cubist innovation of collage, which was taken
over and revalued in the surrealist theory of the image. For it was not simply a rejection of
modernist aesthetics that was at issue here, but their sublation in another practice that was
itself oriented around the theory and practice of collage.
Having established these conflicting relations between modernism and surrealism, I
w i l l then describe the invention of the surrealist object as a physical sign of the avant-garde
status of the surrealist group, one that would locate the surrealists "au-dela de la peinture"
(to use M a x Ernst's phrase), while providing an example of what a thinking beyond the
categories of art would involve. Such a strategy necessarily involves a contention with and
an appropriation from the field with which one is making a difference, and it is in this
antithetical relation that the principle of collage retains its importance, especially in its
revaluation from realist metonym (in cubist collage) to surrealist metaphor (in automatic
prose or in the object). Although the surrealist object was intended to represent a
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supersession of the separation of art and life through a desublimation of the purity of
modern art (particularly in the I'artpour

I'art form it took in the period of reconstruction

following the First W o r l d War), it was also dependent on that very separation in order to
contest it, developing the principle of collage from its modernist origins in cubism in a new,
three-dimensional form that was deliberately anti-formal and anti-aesthetic.
Before moving on to the political determinations and consequences of the break with
modernism, I want finally to examine a number of the early, 1931 objects in extenso, in
order to draw out both their relation to modernism and their difference from it - particularly
in their resexualization of what had become an idealized, constructive modernist practice in
the postwar years, and certainly one that was no longer oppositional. There is a malaise
apparent in many of these objects that is, as we shall see, both personal and political, but
that is also inscribed into the very difficulty of the objects, their opacity or estrangement. In
this way the surrealist objects depend on separation in order to facilitate their critique, at the
same time as they anticipate reconciliation through the "rapprochement

of distant realities"

that is the hallmark of the surrealist image. From this understanding, we can proceed to a
discussion of the object's place in a complex strategy designed to guarantee the surrealists'
status as an avant-garde in alliance with the Parti Communiste Francais - in other words, the
political component of the object's suspension between art and politics.
* *#
Let us begin with Breton, since it is with him that we find the first attempt to
theorize surrealism's relations to art. In Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, he describes a break
with perception in both the art and the literature preceding surrealism:
Si Lautreamont, Rimbaud et Mallarme, dans le domaine poetique, ont ete les
premiers a douer l'esprit humain de ce qui lui faisait tellement defaut: je veux dire
d'un veritable isolant grace auquel cet esprit, se trouvant idealement abstrait de tout,
commence a s'eprendre de sa vie propre oil Tatteint et le desirable ne s'excluent plus
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et pretend des lors soumettre a une censure permanente, de l'espece la plus
rigoureuse, ce qui jusque-la le contraignait....
1

Such an understanding is already informed by an Hegelian conception of the development of
art, and in particular of the romantic art of which Lautreamont and Rimbaud are the heirs.
What Breton offers here is a synthesis of Hegel, Freud, and his knowledge of nineteenthcentury poetry, in which art, having excluded the external, is free to concentrate on what
Freud called the pleasure principle, at the expense of the reality principle.
If for literature, it was a case of an intrinsic development of poetry leading to this
turning inward, in art it was a technical development, the invention of photography, that led
to a crisis of representation, whose expression took different forms in the work of the cubists
and of de Chirico. Cubism and the invention of collage are in this conception a turning
point for art, the point at which art turns from a representation of the visible world to an
expression of internal consciousness. This change is achieved first through the invention of
collage, then through its transvaluation from metonymy to metaphor; from the substitution
of a fragment of external matter for its representation in a cubist painting, to the independent
existence of an image created through the juxtaposition of collaged elements (in, for
example, Ernst's early 'collages').
F r o m now on, Breton wrote in 1935, regression to an earlier stage of the imitation of
an external object became impossible, and it was the representation of an interior model that
became the concern of art:
E n art, la recherche necessairement de plus en plus systematique de ces sensations
travaille a 1'abolition du moi dans le soi, s'efforce par suite de faire predominer de
plus en plus nettement le principe du plaisir sur le principe de realite.
2

'Andre Breton, Le Surrealisme et la Peinture (Paris: Gallimard, 1965), p. 4. This comes from the first section
of the book, initially published in La Revolution surrealiste no. 4 (15 juillet 1925). Although Breton is
concerned with the internal life of the mind here, the censor he envisages is not the psychoanalytic one of an
agency preventing disturbing thoughts from becoming conscious; it is, rather, a liberating agency that would
proscribe and dismantle the "famille, patrie, societe" of traditional morality, which are named a little further on
in the passage.
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In 1935, there is an emphasis on research and organization that was not so evident in 1925;
this was a feature of the surrealist approach in the 1930s, in the supersession of the notion of
art as an end in itself. The possibility of that supersession does not lead in this logic to the
perfection of the work of art (as in the Kantian teleology envisaged in formalist criticism),
but to the possibility of the pure expression of the unconscious in art. Such an expression is
not so much a goal to be achieved (though it always remains an aim), as a measure of
difference with works of art more consciously determined: the self-sufficient work of art,
against which the casual and unfinished works of surrealism are posed.
During their service as medical interns in World War I, the youthful Aragon and
Breton registered their non-conformity by means of modern art and literature. In 1917,
reproductions of modem artworks were pinned up on the walls of the Val-de-Grace hospital
in Paris, at the same time as the two young poets were discovering Lautreamont.

3

A t this

time, Breton admired not only Picasso, Braque and de Chirico, but also Matisse, Derain and
Laurencin, along with the poetry of Apollinaire, Reverdy and Valery - that is, the whole
range of possibilities offered by French modernism in the years leading up to the war.
It is not until 1922, when "Clairement" was published in the proto-surrealist review
Litterature, that Breton publicly withdrew his admiration for Matisse, Derain and Valery,
opting rather for Duchamp, Picabia and Picasso. The break with modernism achieved here
4

Andre Breton, "Situation surrealiste de l'objet" (1935), in Breton, Oeuvres completes (hereafter O.C.), t. II
(Paris: Gallimard, 1992), p. 490. 'SoV was the original French translation for 'Es', and was only later replaced
by 'ga'.
See the chronology for 1917 in Andre Breton: La beaute convulsive (Paris: Musee national d'art
moderne/Centre Georges Pompidou, 1991), pp. 90-91. On p. 90 there are two photos of Breton in the
dormitory he shared with Aragon at Val-de-Grace, with reproductions and a drawing pinned on the wall behind
him. See also Breton's 1952 Entretiens, on the conjunction of the cubist poet Pierre Reverdy and Lautreamont
in those early years: Andre Breton, with Andre Parinaud and others, Conversations: The Autobiography of
Surrealism (1952), trans. Mark Polizzotti (New York: Paragon House, 1993), pp. 30-31. Breton remembers
the two aesthetics as being in conflict with one another, which they no doubt were, but what is important to
note here is their conjunction.
"Clairement" was first published in Litterature, nouv. ser., no. 4 (September 1922). A break with Tzara and
thus with Paris dada had already been achieved and announced earlier in 1922, in "Apres Dada" (Comoedia,
March 1922) and "Lachez tout" (Litterature, April 1922). However, Duchamp and Picabia were praised in
"Clairement" along with Picasso, versus those who were dispensed with there: Matisse, Valery, Derain,
2
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was made possible both through dada and through automatism, and was a double rejection
on both positive and negative bases: on the one hand, the corrosive negation of modernist
art by Picabia and Duchamp; on the other, the possibility of direct expression through
automatism, which called into question the individualistic and highly reflexive work of
Mallarme, Valery, or indeed the more anonymous but also highly conscious and determined
work of the purists.
The development of a surrealist position - even from 1919, the date of the
'discovery' of automatic writing by Soupault and Breton - must in fact be set against the
formalism and craft of modern art in the postwar period, at a time when, as Kenneth Silver
and Christopher Green have pointed out in their studies of this period, modern art was
consolidating rather than continuing its experiments in the context of postwar
reconstruction. During a period when cubism was being both classicized and furnished
5

with a metaphysics, and when purism, the best-organized of the postwar modernist art
movements through its journal L'Esprit Nouveau, was bringing an idealized cubist
expression under the purview of design, dada provided a means of undercutting the
conservative values implicit in these developments, and an incipient surrealism favoured the
priorization of content over form. The valorization of figures like Duchamp, Picabia and
Picasso was intended to celebrate both their iconoclasm and their experimental sensibility,
after the discovery of dada.

6

Marinetti and Cocteau. The falling out of Paris dada in February 1922 had left some of the future surrealists,
including Eluard and Peret, siding with Tzara, but the majority of these had reconciled with Breton by
September.
O n purism and on the whole reconstructive aspect of postwar modernism in Paris, see the important histories
by Silver and Green: Kenneth E. Silver, Esprit de Corps: The Art of the Parisian Avant-Garde and the First
World War, 1914-1925 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), and Christopher Green, Cubism
and Its Enemies: Modern Movements and Reaction in French Art, 1916-1928 (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1987). Although I will not refer often to these studies, my understanding of French
modernism in the postwar period is indebted to them.
Picasso was an object of veneration for the surrealists, at least until a parting of the ways triggered by the
rupture between Eluard and Breton in 1938. Other cubist painters like Braque, Gris and Leger were for the
most part vilified in surrealist criticism, particularly for the way in which their work was harmonized and made
constructive in the postwar period. Such criticisms were never applied to Picasso, and his own classicizing
5
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Nevertheless, it was the conjunction of modernism - in this instance, an
understanding and appreciation of the possibilities of collage - and of automatism that made
the work of Lautreamont and Rimbaud understandable for the first time, as a lessconsciously determined form of writing that was, nevertheless, capable of producing
astonishing images. The rapprochement of distant realities that Pierre Reverdy describes as
an aim of cubist poetry, in a passage reproduced in the first Manifesto of Surrealism, was
also discovered experimentally in automatic writing, through which the astonishing images
of Lautreamont entered modern literature retroactively. Collage is the crucial innovation
7

here, as Breton notes in Le Surrealisme et la Peinture:
Dans ses «collages», les premieres oeuvres que nous connaissions de lui, il utilisait,
non plus comme on l'avait fait jusqu'alors, selon une volonte de compensation, de la
matiere (le papier peint pour la toile peinte, le coup de ciseau pour ce qui le distingue
du coup de pinceau, voire la colle pour faire des taches), mais des elements doues
par eux-memes d'une existence relativement independante, et tels par exemple que
seule la photographie peut nous livrer une lampe, un oiseau ou un bras. II ne
s'agissait de rien moins que de rassembler ces objets disparates selon un ordre qui
fut different du leur et dont, a tout prendre, ils ne parussent pas souffrir, d'eviter dans
la mesure du possible tout dessein preconcu et, du meme oeil qu'on regarde de sa
fenetre un homme, son parapluie ouvert, marcher sur un toit, du meme esprit qu'on
pense qu'un moulin a vent peut, sans disproportion aucune, coiffer une femme,
puisqu'il la coiffe dans la «Tentation» de Bosch, d'etablir entre les etres et les choses
consideres comme donnes a lafaveur de I'image, d'autres rapports que ceux qui
s'etablissent communement et, du reste, provisoirement, et cela de la meme facon

tendencies after World War I were passed over in silence, in favour of an emphasis on his more disturbing, less
finished paintings and constructions. The early pages of Le Surrealisme et la Peinture are in good part devoted
to the redemption of Picasso from the modern art with which he was otherwise identified. For a discussion of
Picasso's relations with surrealism, see Elizabeth Cowling, '"Proudly We Claim Him as One of Us': Breton,
Picasso, and the Surrealist Movement", Art History, vol. 8 no. 1 (March 1985), pp. 82-104.
Andre Breton, Manifeste du surrealisme, in Breton, O.C., 1.1, op. cit., p. 324. The famous passage that
Breton quotes in the first Manifesto is taken from the March 1918 issue of Reverdy's journal Nord-Sud:
7

L'image est une creation pure de l'esprit.
Elle ne peut naitre d'une comparaison mais du rapprochement de deux realites plus ou moins
eloignees.
Plus les rapports des deux realites rapprochees seront lointains et justes, plus l'image sera forte - plus
elle aura de puissance emotive et de realite poetique....
Ibid. At the same time, Breton distinguishes between Reverdy's conscious and deliberate search for such an
image, and the unpremeditated image produced in automatic writing.
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qu'en poesie on peut rapprocher les levres du corail, ou decrire la raison comme une
femme nue jetant son miroir dans un puits.
8

Breton is deliberately avoiding a formalist language here, indicating in this way that the
dissociation of independent elements in Ernst's collage is a qualitative difference from
cubist collage, which has nevertheless made it possible. That is, a theory of the image
becomes conceivable in its contemporary form through the invention of collage, which, like
a new thought, makes possible a consideration of the independence of its elements. Collage
is detached from the formal concerns of modern art, and revalued as poetic image. In this
process, the two experimental practices of automatic writing and collage converge, for both
Aragon and Breton describe the spontaneous generation of images in automatic writing in
terms taken from Reverdy, which are themselves a transposition of collage into the verbal
art of poetry: the marvellous as the temporary synthesis of disparate elements, making
credible an impossible thought. The most significant technical innovation of modern art to
9

that date is linked to the deliberately anti-formal practice of automatic writing, through its
revaluation as poetic method.
In this way, both the assimilation and the negation of modernism are crucial for
surrealism, in a double movement that will later be understood by its theorists in terms of
Hegelian sublation, of the simultaneous negation and incorporation of a previous form of
thought in a synthesis of old and new. The invention of collage, freely reinterpreted by
dadaists and surrealists, is an acquisition made possible by modern art, but modernist
formalism is rejected in a writing practice, automatism, which is intended to be an

Andre Breton, Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, op. cit., p. 26. The scare-quotes that bracket Breton's use of the
word "collage" register his awareness that these early works of Ernst's are not technically collages, but that
they share the method of collage as this is reworked through Reverdy's theory of the image. Since this passage
is so crucial for an understanding of surrealism, I cannot accept Krauss' suggestion that collage be revalued as
readymade in these works. To do so eliminates the poetic dimension of the image being evoked here by
Breton, which needs to be retained in addition to its psychical dimension. Aragon also discusses these early
images as collages in "La Peinture au defi" (1930), in Aragon, Les collages (Paris: Hermann, 1980), pp. 6467.
Aragon, Une vague de reves (Paris: Seghers, 1990), p. 12; Breton, Manifeste du surrealisme, in Oeuvres
completes (hereafter O.C.), 1.1 (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 338.
8
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immediate transcription of thought set against the more carefully worked form of Valery,
Mallarme, or indeed of Reverdy.
Aragon, in his article "Introduction a 1930", written for the last issue of La
Revolution surrealiste in December 1929, notes the initial attraction cubism's modernity had
for the future surrealists, and its rejection at a time when cubism had begun to be
recuperated by high society, to be apotheosized as a commercial aesthetic in the Exposition
des arts decoratifs in 1925:
On etait a l'epoque ou le cubisme admis et commercialise ne comportait plus aucune
idee nouvelle, ne remettait plus rien en question. L e debat pour lequel vers 1910 on
pouvait se passionner aboutissait dans le decor des ballets russes a une sorte de
faveur officielle dont la trace serait retrouvable dans les decrets gouvernementaux de
1919, et les instructions ministerielles officieusement donnees aux fabricants du
faubourg Saint-Antoine de travailler a l'avenement d'un style moderne en vue de
1'exposition de 1925.
10

Although for Aragon there were important relations between surrealism and modernism, he
states:
...que le surrealisme ne soit pas attache a un moderne precis comme le furent le
cubisme ou le futurisme par exemple, mais que methodiquement i l s'exprime a
travers le moderne de son epoque.
11

That is, according to Aragon, surrealism has a crucial relation to the modern, part and parcel
of its initial attraction to cubism as an advanced modern art. But it is not, precisely, another
modern style, which is exactly what must be avoided, since to the extent to which it is
merely a style, it is recuperable:
II y a de nos jours, en France, un style moderne grace a l'exposition de 1925. C'est a
ce point que je ne puis plus aller au cafe, tant les cafes sont devenus modernes.
12

Aragon, "Introduction a 1930", La Revolution surrealiste, no. 12 (15 decembre 1929), p. 62.
"Ibid.
Ibid., p. 64.
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A n d to the extent that it has been recuperated, modern art has been put into the service of a
conservative social order, and is now out of the hands of poets and painters.

13

There is in

Aragon's article not only a recognition of the insufficiency of a formalism that would
imagine itself sufficient, but an imperative not to be modem(ist), while retaining a crucial
relation to modernity: one expressed for instance in the narratives of the modern city by
Aragon, Breton, Desnos and Soupault, or in the manufacture of objects assembled from the
detritus of contemporary culture.

14

Breton, Crevel, Dali and Tzara all express a similar antipathy to a recuperated
modern art. For instance, in his 1931 pamphlet, Dali ou V anti-obscurantisme,

Rene Crevel

writes, in terms very similar to Aragon's:
L e sceptique lui-meme, celui qui, d'apres la tradition mediterraneenne, incarne la
libre intelligence, ne s'assied-il pas dans un fauteuil nickel e pour lire Proust, a
l'ombre d'un tableau qui represente l'idylle d'un roulement a billes et d'un piston?
Et certes la psychologie du poil du cul coupe en quatre et le parti pris esthetique d'un
tableau de Fernand Leger sont des echantillons de l'actuelle culture bourgebise,
d'essence aussi peu subversive que le furent, en leur temps, les recits adulteres
distingues ou les ciselures de n'importe quel bronze de chez Barbedienne, mettons ce
fameux chanteur florentin, de si cossu effet, au milieu d'une cheminee de style
plaine M o n c e a u .
15

Not only does Crevel take this recuperation to task, but he also makes the following critique
of form, in his 1927 pamphlet L'Esprit contre la Raison:
D ' o u leur retour sournois deja mentionne aux questions accessoires, a des problemes
de forme. lis essaient de se rattraper aux branches secondaires, de dessiner des

Ibid.
These narratives include Aragon's Le Paysan de Paris (1926), Breton's Nadja (1928), Les Vases
communicants (1932) and L'Amour fou (1937), Desnos' La liberte ou Vamour! (1927), and Soupault's Les
dernieres nuits de Paris (1928).
Rene Crevel, Dali ou I'anti-obscurantisme (1931), in L'esprit contre la raison et autres ecrits surrealistes
(Paris: Societe Nouvelle des Editions Pauvert, 1986), p. 115. Leger was with Le Corbusier the leading
representative for the surrealists of an essentially compromised modernist art, throughout the 1920s and '30s.
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arabesques, d'oublier le fond pour la forme, de ne plus penser au pourquoi, mais au
plus simple, au plus facile comment.

16

Here, in keeping with surrealist prerogatives, content w i l l take precedence over form, which
is seen as a diversion, as decorative, empty and superficial.
For all the surrealists, in fact, modernism's preoccupation with formal values is what
allows it to be recuperated as the decorative style of modern industrial society, and the
difference they make with it turns precisely on this question of form. This is why their own
work, whether verbal or visual, is so often anti-formal and anti-aesthetic, despite its
generally experimental nature. It is not a question, however, of returning to a pre-modern
form of expression - as was advocated by conservative critics like Camille Mauclair, and
realized in different ways in Germany and the U . S . S . R . in the 1930s - but rather of
superseding modern art as an avant-garde.
The term "avant-garde" has been rejected for surrealism by some of its former
members, for describing an advanced position within the realm of art, rather than a break
with i t .

17

A n d it is true that the term is seldom employed by the surrealists themselves,

Crevel, L'Esprit contre la Raison (1927), in ibid., pp. 60-61. Crevel's argument in this passage is primarily
oriented against the modernist aesthetic defended by La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise. Its publisher, Gallimard,
remained the legal depository of La Revolution surrealiste until 1928, but the surrealists ceased appearing in
La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise between 1925 and 1937, apart from two letters of rectification contributed by
Breton in 1932 and 1935. For relations between surrealism and the NRF, see Soheila Esmaili, "La Nouvelle
Revue Frangaise et ses rapports avec le surrealisme de 1924 a 1940", these pour le doctorat de III cycle,
Universite de la Sorbonne Nouvelle (Paris III), 1985; and Pascaline Mourier-Casile, "«La N.R.F.» et le
surrealisme (1924-1940), ou la neutralisation d'une avant-garde", Revue d'Histoire litteraire de la France, 8 7
annee no. 5 (Septembre-Octobre 1987), pp. 916-33.
Other statements highly critical of modernism as a thoroughly recuperated bourgeois aesthetic can be
found in Breton's "II y aura une fois", first published in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 1
(Juillet 1930), and reprinted as the preface to Le Revolver a cheveux blancs (an early selected poems published
in 1932). Dali's anti-modernist statements are signalled in Chapter 5, n. 62. Tzara's second "Note relative a
l'Essai sur la situation de la poesie" in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 5 (15 mai 1933), pp. 3941, makes explicit his hostility to "ce meme dilettantisme moderniste" (p. 40), in describing "neoconstructivist" and abstract painting, which for Tzara remains exclusively formal in spite of its metaphysical
pretensions. In unilaterally refusing the external world, rather than investigating the relations between internal
and external, the abstract painters achieve a result that is "uniquement formel" (ibid.), Tzara says, i.e. one that
is contained in the logic of separation of bourgeois culture.
16
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Postwar surrealists like Jean Schuster are hostile to the categorization of surrealism as an avant-garde,
believing that this designates their movement essentially as an artistic one, when it broke with this conception
at the very moment of its formation. See Schuster's interview with Paul Hammond in "Specialists in revolt",
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although they do so occasionally. But it is quite clear from their writings that they
participate in the logic of the avant-garde such as I am describing it here, as a supersession
of a limited art separated from life, whose concerns would not simply be rejected, but
sublated into a new, post-formal practice with a view to the eventual reintegration of art and
life.
There are any number of instances of this sort of statement in surrealist writings.
Aragon's explicit identification of surrealism as an avant-garde in December 1931 is made
in the context of its support for the proletarian revolution, "qui place objectivement les
surrealistes a l'avant-garde mondiale des ecrivains revolutionnaires. " Here, the surrealists
18

are included within the notion of a cultural avant-garde allied to the Communist Party.

19

Tristan Tzara's own description of surrealism's trajectory, which is contemporary with
Aragon's, is fully within an understanding of the avant-garde position that I am describing
here, albeit without naming it as such:
L e surrealisme tend a amener cette activite a une expression pure, i l est conscient de
la possibilite d'existence dans le futur d'une activite de cet ordre, en dehors et au
dela du poeme ecrit ou du tableau et de la sculpture. L a poesie pourrait devenir un

New Statesman, vol. 114 no. 2958 (4 December 1987), p. 23. For Schuster, the break with dada represents an
epistemological break with "the very concept of an avant-garde", which remains bound up with art and its
negations. I prefer to see surrealism as one of the key avant-garde movements, according to the way in which
Burger and Schulte-Sasse define the avant-garde: as a movement breaking with the institutions of art, and
proposing to overcome the separation of art and life.
Aragon, "Le surrealisme et le devenir revolutionnaire", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution, no. 3
(Decembre 1931), p. 4.
F o r the critic and former surrealist Louis Janover, this represents surrealism's circumscription within the
category of literature, and its surrender of an independent political position to that of the Communist Party.
Janover sees surrealism as becoming an avant-garde the moment it cedes political leadership to the Parti
Communiste Francais. With this act, it accepts a division of labour between aesthetic and political concerns,
and becomes or will become a literature despite itself. Louis Janover, Surrealisme, art et politique (Paris:
Editions galilee, 1980), pp. 42-43. Note that Schuster and Janover share an understanding of the term "avantgarde" as a fundamentally artistic category, even though Schuster rejects it for surrealism, while Janover
accepts it as a critical description of the movement after 1925. This is a different conception of the avant-garde
than the one I have taken from Burger and Schulte-Sasse, which I believe to be more appropriate to the
situation.
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element de vie - au meme titre que le reve - mais ce passage ne saurait s'effectuer
sans celui de l'individuel au collectif et du subjectif a l'objectif.
20

The au-dela of limited forms of artistic and literary expression, the merging of art into life,
the emphasis on a collectivity and on the supersession of a merely subjective, personal
expression; all are expressed in this statement, which is complementary to Aragon's
declaration without being identical to it. For his part, Aragon envisages in " L e surrealisme
et le devenir revolutionnaire" an autonomous, experimental surrealist activity alongside the
political activity led by the Communist Party; for the surrealists who remain in the group by
this time, who include Tzara, an alliance with the Party is the condition of their status as an
avant-garde.
Breton shares this view of a surrealism in advance of other groups and individuals; it
is conceptualized many times in his writings as a path that must be followed, or a cultural
legacy of which surrealism is the latest expression. For instance, he writes in the 1934
speech Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme?:
N'importe, l'essentiel est qu'on puisse voir toujours plus loin, que sur de ne pas
avoir demerite de ce besoin de beaute, de liberte, de verite qu'on a pu eprouver
passionnement dans la jeunesse on decouvre sans en manquer un seul - i l peut y en
avoir de troubles - les paysages nouveaux; qu'on puisse certifier qu'en tout cas cela
s'est accompli sans arbitraire, sans lacune, afin que d'autres, ensuite, puissent
parcourir le chemin mentalement, en toute securite, d'un seul trait.
21

The surrealists had a highly-developed consciousness of their historical situation, and of the
task of taking up the historical legacy at the point at which it was left, as Breton reiterated
many times. This involved a break with existing forms of expression as insufficient, and the

Tristan Tzara, "Essai sur la situation de la poesie", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution, no. 4
(Decembre 1931), p. 21. The issues in which Aragon's and Tzara's articles appeared, nos. 3 and 4, were
published at the same time; the surrealist object was first discussed in no. 3.
A n d r e Breton, Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme? (1934), in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 234. For other expressions of
this view, see Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, op. cit., p. 13, and "Discours au Congres des ecrivains" (1935), in
O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 456.
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negation of form as a secondary problem. We have already seen Crevel express this view in
1927, and Breton wrote in similar terms in 1925:
La portee revolutionnaire d'une oeuvre, ou sa portee tout court, ne saurait dependre
du choix des elements que cette oeuvre met en jeu. De la la difficulte d'obtention
d'une echelle rigoureuse et objective des valeurs plastiques en un temps ou Ton est
sur le point d'entreprendre une revision totale de toutes les valeurs et ou la
clairvoyance nous oblige a ne reconnaitre d'autres valeurs que celles qui sont de
nature a hater cette revision.
22

Such values are not, to be sure, formal ones. The political implications of the avant-garde
position adopted by the surrealists entail that formal values are not only incidental to the
expression of content, but that they will be subject to radical revision in the new society. It
is significant that Breton's 'defence' of surrealism's relations to pictorial art in Le
Surrealisme et la Peinture is expressed in these terms, and that it occurs at the same time as
the beginning of surrealism's politicization in the early months of 1925. I do not agree with
Louis Janover that a division of labour is being enacted here, but see rather a conjunction
being established between art and politics, which depends upon the notion of a supersession
of modern art.
In the same passage from which I have just quoted, Breton writes:
La responsabilite des peintres comme de tous ceux a qui est echu en redoutable
partage d'empecher, dans le mode d'expression qu'ils servent, la survivance du signe
a la chose signifiee, a l'heure actuelle cette responsabilite me parait lourde et en
general assez mal supportee.
23

This statement is quite clearly oriented against a formalist art that maintains the separation
of art and life, and for an expression in which signifier and signified would be reunited, for
which a social transformation is the necessary precondition. Modernism is understood to be
in some way responsible for the non-identity of signifier and signified, and the overcoming

22

23

Breton, Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, op. cit., p. 8.
Ibid.
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of this predicament would involve its supersession. In this way, formalism is rejected as a
blind alley, and a concern for form is downplayed, although in the face of the liquidation of
modernism by various regimes in the 1930s, the right to formal investigation also came to
be defended, as we shall see.
A l l of this is dependent on an understanding of negation as it was received through
19th-century art and literature: from the French and German romantics, through midcentury poets like Baudelaire, Rimbaud and Lautreamont, to the symbolists. This was a
legacy which, as Breton wrote in the Second Manifesto, "veut incontestablement tout le
mal " in conscious opposition to the classical 'good'. If this understanding was initially
24

received during their own formation as artists and poets, it came to be understood through
the adoption of the Hegelian concept of the negation of the negation - that is, as an indirect
form of affirmation - which Crevel for instance expresses in his article for the surrealist
issue of the Belgian periodical Documents 34:
L ' h o m m e doit nier ce qui le nie. A i n s i , et seulement ainsi, par la negation de la
negation, i l s'affirme.
25

Even at the moment of transferring his allegiance from surrealism to a Popular Front whose
emphasis was on unity, and on a positive conception of culture, Crevel still insisted on the

Breton, Second manifeste du surrealisme, in O.C., 1.1, op. cit., p. 803. In UAmour fou, Breton will later
write:
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Le probleme du mal ne vaut d'etre souleve que tant qu'on n'en sera pas quitte avec l'idee de la
transcendance d'un bien quelconque qui pourrait dieter a l'homme des devoirs. Jusque-la la
representation exaltee du «mal» inne gardera la plus grande valeur revolutionnaire.
Breton, L'Amourfou, in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 762.
Rene Crevel, "Tandis que la pointolle se vulcanise la baudruche", in Intervention surrealiste, spec. no. of
Documents 34, Nouv. ser., no. 1 (Juin 1934), p. 43. What must be negated in this instance is liberal humanism:
25

L'homme doit nier Vhumain, Vhumanitarisme, Vhumanisme bourgeois, parce que cet humain, cet
humanitarisme, cet humanisme nient l'homme.
Then follows the passage cited in the text. Insofar as the liberal notion of humanism is constructed in terms of
the dominant rationality of the Cartesian cogito, this anti-humanist attitude is shared in common by the
surrealists. There are other ways in which surrealism itself could be construed as humanist - for example, in
opposing a "human essence" to immediately political needs, as Breton does in Les Vases communicants, or in
the telos of the reintegration of conscious and unconscious selves understood to be split in modern society.

46

'positive' value of negation, what it allowed in terms of experimentation and discovery,
especially on the 'five-sixths' of the globe that had not experienced a proletarian revolution:
Sur les cinq autres sixiemes, Taction intellectuelle se definit comme une reaction a la
reaction et contre la reaction. L'homme, pour s'affirmer, nie ce qui le nie, lui et sa
pensee. E n ce sens, rien de plus positif que les contestations, les desaveux, les
reniements de Dada, mouvement international au lendemain de la guerre....Aussi,
quelques annees plus tard, les recherches, l'experimentation, les decouvertes
surrealistes firent-elles suite au refus de D a d a .
26

Breton too is more than aware of the concept and the value of negation in its
dialectical form, which could allow one to move beyond a refusal still inscribed within
existing systems of art and literature. In his brief for an application of surrealism to the
resolution of a number of problems of knowledge, he wrote, in the Second Manifesto:
II me parait impossible qu'on assigne des limites, celles du cadre economique par
exemple, a l'exercice d'une pensee definitivement assouplie a la negation, et a la
negation de la negation. Comment admettre que la methode dialectique ne puisse
s'appliquer valablement qu'a la resolution des problemes sociaux? Toute l'ambition
du surrealisme est de lui fournir des possibilites d'application nullement
concurrentes dans le domaine conscient le plus immediat.
27

W e shall see how this concept will be used to justify a surrealism analogically rethought as a
critical science. What is important to retain at this point is the understanding of negation as
a concept making possible a break with earlier modes of art and literature, and with the
categories of art and literature themselves; this was an always equivocal break, of course, in
that paintings and poems continued to be produced, alongside other forms of creative and
intellectual activity. The concept of negation, and of the possible critical function of a poem
or a painting set against other existing art forms, in fact allowed these practices to continue.
Negation made possible a conceptual break with art that was not realized in practice, an

Rene Crevel, "Au carrefour de l'amour, la poesie, la science et la revolution" (1935), in Le roman casse et
derniers ecrits (Paris: Societe Nouvelle des Editions Pauvert, 1989), p. 68. Crevel's article was first published
in translation in Die Sammlung, a German expatriate publication, in April 1935, and in French in Documents
35 (November-December 1935). 'Five-sixths' refers to the habit, common at the time among Communists and
fellow travellers, of referring to the Soviet Union as one-sixth of the globe.
Breton, Second manifeste du surrealisme, op. cit., p. 793.
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interesting contradiction that will be explored in the pages to come, and which has
everything to do with the political impasse in which revolutionary intellectuals found
themselves in the 1930s, no matter what their views on art.

** *
The fabrication and circulation of dream objects was first suggested by Breton in a
well-known passage in the "Introduction au discours sur le peu de realite", first published in
March 1925:
C'est pour repondre a ce desir de verification perpetuelle que je proposals
recemment de fabriquer, dans la mesure du possible, certains de ces objets qu'on
n'approche qu'en reve et qui paraissent aussi peu defendables sous le rapport de
l'utilite que sous celui de l'agrement.
28

The suggestion was not implemented at the time, however, perhaps due to the fact that
neither surrealism's relations to modern art nor those to revolutionary politics were
articulated as clearly as they would be later.

29

In Nadja, rather, Breton enthusiastically

discussed the search for trouvailles (or found objects) at the flea-market of Saint-Ouen, on
the outskirts of Paris:
...j'y suis souvent, en quete de ces objets qu'on ne trouve nulle part ailleurs,
demodes, fragmentes, inutilisables, presque incomprehensibles, pervers enfin au sens
ou je l'entends et ou je l'aime....
30

Such objects included the bronze glove brought to Breton's attention by Lise Deharme,
flattened and folded-over as i f it were made of pliable material, or the three-dimensional
device for measuring population found at the Marche aux puces (Figs. 1-2). In each case, it

Breton, "Introduction au discours sur le peu de realite" (1925), in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 277. The article is
dated by Breton to September 1924, i.e. before the publication of the first Manifesto of Surrealism, but internal
evidence points to January 1925 as the completion date. As the editors of Breton's Oeuvres completes point
out (p. 1438), the issue of Commerce in which Breton's article was first published was dated 'hiver 1924', but
it did not appear until March 1925.
T h e clarification of the surrealists' relations to art and politics was underway with the publication of the first
chapter of Le Surrealisme et la Peinture in La Revolution surrealiste no. 4 in July 1925, and the surrealists'
first political actions that same month, in the protests against the Moroccan war.
Breton, Nadja (1928), in O.C, 1.1, op. cit., p. 676.
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was the radical difference between essence and appearance, or the obscure use-value of
these objects, that intrigued the surrealists. A s in Breton's account here, they were related
more to the everyday than to art, as part of the surrealists' attraction to the modernity of
urban life at the expense of modern art. In the early days, then, it was always a question of
found rather than fabricated objects; their manufacture remained as a possibility that had not
yet been realized. It was the political, I am going to argue, that brought the surrealist object
proper into being, in an attempt to discover a site of autonomy that would at the same time
be beyond art as such.
For his part, D a l i was an enthusiast for the object even before his adherence to the
surrealist group in the fall of 1929. A s early as March 1929, he wrote of Breton's early
thinking on the object in his "Revista de tendencies anti-artistiques", an article for the
Barcelona review L'Amic de les Arts:
These new objects, which could be considered as dream objects would satisfy, as
Breton says, the perpetual desire for verification; he adds that it would be necessary
to make, as far as possible, some objects which we could approach only in dreams
and which appear indefensible if considered in relation to usefulness or in relation to
pleasure.
31

The surrealist object was, then, a longstanding interest of D a l i ' s , rather than a novel
suggestion in 1931. In this early formulation, he accepts the premise that the object w i l l be
discovered in dreams, although his opinion on this w i l l later change. But let us note that the
desire for verification, and the troubling of utility, are concerns shared by both D a l i and
Breton.
A s we shall see in the next chapter, Dali suggested the production of surrealist
objects during a period of crisis for the surrealist group, when it was difficult to imagine any
form of collective activity. The intervening factor in the production of objects, however,

'Salvador Dali, "Review of Anti-Artistic Tendencies", trans. John London in Michael Raeburn, ed., Salvador
Dali: The early years (London: South Bank Centre, 1994), p. 229. Originally published in L'Amic de les Arts
no. 31 (March 1929). I have chosen to use the English rather than the French translation from the Catalan.
3

49

what made them immediately possible, was the discovery by D a l i and Breton of the work of
Alberto Giacometti, and in particular his Boule suspendue (Fig. 3), in an exhibition of the
work of M i r o , A r p and Giacometti at the Galerie Pierre in A p r i l 1930; Giacometti was
invited to join the group at that moment, and did so immediately.
Giacometti's sculpture became in retrospect the occasion for the production of
surrealist objects; in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 3, it is shown along
with a construction by M i r o in the pages immediately preceding the four objects that were
displayed as the fruit of the object-making experiments of 1931. D a l i , in his article on the
objects in that issue, explicitly identifies them with the possibilities offered by Giacometti's
sculpture:
Les objets a fonctionnement symbolique furent envisages a la suite de 1'objet mobile
et muet, la boule suspendue de Giacometti, objet qui posait et reunissait deja tous les
principes essentiels de notre definition mais s'en tenait encore aux moyens propres a
la sculpture. Les objets a fonctionnement symbolique ne laissent nulle chance aux
preoccupations formelles. lis ne dependent que de 1'imagination amoureuse de
chacun et sont extraplastiques.
32

I w i l l come to the important distinction D a l i makes between object and sculpture in a
moment; what is immediately at issue here is what possibilities such a sculpture could offer
for the theorization and production of objects.
Rosalind Krauss has produced the most interesting analysis to date of Giacometti's
Boule suspendue, in her 1984 article " N o More Play" (named after another of Giacometti's
sculptures, On ne joue plus). Although I do not subscribe to her attempt to replace Breton
with Bataille as the predominant intellectual influence on Giacometti's sculpture, thinking
rather that both influences are at play, her insight into the undecidable gender of the ball and
crescent, which remain in constant sexual tension, is crucial to an understanding of the

D a l i , "Objets surrealistes", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 3 (Decembre 1931), p. 16. The
phrase "mobile and mute object" refers to a layout by Giacometti on the pages immediately following Dalf's
article. There, Giacometti's drawings of a number of objects (including the Boule suspendue) are accompanied
by a running commentary.
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sculpture.
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Adapting a term from Roland Barthes, Krauss speaks of the "round phallicism"

of the ball suspended above the crescent, which is placed in an active relation to the wedge.
This allows an unstable and perpetual alternation of the roles of male and female, active and
passive, to occur. Movement is permitted physically by the string holding the ball,
suggesting both glissement and frottage, but any actual physical contact is frustrated, as the
ball remains permanently suspended just above the crescent.
The powerful sexual quality of this work was recognized by all the surrealists, and
becomes Dalf's prototype for the object, to the extent that "les phantasmes que son
fonctionnement peut declencher constituent toujours une serie nouvelle et absolument
inconnue de perversions, et par consequent de faits poetiques. " W e can see that it is the
34

physical functioning of Giacometti's sculpture, or at least the implication of movement, that
leads to Dalf's initial formulation of the objects as "symbolically functioning"; a potential,
sexualized movement is literalized in virtually all of the early objects. The first step was to

Rosalind E . Krauss, "No More Play", in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths
(Cambridge, M A : The MIT Press, 1985), pp. 62-64. Giacometti was first introduced into the surrealist milieu
in 1928-29, at the moment of its fracturing, and formed his initial friendships with those on the way out, such
as Masson and Leiris. His crossing over in 1930, therefore, was made in full knowledge of the controversies
separating those who remained in the surrealist group from those who had left it. This is not to downplay
Bataille's influence on Giacometti in 1929-30, which may partially explain Giacometti's reorientation to the
base in so many of the gameboard sculptures of his surrealist period. What I do question is the implication that
such a sexually-charged sculpture would not be permissible in surrealism, due to "Breton's adamant rejection
of the sexually perverse" (p. 62).
In Dali ou I'anti-obscurantisme, Crevel identifies the ball and crescent as female and male
respectively, though this need not discredit Krauss' interpretation. Crevel certainly sees the objects and
Giacometti's sculpture as sexualized, which agrees with my own argument about desublimation:
33

A u temps des sommeils, Breton ecrivait: «Les mots, les mots enfin font l'amour.» Aujourd'hui, s'il
est affirme que les objets bandent, ce n'est point caprice metaphorique. Et ils ne bandent pas dans le
vide. Ils se caressent, se sucent, s'enfilent, ils font l'amour, quoi! ces objets dont Dali eut l'idee et
supputa les chances, ressources, suggestions erotiques, a voir en action cette boule de bois que
Giacometti marqua d'un creux feminin, pour qu'elle put glisser sur Farete d'un long fruit de la meme
matiere mais de forme virile, l'un et l'autre a bout de nerfs et frenetiques l'un de l'autre, et faisant l'un
et l'autre partager cette maniere d'etre affectes a qui les contemplait, ce qui n'eut guere, a priori,
semble possible de la part de deux morceaux de buis bien lisses, mais devenait indeniable, du fait
d'une ficelle qui retenait la boule dans son elan, ne lui permettait point de tomber dans le nirvana des
assouvissements.
Crevel, Dali ou I'anti-obscurantisme, op. cit., pp. 125-26.
D a l i , "Objets surrealistes", op. cit., p. 16.
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perceive the extra-aesthetic, sexualized quality of the sculpture due to the possibility of
movement. This led in turn to the invention of objects that would deliberately step outside
the category of art, while remaining quintessentially poetic - to the extent that "poetic" is
identified with "perverse", with a return to the sources of imagination in unconscious desire.
It is extra-aesthetic insofar as it is desublimated.
A t the same time, the Boule suspendue was identified as sculpture precisely to the
extent that it was the departure point for the object, in a work made before Giacometti's
entry into the surrealist group. Although Dali locates the Boule suspendue as the first of the
surrealist objects, what he interprets as its formal concerns differentiate it from other
objects, which are both desublimated and anti-aesthetic. Belonging to the category of art,
the conceptual leap allowed by the revelation of Giacometti's sculpture enabled the coming
into being of the surrealist object, which necessarily postdates the Boule suspendue. The
latter is thus a transitional object, which by its very place in this logic of differentiation
must still occupy the site of sculpture.
D a l i opened his article "Objets surrealistes" with the denomination of several
possible categories of objects, the first being "objets a fonctionnement symbolique (origine
automatique). " Both Giacometti's sculpture and the four objects reproduced at the end of
35

the review were included in this category. In this way, he gave a nod to the first method of
surrealism, and to the initial discussion of the object in Breton's "Introduction au discours
sur le peu de realite".
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In " L ' A n e pourri", Dali's first statement of purpose in a surrealist review, he
described the surrealists as "idealistes sans participer a aucun ideal", a statement no longer
in keeping with their attempt to reinvent themselves as materialists, and no doubt

Ibid.
T h i s early acknowledgement of an automatic origin may be one of the reasons why Dali rejects the object,
among many other experimental categories and techniques, in his Conquete de I'Irrationnel of December
1935. See Chapter 5, pp. 260-61.
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embarrassing in relation to the charge of idealism levelled at them later in K h a r k o v .

37

In

"The Object as Revealed in Surrealist Experiment", D a l i ' s second article on the object, there
was a shift in the vocabulary, in favour of a materialism more congenial to his colleagues,
which included a significant reference to Feuerbach. A n d we can see in this shift a slight
change in the conception of the objects, one in keeping with the imperative to make thought
active, and to have the activities of surrealism intervene materially in the world. In this way,
D a l i says, the objects are part and parcel of a general tendency in surrealism, one
coincidentally in keeping with the development of his theory of paranoia-criticism: a
movement from the intuitive 'night' of automatism, trances and dream accounts to the 'day'
of a second phase of surrealist experimentation, "it being understood and emphasized that
the day must be the exclusive day of dialectical materialism. " A s we shall see, this
38

imperative was not Dalf's alone, but was part of a general movement in surrealist thought
whereby the irrational processes that were the raw material of surrealist research would be
subject to interpretation and even rationalization, in the global sense of the Hegelian
ambition taken up by the surrealists, to make "the real rational, the rational r e a l . "
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There were some profound differences, however, on how to proceed from night to
day. Dalf offered one possibility, in a way that would incorporate previous thinking about
the object, such as the need for verification, into a more active and consciously
interventionist practice:
This principle of action and of practical and concrete taking part is what presides
unceasingly over the surrealist experiments and it is our submission to this principle

Salvador Dali, "L'Ane pourri", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution, no. 1 (Juillet 1930), p. 12.
Salvador Dali, "The Object as Revealed in Surrealist Experiment" (1932), trans. David Gascoyne in Lucy R.
Lippard, ed., Surrealists on Art (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1970), p. 90. There is no extant original
for this article, which was published in the surrealist number of the American expatriate magazine This Quarter
in September 1932.
T h i s phrase, which is a leitmotif of surrealist thought in the 1930s, can be found for example in Breton's
"Introduction aux «Contes bizarres» d'Achim von Arnim" (1933), an important meditation on German
romanticism (in O.C., t. II, p. 350), and in his "Crise de l'objet" (1936), in Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, op.
cit., p. 276.
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which leads us to bring into being "objects that operate symbolically" [objets a
fonctionnement symbolique], objects which fulfil the necessity of being open to
action by our own hands and moved about by our own wishes.
40

This conscious, willful element was received differently in a surrealist group that felt the
necessity to make its thought more materialist and active. Crevel and Tzara, for instance,
were profoundly influenced by Dali, extending in Tzara's case even to experiments with a
waking dream. For his part, Breton - although he participated in the first object-making
experiments, and continued to view the object as a central category of surrealist activity
through 1937 at least - came to feel that the 1931 objects had been made too consciously,
were too willfully preoccupied with an expression of sexual content.
In an article, "L'Objet fantome", which appeared in the same issue of Le Surrealisme
au service de la Revolution as Dalf's "Objets surrealistes" and the reproductions of the first
four objects, Breton was quite critical of the way in which the objects had been made. He
preferred a less consciously-determined object, such as those initially dreamt-of in
"Introduction au discours sur le peu de realite", or the "phantom object" that furnished the
title of the essay:
Tout recemment encore, j ' a i vivement insiste aupres de tous mes amis pour qu'ils
donnassent suite a la proposition de Dali, concernant la fabrication d'objets
animables, manifestement erotiques, je veux dire destines a procurer, par des moyens
indirects, une emotion sexuelle particuliere. Quelques-uns de ces objets sont
reproduits dans ce numero. A en juger par ceux que je connais, je crois pouvoir dire,
sans par la formuler la moindre reserve - ils sont veritablement extraordinaires - sur
leur valeur explosive ou sur leur «beaute», qu'ils livrent a 1'interpretation une
etendue moins vaste, comme on pouvait s'y attendre, que les objets dans le meme
sens moins systematiquement determines. L'incorporation volontaire du contenu
latent - arrete d'avance - au contenu manifeste est ici pour affaiblir la tendance a la
dramatisation et a la magnification dont se sert souverainement, au cas contraire, la
censure. Sans doute enfin de tels objets, d'une conception trop particuliere, trop
personnelle, manqueront-ils toujours de l'etonnante puissance de suggestion dont
certains objets presque usuels se trouvent par hasard disposer...
4 1

D a l i , "The Object as Revealed", p. 94.
Breton, "L'Objet fantome", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 3 (Decembre 1933), p. 22. For
the lightly revised version in Les Vases communicants, see O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 142. The "phantom object" of
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Within a shared concern to relate subject and object, thought and the world, Breton chooses
to emphasize the message received from the world, through for instance the trouvailles
recounted in Nadja. This is opposed to "the willing incorporation of latent content", which
could be disruptive, but which would not necessarily contribute to knowledge. For Breton,
here, it remains a question of disponibilite, whether to an external solicitation or an internal
message, and in this way automatism continues to be a paradigm for him. But for D a l i ,
implicitly at first, and increasingly openly, it is a question of bringing an irrational but
systematized thought to bear on the things of the world, as a critical project. If for Breton,
the 1931 objects are too consciously determined, they are perhaps for D a l i not conscious
enough, which is why he comes to dismiss these early efforts in 1935, at a time when Breton
is still predisposed to the production of dream-objects, such as the one he fabricated and
described that same year.
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Yet it is not simply a question of waiting; as Breton writes in "Crise de 1'objet" in
M a y 1936, " l a fin que je poursuivais n'etait rien moins que l'objectivation de l'activite de
reve, son passage dans la realite. " This involves both activity and passivity: the
43

registering of a less-determined message in a work that would find its way into the world,
and which could involve the kind of interrelation between subject and object that Breton
described in Les Vases communicants and a number of other essays from the early to mid1930s. In these, it was a question, on the one hand, of objective chance, and on the other, of
the relations between perception and mental representation, two issues that w i l l be explored
in the chapters to come. B y introducing these objects into real space, there was an intent to

the title was neither a material object nor a dream-object, but was Breton's contribution to a cadavre exquis
published in La Revolution surrealiste, nos. 9-10 (Octobre 1927), p. 44 (Fig. 4). In his portion of the drawing,
an envelope was supplied "automatically" with eyelashes (cils) and a handle (anse); it signified therefore the
word "silence" (cil-anse). See Chapter 5 for a discussion of the verbal origin of the image in automatism, as
Breton understood it.
A n d r e Breton, "Reve-objet", Cahiers d'Art, nos. 5-6 (1935), reprinted in Breton, O.C., t. II, op. cit., pp. 55859. The object is reproduced in colour in Breton, Je vois, j 'imagine: Poemes-ohjets (Paris: Gallimard, 1-991),
p. 25.
A n d r e Breton, "Crise de l'objet", in Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, op. cit., p. 277.
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expand the realm of the possible, by giving shape to desire. Both Breton and D a l i would
agree on this; the difference was all in the way in which it could be accomplished, in the
context of an imperative to make thought active.
There is one more point I wish to make, before we move on to a discussion of the
first objects. In the catalogue text for his exhibition at the Galerie Pierre Colle in 1933 which is in the form of an open letter to Breton - D a l i acknowledges the genealogy of the
object in cubism. He views it as the latest accomplishment of the experimental method in
modern art, and even as the fruit of cubist collage:
Tous ces larvaires papiers de journal ne feront, par la suite, que vivre, se developper
et grandir dans les entrailles memes du tableau....
II ne subsiste presque que comme cordon ombilical, que pour soutenir tant
d'accessoires, ingredients, objets qui viennent de naitre en lui. On distingue alors de
veritables pierres, de veritables souliers. Tous ces objets et ingredients qui, a
l'origine du papier colle, adheraient etroitement au tableau, lui ont ete
successivement accroches d'une facon de plus en plus independante, oscillante
meme, de moins en moins stable, de moins en moins collee. Nous voici deja au
moment ou les souliers et les pierres pendent du tableau par une ficelle. C'est alors
qu'on s'apercoit que le tableau n'en peut plus, q u ' i l est pret a donner le reste de sa
vie, que sa vie tient a un fil, l'objet tombe materiellement du tableau et commence
hors de lui sa vie pre-natale.
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This statement is doubly important, for not only is it one of Dalf's rare acknowledgements of
the importance of modernism in the genesis of surrealism and of his own practice, but it also
acknowledges the crucial role of collage in the production of the object. Thus to Breton's
imagining of a dream object in 1924, and to Giacometti's Boule suspendue, is added collage.
This returns us to the moment at which surrealism develops out of modernism, a modernism
which, in Dalf's 1933 text, it fully intends to develop in other directions.
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^Exposition Salvador Dali (Paris: Pierre Colle, n.d. [1933]), n.p.; reprinted as "Lettre a Andre Breton" in
Dali, Oui 2: L'archangelisme scientifique, ed. Robert Descharnes (Paris: DenoeT/Gonthier, 1971), pp. 18-19.
I n "Comment on force 1'inspiration", which is contemporary to Dalf's catalogue, Max Ernst notes collage's
relation to the object in similar terms, although given the foundational relation of his early collages to the
development of surrealism, he has another brief than Dali:
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* **
Before we turn to the historical circumstances in which and through which the
surrealist objects were first produced, let us take a look at some of the early objects in some
detail. The situation of these objects in an economy of art and politics w i l l be discussed
later; here, I want to focus on some of the themes of the objects in order to develop a sense
of the general out of the particular, the general stakes of the objects as revealed in the details
of their making.
Three of the objects I w i l l be discussing were assembled in 1931, and published in
the December 1931 issue of Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution (no. 3). These
objects, all untitled, were made by Valentine Hugo, Dali and Breton (a fourth, not discussed
here, was made by Gala Eluard).
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Another untitled object, which I want to discuss in

relation to this early moment in the life of the object, was made in 1932 by Joan M i r o .
Let us examine Valentine Hugo's object first (Figs. 6-7). On a gaming table, we see
two hands, one gloved, one painted red, its surface now cracked with age

4 7

One of the

hands inserts a finger under the lip of the glove, the second holds a die; they are bound to the
table by a network of threads, which is secured to the table by tacks. There may be a
reference to Breton in the numbers 13 and 17 visible to the left of the gloves, or this may be
purely fortuitous; Hugo and Breton had entered into an affair sometime between the

Ce procede [i.e., collage] employe, modifie et systematise chemin faisant par presque tous les
surrealistes, tant peintres que poetes, les a depuis sa decouverte, conduits de surprise en surprise.
Entre les plus belles consequences qu'ils ont ete appeles a en tirer, i l convient de mentionner la
creation de ce qu'ils ont appele des objets surrealistes.
Max Ernst, "Comment on force 1'inspiration", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution, no. 6 (15 mai
1933), p. 43.
T h e details of Gala Eluard's object (Fig. 5) are very difficult to make out in the photograph in Le
Surrealisme au service de la Revolution, whereas the others are more legible (or, as in the case of Breton's
object, which survives, is available in a better reproduction). Dalf's description of her object is found in
"Objets surrealistes", op. cit., p. 17, and "The Object as Revealed", op. cit., pp. 94-95.
T h e object is now encased in a circular frame, and was preserved in this way sometime after Hugo sold the
work to Breton in 1953; the collaborative object Le petit mimetique (1936), made by/Jacqueline Lamba and
Breton, was perhaps preserved at the same time, since they both now sport glass covers.
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beginning of the making of the objects and their publication in Le Surrealisme au service de
la

Revolution.^
The object can be seen, I think, as a poetic variation on Lautreamont's classic

formula, "beau comme la rencontre fortuite sur une table de dissection d'une machine a
coudre et d'un parapluie", as an instance of the birth of the image through radical
disjunction.
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It bears a metaphorical relation to Lautreamont's phrase in its translation of

the elements of his image into terms both similar and different: two hands, which are
differentiated through colour and gesture. The translation both veils and reveals what Dali
and Breton make explicit in their discussions of Lautreamont's formula: the sexuality of the
encounter, which Breton, writing his Vases communicants at the time of the fabrication of
the object, insists on as its only possible interpretation.
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This I think accounts for what

Breton would call the convulsive beauty of the object, as it makes explicit, but through the
indirect, poetic means of metaphor, the sexuality at the heart of the objects and of all art.
This is, or was, the object's scandalous action in relation to the supposed sublimation of art,
and its intertextual intervention into other categories of artmaking, through of course the
collage principle discovered simultaneously with Lautreamont by Breton and Aragon during
the war.

Breton liked the coincidence between his initials and the numbers 1713, which in his view bore an
alchemical signification. He uses the resemblance in a poem-object from 1941, Portrait de Vacteur A.B. dans
son role memorable Van de grace 1713, formerly in the collection of Peggy Guggenheim.
Hugo was involved in surrealist activities from 1930 to 1936, and was on intimate terms with Breton
from, roughly, July 1931 to May 1932. Later, he supplied the introduction to the edition of Achim von
Arnim's tales she illustrated in 1933. The best account of Hugo's career is in Jean-Pierre Cauvin, "Valentine,
Andre, Paul et les autres, or, the Surrealization of Valentine Hugo", Dada/Surrealism no. 18 (1990), pp. 182203.
I n one of the very rare discussions of Hugo's object, Robert Belton has suggested that the threads are an
allusion to Lautreamont's simile, though I'm not sure that Hugo is being that literal here. Robert J. Belton,
"Speaking with Forked Tongues: 'Male' Discourse in 'Female' Surrealism?", Dada/Surrealism no. 18 (1990),
p. 55.
See the introduction, n. 35.
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In a recent article, Robert Belton reads the hands in Hugo's object as coded by
gender, both through colour ("virginal white versus carnal red ") and convexity/concavity
51

(male/female). The ermine cuff on the 'male' hand may trouble this distinction, however,
and I think that it is the lack of specificity of gender, its convertibility, that is interesting
here, as eroticized as the encounter is. This is in line with the initial model for all of the
1931 objects, Giacometti's Boule suspendue. There, too, as Rosalind Krauss has
demonstrated, it is a question of the undecidability of gender that is fascinating and
haunting.
In each case, there is a frisson of pleasure suggested by the brushing of one element
against another. The import is different, however, as in the Boule suspendue any further
contact is frustrated by the conditions of the encounter - the length of the string - while in
Hugo's object the physical contact is conditioned, rather, by the web of threads determining
and even 'eternalizing' the encounter, allowing it to persist in the stopped time of the event
itself. It is not the failure or frustration of a missed encounter that is at issue here, but the
fullness of an erotic relation between the elements that constitute the image. The distant
realities that, in the conceptualization of the surrealist image, are necessary to any truly
fortuitous and reciprocal encounter, come together and make love.
Hugo's object is not, of course, explicitly sexual, but rather the metaphoric
representation of an erotic encounter, at once poetic and sexual, in the sense in which D a l i
describes the realization of this relation in the objects:
Ces objets, qui se pretent a un minimum de fonctionnement mecanique, sont bases
sur les phantasmes et representations susceptibles d'etres provoques par la
realisation d'actes inconscients.
[...JDans tous les cas analyses, ces actes correspondent a des fantaisies et
desirs erotiques nettement caracterises.

Belton, op. cit., p. 54.
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L'incarnation de ces desirs, leur maniere de s'objectiver par substitution et
metaphore, leur realisation symbolique constituent le processus type de la perversion
sexuelle, lequel ressemble, en tous points, au processus du fait poetique.
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Hugo's object, to the extent that it accords with this definition, is an image of the surrealist
image, particularly in its realization of the synthesis of the poetic and the sexual on the
model of Lautreamont's chance encounter. In this sense it is both collective and individual,
bearing a personal affective content but also a relation to the category of the object in its
overturning of conventional artmaking practices.
Hugo's object is a poetic meditation on a number of themes that concerned the
surrealists at the moment of its invention. What with the die and the gaming table, chance is
obviously one of these; I have already described the object as an interpretation of
Lautreamont's chance encounter, in which the hands "make love" in the manner of the
umbrella and the sewing machine. There is also an evident allusion to Mallarme's " U n
Coup de des n'abolira jamais le hasard", to the extent that its title confirms the chance
encounter of the surrealist image.
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What we find in Hugo's object is both chance and determinacy, the dice and the web
of threads, not an illustration of but a poetic evocation of the investigation of the relations

Dalf, "Objets surrealistes", op. cit., p. 16. The first paragraph is in italics in the original.
After an initial attraction to a Mallarmean and Valeryan modernism, exemplified in Breton's first book of
poems Mont de piete (1919), the surrealists came to critique such an approach, which was believed to promote
the separation of art and life, and overemphasize the rational construction of a work at the expense of
expression. Breton takes the Mallarmean side of symbolism to task in his article "Le Merveilleux contre le
mystere", in Minotaure no. 9 (Octobre 1936), pp. 25-31. "Un Coup de des" was one of the rare works that
escaped this censure, due both to its radical experiment with typography and to its open-ended attitude towards
chance. A letter to Edouard Dujardin on 8 December 1923, politely refusing his request that Breton contribute
to an issue of Dujardin's Les Cahiers idealistes devoted to Mallarme, is the clearest indication of the surrealist
attitude towards Mallarme:
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L a «mort» de Mallarme reduite a sa juste proportion d'accident, permettez-moi de m'abstenir aussi
parce que le poete qui nous occupe a cesse momentanement de passioner de son exemple le debat
poetico-philosophique auquel i l m'est donne de prendre part. Que je veuille ou non, mes yeux restent
tournes vers Lautreamont. Dans quelques temps seulement on decouvrira Mallarme, 1'oeuvre de
Mallarme que la personne de Mallarme nous derobe encore, et ce sera essentiellement du Coup de des
qu'il s'agira.
Breton to Edouard Dujardin, 8 December 1923, cited in Marguerite Bonnet, Andre Breton: Naissance de
I'aventure surrealiste (Paris: Librairie Jose Corti, 1975), p. 39.
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between chance and determinism that preoccupied the surrealists in these years. Through
Engels, that is within a Marxist framework common to both the political and intellectual
avant-gardes, there was an attempt to open up the notion of determinism through the
investigation of chance. The category of "objective chance", through which Breton
attempted to reconcile Freud and Engels, was the major theoretical focus of this effort, and it
was first broached in the pages of Les Vases communicants, the book Breton was working
on during the production of these first objects.
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Hugo's object does not so much contribute to that investigation in experimental
terms, as allude to the subject poetically, in a three-dimensional collage that is the visual
complement to the poetic image as theorized in surrealism. W e can perhaps see in it the
hoped-for rendezvous of desire with necessity, which is the coming-together of the surrealist
image, the necessity of the encounter as revealed by chance. That, in personal terms,
Hugo's rendezvous with Breton was a missed encounter, given his overriding obsession
with the woman whose love he had lost earlier in the year, is not really at issue here; the
relation is realized in the object itself, apart from the individual fates of Hugo or Breton.
Breton's object (Fig. 5, Fig. 8), like those of Giacometti and Hugo, is also
constructed around an encounter, but in Breton's case it is a fraught encounter, like
Giacometti's, that is sexualized but also hostile and aggressive. It is extremely complicated
in its manufacture, with a tendency towards complexity in opposition to the simplicity of
much modern art.
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Dalf's description of it in his December 1931 article in Le

Surrealisme

au service de la Revolution is succinct and worth citing:
L e plus complexe et difficile a analyser. Sur une petite selle de bicyclette est place
un receptacle en terre cuite rempli de tabac, a la surface duquel reposent deux
longues dragees de couleur rose. Une sphere de bois poli, susceptible de tourner

There will be an extensive discussion of these issues in Chapter 3.
D a l i and Breton each extoll complexity at the expense of simplicity in, for example, Breton, "Le Message
automatique" (1933), in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 384, and Dali, La Conquete de I'Irrationnel (Paris: Editions
surrealistes, 1935), p. 11.
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dans l'axe de la selle, fait entrer en contact au cours de ce mouvement la pointe de
celle-ci avec deux antennes de celluloid orange. Cette sphere est reliee par deux bras
de meme substance a un sablier dispose horizontalement (de maniere a empecher
l'ecoulement du sable) et a un timbre de bicyclette qui est suppose entrer en action
quand est projetee dans l'axe une dragee verte au moyen d'un lance-pierres place
derriere la selle. L e tout est monte sur une planche recouverte de vegetations
sylvestres laissant apparaitre de place en place un pavage d'amorces et dont un des
angles, plus touffu que les autres, est occupe par un petit livre sculpte en albatre dont
le plat est decore d'une photographie sous verre de la tour de Pise, pres de laquelle
on decouvre, en ecartant le feuillage une amorce, la seule eclatee, sous un pied de
biche.
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The way in which the elements of Breton's object are organized in terms of
aggressor and target genders them as male and female more clearly than in Hugo's object or
Giacometti's sculpture. Seduction in the form of the celluloid feelers sets off the
"symbolical functioning" of the object, whose response, on the part of the saddle, is to shoot
candied almonds at the bell in an effort to make it sound or cry. The caps are another sign
of this aggressive relation, whose sexual nature is signalled by the (veiled) image of the
Tower of Pisa, and whose outcome, or climax, is suggested by the exploded cap beneath the
doe's foot. During this encounter, time stands still. It is, like Hugo's, a metaphoric
description of an erotic encounter, but one dominated here by aggression and frustration.
This is quite different from the description of reciprocal love given by Breton in L 'Amour
fou, for instance, but it corresponds to a malaise described by Breton in Les Vases
communicants,

written in the definitive aftermath of his on-and-off affair with Suzanne

Muzard, and coincidentally during the period in which these first objects were made.
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Breton is playing in his object with the double meaning of 'dragee', which signifies
both the candied almonds traditionally given to girls at their first communion, and 'shot', in
the vocabulary of the hunt (to which the vegetation also likely refers, if indeed that is the
scenario that is being evoked here). T w o expressions in French take on a particular

Dalf, "Objets surrealistes", op. cit., p. 17.
" L ' U n i o n libre" is another product of this period, and is thus a poem of absence rather than of presence, as it
is often made out to be: the evocation of a beloved who is no longer there. It was published anonymously in
June 1931, before being included in Le Revolver a cheveux blancs the following year.
56

57

62

significance in the context of Breton's object, and make explicit its occasion, the break with
Muzard: "tenir la dragee haute a quelqu'un" (to hold out on someone), and "la dragee est
amere" (it's a bitter pill to swallow). In Les Vases communicants,

Breton blames his dire

economic circumstances for the break-up of his relationship with Muzard, who had asked
him for the same measure of financial security her (other) lover, then husband, Emmanuel
B e r l , was able to provide. She asked both men to divorce their wives (which they both did),
but refused to commit to either one of them for quite some time, before finally opting for the
security Berl offered.
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While the candies resting in the terra cotta vessel are coloured pink,

it is no accident that the shot to be fired is coloured green, which signifies the transformation
of something pleasant (the pink candied almonds of communion) into something
disagreeable, even bitter.
Hugo's object appears to differ from Breton's, in the desublimation of its erotic
theme to offer or present a plenitude which is part of its heady effect, its disturbance and its
power. There is, however, a sense of both plenitude and lack to Hugo's object, for it both
registers an erotic relation between two beings, and evokes lack through the fetishistic
character of the partial objects, the gloved or cuffed hands that it is made of. This is what
makes them sexually perverse, in Dali's terms; the hands are metonyms, parts for the whole
which, in psychoanalytic terms, also function metaphorically, in the recognition and
disavowal of castration. That is, the object is not only a metaphorical representation of an
erotic encounter (although it is that too, as I have said); its elements, the elements of the
poetic image, are themselves sexualized as partial objects, which are substitutes for the
plenitude that is, perhaps, lacking.

T h i s is, of course, the affective reason for the surrealists' collective hostility to Berl, but there were serious
political differences as well, ranging from Bed's association with their former ally Drieu L a Rochelle in the
pages of Les derniers jours, to his identification with Bataille's base materialism in 1929-30, his collaboration
with Monde, and the Radical and patriotic political views expressed in the pages of the literary weekly he
edited during the Popular Front period, Marianne. That is, Berl ran the gamut of all the different positions
from which opposition to surrealism was expressed, and was overtly hostile to the movement on many
occasions. But the personal dimension of the conflict over Muzard should not be forgotten either.
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If the elements that constitute Hugo's object are partial objects, this may go some
way to explaining what I think is the indeterminacy of gender there, the alternation that
occurs in what is still basically a heterosexual conception of love. The troubling or
uncertainty of gender distinctions is, I think, a condition of the object as a category, to the
extent that it refuses the mastery of skill considered necessary in order to be taken seriously
as an artist, especially in days of the "rappel a I'ordre" to which so many postwar artists
responded. If surrealists were among the few artists who refused to answer this call, or did
so equivocally, this is because they entertained an ambiguous relation to the metier and to
professionalization. A s Kaja Silverman stated, in a passage referred to in the introduction,
saying no to power involves the collapse of a stable structure of sexual difference.
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This is

particularly true in the case of the objects, where sexuality is made explicit, and is oriented
against the sublimatory practices of art. The inability or refusal to accept castration, to
accept one's proper place in society, entails a troubling of the sexual difference upon which
the symbolic order is founded.
In the surrealist strategy of desublimation, there is the idea of a work prior to
mastery, capable of providing a model for a generalized creative practice in another social
order. Regression to a poetic mode of thought is necessary in order to progress, but progress
itself is conceived of as a qualitative (and quantitative) leap, as a rupture with the given, and
not as evolution. The object represents both a time before mastery and a time after mastery,
eliminating the specialized discipline of the professional artist in between. In the meantime,
before the revolution, sexual differentiation is a problem to the extent that one remains at the
threshold of art. The refusal to arrive, or to do so only on one's own terms, has its psychical
complement in the refusal or disavowal of castration, even in a work where what is at issue
is ostensibly a reciprocal, heterosexual love. Thus the probably conscious use of gloved and
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See the passage quoted on p. 24 of the introduction.
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cuffed hands in Hugo's object, which evoke fetishism and Dalf's equation of poetry and
perversion.
Both plenitude and lack may be incorporated into Hugo's object in a relatively
conscious manner, given the historical relation of surrealism to psychoanalysis.
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Objects

concerned with loss, lack or frustration may in some ways register a consciousness of this
condition by the subject, in contrast to the plenitude of Utopia, which is represented here in
sexual terms, and confirmed in the instant of the realization of the image or of love. In other
words, the lack sometimes evident in the fragmentary objects measures the distance between
plenitude and present social conditions; Breton's object does in some sense literally measure
this, in terms of the difficulty of love under present social and economic relations, which he
has gauged and suffered personally. The convulsiveness of the object can then be
understood in its double function: a Utopian aspect in the desublimated, erotic relation of
the elements, which is a scandal to modern art, and its frustrated, partial aspect, which
evokes and anticipates completion. Reconciliation, in other words, is held out as the goal of
the objects (and of surrealism), even through a strategy of estrangement. In the case of
Breton's object, the form of its making (as poetic image) represents a kind of reconciliation,
even as the difficulty of love is represented thematically.

O f thefi gures involved in the surrealist movement in 1931, Breton, Dali, Crevel, Tzara and Ernst had all
read fairly extensively in psychoanalytic literature. On the surrealists' relations to psychoanalysis, see
Fabienne Hulak, ed., Folie et psychanalyse dans I 'experience surrealiste (Nice: Z'Editions, 1992). I have
also found the following articles particularly useful: J.-B. Pontalis, "Les vases non communicants", La
Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, no. 302 (Mars 1978), pp. 27-45; Patrice Schmitt, "De la psychose paranoi'aque dans
ses rapports avec Salvador Dali", in Salvador Dali retrospective, 1920-1980 (Paris: Centre Georges
Pompidou/Musee National d'Art Moderne, 1980), pp. 262-66; Alain Grosrichard, " D Lacan, «Minotaure»,
surrealistes: Rencontres", in Regards sur Minotaure: La revue a tete de bete (Geneve: Musee d'artet
d'histoire, 1987), pp. 159-73; and Francois Migeot, "Que diable allait-il faire dans cette galere?: Breton et la
psychanalyse", Europe, 6 9 annee, no. 743 (mars 1991), pp. 125-34. Also worth looking at are the discussions
of surrealism in two studies devoted to a contextual history of the thought of Jacques Lacan: Elizabeth
Roudinesco, Jacques Lacan & Co.: A History of Psychoanalysis in France, 1925-1985, trans. Jeffrey
Mehlman (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1990); and David Macey, Lacan in Contexts (London:
Verso, 1988).
6 0

r

e

65

1931 was a dark moment both for surrealism and for Breton personally, as we shall
see in Chapter 2. Emmanuel Guigon describes a malaise in this period that was not only
personal (though it was also that, as we must not forget), but collective and political as well;
and the objects were both a response to and an attempt to resolve that malaise.
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If, for

example, the emphasis in Breton's object is on negation, a desire for reconciliation remains
on the (anti)formal level of collage. While the objects are deliberately and deeply personal,
they also function on a broader public level as an overturning of the sublimated categories of
modern art; indeed, the mixing, even the inextricability of individual and collective in these
objects is one of their most important features.
The objects made by D a l i and M i r o are also modelled on encounters of a sexual
nature, although their content is more explicitly perverse than that of the other objects we
have seen so far. In M i r o ' s case, a voyeuristic relation is established between viewer and
object, while in Dali's object it is very much a question of the anticipation of an encounter
with the opposite sex that is at issue (as it is in much of his early w o r k ) .
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In Emmanuel Guigon's view, Breton and D a l i depend on different poetic strategies
in the making of their objects; while Breton's object is metaphoric in its representation of an
eroticized relation between the sexes, Dali's object is metonymic to the extent that it is
organized through substitution.
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There is in fact a crucial difference between the

Emmanuel Guigon, "L'Objet surrealiste: Introduction aux techniciens benevoles" (These de doctorat
d'histoire de l'art, Universite de Pantheon - Sorbonne [Paris I], 1985), pp. 78-79.
See, for instance, Dawn Ades' discussion of Dali's 1929 painting Les accommodations du desir in "The
Visual Imperatives of Surrealism", in William S. Lieberman, ed., Twentieth-Century Modern Masters: The
Jacques and Natasha Gelman Collection (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1989), pp. 39-47.
Guigon, op. cit., pp. 85-88 for the discussion of the two objects. There is considerable disagreement over
whether the surrealist image is a metaphor. In his 1957 article, "L'Instance de la lettre dans l'inconscient ou la
raison depuis Freud", Jacques Lacan criticized his former comrades for misunderstanding the nature of the
metaphor. Metaphor was a process of substitution, of "one word for another", rather than the rapprochement
of dissimilar terms; Lacan takes this definition of metaphor from Roman Jakobson's recently published
Fundamentals of Language (1956), which he acknowledges in his essay. Jacques Lacan, "The agency of the
letter in the unconscious or reason since Freud", in Ecrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York:
W.W. Norton & Co., 1977), pp. 156-57. In this sense, Dali's work might itself be construed as metaphorical,
were it not.a chain of significations rather than the loss implied by the replacement of one word by another.
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approaches of the two surrealists; in general, Breton still retains a link to modernism through
a poeticized notion of collage, while Dali rejects modernism tout court, in favour of an
extra-artistic pathology, paranoia, that would both refuse a given, consensual reality that all
the surrealists hold in contempt, and provide a systematic, 'scientific' methodology that
could organize the relations between subject and object from a position of autonomy.
Substitution and rapprochement are crucial markers of this difference.
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Guigon's interpretation of Dalf's object agrees with Lacan's understanding of metonymy as an endless
deferment of desire.
Subsequently, David Macey argues for a wider conception of metaphor than that allowed by Lacan, in
order to account for the surrealist image as rapprochement, while J.-B. Pontalis argues that the surrealist image
is not metaphorical but something else altogether: "art non de la metaphore mais de la rencontre"; this would
be an interpretation of the surrealist image as a form of metonymy, since it is a relation of terms rather than the
replacement of one by another. David Macey, Lacan in Contexts, op. cit., pp. 161-62; J.-B. Pontalis, "Les
vases non communicants", op. cit., p. 40.
A l l of these discussions depend upon a distinction between metaphor and metonymy that only became
available in the 1950s, although this need not discount its use as a theoretical tool. It is my sense that the
surrealists were familiar with a more traditional understanding of metaphor, as it was initially formulated by
Aristotle and revalued by the romantics. While the traditional conception of metaphor emphasizes a relation of
similarity between terms, Aristotle also states in the Poetics that "a good metaphor implies an intuitive
perception of the similarity in dissimilars". The romantics and then the surrealists take this up in terms of the
Hegelian notion of the unity of opposites; having intuited this process in the poetic images of Rimbaud and
Lautreamont, then in Reverdy's metaphysical revaluation of collage, the surrealists arrived at an understanding
of metaphor that is both traditional and modern, which does not however conform to its current definition.
Jakobson, incidentally, refers to surrealism's "metaphoric attitude" twice in his writings, once in
comparison to "the manifestly metonymic orientation of Cubism"; in neither case is this insight elaborated
upon. Jakobson, "Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances" (1956), in On
Language, ed. Linda R. Waugh and Monique Monville-Burston (Cambridge, M A : Harvard University Press,
1990), p. 130 (this is the text from Fundamentals of Language that Lacan used, and from which the brief quote
above is taken); "The Speech Event and the Functions of Language" (address given 1956, first published
1976), in On Language, p. 70. In his study of metaphor in surrealist poetry, in Text Production (1975),
Michael Riffaterre accepts the surrealist image as metaphor, without referring to Lacan's critique. Riffaterre,
Text Production, trans. Terese Lyons (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), pp. 202-20. Aside from
what has already been cited, I have used Francoise Meltzer's discussion of metaphor and metonymy in her
entry entitled "Unconscious" in Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin, eds., Critical Terms for Literary
Study (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1990), pp. 159-60, and Gilbert D. Chaitin's entry on
metonymy and metaphor in Irena R. Makaryk, gen. ed., Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993), pp. 589-90; the quote from Aristotle is taken from the latter.
L a c k i n g an account of the distinction between the two strategies that would incorporate a contemporary
understanding of metaphor and metonymy, I will continue to use the word "substitution" in the sense that Dali
uses it in his "Objets surrealistes": as a complement to metaphor that implies a metonymic dimension. See the
passage quoted on pp. 58-59, and cited in n. 52. "Displacement" accounts for some of the meaning that I want
to convey in the word "substitution", but not for the active, strategic element of Dalf's approach. For want of a
better distinction between the strategies of Dali and Breton, substitution/rapprochement, metonymy/metaphor
will have to do for now.
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Dalf's object (Fig. 6, Fig. 9) is of course still an assemblage, but the point at which
this 'symbolically functioning' object is activated is through a process of substitution.
Inside a woman's shoe is placed a glass of warm milk, which is fixed to the interior of the
shoe by a brown paste resembling excrement.
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A sugar cube, with the image of a woman's

shoe inscribed on it, is suspended above the shoe by means of a tiny plumb line, with the
implication that it is to be immersed into the glass of milk, where both cube and shoe w i l l
dissolve. Extra sugar cubes, including several with images of shoes and one with pubic
hairs glued to it, are ready to repeat the process, which is in principle always renewable; a
pornographic photograph, i f the fetishistic shoes and the pubic hair did not already indicate
it, makes explicit the sexual nature of the process.
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Here, too, we find both a gendering of the elements that constitute the object, and a
blurring of that gendering within a fetishistic economy. The woman's shoe and the glass of
milk are receptacles, the sugarcube that which enters the receptacle. The shoe may also be
read psychoanalytically as a substitute for the missing phallus of the mother, which
compensates for one's own threatened penis in this economy - especially as it is likely to be
dissolved in the warm milk of the mother. A s in Hugo's object or Giacometti's sculpture,
there is here too an undecidability of sexual difference, as one hovers at the edge of the entry
into the symbolic order of culture; in Dalf's case, this is expressed in a more explicitly
fetishistic manner than in some of the other objects, as one moves through a series of
metonymic shifts from shoe to sugar to milk. The spoon w i l l stir the honey in the pot, but is
itself porous; the shoe is convex and concave, at once both hollow and protuberance. The
shoe, as fetish, w i l l compensate for castration anxiety, but w i l l , as receptacle, also dissolve
its own image in a fluid that is itself ambiguously gendered. For as Guigon indicates, the

I am depending on Dali's description of his own object in "Objets surrealistes" here, since the excremental
paste and the temperature of the milk are both, of course, invisible in reproduction.
There is also a strange claw-like object visible in both the 1931 and 1974 versions of Dali's object, placed in
the shoe next to the glass of milk. It is not accounted for in Dali's description of his object, and is difficult to
make out in reproduction.
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milk, as a white fluid, a "laitance", can also signify 'sperm' in the slang of sex; that is, it too
is both masculine and feminine, alternating unstably between the two identifications.
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D a l i was preoccupied with what he described as the dipping of the male into the
warm milk of the mother; he traced the genesis of this preoccupation in his Mythe

tragique

de TAngelas de Millet. For Dali, the Oedipal myth was the tragic myth of our time, the
dipping into warm milk representing both terror and comfort, the loss of self and the fear of
being devoured by the mother, which animated the whole chain of associations in that
book.
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It is in fact the drama of sexual differentiation that is represented there, as one either

gives up the mother as sexual object, or remains bound to her in an incestuous relation;
D a l i ' s book is a narrative of the overcoming of his Oedipal anxieties in this regard, with the
help of Gala Eluard.
D a l i ' s object is not concerned so much with that overcoming, as with the
approaching moment of the sexual encounter itself, with the fear of loss and death in the
beloved, as one is swallowed up in the maternal embrace. This results in the series of
substitutions aimed at compensation, yet which also anticipate and evoke annihilation.
What D a l i has done in his object is establish the scenario of the sexual encounter, which is
to be set into motion by its "symbolical functioning" - a symbolical functioning that is both
literal, as the shoe is about to be lowered into the milk, and literally symbolic, depending on
a metonymic shifting of meanings for its significance. The nature of the encounter, which
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Ibid., p. 86.
D a l f writes, in Le Mythe tragique:
L a representation du lait s'offre a moi comme essentiellement ambivalente. D'un cote le lait
m'apparait comme extremement desirable et intimement lie aux desirs erotiques: rien ne serait, a ce
sujet, plus legitime que d'invoquer la fixation oedipienne, qui revet pour moi des caracteres
extraordinairement importants et determinants. D'un autre cote le lait cache un sentiment tres
accentue de danger de mort...qui peut encore se rattacher a la defense symbolique du lait maternel
dans l'horreur de l'inceste....

Salvador Dali, Le Mythe tragique de VAngelus de Millet: Interpretation «paranoi'aque-critique» (Paris: JeanJacques Pauvert, 1978), p. 91. This remarkable book, written between 1932 and 1935 (and announced several
times between 1933 and 1935), was not finally published until 1963.
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lies more in the psychical economy of an individual than in the chance encounter of "distant
realities", distinguishes it from the objects made by Giacometti, Hugo or Breton, which
depend on metaphor rather than on metonymy for their signification.
Nevertheless, Dalf's object too, while corresponding to personal preoccupations, is a
desublimation of the creative act, and thus an intervention into other forms of art. O n this
point, D a l i agrees with Breton about the sexual nature of the creative process (and not just
its sexual origin). Substitution and metaphor, key terms for both dreams and poetic thought,
are both poetic and perverse; artistic creation is never very far away from desire, its
motivating force, which is illustrated, i f not more directly in the objects than in paintings or
poems, at least less aesthetically: the sexual preoccupations which are according to D a l i the
occasions for the objects' making are not veiled by formal considerations. The milk, shoes
and excrement of one object, the gloved and severed hands of another, the leather and moss
of a third are so many signs of the relation of the object to fetishism, in a conscious strategy
of desublimation that opposes itself to the sublimation of art.
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Indeed, it is perhaps this

relatively conscious incorporation of fetishistic elements that disturbed Breton, even though
he participated in the first wave of object-making; although he and D a l i shared a number of
common goals in terms of the object, he always preferred a content that emerged
spontaneously, as in a dream, whereas Dali understood the content of his work to be part of
a psychical structure capable of being seized conceptually, and used as a weapon.
M i r o ' s object (Fig. 10), which was not part of the quartet of objects published in Le
Surrealisme au service de la Revolution, but which was one of a number of objects M i r o
made in 1931-32, participated in the same period and logic of object-making, as an activity
at once individual and collective. M i r o ' s object is also perverse, in this case not so much

They are opposed as well to the 'bad' (i.e. unwitting) European fetishes that the surrealists displayed in the
rooms they organized for the 1931 anti-colonial exhibition, L a Verite sur les colonies. Photos of the objects
and of the exhibition were introduced in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution nos. 3 and 4, which
appeared simultaneously. This juxtaposition will be discussed in the next chapter.
69
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fetishistic as voyeuristic, not substituting for the threatened phallus but revealing the
occasion for the imagined threat, and showing us what it is forbidden to see.
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M i r o ' s object is simpler than the others we have seen, save for Hugo's; on a board a
stone, upon which a woman's torso is painted, is balanced on two wooden pegs. The two
round blocks or pegs also serve as legs, for positioned beneath the stone and between the
blocks is a mussel shell, which a small mirror is strategically placed to reveal to the viewer.
A s Lubar tells us, the word for 'mussel' in both French and Spanish is slang for 'cunt'; M i r o
has translated a verbal metaphor into a visual pun.
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This too is an insistence on a sexual

content in keeping with the general purpose of the objects, and a more direct expression of
the frequently though not exclusively sexual allusions in M i r o ' s paintings. It is also a return
to the genitals in an explicit act of desublimation, as opposed to the displacement upwards
that was the movement of beauty for Freud.
M i r o was of all the surrealists the artist most frequently and easily assimilated to
modern art by his contemporary critics, and the objects and constructions he made in 193132, together with the collages of 1928-29, can be seen as responses to this critical
assimilation. While M i r o rejects both the iconography and the formal devices of cubism in
his paintings, he takes up the implications of cubism at its most radical in the objects,
through his recourse to the same practices of collage and construction - initially taken from
cubism, and revalued - that the other, contemporary objects were engaged with. W e also
find an identification of poetic and perverse, in the transliteration of sexual slang into visual

T h i s object has only recently begun showing up in discussions of Miro, despite the fact that it is one of the
few surviving objects to have entered a public collection. This absence has to do with the way in which Miro
has been assimilated into modern painting in the critical literature, a recuperation discussed by Robert Lubar in
his "Miro's Defiance of Painting", Art in America, vol. 82 no. 9 (September 1994), pp. 86-92ff., which also
discusses the 1932 object. A photograph of the object was included in the special number of Cahiers d'Art
devoted to Miro in 1934 ( 9 annee, p. 50).
J3oth Dalf's and Miro's objects offer versions of the femmefatale, Miro in somewhat stereotypical fashion
representing a dangerous snapping vagina for those who would dare to look, Dalf the longed-for mother who
annihilates her son. Chapter 5 includes an extensive discussion of the femmefatale as a figure of surrealism,
though I am not making that claim for the objects under discussion here.
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terms: the exact visual equivalent of a verbal image that would otherwise make no sense.
The gesture itself is a poetic one, at the same time as it is vulgar and sexual. Although M i r o
by no means participated as extensively as others in the collective life of the surrealist
group, this object was among others a gesture of identification with the collectivity, in his
own argument with the formalism of modern art. Resenting his assimilation to modern art
by contemporary critics, he answers them in argot, with a work that is barely made.
The object functions for M i r o , as it does for the other surrealists, as a category that is
different in principle from the categories of art; it is at once prior to the work of art, and audela de la peinture.

Although M i r o ' s paintings, for instance, often appeared to be casual

and unfinished, they still participated in an artistic category against which the surrealist
object was pledged, in its desublimated content and its deliberate lack of craft. That
opposition is difficult to see now, with the reinscription of assemblage into the history of
modern art after W o r l d War II, and with the desublimation that has been at work both in art
and in the culture at large since the 1960s. I am claiming, however, that it was a condition
of the object's invention in the early 1930s, in the latter's situation between a modern art the
surrealists pledged themselves to overcome, and a revolutionary politics that would usher in
an age in which 'poetry would be made by all, not by one'. I want to turn now to a
discussion of those politics, in order to think about how such a project might be realized,
and the difficulties that lay in the way of its realization.
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Chapter T w o
L 'En-dega de la politique

A n alliance with the revolutionary avant-garde, the Parti Communiste Francais, was
the precondition for the surrealists' supersession of modern art. The task that presented
itself after 1925 was how to achieve that alliance, and failing that - but without abandoning
this long-term goal - how to conduct an independent revolutionary activity that would not be
in contradiction with the Party, while refusing to surrender the specificity of what made
them surrealists in the first place. In general terms this alliance, if achieved, offered to the
surrealists the guarantee that they would not slip back into the position of being 'mere'
artists and writers; it also offered the possibility of realizing surrealism in a postrevolutionary society, which they had come to understand could not be accomplished by
means of subversion alone. In this sense, the surrealists situated themselves on the extreme
left both artistically and politically, but without calling for a politically-engaged art.
A s far as the surrealists were concerned, a suitable relationship with the P . C . F . meant
a recognition by the Party of their leadership in the cultural field, as an historically-situated
avant-garde. That recognition, which they wished to win in exchange for their
acknowledgement of the political leadership of the Party, was never forthcoming, as the
P . C . F . began to intervene into the cultural field in the early 1930s on terms that were nearly
opposite those argued for by the surrealists; this included an attempt by the P.C.F., and the
International Union of Revolutionary Writers based in Moscow, to politicize the cultural
field, to use art as a weapon in the class struggle against both bourgeois political institutions
and bourgeois culture.
The surrealist response to the P.C.F.'s demand for an engaged art was articulated in
the two issues of Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution that appeared in December
1931: on the one hand a reiteration of their political orthodoxy, in articles by Aragon,
Georges Sadoul and Pierre Unik; on the other the conceptualization of a non-utilitarian
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mode of thought in Tzara's essay on poetry, and in the various articles on the surrealist
object by D a l i , Giacometti and Breton. The demand that art be used for a particular purpose
was answered with the call for a supersession of art as such, in an undirected mode of
thought or expression that could not, itself, be put to use.
The objects, as theorized and documented in Le Surrealisme au service de la
Revolution no. 3, were a major instance of this attempt to situate the surrealists alongside
the P.C.F., accepting its leading role in the realm of revolutionary politics, but attempting to
preserve a site for its own activities through the example of an object that was both a
disruption of categories, and productive of knowledge. There was an effort made to
preserve a space outside the immediately political, but politics remained one of the crucial
conditions for the elaboration of that space, even for its reconceptualization, at a time when
it was still considered necessary to maintain not only a theoretical but an actual relation to
revolutionary politics in the collective body of the French Communist Party.
In terms of organization, this chapter w i l l concern itself initially with the difficult
relations the surrealist group entertained with the P.C.F., in its attempt to achieve a mutual
recognition and a working alliance. Since the terms of the intervention of the P . C . F . into
cultural matters were largely set by the proletarian literature debate (involving all sectors of
the revolutionary left in the late 1920s and early 1930s), the debate will be considered here
to the extent that it contributed to the development of the surrealists' own position on
cultural questions. The Second Conference of Revolutionary Writers, held at Kharkov in
the Ukraine in November 1930, was the high-water mark of the politicization of art through
the concept of a Party-led proletarian literature, and it w i l l be discussed to the extent that it
helped determine the French Party's cultural policy in the period of the invention of the
objects. After an examination of the surrealists' complex response to the demand for
commitment in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution nos. 3 and 4 - for these issues of
the review are oriented at least in part to the political and cultural imperatives of the period
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following Kharkov - the chapter will conclude with the Communist Party's non-recognition
of the surrealist claim to an avant-garde status, and the exclusion of all formations that did
not accept the cultural leadership of the Party from the Association des Ecrivains et Artistes
revolutionnaires ( A . E . A . R . ) , at the time of its founding in March 1932. Their temporary
exclusion from the A . E . A . R . did not, however, mark the end of the surrealists' hopes for a
recognition of their leading cultural role; the various ways in which they redefined their
project in the 1930s, in an attempt both to achieve an adequate relation to the revolutionary
agent, and to preserve their autonomy, w i l l be the subject of Chapter 3.
* *#
The surrealists began to concern themselves with politics early in 1925, and their
first exclusively political action was to sign Henri Barbusse's "Appel aux Travailleurs
intellectuels", a protest against the colonial war undertaken by the French government
against the Riff peoples in Morocco.

1

This was published in L'Humanite,

then in the para-

communist review Clarte, in July 1925; the anti-war campaign was led by the P.C.F., and
was one of its first successful mobilizations of public opinion. The surrealists signed a
number of other appeals in L'Humanite

in the coming months, and achieved a measure of

recognition from the Party at that time; L'Humanite

published " L a Revolution d'abord et

toujours!", the joint declaration of the Clarte editorial committee, the surrealists, and the
Philosophies

group in September, and a number of Clarteists and surrealists worked on the

cultural pages of the paper from October 1925 to A p r i l 1926. Indeed, the French
Communist Party never again afforded an equal measure of recognition to the surrealists,
who looked upon this period of collaboration as a kind of golden age. Resentment against
2

'information on the Riff war and the campaign against it can be found in Jose Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes et
declarations collectives, 1.11922-1939 (Paris: Le terrain vague, 1980), pp. 393-94 and 404-05.
The campaign against the Riff war brought together the editors of Clarte, the surrealists, and the Philosophies
group, who planned the publication of a joint review to be called La Guerre civile. With a change in
leadership in the P.C.F. - Albert Treint was replaced by Pierre Semard and Jacques Doriot in June 1926, but
his position was already tenuous from December - the Party no longer welcomed the publication of La Guerre
civile, and the surrealists and Clarteists who worked on L'Humanite were off the paper with the change in its
2
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their expulsion from the Communist paper explains to some degree Breton's attacks on
L'Humanite

and its new literary editor, Henri Barbusse, in his pamphlet "Legitime defense"

of September 1926.
The 1927 tract " A u grand jour" was an attempt to resolve the dilemma of the
surrealists' deteriorating relations with the Party, by posing the question of membership in
the P . C . F . This was a decision its five signatories (Breton, Aragon, Paul Eluard, Benjamin
Peret and Pierre Unik) were prepared to take, so long as it did not jeopardize their status as
surrealists. In their address to the other, non-communist surrealists, the five put it this way:
A i n s i se posait, sans comporter 1'abandon de 1'activite surrealiste, le principe de
l'adhesion des surrealistes au P.C., ce principe paraissant la suite logique du
developpement de l'idee surrealiste et sa seule sauvegarde ideologique.
3

This involved a formal recognition of the leading role of the Communist Party in
revolutionary politics, which was not in fact withdrawn until August 1935, in spite of the
surrealists' frequent misgivings over the direction of the Party, and their difficult relations
with it. In reply, the surrealists hoped for a similar recognition by the Party of their leading
4

cultural role, which would include a recognition of the right to conduct their own affairs and
activities so long as they were not in contradiction with the political line of the Party. Such
a recognition was already precluded, however, by the humanist cultural orientation of

editorial committee in April. For a documentation of the early political involvement of the surrealists, see the
two volumes edited by Marguerite Bonnet: Vers Vaction politique (Paris: Gallimard, 1988) and Adherer au
Parti communiste? (Paris: Gallimard, 1992).
" A u grand jour" (May 1927), in Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes, op. cit., p. 71. The tract consisted of five
letters addressed to, respectively, the Belgian surrealists Paul Nouge and Camille Goemans; Marcel Fourrier,
the Clarte editor with whom the surrealists had the closest relations; the non-communist surrealists; Pierre
Naville, the first of the surrealists who had opted for a militant political activity; and the Communists.
In addition to the five who, in " A u grand jour", described their decision to join the P.C.F., a number
of other surrealists joined the French Communist Party independently in the 1920s, including Pierre Naville,
Francis Gerard, Jacques Baron, Jacques-Andre Boiffard, Georges Sadoul and Andre Thirion.
The Communist Party's leading political role was first recognized in a statement the surrealists published in
L'Humanite on 8 November 1925, under the title "Les intellectuels et la revolution." See Pierre, ed., op. cit.,
pp. 63-64. Benjamin Peret was the exception to this political orthodoxy, for he had joined the Trotskyist
opposition in 1929, during his sojourn in Brazil. From the date of his return to France in 1932, Peret was
involved in oppositional politics, joining the Trotskyist Parti Ouvrier Internationaliste on its founding in 1936.
3
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L'Humanite

under Barbusse, which had forced them off the paper. Consequently, most of

the surrealists let their memberships in the P.C.F. lapse, although Sadoul, Thirion and U n i k
continued to work in both the Communist Party and the surrealist group through to 193132.

5

It was the absence as much as the necessity of an adequate relation with the
revolutionary agent that motivated the stable-cleaning apparent in " A Suivre" (Aragon and
Breton's preface to the surrealist number of the Belgian periodical Varietes in June 1929),
and in the Second Manifeste du surrealisme.. A t the March 1929 meeting of which " A
Suivre" furnished the orthodox account, the question was raised as to what independent
action could be undertaken by revolutionary intellectuals, following the failure to achieve a
successful alliance with the Communist Party. In order to establish this possibility of
collective action, several of the surrealists present considered it imperative to conduct an
inquiry into the revolutionary convictions of both surrealist and non-surrealist intellectuals,
from which resulted the exclusions and recriminations in evidence in " A Suivre", the
Second Manifesto and " U n Cadavre", the riposte to the Second Manifesto published by nine
former surrealists and their associates.
The very public break with so many of the first generation of surrealists in the
Second Manifesto - Antonin Artaud, Philippe Soupault, Pierre Naville, Robert Desnos,
Andre Masson, Jacques Baron and others - was a break with artistic and literary
6

compromise, in Breton's view, but without many positive developments. Whatever the
suitability of those who remained or those who left, there was a malaise and even a crisis in

Thirion was expelled from the Party in November 1931, and drifted away from the surrealist group in 1933;
Sadoul and Unik split from the surrealists in March 1932, and became Communist journalists.
A number of surrealists had already left the group or been excluded before the 1929 Manifesto, among those
taken to task in it: Artaud, Jean Carrive, Joseph Delteil, Gerard, Soupault, Roger Vitrac and Naville; others,
such as Georges Limbour, Masson, Baron and Desnos, were publicly excluded for the first time. There were
several others in the first wave of surrealism who broke with it in 1928-29 as well: Max Morise, Michel Leiris,
Raymond Queneau, Boiffard, Mathias Lubeck, Marcel Duhamel, Jacques Prevert and Roland Tual. Nine of
the signatories of the 1930 "Un Cadavre" were former surrealists: Limbour, Baron, Desnos, Morise, Leiris,
Queneau, Boiffard, Prevert and Vitrac.

5
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the surrealist group that was evident especially in 1931, as a number of participants have
attested. Negation in this sense - the necessity for a purification of the group, in the context
of an assessment of its activity to date - was not the sufficient condition for a renewal of
activity; nor was the adherence of a number of new figures with a great deal to contribute,
like Rene Char, Tzara, Luis Bunuel, Dali and Giacometti. If, ostensibly, the massive purge
evidenced in " A Suivre" and the Second Manifesto was a corrective to a collective drift
towards literary or artistic activity despite the group's own best intentions, it was conducted
7

in the absence of a collective activity that would be both revolutionary and surrealist, the
refunctioning of which was perhaps the major concern of Aragon and Breton at that time.
The lack of an adequate relation to revolutionary politics threatened the avant-garde status of
surrealism, and had to be remedied somehow. The 1929 purges were not simply a
consequence of the politicization of the surrealist group, which had already occurred earlier
in the 1920s; they resulted, rather, from the contradiction between the revolutionary claims
of the surrealist group and its actual relation to revolutionary politics, which it attempted to
remedy by the sacrifice of those that were thought to have literary or artistic ambitions.
Initially, a flurry of activity immediately followed the purges: two collective texts,
Ralentir travaux (by Breton, Char and Eluard) and L'Immaculee

Conception (by Eluard and

Breton) were published in 1930 as a sign of the renewal promised by the Second

Manifesto,

and the first two issues of Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution appeared in July and
October 1930. The Bunuel/Dali film L'Age d'or was launched the same year with an
exhibition in the lobby of Studio 28, the cinema in which it was shown, and a pamphlet

The heterogeneity and subsequent activities of the exclus do not allow for an uncritical acceptance of this
rationale. A number of them were already writing for Documents from its founding in April 1929; its
assembling of former surrealists provided one of the occasions for the writing of the Second Manifesto.
Several of those involved with Documents, including Bataille, Leiris, Queneau and Baron, contributed to Boris
Souvarine's dissident Marxist journal La Critique sociale from 1931 to 1934, and were, with the exception of
Baron, more anti-aesthetic than the surrealists in this period. Prevert was a leading figure in the agit-prop
theatre group Octobre in the early 1930s.

7
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containing anonymous contributions by surrealist writers and drawings by Ernst, A r p ,
Tanguy, M a n Ray, M i r o and Dali was published to coincide with the screening.

8

A politically-oriented activity was more difficult to achieve. A handful of joint
actions were undertaken with the Parti Communiste Francais in 1930-31, in spite of a
number of criticisms of the Party that were voiced in the Second Manifesto.

The most

important of these were the surrealists' participation in the preparations for the tenth
anniversary of the founding of the P.C.F. in December 1930, and their collaboration in the
organization of an anti-colonial exhibition, L a Verite sur les colonies, which accompanied
and countered the official Exposition coloniale held in the Bois de Vincennes in 1931.
The first of these cooperative efforts included designs made by D a l i , to be worked up
by Yves Tanguy and Clovis Trouille; one design was for an auto-da-fe immolating weapons,
religious articles, and other items, whose flames assumed the shape of the red flag (Fig. 11);
another incorporated the telegram sent in 1925 by Pierre Semard and Jacques Doriot to A b d e l - K r i m , the Moroccan insurgent leading the rebellion against Spanish and French colonial
armies, which had been the occasion for the surrealists' first political actions.

9

The anniversary celebrations were, however, cancelled by the Party, which was
experiencing both internal strife and state repression on an unprecedented scale. The
sectarian politics the Comintern had adopted in 1928 resulted in an intensification of purges
in all the national parties, and evoked a response from the French state, which threw many
of the P . C . F . leaders in jail, and attempted to destroy the Party's financial base.

L'Humanite

The pamphlet, which was signed as a collective tract by 13 surrealists, was divided into six sections which are
now known to have been written by Breton, Crevel, Eluard, Aragon and Thirion. It is reproduced in Pierre,
ed., Tracts surrealistes, op. cit., pp. 155-84. This is the source for the remarks on sublimation that were quoted
in the introduction. See p. 20, and n. 36.
For Dalf's designs for the anniversary, see Karin v. Maur, Salvador Dali 1904-1989 (Stuttgart: Verlag Gerd
Hatje, 1989), pp. 84-85.
8
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was also highly critical of the surrealists' attacks on Barbusse, but their participation in the
plans for the celebrations would not have been enough to cancel t h e m .

10

F o l l o w i n g the publication, in M a y and July 1931, of two tracts criticizing the
Exposition coloniale and the colonialism it celebrated, the Comintern representative Alfred
K u r e l l a invited the surrealists to organize an anti-colonial exhibition in the old Soviet
pavilion designed by Konstantin M e l n i k o v for the 1925 Exposition des arts decoratifs,
which had been moved to property belonging to the Union des Syndicats de la Seine (on the
present site of the headquarters of the P . C . F . ) .

11

The exhibition - organized chiefly by

Aragon, Sadoul, Thirion, Tanguy and Eluard - offered two components: a didactic
exhibition denouncing the imperialism of French colonial policies, and an exhibition of the

1 0

A n unsigned notice in L'Humanite on 15 November 1930 reads in part as follows:
Une revue qui s'intitule le Surrealisme au Service de la Revolution vient de publier un article intitule:
"De Barbusse a Coty" qui est une injure a l'adresse de notre camarade. L'activite surrealiste, qui ne
nous a jamais interesses, n'a rien de commun ni avec les buts, ni avec les methodes du proletariat.

Cited in Jean-Michel Peru, "Des ouvriers ecrivent: Le debat sur la litterature proletarienne en France (19251935)" (These de Doctorat, Universite de Paris - VII, 1987), p. 247. The 'article' to which L'Humanite refers,
"De Barbusse a Coty", is actually a collage of press clippings on the first page of Le Surrealisme au service de
la Revolution no. 2 (Octobre 1930). The title links Barbusse to the rightwing perfume tycoon Francois Coty,
although the Communist intellectual is not referred to in any of the items in the collage itself. L'Humanite's
retort was published, as we shall see, at the very time that Barbusse was being taken to task at Kharkov, though
the P.C.F. was as yet unaware of this.
Aragon takes Barbusse to task elsewhere in the issue, in his article "La Guerre a la mode". There, he
criticizes the appearance of a new, nostalgic literature on the last war, which in his view is preparing the
climate for another, even more brutal war against the Soviet Union. By contributing his reminiscences to a
recent issue of Le Crapouillot devoted to the war, Barbusse was in Aragon's opinion taking part in the revival
of a patriotic attitude that could not be criticized enough.
'The tracts in question are "Ne visitez pas 1'Exposition Coloniale", distributed in May, and "Premier bilan de
l'Exposition Coloniale", in July. Anti-colonial articles by Jacques Viot ("N'encombrez pas les colonies") and
Albert Valentin ("Le haut du pave") in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution nos. 1 and 2 also prepared
the climate for this invitation.
Other anti-colonial statements by surrealists in the early 1930s included brief notices by Eluard and
Peret in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution nos. 1 and 5, and Rene Crevel's "Le Patriotisme de
l'inconscient", a critique of the racism informing French psychoanalysis, in no. 4. The surrealists also
contributed a collective tract, "Murderous Humanitarianism", to the mammoth Negro anthology assembled by
Nancy Cunard between 1931 and 1933, as well as individual articles by Peret, Crevel and Sadoul. (Negro was
published at the editor's expense by Wishart & Co. in 1934.)
1
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art of colonized peoples, against which were displayed a number of "European fetishes" of
the kind reproduced in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 4 (Fig. 12).

12

In "Premier bilan de l'Exposition Coloniale", the second of their two tracts
concerning the exhibition, the surrealists mourned the destruction by fire of the Dutch
pavilion in late June, given the loss of the collection of indigenous arts assembled from the
various Dutch colonies; they viewed the fire as the completion of the work of destruction
carried out by the colonial powers through massacre, forced labour, conversion and disease.
The response to this work of destruction, in L a Verite sur les colonies, was twofold: a
celebration of the art of oppressed peoples, and a condemnation of the colonialism
responsible for its destruction. The exhibition of indigenous arts in the anti-colonial
exhibition was, in this sense, both critical and dialectical, rather than simply offering art up
as the jewel of the colonies, as the official Exposition had done; in the placement of colonial
art against the "European fetish", both a reversal and a relativization of values were at work.
The surrealists were particularly well-placed to accomplish this task, since several of them
were avid collectors of the art of colonized peoples, and were able not only to contribute
their own pieces, but convince some of the principal dealers of this art to lend works to the
exhibition - which is an interesting diversion of the conditions of dealing and collecting
against the imperialism that made such activities possible.

13

The anti-colonial exhibition could not compete with the sanctioned version, for all of
L'Humanite"'?, encouragement to attend it; while the Exposition coloniale saw 33.5 million
admissions in the six months of its duration, L a Verite sur les colonies had only about 5000

Since this aspect of the anti-colonial exhibition exists primarily through its documentation in Le Surrealisme
au service de la Revolution no. 4, it will be discussed on pp. 111-12, in the section of this chapter devoted to
surrealist strategies in nos. 3 and 4 of their journal.
There is also collusion here; a large auction of African, Oceanic and North American sculptures in the
collections of Breton and Eluard was held at the Hotel Drouot in July 1931, to coincide with the Exposition
coloniale. This auction, which took advantage of a heightened interest in 'primitive' art at a time of financial
difficulty for Breton and Eluard, was conducted by Charles Ratton, a dealer who also lent works to the
Exposition coloniale, who contributed images and a text to Nancy Cunard's Negro anthology, and who lent his
gallery in 1936 for the Exposition surrealiste d'objets.
12
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visitors during its existence from September 1931 to February 1932, according to police
estimates.

14

Thirion tells us in his memoirs that P.C.F. officials stayed away from the

exhibition, despite Kurella's involvement; but there was no disapproval or criticism
expressed in the occasional articles L'Humanite

devoted to it in from July to December

1931, and Marcel Cachin, one of the Party leaders, praised the exhibition unequivocally.

15

On the other hand, the surrealists' role in organizing the exhibition went
unacknowledged, since it was put together under the auspices of the Ligue contre
l'imperialisme et l'oppression coloniale, one of the Party's paper organizations. The lack of
recognition of their contribution also has something to do with the suspicion in which the
Party held the surrealists: as we shall see, the Communist members of the surrealist
movement, Aragon, Sadoul, U n i k and Maxime Alexandre, were under intense pressure from
the Party to split with their group; Thirion, who had been invited by Kurella to organize L a
Verite sur les colonies, was expelled from the P.C.F. in November 1931; and the figures in
the French Party responsible for culture were beginning to organize the A . E . A . R . , from
which it was already envisaged that the surrealists would be excluded.
The third and most important of the surrealists' political activities in this period was
Aragon and Sadoul's participation in the Second Conference of Revolutionary Writers held
in Kharkov in November 1930; but this participation, which was not sanctioned by the
French Party, had serious repercussions leading to the split of five more surrealists from
their group in the spring of 1932, and was one of the more important causes of the malaise

Charles-Robert Ageron, "L'Exposition coloniale de 1931", in Pierre Nora, dir., Les lieux de memoire I: La
Republique (Paris: NRF/Gallimard, 1984), pp. 571 and 577.
Andre Thirion, Revolutionaries Without Revolution (1972), trans. Joachim Neugroschel (New York:
Macmillan Publishing Co., 1975), p. 289. L'Humanite refers to the exhibition in a number of brief articles
beginning 4 July 1931 (the others are on 20 August, 7 October and 31 October 1931; in addition, there are
references to the exhibition, urging readers to visit it, as late as 27 December 1931). In keeping with
L'Humanite''s political preoccupations, all of these articles are concerned with the exhibition's didactic side,
with the important exception of that by Cachin, which praised the artistic component of the exhibition as well:
"Nous n'hesitons pas a dire que cette salle est tout a fait hors de pair." Marcel Cachin, "Une visite a
l'Exposition anti-imperialiste", L'Humanite (20 Octobre 1931), p. 1. Cachin's article, though of modest size,
is important, for it was one of his rare signed articles in the journal, and it was located on the front page.
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experienced by the group through most of 1931. It will be treated more thoroughly below,
following an investigation of the debate on proletarian literature that involved all sectors of
the revolutionary left in France and elsewhere in the late 1920s and early 1930s.
* #*
The political and cultural context within which all this unfolds, and which I believe
is immanent to it, is the debate over proletarian literature, which took place from 1928'to
1934 in the Soviet Union and in all those countries with a significant Communist presence.
This debate provided the terms through which revolutionary artists and intellectuals defined
themselves, for it was a politicization of the cultural field that no one could afford to ignore.
M y main concern here is with how this debate was played out in France, but the way it
developed in the Soviet Union has important ramifications for the French situation, and I
w i l l describe it somewhat schematically here.
The direction of culture in the Soviet Union had been contested, of course, ever since
the October Revolution. It was a contest which fell out into a number of tendencies:

the

series of avant-garde formations from futurism to constructivism to factography, which
called for the merging of art into life in works that would be useful to the revolutionary
society; the Proletkult movement which, from an initial position favouring the development
of an autonomous proletarian culture, mutated into a series of organizations favouring a
realist art of social command; and the fellow travellers, who supported the general aims of
the revolution (or they would not have stayed), but who preferred a literature reflecting the
difficulties and complexities of the new society to a militant literature.

16

Neither the

Communist Party nor the Soviet state declared itself for one literary tendency over another,

Since it is the debate over proletarian literature that had the most resonance in France, I will not concern
myself in this schematic overview with the analogous debate in art, although it was highly developed in the
Soviet Union. For a recent discussion of the conflicts in the U.S.S.R. between the avant-garde and those
favouring a more accessible, realist aesthetic in painting and sculpture, see Brandon Taylor, Art and Literature
Under the Bolsheviks, vol. 2: Authority and Revolution 1924-1932 (London: Pluto Press, 1992).
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at least until the late 1920s; i f the notion of culture was, naturally-enough, politicized in the
struggles of the new Soviet state to establish itself, works of art or literature were not
necessarily instrumentalized in relation to the needs of Soviet society, though this was
sometimes called for.
It was not until the end of the N e w Economic Policy (N.E.P.), and the
industrialization and collectivization programmes undertaken in 1928 under the aegis of the
first Five Year Plan, that Soviet cultural policy was fully politicized, which resulted in a
temporary victory for the proletarian literature faction, and which brought an end to the
period of the fellow traveller. This moment, which was described at the time as the Great
Turning, the left turn, or the cultural revolution, produced a sense of effervescence, a second
wind for the revolution after the tactical retreat of the N . E . P . It occasioned the willing
participation of a great many Soviet writers, who were organized into brigades that went
into the factories and collective farms, and who wrote novels of the building of socialism.
What was for many a positive moment was accompanied by a 'defensive' campaign
against the "bourgeois offensive" that was said to be taking place in response to the new
initiatives. In this situation, the last glimmerings of the left opposition were extinguished in
1928, the first of the great show trials - the Shakhty trial - was convened in 1928, and a class
war was announced that year against the kulaks, or rich peasants, in the countryside.

17

Any

resistance to the new measures, or even an inability to carry them out properly, was
characterized as an attack on the Soviet Union both from within (class struggle in the
countryside) and without (the trial of the Industrial Party, which implicated foreign
governments). In this climate of exaltation and recrimination, neutrality was no longer

F o r an account of these events, see Sheila Fitzpatrick's "Cultural Revolution as Class War", in Fitzpatrick,
ed., Cultural Revolution in Russia, 1928-1931 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978), pp. 8-40. The
Shakhty trial was a trial of engineers and technicians from the Donbass region of the Ukraine, who were
accused of industrial sabotage; it was the first manifestation of the persecution of professionals during the class
war period lasting from 1928 to 1931. Other, contemporary trials included those of the so-called Industrial
Party in 1930, involving scientists and technicians, and of the Mensheviks in 1931.
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permitted. " A l l y or enemy" was one slogan launched at this time, in the context of the trial
of the Industrial Party, and it was addressed to the fellow traveller with consequences not
just for the explicit politics of the Soviet writer, but for the future position of the writer in
Soviet society.

18

It was in this situation that R . A . P . P . , the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers,
came to assume a quasi-official status, as it aligned itself with the cultural revolution that
was being effected in all sectors of public and private l i f e .

19

R . A . P . P . ' s position was

premised on a split between a bourgeois culture in decline, and a new proletarian culture
struggling to be realized, and was extrapolated both from the Proletkult position, and from
the imperatives of the class struggle now underway in the second phase of the revolutionary
process. Aesthetically, it favoured a psychological realism based on the classics of 19th
Century Russian literature, in this way differentiating itself from the avant-garde movements
that constituted its major rival in the Soviet debates over the direction of culture. W h i l e the
avant-garde called for the end of literature, and the emergence of new forms appropriate to
the new society, R . A . P . P . promoted the idea of an accessible, pedagogical literature oriented
to the new mass audience brought into being by literacy campaigns and by the revolution
itself. It was, however, highly critical of fellow-travelling writers like Boris Pilnyak,

Jean-Pierre A . Bernard, Le Parti communiste frangais et la question litteraire 1921-1939 (Grenoble: Presses
Universitaires de Grenoble, 1972), pp. 43-44. In January 1931, the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers
(or, in its Russian acronym, R.A.P.P.) launched this slogan in its journal Na literaturnom postu ["To the
literary post"].
A discussion of R.A.P.P.'s complicated genealogy can be found in Jean-Pierre Morel, Le roman
insupportable: L'Internationale litteraire et la France (1920-1932) (Paris: NRF/Gallimard, 1985), pp. 46-48.
Proletkult was founded in 1917, as an organization favouring the development of a proletarian culture
independent of bourgeois cultural influences, as well as of the state. A splinter group calling itself The Forge
was formed in 1920, from which in turn a group called October seceded in 1922. The ambitious young
Octobrists formed the kernel of what was to be R.A.P.P., following their takeover of the Pan-Union
Association of Proletarian Writers (V.A.P.P.) in 1924. (There was a name change from V.A.P.P. to R.A.P.P.
in 1928.) R.A.P.P. exercized a hegemony over literature in the period of the cultural revolution; the Party
recognized this in December 1929, when it noted in Pravda that the communist elements of proletarian
literature ought to unite, and base themselves on its organization. Morel, op. cit., pp. 259-60. R.A.P.P. was
never a governmental organization, however, and was dissolved by decree along with all other independent
cultural organizations in April 1932, when its period of usefulness had come to an end.
18
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Yevgeny Zamyatin and Ilya Ehrenburg, whose work it viewed as politically reactionary, and
called for a literature in harmony with the political line of the Soviet Communist Party.
W i t h the left turn of 1928-31, which it helped initiate and with which it fully
identified, R . A . P . P . came to demand two things: 1) that writers be cadres in the political
struggle, a view that subordinated an artist's knowledge and expertise to his or her
militancy; 2) that the kernel of the new proletarian literature be provided by worker
correspondents, or rabcors,

20

who in the new Soviet society would come to replace the

revolutionary writers of bourgeois origin. The latter would gather around this proletarian
core (rather than vice versa), instructing it in the basic skills of writing, and eventually
merging with it through a transformation of their own role in the new society.
Worker correspondents were not only to provide the bases for the development of a
new socially-oriented literature, they were to report from the factories and farms on the
progress of industrialization and collectivization, being especially attentive to the opposition
to these programmes, or to the shortcomings of their implementation. In this way, the
rabcors, who were to be the core of a new Soviet literature built around the experiences and
the consciousness of the proletariat, were also identified completely with the state and its
tasks. They were to be developed out of the very best workers, those most committed to
socialist construction, who were to re-establish literature on the basis of reportage, with all
of the difference that this implies between the real world of practical tasks and the fictional
or fantastic world of the novel or poem. Bernard notes that by 1931 there were two million
rabcors in the Soviet Union (or their equivalents in the army, on farms and in youth

T h i s term, from the Russian acronym for "worker correspondent", was used by left writers in Europe and
North America, as well as in the U.S.S.R.
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organizations), of whom some 12,000 were chosen to enter literature under the rubric
"shockworkers of the pen".

21

W i t h its conscription into the great army of constructors, literature was becoming an
instrument, coinciding in this first phase of Stalinism with the elimination of all political
opposition, and the liquidation of any residual spaces of resistance or even autonomy. One
could say that, inasmuch as they formed a constituent part of the professional classes, there
was a class struggle practised against professional writers in the 1928-32 period, although
the campaign against them was not as murderous as it became later in the 1930s. The
novelists and critics of R . A . P . P . led this struggle, gaining the leadership of the cultural
revolution alongside the Communist Party, and at its service. In this way, R . A . P . P .
occupied an avant-garde position (for which it later paid) not unlike that desired by the
surrealists.

22

** *
A t the tenth anniversary celebrations of the Russian revolution in November 1927,
which a number of progressive foreign writers attended, it was decided to establish an
International Bureau of Revolutionary Literature, which was charged to develop an
international proletarian literature. Henri Barbusse, who had attended the celebrations,
returned to France with the idea of establishing a new weekly, Monde, which began
publishing in June 1928. Barbusse hoped that Monde would be an ecumenical gathering of
progressive intellectuals, an "Internationale de la pensee" along the lines he had wished for

Bernard, op. cit., p. 47. Although R.A.P.P. represented itself as a mass organization incorporating both
worker correspondents and professional writers, Morel notes that its membership was only 4300 in 1928, and
that the organization remained in the hands of very few persons. Morel, op. cit., p. 164.
R . A . P . P . was dissolved in 1932, as I have mentioned, and several of its leading figures, such as Leopold
Averbakh and Bruno Jasiensky, died,or were executed in the camps. This fate was shared with a good number
of its avant-garde and fellow-travelling rivals.
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Clarte; its name signified both an internationalism and an orientation to a socially-directed
and progressive literature and politics.

23

This opening to the left coincided, however, with a change in strategy on the part of
the Communist International around the time of Monde's debut. A revised analysis of the
international situation warned that capitalism was entering a new period of crisis, that
fascism was growing stronger, and that there was a danger of war being declared against the
homeland of the proletariat by an alliance of fascism and bourgeois democracy. In light of
this, a "class against class" strategy was to be adopted by each national Party.

24

Such a

change in strategy was keyed, of course, to the internal politics of the U.S.S.R.: the struggle
for the Five Year Plan, and the class war prosecuted against technicians, professionals and
kulaks, which also involved the fellow-travelling writer.
Barbusse's opening to progressive intellectuals was thus made at a time when the
breathing-room that fellow travellers had previously enjoyed was withdrawn in the
U . S . S . R . ; it was inopportune, to say the least. Moreover, given the struggle against the
opposition within the Soviet Communist Party, and the series of expulsions of left and right
opposition figures that followed as Stalin consolidated his position, a large number of
members of the Parti Communiste Francais either left the Party or were expelled in the late
1920s. Quite a number of them ended up writing for Monde, and the journal was attacked
for this both in the international Communist press and at home, though there was no time at
which Monde or any of its contributors took a political position in opposition to the policies
of either the Soviet Union or the P . C . F . Barbusse stubbornly insisted on his conception of
Monde as an 'Internationale of thought', allowing not only Communists, but socialists,

"Clarte had been founded by Barbusse and Paul Vaillant-Couturier in 1921, but they lost control of it to a
group of younger revolutionary intellectuals, and renounced the journal in 1923.
T h e "class against class" policy was adopted by the Sixth Congress of the Comintern, which took place 17
July-1 September 1928. Wolfgang Klein, Commune: Revue pour la defense de la culture (1933-1939)
(1978), trad. D. Bonnaud-Lamotte avec M . - A . Coadou (Paris: Editions du Centre National de la Recherche
Scientifique, 1988), p. 12.
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Trotskyists, and other oppositional figures to contribute to the journal through to the spring
of 1933, despite the best efforts of the International and the P . C . F . to persuade h i m
otherwise.

25

Despite the wishes of the International Bureau of Revolutionary Literature, Barbusse
never attempted to organize a proletarian literature in France. He did, however, provide the
conditions for the establishment of one, through the survey on proletarian literature
announced in Monde in August 1928 (to which the first replies were published in
September), and through the opportunity provided by Monde for the writers who formed the
kernel of the Groupe des ecrivains proletariens - Henry Poulaille, Tristan Remy, Edouard
Peisson, Jean Giono, Louis Guilloux, Eugene Dabit and a number of others - to first find
each other.
The survey was not intended to establish a proletarian writers' group, but was
oriented to the conditions and possibilities of a socially-conscious art that could express the
aspirations of the working class. The assumption on Monde's part that a proletarian
literature did not yet exist would be the precondition of its address to professional

writers

concerning the possibilities of such a literature, though there were a few replies from writers
of working-class or peasant origin like Francis Andre, Jehan Rictus, Remy and Poulaille.

26

T h e surrealists, in adhering to the political line of the P.C.F. and the International in this period, criticized
Monde frequently for the heterogeneity of its contributors, who were seen to be not just aesthetically
conservative, but politically suspect as well. As late as June 1933, in the tract "La Mobilisation contre la
Guerre n'est pas la Paix", the journal was characterized as follows:
25

Monde a ete depuis sa fondation la tribune de cette litterature specifiquement reactionnaire, organe
des elements indesirables ou dissidents de droite du Parti Communiste et des elements gauchistes des
partis socialiste et radical-socialiste, i l a toujours tente de deriver par-la les mots d'ordre et l'ideologie
de la III Internationale au profit de la IT ....
e

6

"La Mobilisation contre la Guerre n'est pas la Paix", June 1933, in Pierre, ed., op. cit., p. 242. This tract
protested the call made by Barbusse and Romain Rolland for an International Congress Against War, on the
basis of the humanitarian and pacifist nature of its appeal to progressive organizations and individuals. The
Congress was convened in Amsterdam in August 1933.
I t should be noted that Barbusse had made an effort to encourage contributions by workers during his 192627 tenure as literary editor of L'Humanite, including a concours from May to July 1927 inviting drawings,
photos, posters and "recits proletariens". During his own tenure at L'Humanite in the early 1920s, Marcel
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Curiously - or not so curiously, given this orientation - Monde began its survey on
the possibility of a proletarian literature with two negative responses; Monde's editor
Augustin Habaru prefaced the two questions addressed to writers with a lengthy quote from
an article in L'Etudiant socialiste by the young Claude Levi-Strauss, and Andre Breton's
reply was the first one printed in response to the survey itself.

27

In response to the two questions posed by Monde, 1) do you think that art and
literature are the reflection of the economic and social evolution of humanity?, and 2) do
you believe in the existence of an art and literature expressing the aspirations of the working
class?, Breton replied in the negative on both counts.

28

In answer to the first question, he

cited Friedrich Engels on the sovereignty of thought, a thought that was both autonomous in
principle, and limited in its realization by individuals. He then concluded:
Cette pensee, dans le domaine ou vous me demandez d'en considerer telle
expression particuliere, ne peut qu'osciller entre la conscience de sa parfaite
autonomie et celle de son etroite dependance. De notre temps, la production
artistique et litteraire me parait tout entiere sacrifiee aux besoins que ce drame, au
bout d'un siecle de philosophic et de poesie vraiment dechirantes (Hegel, Feuerbach,
M a r x , Lautreamont, Rimbaud, Jarry, Freud, Chaplin, Trotsky), a de se denouer.
Dans ces conditions, dire que cette production peut ou doit etre le reflet des grands
courants qui determinent revolution economique et sociale de l'humanite serait
porter un jugement assez vulgaire, impliquant la reconnaissance purement
circonstantielle de la pensee et faisant bon marche de sa nature fonciere: tout a la

Martinet had also encouraged workers to contribute material, and Henry Poulaille published some of his first
stories in L'Humanite at that time. For a discussion of the 1927 concours and indeed of the whole question of
proletarian literature, see the excellent dissertation by Jean-Michel Peru, "Des ouvriers ecrivent: Le debat sur
la litterature proletarienne en France (1925-1935)", op. cit.
A . Habaru, "Notre grande enquete: Litterature proletarienne?", Monde no. 9 (4 aout 1928), p. 4. LeviStrauss rejected in principle the possibility of such a literature. Breton's response was published in Monde no.
14 (8 septembre 1928), p. 4.
T h e two questions, in no. 9, were as follows:
2 7
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1. - Croyez-vous que la production artistique et litteraire soit un phenomene purement individuel?
Ne pensez-vous pas qu'elle puisse ou doive etre le reflet des grands courants qui determinent
devolution economique et sociale de l'humanite?
2. - Croyez-vous a l'existence d'une litterature et d'un art exprimant les aspirations de la classe
ouvriere? Quels en sont, selon vous, les principaux representants?

90
fois inconditionnee et conditionnee, utopique et realiste, trouvant sa fin en ellememe et n'aspirant qu'a servir, etc.
29

For Breton, Engels' formulation allowed a recognition of the contradiction between a
sovereign and a limited thought that enabled one to move beyond the idea of determinism,
and admit the possibility of thought's reciprocal effect on the social and material, of which
M a r x i s m itself was a kind of proof. That Breton redirected the question from literature to
thought is indicative of surrealism's claim to an avant-garde position beyond art or
literature; one of its briefs against the concept of a proletarian literature was that this way of
thinking merely reinscribed a new content into old categories whose limits must be
transgressed.
In regards to the second question, Breton relied on Leon Trotsky for his rejection of
the possibility of an art expressing the aspirations of the working class. Citing a passage
from Trotsky's Literature and Revolution that had earlier been published in Clarte, Breton
stated that not only were contemporary artists and writers, "de formation necessairement
bourgeoise", incapable of translating the aspirations of the working class, but that no one
could claim to be part of a proletarian culture, as this culture did not yet exist even under the
dictatorship of the proletariat. Furthermore, the works that had been produced under this
rubric focused exclusively on ugliness and misery, "abusant ici sans vergogne, tout ce qui
vit, souffre, gronde et espere, s'opposent a toute recherche serieuse, travaillent a rendre
impossible toute decouverte, et sous couleur de donner ce qu'ils savent etre irrecevable:
1'intelligence immediate et generate de ce qui se cree. " That is, not only was proletarian
30

literature a mistaken conception, both theoretically and historically impossible; it served to
devalue the kind of experiment favoured by surrealism, by understanding literature as

Breton's reply to Monde's survey was reproduced in the Second Manifesto. Breton, Oeuvres completes
(hereafter O.C.), 1.1 (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 804. In his 1932 pamphlet "Misere de la poesie", Breton
acknowledges that it would be "puerile to deny" that art is the reflection of economic and social conditions, but
there too he argues against a determinism that would judge all art of a decadent society to be perforce
decadent. Andre Breton, "Misere de la poesie" (March 1932), in Pierre, ed., op. cit., p. 220.
Breton, Second manifeste du surrealisme, in O.C., 1.1, op. cit., p. 806.
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absolutely determined by class. By casting all work produced by writers of bourgeois origin
into the limbo of a decadent culture, it dismissed any possible contributions to knowledge
made by such writers, while insisting only on the misery of proletarian life as it then was,
rather than as it might be. This is a not-quite-accurate assessment of proletarian literature as
it was understood either by Poulaille or by its Soviet adherents, but it serves to distinguish
between a conception of art as research and of art as reflection, which in turn brings us back
to the distinction between sovereign and limited thought that Breton raised in the first part
of his reply.
Trotsky's view of proletarian literature in Literature and Revolution was very close
to that later articulated by Breton: that the conditions for the emergence of a proletarian
culture had not been provided in pre-revolutionary society, as they had been for the
bourgeoisie before it effected its own revolution; and that the Russian revolution was
establishing the bases for a universal, classless culture, of which a proletarian culture could
be but a period of transition:
It is fundamentally incorrect to contrast bourgeois culture and bourgeois art with
proletarian culture and proletarian art. The latter will never exist, because the
proletarian regime is temporary and transient. The historic significance and moral
grandeur of the proletarian revolution consist in the fact that it is laying the
foundations of a culture which is above classes and which will be the first culture
that is truly human.
31

Trotsky went further, in saying that, during the period of the consolidation of power, of the
dictatorship of the proletariat, the proletariat will be too busy struggling for survival to
create its own culture, and that a new culture will only flourish once the new society is
guaranteed, by which time the proletariat will have dissolved into a classless socialist
community:

L e o n Trotsky, Literature and Revolution (1923), trans. Rose Strunsky (Ann Arbor: The University of
Michigan Press, 1960), p. 14.
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In other words, there can be no question of the creation of a new culture, that is, of
construction on a large historic scale during the period of dictatorship. The cultural
reconstruction which w i l l begin when the need of the iron clutch of a dictatorship
unparalleled in history w i l l have disappeared, w i l l not have a class character. This
seems to lead to the conclusion that there is no proletarian culture and that there
never w i l l be any and in fact there is no reason to regret this. The proletariat
acquires power for the purpose of doing away forever with class culture and to make
way for human culture. W e frequently seem to forget this.
32

Given this view, Trotsky was obviously critical of the aspirations for a proletarian literature,
seeing them as the eternalization of what would only be a temporary situation. He was,
interestingly, equally critical of the futurist aspiration to merge art into life, arguing for the
necessity of distance for both artist and revolutionary:
But for art to be able to transform as well as to reflect, there must be a great distance
between the artist and life, just as there is between the revolutionist and political
reality.
33

A l l i e d to this view of Trotsky's was another in which art must remain independent of Party
politics: "The domain of art is not one in which the Party is called upon to command. "
34

Nor was a Marxist approach necessarily applicable to artistic problems.
Such views were of course anathema to those attempting to establish a proletarian
literature as an art of social command with a Marxist-Leninist method, at a time when
Trotsky had been ousted from power and expelled from the Party. He formed a privileged
target throughout both the "class against class" days of proletarian literature, and the Popular
Front period of socialist realism. While it is obvious that Trotsky's views would appeal to
Breton for their relatively liberal approach to artistic matters, it was politically difficult to
take this position in 1928, when Trotsky had already been expelled from the Soviet
Communist Party (in November 1927) though not yet from the Soviet Union (this occurred

Ibid.,pp. 185-86.
Ibid., p. 139. This attitude, which entails a permanent hypostatization of the category of art, would allow
Trotsky to co-author a manifesto with Breton in 1938, at a time whert Breton, if he did not envision such a
permanence, sought to project the fusion of art and life into the indefinite future, as a project which surrealism
did not cease to evoke, but which under present conditions should never be realized.
Ibid.,p. 218.
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in February 1929).

35

While Breton sought to preserve an alliance with the Communist

Party, hoping, as he stated in the Second Manifesto, for a reconciliation between the Party
and its opposition, his open adoption of a Trotskyist cultural position got himself and the
surrealists in serious trouble with the International.
Monde's, reply to those, like Levi-Strauss or Breton, who rejected in principle the
possibility of proletarian literature, was to agree that such a literature was only imminent,
but that the present task was to discover and encourage its first signs, which already existed.
Rather than prepare such a movement itself, it was left to others to establish a proletarian
literature along more open lines than those envisaged in the Soviet Union. Many of those
others, however, included a significant fraction of Monde's contributors (many of whom, in
turn, had at one time or another contributed literary texts to L'Humanite's

cultural page).

Politically speaking, most i f not all of the writers gathered around Poulaille were on
the left, but the premises on which their conception of proletarian literature was to be
organized were rather more Sorelian than Marxist, and ouvrieriste in the sense that it was
the social origins of the author that counted more than his or her point of v i e w .

36

Poulaille's

insistence on testimony, and on the notion of a separate culture, was a form of resistance to
the politicized conception of proletarian literature offered by the International Bureau of
Revolutionary Literature.
According to Poulaille, proletarian literature was to be an art of experience in which
it was authenticity that was at issue, rather than theory or parti pris: "L'important est que
les quelques oeuvres qui seront nees de lui [the proletarian writer] aient un ton d'authenticite

Breton was no doubt well-acquainted with these matters due to his now-difficult relations with Pierre Naville
and Francis Gerard, former surrealists and leading figures in the left opposition in France, and his friendship
with Marcel Fourrier, the former Clarte editor who, in May 1928, had been expelled from the French
Communist Party along with Naville.
Poulaille's Nouvel age litteraire, published in 1930, opens with a discussion of Georges Sorel's Valeur
social de I'art.
35

36

94

absolue qui fasse d'elles des documents qui ne sauraient etre venus d'ailleurs. " In holding
37

this view, Poulaille expressly differed from the Communist advocates of proletarian
literature in France or Russia. For them, an authentic proletarian literature could be written
by someone with the correct understanding of Marxism, given its privileged status as the
theory of proletarian revolution. For Poulaille, however, the authenticity of a work of
proletarian literature did not depend on theory, but was experiential in nature. This as much
as anything indicates Poulaille's distrust of those who spoke in the name of the working
class without belonging to it.
Moreover, Poulaille sought to provide a history of proletarian literature as an
indigenous phenomenon, as something that had appeared sporadically in books and articles
since the 19th Century, which his Nouvel age litteraire was dedicated to recovering. In this
way, he expressly countered the assertion that proletarian literature was still something to be
established (along Soviet lines), or that it was, perforce, the militant expression of a
Communist worldview: "nous admettons que la litterature proletarienne puisse etre
marxiste ce que nous n'admettons point c'est que seule la litterature marxiste soit
proletarienne. " Although Poulaille acknowledged that the majority of examples of
38

proletarian literature were "oeuvres de combat" in their orientation against the bourgeois
culture he detested, the writers whose works he championed were not necessarily
progressive in their politics; they were, rather, witnesses of working-class l i f e .
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Henry Poulaille, Nouvel age litteraire (Bassac: Ed. Plein Chant, 1986), p. 145.
T h i s was in response to a book review by Suzanne Engelson, a contributor to both Monde and to Poulaille's
Nouvel Age (the first of his several reviews in the 1930s). Engelson had written of Fyodor Panfyorov's La
Communaute des Gueux that it was "un livre caracteristique de la litterature proletarienne, car i l est penetre de
la conception marxiste" (Nouvel Age, no. 4 [avril 1931], p. 372). Poulaille, in one of his rare editorial
interventions, replied to Engelson on pp. 374-75 of the same issue.
Poulaille, Nouvel age litteraire, op. cit., p. 47. The reviews edited by Poulaille were not completely hostile
to the concept of an engaged literature, however. The special issue on Soviet writing that Vladimir Pozner
edited for Nouvel Age in September 1931 was filled with enthusiasm for the accomplishments of the Soviet
Union. And Poulaille's collaborator Leon Gerbe wrote in the Bulletin des Ecrivains Proletariens, the second
of Poulaille's reviews:
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Poulaille paid heavily for his independence, losing most of his comrades over the
years to the A . E . A . R . and the Popular Front, and editing a succession of reviews that often
collapsed in short order due to lack of funds. He was also successfully isolated from the
working class whose autonomous emancipation he supported, through his vilification in the
Communist press. But it must also be said that, due to his efforts and to the platform
Barbusse provided to 1933, France was the only country in which the Communist Party was
unable to control the concept of proletarian literature.
There is one more point that I wish to raise, before we turn to Kharkov. This is
Poulaille's insistence on a poor style as a sign of class difference, one which would
distinguish him from bourgeois writers who, in his view, had nothing to say. In his 1931
priere d'inserer to a new edition of his novel Pain quotidien, Poulaille wrote:
Est-ce encore de la litterature? Je ne le sais pas et ne m'en veux pas inquieter. Ceux
qui regrettent que je ne veuille pas m'appliquer a ecrire me temoigneront a nouveau
leurs regrets. Tant pis: j'avoue mon indifference pour ce qui est du bien ecrire dont
ils me parlent. Je pense pour ma part que le style, c'est autre choses que du moulage
de phrases et que le temperament d'un ecrivain se reconnait non a la perfection de la
phrase, ni dans le cadre de la page, mais dans ce qu'exprime cette phrase ou cette
page.
40

W e can detect here a curious similarity in the aspirations of Poulaille and the surrealist
group, in spite of their very great differences. They both share a disdain for the metier, and
a preference for testimony, transparency and authenticity, although the bases on which these

II apparait done que la marque propre de la litterature proletarienne ne lui sera pas donnee, surtout par
la classe sociale de ses ecrivains, mais par son esprit revolutionnaire. Litterature non conformiste,
litterature de combat, c'est par la seulement qu'elle peut pretendre se separer nettement de la
litterature bourgeoise.
Leon Gerbe, "Propos sur la litterature proletarienne", Bulletin des Ecrivains Proletariens, no. 2 (avril 1932), p.
2. While Gerbe offers this up in the spirit of a debate, he is also challenging the premises that brought the
Groupe des ecrivains proletariens together in January 1932, in anticipation of and as an alternative to the
Association des Ecrivains et Artistes revolutionnaires (which had been announced in January 1932, and was
founded two months later).
C i t e d by Henri Chambert-Loir in his avant-propos to Henry Poulaille et la litterature proletarienne (Rodez:
Entretiens, 1974), p. 12.
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are achieved differ greatly. Each is opposed to bourgeois culture, though in each case they
are accused by their critics (as they also accuse each other) of remaining within the
framework of this same culture.
The testimony, however, is on different levels: a witnessing of one's social milieu
for the proletarian writers, which has with rare exceptions only been represented in distorted
form by those from outside the working class; the transcription of unconscious thought,
expressed immediately in automatism, for the surrealists. In each case, transparency results
in a strangeness for the reader, due to his or her unfamiliarity with the material. The
proletarian approach is, however, based upon class separatism, which the surrealists oppose
as a reification of the splitting of culture that has already occurred historically, and whose
latest expression is a class - in this case a bourgeois - culture. Rather than perpetuate the
notion of a class culture to which they would all too easily be consigned, the surrealists
insist on the overcoming of the limited class culture of the present through the regression to
a universal (because pre-cultural) unconscious, whose potential w i l l be realized in the new
classless society ushered in by the revolution.
Despite these essential differences, Poulaille and other proponents of an autonomous
proletarian literature, such as his mentor Marcel Martinet, would find themselves on the
same side of the fence as Breton in the Federation Internationale de l ' A r t Revolutionnaire
Independant (F.I.A.R.I.), the organization founded by Breton, Diego Rivera and Trotsky in
1938. A l l of them were agreed on the need for art to be independent of political control, in
order for it to retain its revolutionary character; in this way, and for historical reasons, they
favoured the persistence of a category, art, which had once been held in suspicion by all
concerned.

** *
The Second Conference of Revolutionary Writers - the first, impromptu one had
been held in Moscow during the November 1927 celebrations of the revolution - was held at
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Kharkov, in the Ukraine, in November 1930, at the high point of the cultural revolution. It
was organized by the International Bureau of Revolutionary Literature, which shared many
of its directors with R.A.P.P. The defence of the U.S.S.R. was a major theme at the
Kharkov conference, one of its leading tasks being to mobilize intellectuals to meet the
perceived threat to the Soviet Union from an alliance of capital and fascism.
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An analysis

of capitalism in crisis, and a notion of the existence of two cultures - an exhausted bourgeois
one collapsing into fascism, and a new proletarian one in the process of being born informed the conference, along with an imperative for revolutionary writers to break with
their class and work with the proletariat. The Kharkov conference affirmed both the
possibility of a proletarian literature in pre-revolutionary conditions, and dialectical
materialism as the method of this literature.
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Of the various resolutions passed at Kharkov, there are two of interest to us here:
one condemning Monde for its failure to establish a proletarian literature in France, and a
second "on the question of proletarian and revolutionary literature in France", which noted
the absence of a French proletarian literature, and which called on the Parti Communiste
Frangais to establish one (since it is now a Party literature we are speaking of): "il est
impossible de dire en ce moment qu'il existe dans ce pays le moindre embryon de litterature
revolutionnaire proletarienne. " According to the resolution, this was due to the fact that
43

'There has been a tendency by some commentators to see Kharkov primarily as a political conference, in
which aesthetic issues were of secondary importance, in the context of the rise of fascism and the need to
support the U.S.S.R. against both fascism and imperialism. Both Jean Relinger and Tamara Motylova (who
was Aragon's translator at Kharkov) share this view, and Breton, incidentally, accepts such an interpretation in
"Misere de la poesie". But it seems to me that it was precisely the bringing together of politics and literature
that was at issue at Kharkov. See Jean Relinger, "Les Conceptions de Barbusse sur la litterature
proletarienne", in the special issue of Europe devoted to La Litterature proletarienne en question, nos. 575576 (mars-avril 1977), p. 199; Tamara Motylova, "Autour de la R.A.P.P.: Souvenirs et reflexions", ibid., pp.
130-31; and Andre Breton, "Misere de la poesie", in Pierre, ed., op. cit., p. 217.

4

S e e "The Results of the 2 ^ International Conference of revolutionary and proletarian writers" in Second
International Conference of Revolutionary Writers, spec. no. of Literature of the World Revolution (1931), pp.
3-6.
C i t e d in Peru, op. cit., p. 288. The resolutions were published in the special number of Litterature de la
Revolution mondiale devoted to the Kharkov resolutions, which appeared in November 1931. The second,
general resolution was published in two parts in L'Humanite, on 20 October and 3 November 1931.
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capital was more stable in France than in other countries; there had therefore been no split
between the petit and high bourgeoisies, with the consequence that those proletarian writers
who had emerged from their class, like Jean Guehenno (the editor of Europe), had been
absorbed by bourgeois culture. Poulaille was not overlooked in this assessment, but was
expressly criticized in the following terms:
Ce groupe est un amalgame d'elements de toutes tendances, depuis les debris
opportunistes du Parti Communiste et de la C . G . T . U . , jusqu'aux fascistes declares.
Bien que ce groupe n'ait ni forme defini, ni plate-forme bien nette et se couvre d'un
masque de syndicalisme radical, ses tendances fascistes n'en apparaissent pas moins
d'une maniere suffisamment accusee
4 4

Despite a critique of the view that proletarian literature cannot emerge from the
proletariat itself, which it viewed as 'right opportunist', the Congress noted in its resolution
on France that, given the special conditions in that country, it was among petty-bourgeois
writers that a proletarian literature would be developed, in particular among those who had
broken with their class:
L'element indispensable a la creation et au developpement de cette litterature dans
les conditions actuelles, sera la formation d'un fort noyau revolutionnaire adoptant le
materialisme dialectique comme base philosophique et s'appuyant sur un fort groupe
d'ouvriers createurs, en liaison etroite avec le parti communiste et avec les autres
organisations revolutionnaires.
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Ibid., p. 291. The group in question is the "groupe Valois", rather than the Groupe des ecrivains proletariens
(which was not formed until 1932). At the time of Kharkov, there was as yet no formally constituted group of
proletarian writers in France, but rather an informal association of like-minded individuals, despite the
construction of such a group in the resolution.
Nevertheless, Georges Valois, for whom this 'group' was named, was the publisher of both the review
Nouvel Age and of Poulaille's survey of proletarian literature, Nouvel age litteraire. He was a curious figure
who had moved from a radical syndicalism in his youth, to the Action Franchise, to the founding of the first
properly fascist group in France, Le Faisceau, in 1925, and back to a revolutionary syndicalism by 1930. Such
an amalgam made a visible target for those wishing to attack Poulaille's brand of proletarian literature, and the
surrealists too attacked Poulaille partly on the basis of his association with Valois. There is a useful
description of Valois and his relations with Poulaille in Pierre Bardel, "Henry Poulaille et la litterature
proletarienne", Europe, nos. 575-76 (mars-avril 1977), pp. 168-78.
Peru, op. cit., p. 293.
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That is, a proletarian literature would emerge from the Party itself, and those who had come
over to it from the bourgeoisie. The revolutionary core of Communist writers would be
responsible for developing rabcors, holding competitions to allow the emergence of
proletarian writers from these, and creating a revolutionary class literature around which
progressive writers could gather.
This too would be a separate culture, though not along the lines envisaged by
Poulaille. There were no overtures to known writers at this time, no sense of making use of
their prestige (as had been done at the time of the Riff War, and would be done again in the
Popular Front period); this would have been to recognize the legitimacy of bourgeois
literature, as opposed to the break with bourgeois culture that was advocated at the time of
the cultural revolution, in favour of a militant proletarian literature.
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Two issues are important to my discussion here: 1) following the publication of the
Kharkov resolutions in November 1931, the French Communist Party began to intervene in
cultural issues more consistently than it ever had before, in favour of the establishment of a
proletarian literature in France, and 2) the only French delegates at the conference, Aragon
and Sadoul, were also surrealists, attempting to win a recognition by Kharkov of the
surrealist group as a revolutionary avant-garde, while acknowledging the necessity for the
establishment of a proletarian literature in France under Party control. These developments
w i l l come to define the direction of surrealism in the period of the invention of the objects.
There were no official French delegates to the Kharkov conference, due to the lack
of an organized proletarian literature in France. Aragon and Sadoul were able to attend as
Party members, although they were not made members of the conference bureau, and thus

A n exception was made for Barbusse, who while being criticized at Kharkov for his "rightwing deviation" as
to the difficulty of establishing a proletarian literature in France, and for his association with "social-fascists"
on Monde, was an object of solicitude for many speakers at the conference, and was elected to the presidium of
the new International Union of Revolutionary Writers, despite his absence from the Congress. (The Union
replaced the International Bureau of Revolutionary Literature at the Congress.)
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were unable to vote. They were allowed to help prepare the resolutions on France,
however.
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Through the opportunity afforded them to participate in the conference, they

hoped to gain a recognition of the surrealists as the only revolutionary intellectuals in France
(apart from those in the P.C.F., of course), in the absence of and at the expense of their
literary enemies, Barbusse and his Monde, to whose conception of a social art they had long
been opposed.
A s Aragon noted later with satisfaction, despite certain reservations with regards to
the description of surrealism in the Kharkov resolutions:
L a sollicitation que comporte la resolution a l'egard des surrealistes et de personne
autre, a bien pour raison la reconnaissance de ce fait qu'ils sont a l'heure actuelle, en
dehors des communistes militants, les seuls ecrivains revolutionnaires, les seuls
traitres a la classe bourgeoise dont les R i m y , Istrati, Barbusse sont, au bout du
compte, les serviteurs sous des deguisements divers
4 8

The reservations Aragon harboured concerned the degree to which the resolution on France
addressed the literary situation, rather than the broader cultural or intellectual context in
which surrealism wished to be placed: "Cela est particulierement vrai du surrealisme qu'on
situe dans la litterature alors qu'il faudrait le situer hors d'elle " The consequence of this,
4 9

he said, was that automatic writing was classified as a literary method, rather than as the
negation of literature it really was.

50

According to the proceedings of the Congress, there were two levels of delegates, those who were able to
vote on resolutions (there were 82 of these), and those who were able to participate in the work of the
commissions (there were 29 of these, including Aragon and Sadoul); of all the national delegations, only the
French (Aragon and Sadoul) and Belgian (Pierre Hubermont) ones were excluded from the higher level of
representation, due precisely to the lack of a national organization devoted to the development of a militant
proletarian literature. Second International Conference of Revolutionary Writers, op. cit., p. 237.
Aragon, "Le surrealisme et le devenir revolutionnaire", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 3
(Decembre 1931), p. 5.
Ibid.
Aragon and Sadoul had worked on the definition of surrealism to be included in the resolution on France, but
they had no control over its final version. It is a not entirely negative evaluation, but it is posed exclusively in
political terms, in accordance with the criteria of the conference as a whole:
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Surrealisme. Ce mouvement constitue une reaction des jeunes generations d'intellectuels de l'elite
petite-bourgeoise, provoquee par les contradictions du capitalisme dans la troisieme phase de son
developpement. Les Surrealistes n'ayant pas ete capables, des le debut, de proceder a Fanalyse
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In exchange for the partial recognition of surrealism as the only group of
revolutionary writers in France, and for the condemnation of Monde, Aragon made himself
the champion of the politicized conception of proletarian literature promoted at Kharkov:
E n seance nous avons presente une these concernant 1'organisation possible des
ecrivains revolutionnaires sous le controle du Parti....Cette organisation, nous la
concevions comme formee parallelement a une organisation de rabcors, c'est-a-dire
des elements de la classe ouvriere auxquels i l est necessaire que la parole soit
donnee, de facon a ce que 1'union des ecrivains revolutionnaires et du Proletariat soit
scellee dans un travail commun, de caractere revolutionnaire. Dans la mesure ou
l'expression litterature proletarienne

a un contenu dans un pays oil le Proletariat est

la classe opprimee, nous estimions que le noyau primitif de celle-ci, a son sens le
plus vaste, a son sens de classe, etait ou devait etre le noyau concret des rabcors. Ce
qui n'impliquait aucunement pour nous que nous entendions voir les rabcors se muer
en litterateurs a proprement parler, ni limiter le devenir de la litterature
proletarienne.
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marxiste approfondie de cette reaction culturelle contre laquelle ils s'elevent, cherchent une issue dans
la litterature en se formant une methode de creation specifique. Les premieres tentatives de lutte au
moyen de cette methode contre l'intellectualisme bourgeois, tout en se confinant encore aux
conceptions idealistes, ont facilite a quelques membres du groupe le passage a l'ideologie
communiste, qui se traduisit, quoique encore d'une maniere insuffisamment nette, dans les
interventions des Surrealistes en politique. L'acuite de la lutte des classes s'est fait sentir, meme dans
ce groupe, par l'elimination de ses rangs de ses elements a tendances bourgeoises. Le veritable visage
de «l'opposition interieure», visage reactionnaire, s'est devoile apres la dislocation du groupe et le
passage declare de 1'opposition dans le camp de la bourgeoisie, tandis que le noyau central, qui avait
conserve l'appellation Surrealiste, continuait a evoluer, non sans tatonnements et sans a-coups, vers le
communisme. Le developpement permet d'esperer que la meilleure partie du groupe surrealiste
actuel, tout en continuant d'evoluer vers le materialisme dialectique, passera definitivement a
l'ideologie proletarienne apres avoir revise sa theorie sur la «decomposition de la bourgeoisie,
consequence du developpement de ses contradictions interieures», ainsi que toutes les erreurs qui ont
trouve leur expression dans le Second Manifeste du Surrealisme.
Resolution from Litterature de la revolution mondiale, spec, no., 1931, cited in Pierre, ed., op. cit., pp. 442-43.
This account is an accurate description of what happened to the Communist fraction of the surrealist group
(Aragon, Sadoul, Alexandre and Unik), who eventually split with the surrealists to wholly go over to the
"proletarian ideology" of the P.C.F. It is curious that this description of surrealism recapitulates a version of
Party history in its conflict between nucleus and opposition, but little credibility is given to the specificity of
surrealism, and it is simply expected that at some point the group will cease to be.
Aragon, op. cit., pp. 4-5. In an intervention into a session on 9 November, Aragon declared:
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Nevertheless, the rise of a proletarian revolutionary writers' organization in France is not only
possible, but necessary. The basis for it cannot be any artificial group of petty bourgeois writers who
think that they earn the title of proletarian writers simply by taking the proletarian as the theme of
their novels. On the contrary, the basis of such an organization must be really proletarian. It must be
led by the vanguard of the proletariat, by its best champion - the Communist Party. It must develop
entirely independent of bourgeois literature.
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The point of comparison for Aragon here was that neither this kind of proletarian literature
nor surrealism were primarily concerned with literature, in contrast to those who were
content to make a literature out of working-class life, a literature necessarily bourgeois i n
character in spite of its themes:
Cette these s'opposait pratiquement a la these des litterateurs de gauche, et
particulierement de Tristan Remy and d'Henri Barbusse, hostiles a l a formation
d'une association d'ecrivains revolutionnaires sous des pretextes divers mais
essentiellement parce qu'une telle association suppose le controle du Parti, qu'ils
redoutent.
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W h i c h was, to be sure, what Barbusse or Remy feared. Strategically, the surrealists made an
end run around the advocates of an indigenous, class-based notion of proletarian literature
(which was associated particularly with their enemies at Monde), supporting the political
conception of proletarian literature at the same time as they attempted to preserve a place for
themselves as an avant-garde formation. Opposed to the literary production of Poulaille,
Remy, Dabit or their friends, neither a rancor-based proletarian literature nor surrealism
would be literary, due to their primary function as agitation-propaganda or as research.
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Second International Conference of Revolutionary Writers, op. cit., p. 182. (I have cited the English version
here, since the French one is unavailable to me.) This position, raised by a minority of delegates at Kharkov,
was generally considered to be a "left deviation" less dangerous than the "right deviation" of underestimating
the possibilities for a proletarian literature, but still quite serious. The 'centrist' position here was one that
envisaged the development of a militant proletarian literature by working-class writers, but that did not entirely
exclude those revolutionary writers of bourgeois origin willing to put themselves at the service of the Party.
The preoccupation with right and left 'deviations' was a component of Stalin's struggle with right (Bukharin,
Rykov) and left (Trotsky) oppositions, over which he was largely successful by this time - although the
political and cultural positions of these figures were not identical.
Aragon, op. cit., p. 5.
I t was only at the high point of the cultural revolution in 1930-31, as we have seen, that R.A.P.P. conceived
of proletarian literature as deriving principally from the worker correspondents, a conception which implies of
course a complete break with all previous literature. Otherwise, it favoured the inclusion of proletarian
literature within the category of literature, with Tolstoy as its model for an accessible, pedagogical realism.
Proletarian literature would make its difference with bourgeois literature in that it would be workers,
theoretically-speaking, who would write this new literature, under the guidance of a Communist Party that
would provide the necessary world view; such a literature would be the natural expression of the new Soviet
society. Aragon seizes on the left version of proletarian literature - as a break with literature as such - finding
in it a symmetry with surrealism's own pretensions to an avant-garde status, and a way to avoid the frequent
charges that surrealism was a symptom of bourgeois literature in decline, rather than the harbinger of
something new under the sun.
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The question was, would the surrealists be able to maintain an autonomous space for
surrealist research, given the support for the notion of a Party-controlled proletarian
literature articulated in their own journal?
That they would not was more than implied in the self-criticism signed by Aragon
and Sadoul during or immediately following the Kharkov conference, which acknowledged
the necessity of control of even their literary work by the Party, as members of the P . C . F .
The letter also disavowed the "ensemble" of works produced by individual members of the
surrealist group, and in particular the Second Manifesto, to the extent that these contradicted
dialectical materialism. In addition, Aragon and Sadoul committed themselves to
combatting the "Freudism" and Trotskyism which were seen to be contaminating the Second
Manifesto, including its position on proletarian literature. The letter of self-criticism
concluded with the abject statement:
Notre seul desir est de travailler de la facon la plus efficace suivant les directives du
Parti a la discipline et au controle duquel nous nous engageons a soumettre notre
activite litteraire.
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Aragon and Sadoul's tract, " A u x intellectuels revolutionnaires", published
immediately following their return from the U.S.S.R. in December 1930, is a step-by-step
retraction or qualification of the charges levelled in the letter of self-criticism (which was
soon known to the other surrealists). But this qualification itself caused serious problems
with the Party, which were not resolved until Aragon and the others renounced their
association with surrealism and refashioned themselves as Communist militants.

T h e letter signed by Aragon and Sadoul, dated 1 December 1930, is included in Pierre, ed., Tracts
surrealistes, op. cit., pp. 185-86. It was not made public in France until March 1932, when it was included in a
surrealist tract, "Paillasse!", condemning Aragon's recent behaviour, and criticizing his defection to the P.C.F.
Jean-Pierre Morel suggests that Aragon and Sadoul may have signed the self-criticism during the Kharkov
conference, rather than after, but this distinction is not important to my argument here. Jean-Pierre Morel,
"Comment Aragon passe 'sur les rails de l'ideologie proletarienne'", La Quinzaine litteraire, no. 386 (16-31
Janvier 1983), p. 12.
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Aragon's strategy, articulated briefly in " A u x intellectuels revolutionnaires" and
developed more fully in " L e surrealisme et le devenir revolutionnaire", was to identify
surrealism with dialectical materialism as a mode of thought that allowed a materialist
understanding of the world, and - surrealism's contribution - of the relations between
thought and the w o r l d .
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This was in keeping with Kharkov's identification of dialectical

materialism as the method of proletarian literature, and in response to the self-criticism that
he and Sadoul had signed to the effect that surrealism contradicted dialectical materialism.
His own confession of apostasy was answered with a profession of orthodoxy, in which
Aragon was at pains to emphasize surrealism's unity with the proletarian cause, while
minimizing any possible points of difference. Addressing himself to his fellow surrealists,
Aragon wrote:
C'est la que nous appelons le surrealisme, qui est la methode de la connaissance du
mecanisme reel de la pensee, et des rapports reels de l'expression et de la pensee, et
des rapports veridiques de la pensee exprimee et du monde sur lequel elle agit
reellement. Que le surrealisme, dans le cadre du materialisme dialectique, soit la
seule methode qui rende compte des rapports reels du monde et de la pensee, je le
crois plus que jamais, moi qui ai vu la dialectique materialiste entasser des pierres, et
parce que j ' a i vu les hommes transformer le monde avec la dialectique materialiste.
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There is, here, both a distinction made within dialectical materialism for a specifically
surrealist contribution, and an identification of surrealism with a revolutionary theory that is
enabling and accomplishing the building of socialism. According to Aragon, it was this
identification with dialectical materialism that allowed surrealism a position beyond
literature, and underwrote its claim to a certain scientific status within the framework of a
dialectical materialism that was also, itself, scientific:

T h i s was also the substance of Breton's reference to Engels in his response to the Monde survey.
Aragon, "Le surrealisme et le devenir revolutionnaire", op. cit., p. 4. In the last sentence quoted here,
Aragon is referring to socialist construction in the U.S.S.R. Aragon and Sadoul were afforded the opportunity
of visiting some of the sites of industrialization, such as the Dneprostroi hydroelectric project, during their trip
to the Soviet Union.
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II est done de toute necessite de preciser le caractere scientifique de 1'activite
surrealiste et d'insister pour la poursuite de cette activite a tout point de vue si
precieuse pour le developpement du materialisme, dans un domaine donne.
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This is the basis of Aragon's distinction between a surrealism whose research is, in
principle, autonomous, and a literature that must be led by the Party, and why he is unhappy
with the description of surrealism as a literary tendency in the Kharkov resolutions. It is the
identity of surrealism and Marxism that allows surrealism its distinction as an extra-literary
and scientific activity.
In his article, however, Aragon had difficulty determining more precisely what the
specific contribution of surrealism would be, due to a slippage in his argument. A s
revolutionary intellectuals, the surrealists were for Aragon ideally placed to lead an
organization of revolutionary writers in France, one that adhered to the political line of the
P . C . F . and the International. This was because, unlike bourgeois litterateurs, they had
moved from idealism to dialectical materialism, which they recognized as the sole
revolutionary philosophy. But if, as Kharkov declared, dialectical materialism was also the
method of proletarian literature, on what basis could a distinction between surrealism and
proletarian literature be constructed? H o w would surrealism escape the political
imperatives of the proletarian literature from which it was apparently distinguished,
especially given the understanding that it would lead an organization of worker
correspondents and revolutionary intellectuals? Was there a way to articulate the specificity
of a surrealist approach within the common framework of dialectical materialism?
The surrealists evidently thought so, for much of their energy over the next few years
was devoted to elaborating a theory in which Hegelian philosophy, Marxism, psychoanalysis
and poetry would mutually inform one another. This project w i l l , in large part, be the
subject of the next chapter. A t the time of Aragon's article, what such an activity might

Ibid., p. 7. The conceptualization of surrealism as a form of science was not Aragon's own invention, but
was common to the surrealists' self-conception as an avant-garde. There will be more on this in Chapter 3.
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look like was indicated not so much in " L e surrealisme et le devenir revolutionnaire", but by
the companion pieces to it in the ensemble of surrealist demonstrations and position papers
in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution nos. 3 and 4: the objects, and the articles
concerning them; Tzara's "Essai sur la situation de la poesie", a major attempt to theorize a
poetics 'beyond' literature; and Dali's "Reverie", the sexually-explicit account of a waking
dream that, like the objects, was directed against the taboos and conventions of art and
literature.
In Aragon's own essay, however, any more specific definition of a surrealist activity
went unmentioned, within the framework of an article stressing unity rather than difference.
It is because surrealism is a form of dialectical materialism, he says, that it w i l l be
acceptable to revolutionaries, because it is identical rather than different. The question, for
instance, of a specifically poetic mode of thought (such as it was developed in the other
articles in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution nos. 3 and 4 by Breton, D a l i and
Tzara) was not raised, as a point of difference and thus of potential discord with the Party.
A discussion of poetics, moreover, had the potential to cast surrealism back into literature
from the point of view of the Party, when the point was to establish that surrealism was not a
literature, but a materialist and even scientific activity free of the Party control to which the
proletarian literature accepted in principle by Aragon would be subject. Without a poetics,
however, there was no essential difference between the Party and the group on theoretical
grounds, or at least Aragon was no longer able to elaborate one.
It was perhaps the failure of poetry to animate a distinction between surrealism and
communism, as much as the intense political pressure to which Aragon and the other
Communist members of the surrealist group were subject in 1931-32, that caused Aragon to
reject not only his former friends but his whole surrealist past in March 1932. For the
temporary disavowal of surrealism in the December 1930 letter of self-criticism was
accompanied by the writing of "Front rouge", the first of Aragon's new, publicly-oriented
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poems written on the model of Mayakovsky. This was a political writing different in kind
from surrealist poetry, which signalled the collapse of any distinction between a specifically
surrealist terrain and the political work to be accomplished by a Communist militant. W h i l e
Aragon could continue to envisage in principle the necessity for an autonomous surrealist
activity, he could no longer imagine what this activity might be.

** *
The prevarications of Aragon and Sadoul after Kharkov were the major contributing
factor to the surrealist malaise during 1931, casting a shadow over the surrealists' relations
to the P . C . F . as the Party itself sought to split the group and bring over the Communist
fraction. There are any number of indications of this malaise, in both published and
unpublished documents from the period. For instance, in his "Essai sur la situation de la
poesie", Tzara reflected on the difficulties of collective action during that time:
Ne nous attardons pas a analyser ce qui separe et c e q u i unit les surrealistes entre eux
et acceptons une fois pour toutes l'image qui actuellement se fait de plus en plus
valable, d'une emotion resultant des combats entre les desirs et les satisfactions, les
attentes et les incertitudes et meme les insuffisances, l'emotion au premier degre
humain, qui ne nous a jamais fait defaut pour nous aider a sortir des impasses
souvent douloureuses ou se jouait tout l'avenir d'une activite du groupe.
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The question was, what kind of collective activity could be undertaken, given that such
activity, and thus the continuation of the surrealist enterprise, was still a possibility? Breton
indicates one of the options in Les Vases communicants:
Nous en etions, mes amis et moi, a cette epoque, a nous concerter sur les moyens de
mener une action specifiquement antireligieuse et i l faut bien dire que nous en etions
reduits, a la suite de quelques malentendus interessant, a vrai dire, plutot le jeu des
caracteres que celui des idees, a ne pouvoir envisager d'autre action commune que
celle-la. Je pense qu'un historien aura plus tard interet a savoir que pour nous alors
il pouvait en etre ainsi. O n recherchera et je suppose que Ton trouvera les raisons
vitales qui, initialement, nous auront fait preferer, a quelques-uns, agir ensemble que

Tristan Tzara, "Essai sur la situation de la poesie", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 4
(Decembre 1931), p. 23.
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distinctement les uns des autres, quand cela eut abouti a la confection de divers
papiers qui n'avaient en realite l'agrement d'aucun d'entre nous. Quelque chose au
moins, je crois deja pouvoir le dire, aura ainsi passe d'une volonte qui fut restee
velleitaire sans c e l a .
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A n anti-clerical activity was the only specifically political action that the surrealist group
could agree to undertake in common in the aftermath of Kharkov; Aragon and Sadoul were
working on the Communist journal La Lutte antireligieuse, in an effort to get back into the
good graces of the Party, and during a series of meetings undertaken to determine the future
direction of the group, anti-clericalism was suggested as a point of struggle upon which all
surrealists could agree, a minimum point of collective action.
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The section of Les Vases

communicants from which I have just quoted was written in the midst of this crisis, and
testifies to the profound disarray affecting the group at that time.
Andre Thirion, recollecting this period in his memoirs, writes:
Breton proposa de designer une commission chargee de presenter des propositions
concretes, immediatement realisables, tenant compte de tout ce qui avait ete dit
[during the 1931 discussions]. C'est a Dali et a l'auteur de ces lignes qu'echut cette
mission. Nos seances de travail eurent lieu rue du Chateau et au pare Montsouris.
Pendant que Gala et Katia parlaient chiffons [!], D a l i et moi essayions de trouver des
points d'ancrage a partir desquels chaque surrealiste pourrait exercer son talent dans
une direction commune, dans le cadre d'une discipline acceptee par tous.
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W h i l e Thirion, as one of the more politically-oriented of the surrealists, focused on the antireligious struggle, Dali suggested the manufacture of symbolic objects as another kind of

Breton, Les Vases communicants (1932), in Oeuvres completes (hereafter O.C.), t. II (Paris: Gallimard,
1992), pp. 162-63.
A n anti-clerical attitude was a longstanding feature of the surrealist group, and informed, for instance, the
Bufiuel-Dali film L'Age d'or. Anti-clericalism was also an integral part of the anti-colonial exhibition, as the
display of 'European fetishes' attests. In May 1931, the surrealists produced "Au feu!", a tract celebrating the
burning of churches during a contemporary uprising in Spain.
A n d r e Thirion, Revolutionnaires sans revolution (Paris: Editions Robert Laffont, 1972), p. 315. 54, rue du
Chateau had been the shared home of Tanguy, Prevert and Duhamel in the late 1920s, and was an important
surrealist site; the cadavre exquis, for instance, was first invented there. Sadoul and Thirion took it over after
the others left, and Aragon lived with them there for a time, after the end of his affair with Nancy Cunard. The
pare Montsouris was close to Dalf's studio in the Villa Seurat.
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collective activity, one proposed by Breton as long ago as 1925, but never undertaken in the
intervening years.
The results of the discussions the surrealists held among themselves in the spring
and summer of 1931 were produced in issues nos. 3 and 4 of Le Surrealisme au service de
la Revolution, which appeared simultaneously in December 1931. This collective response
to a group malaise took two forms: it emphasized political orthodoxy, in articles by Aragon,
Sadoul and Unik, and in the documentation of the anti-colonial exhibition; and it offered
examples of a properly surrealist activity transgressing conventional morals and existing
categories of art and literature, in the images and articles concerning the surrealist object, in
Tzara's elaboration of a surrealist poetics, and in Dali's pornographic "Reverie".
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If one part of surrealism's response to the politicization of the cultural field was to
emphasize its adherence to the political line of the P.C.F., and to tacitly accept the notion of
proletarian literature, the other was to answer the demand for political commitment in art
with the supersession of art as such, for which the surrealist object provides a model. The
utilitarian use of art was opposed by the non-utilitarian, an opposition which the object was
particularly well-placed to reveal through the way in which it diverted the everyday object
from its ordinary uses.

63

To the instrumental use of art as a political weapon, the surrealists

opposed a perverse, fetishistic object that represents a dismantling of the utilitarian logic of

M a x Ernst's Au Rendez-vous des Amis 1931, a collective portrait of the surrealist group that recollects and
supersedes his 1922 painting of the same name, is another reaffirmation of the collective nature of the
enterprise in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 4 (although five of the seventeen surrealists
represented there were soon to secede).
T h i s questioning of the utilitarian is most easily seen in the work that has become emblematic of the object,
Meret Oppenheim's Dejeuner enfourrure (Fig. 13) of 1936, though it is already present in the objects made of
everyday materials in 1931. Such thinking informed the object from the beginning, as we have seen in the
passage from Breton's "Introduction au discours sur le peu de realite" that I quoted in Chapter 1. (For this
quote, see p. 47.) For Dali's confirmation of this view in 1929, see the passage quoted in Chapter 1, p. 48.
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bourgeois culture, whose sexual content also exceeds that permitted in the usual (and
sublimated) outlet for a non-utilitarian expression, Vartpour

I'art.

64

The object, then, emerges in a process of differentiation from the goals and demands
of the Communists, as a non-professional expression of desire that would be art's undoing.
The object was not merely a tactical manoeuvre, however; it corresponded to some of the
surrealists' principal concerns in the period of its invention. It would, D a l i believed, answer
the need for the verification of surrealism in the external world, and address at least on the
level of ideas the need for a relation between action and dream, action and interpretation,
that also motivated Breton's writing of Les Vases communicants in the same period. These
too are political concerns, but less immediate or pragmatic ones than the political work that
the Communist Party demanded art do at this time. A s experimental means of testing the
relations between conscious and unconscious thought, and between thought and the world,
the objects were, rather, examples of the kind of scientific research that Aragon argued for
in his 1931 essay, and a proof of the surrealists' leadership in the cultural field, as specialists
in culture who wished to bring an end to specialization.
It was, for the surrealists, the very uselessness of art that allowed it to be a means of
knowledge, so long as it was not put to use. A r t had reached this point in the 19th Century,
and progress would not be made in returning to an instrumental conception of art, but rather
in taking advantage of its non-instrumentality. If art had turned inward with the winning of
its autonomy from church and state, the next step was to press on with the exploration of
this interiority, in the interests of the greater knowledge of unconscious thought that was

I t is also significant that Dali's "Reverie", which was published in Le Surrealisme au service de la
Revolution no. 4, takes the place of La Peinture surrealiste a travers les ages, the work of art history that Dali
tells us he was working on at the time of the daydream, and which was never written (or, at least, never
published). A reverie replaces Dali's study of Arnold Bocklin, as he lies down on his couch; if the waking
dream is more subject to manipulation than automatic writing (this is a key difference between the approaches
of Dali and Breton), it is certainly less sublimated than the lengthy study of another's work, even one as
eccentric as Dali's was sure to be. It is also more effortless. In place of this study, the extended narrative of a
sexual fantasy involving an eleven-year-old girl, which is neither art, literature nor, to be sure, art history.
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now made possible.
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This might, in turn, bring an end to the split between conscious and

unconscious mental processes in western culture, which must not be perpetuated by a return
to an instrumental conception of art, but rather overcome in a process that would, somehow,
make action the sister to the dream, and not its enemy. The supersession of art would be the
precondition of such developments, which is why the surrealist object cannot be conceived
of as a modernist gesture, as informed by modernism as it is. It is, the argument goes, both
non-utilitarian and extra-aesthetic, autonomous and avant-garde; autonomy is the condition
that had to be won and maintained in order for the object to function as both action and
interpretation, transgression and means of knowledge.
That the objects could also play a critical role (without being explicitly political) is
implied in the way they are presented as a counterpoint to the "European fetishes"
reproduced in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 4 (Fig. 12). The fact that the
objects are documented in issue no. 3, and the anti-colonial exhibition in no. 4 (they
appeared, of course, simultaneously), provides the almost necessary distance for them to
function as contrary models of fetishistic cultural production.
Just the year before, D a l i had suggested an exhibition of Catholic fetishes; in his
notice, he emphasized the sexual nature of Catholic objects and images, which he believed
to be closely related to the sexual perversions of pederasty and sadism.

66

The nature of the

display of the "European fetishes" in no. 4 does not immediately alert us to this association
in the Madonna and Child figurine, but the interrelation of the three figures through race,
gender and religion binds the figures to one another in complex and overlapping ways: two
of the figures are associated with the Church, two are black, and two are female. In concise
fashion, their juxtaposition emphasizes the relation between religious faith, racism, colonial

I am interpreting Breton through Burger here, as the latter discusses the achieving of autonomy with the end
of official patronage, and the rise of the market. Breton discusses the turning inward of art in the first section
of Le Surrealisme et la Peinture (Paris: Gallimard, 1965), pp. 4-5.
Salvador Dali, "Intellectuels castillans et C a t a l a n s - Expositions - Arrestation d'un exhibitionniste dans le
metro", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 2 (Octobre 1930), p. 8.
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oppression, and sexism in the European imagination. The black figurine with its oversized
buttocks is exemplary of the sexualization of the colonial and racial other; i f this figure is
contrasted with the European Virgin, the statuettes in their placement on either side of the
charity figure bear a symmetrical relation to one another in their representation of two of the
available models for femininity in European culture. The charity figure, for its part, reifies
the existing colonial order through its position, function and gesture in the church, where it
is a figure of supplication; in this way the Catholic Church stands revealed as but another
oppressive institution, rather than as the instrument of faith it takes itself to be.
A s for the 'fetishism' of the display's title, the figures evoke, without exemplifying
them precisely, the three types of fetishism that the surrealists would be familiar with
through their understanding of psychoanalysis, Marxism, and 'primitive' art: a sexual
fetishism, in the exaggerated figure of the African woman; a commodity fetishism, as
represented by the charity figure (who underscores the monetary interests of the Church);
and a religious fetishism, relativizing the religious nature of fetishes from Europe and its
colonies. It is the juxtaposition of the three figures that reveals their fetishistic qualities,
which are unconscious expressions of the dominant culture; none of these figures have any
intrinsic value for the surrealists, but are all banal examples of an oppressive cultural
production that they oppose with their own work. The passivity of all these figures indicates
not so much the sadism that D a l i attributed to Catholic fetishes, as a masochism that
European culture projects onto the non-European other (and onto the V i r g i n and Child), in
contrast both to the art of oppressed peoples displayed elsewhere in the anti-colonial
exhibition, and to the desublimated expression of surrealist objects, which are their
dialectical complement. In the implicit contrast between "European fetish" and surrealist
object, a distinction is made between an object that veils its fetishism and one that accepts
and celebrates it. In this way, the surrealists attempted to demonstrate that the products of
their autonomous activity sustained a critical relation to the culture to which both they and
the Communists were opposed, without being exclusively or primarily political in nature.

113

Rather than resolving difficulties with the P.C.F., however, the materials gathered in
Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution nos. 3 and 4 produced a further crisis that split
the surrealist group, and led to its temporary exclusion from the new Association des
Ecrivains et Artistes revolutionnaires in March 1932. The final section of this chapter w i l l
be devoted to the P.C.F.'s non-recognition of the surrealists' claims to a leading cultural role
alongside the Communist Party.

* **
The initial period of the proletarian literature debate had been a time of crisis for the
French Communist Party, due both to internal splits, and to the state repression visited upon
the Party throughout the "class against class" period. The P . C . F . only became more active
in pursuing a cultural politics following the publication of the Kharkov theses in November
1931.

F r o m that moment on, it began to organize the A . E . A . R . (which was first announced

in January 1932, but which was actually founded in March), at first along the sectarian lines
pursued at Kharkov.
Initially, the P.C.F. attempted to isolate all those who did not accept the principle of
a Party-led literary activity; in order to clear the cultural field of rivals on the revolutionary
left, it began by attacking those formations identified in the Kharkov resolutions:

Monde,

the unaffiliated proletarian writers, and the surrealists. These groups were all targets of
articles in L'Humanite

by Jean Freville, Jacques Duclos, and the International Union's

Bruno Jasiensky in December 1931 and January 1932, in the months leading up to the
formation of the A . E . A . R .
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Jean Freville, "Revues revolutionnaires", L'Humanite (1 December 1931), p. 4; Bruno Jasienski, "Feu sur les
'Amis'!", L'Humanite (5 January 1932), p. 4; Jacques Duclos, "Denoncons le confusionnisme de 'Monde'!",
L'Humanite (26 January 1932), p. 4. Freville, who was at that time the literary critic for L'Humanite,
distinguished true revolutionary reviews such as L'Internationale communiste, Cahiers du Bolchevisme, and
Litterature de la Revolution mondiale (which were all Communist Party publications), from such false friends
of the revolution as Monde, Europe, Nouvel Age and Plans. Jasiensky took the partisans of a non-Party
proletarian literature to task, and Duclos did the same for Monde.
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Prior to this campaign, the surrealists had been very nearly invisible in the pages of
L'Humanite:

their role in organizing the anti-colonial exhibition, for instance, was never

acknowledged, perhaps in the understanding that this project was undertaken in their
capacity as Communists.
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In any case, from July 1931 to January 1932, the only occasion

on which the word 'surrealism' graced the pages of L'Humanite

was in the publication of

the second half of the Kharkov resolution on France on 3 November 1931, where surrealism
was described in some detail.
L'Humanite
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The lack of recognition accorded to the surrealists by

ought to be seen as a non-reception of the surrealists' efforts to remain in the

good graces of the Party, and particularly of their attempt to theorize a position alongside it
as a revolutionary avant-garde.
However, L'Humanite took critical notice of surrealism once again, in an article by
Jean Peyralbe on 14 January 1932. There, the distinction Tristan Tzara established between
poetry as a means of expression and poetry as an activity of the mind, in his "Essai sur la
situation de la poesie" in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 4, was turned
against the surrealist group, in order to consign it to bourgeois literature.
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In his article,

Peyralbe was at pains to distinguish between I'art pour I'art and an art utile, using the
Russian critic Georgi Plekhanov to establish the theoretical bases for a 'useful' art.
Concerning I'art pour I'art, he writes:

T h e surrealists themselves accepted this split in their identity when it was a question of political activity,
Aragon and Sadoul insisting that they attended the Kharkov conference as Communists rather than surrealists,
Unik rigorously separating his Communist activities from his surrealist ones. This was part and parcel of their
acceptance of the leadership of the P.C.F. on political questions, even of their claim to political orthodoxy
while maintaining a heterodox surrealist activity in the realm of culture. Whether or not they would have
welcomed Party recognition for their work on the anti-colonial exhibition (and the publication of the
photographs of the exhibition in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution is a sign, I think, that they would
have, since it acts to redeem this work from anonymity), they had to accept the lack of official recognition, of
visibility, as a condition of their political work with the P.C.F. as ordinary militants.
See n. 50 in this chapter.
Although I have not yet looked at Tzara's article, it will be analyzed extensively in the next chapter.
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Remarquons que la poesie et l'art cessent d'etre des moyens d"expression pour
devenir d'abord des experimentations pures (ils n'ont plus rien a dire), puis, pour
tendre vers une sorte & activite d'esprit (surrealisme).
71

Here, Peyralbe uses Tzara's terms "moyen d'expression"

and "activite de Vesprit" (without

ever mentioning Tzara, or identifying them as terms arising from within surrealist discourse)
in order to contain surrealism within the category of l'art pour l'art. In his view, modern art
has become experimental because it no longer has anything to say; "pure experimentation"
is a kind of formalism founded on an idealist basis, on an "activite d'esprit".

Surrealism is

the final expression of l'art pour l'art, rather than a movement located 'beyond' art as such.
This is at odds with Tzara's own use of these terms to supersede the category of art, as we
shall see when I come to discuss his article; Peyralbe uses them in very nearly an opposite
sense. Coincidentally, L'Humanite's

art critic rejects Aragon's claim, put forward at the

same time as Tzara's, that the experimental activity of surrealism is scientific and extraliterary, for its experimental character is but a sign of its literary nature.
Peyralbe continues, without any further explicit reference to surrealism:
L'extreme individualisme de 1'epoque de la decadence bourgeoise ferme ainsi aux
artistes les vraies sources de 1'inspiration. Sterilite et confusion des impressions
personnelles et des fictions malsaines ou fantastiques: ce qu'on appelle aujourd'hui
l'evasion....
A s opposed to the surrealist "evasion", which takes its inspiration from the wrong source,
Peyralbe proposes a socially-oriented art of struggle:
Cela deja nous amene a conclure q u ' i l est indispensable et urgent, pour les artistes et
tous ceux que preoccupent les problemes de l'art, de se pencher enfin vers les
questions sociologiques, d'etudier l'emouvante, pathetique realite d'aujourd'hui, et
de comprendre ainsi que l'art a tout a gagner a se Her au mouvement revolutionnaire,
a participer a la lutte de classe. L'art retrouvera ainsi un sens, son sens vrai, durable,
humain, dans les combats quotidiens du proletariat contre la bourgeoisie a fin de
course.

Jean Peyralbe, "Les theses de Plekhanov (sic) - Appel aux artistes", L'Humanite (14 January 1932), p. 4.
Leon MOussinac, who was L'Humanite's film critic, used the pseudonym 'Jean Peyralbe' when he wrote art
criticism for the journal. Note that Peyralbe scans Tzara's term "activite de Vesprit" as "activite d'esprit".
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The surrealists, here, are disqualified as revolutionaries not because they participate or fail
to participate in the class struggle, but because their aesthetic remains bourgeois, an empty
experimentation that fails to concern itself with the social. It is the art as much as the artist
that must participate in the class struggle, in keeping with the principles articulated at
Kharkov and, here, with Plekhanov's theses on the decadence of bourgeois art.
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In this

conflict between two different conceptions of literature and its stakes, it was not simply
politics that were at issue - for the politics of the surrealists and the P . C . F . were virtually
identical at this point, and necessarily so i f the surrealists were to win recognition of their
cultural position. The split was enacted, rather, over competing conceptions of what
constituted a revolutionary culture.
It is clear that, for Peyralbe, art must be retained as a category, and that it is, first and
foremost, a means of expression; it is the content of a work of art that is subject to change,
as existing modes of literary and artistic expression are taken over and used for the
expression of new values. For Tzara, on the other hand, art as a means of expression is
precisely what must be overcome. Although Tzara's critique of poesie-moyen

d'expression

is oriented primarily against a traditional kind of lyrical writing, it is conceived of as an
avant-garde supersession of the artistic categories that Peyralbe wishes to preserve. In this
way, he rejects any competition with the leadership of the political avant-garde in the
cultural field. Both Peyralbe and Tzara locate their arguments beyond formal questions,
which each identifies with bourgeois cultural imperatives; but one wishes to retain, and fill
up with new meaning, the same vessel of artistic categories that the other wishes to smash.
Aragon replied to Peyralbe's article, insisting on surrealism's revolutionary political
convictions "sous la conduite du Parti communiste", and protesting against the assimilation
of surrealism to the theory of I'art pour I'art - against which, he says, it was "a violent

Peyralbe continues to discuss Plekhanov's theses in an article on 21 January 1932. Breton will take issue
with Peyralbe's use of Plekhanov in March 1932, in his pamphlet "Misere de la poesie."
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reaction".
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He also stated, however, that the distinction that had been proposed between

the two types of poetry cannot serve to define surrealism, but remains a personal hypothesis
of its author (whom he doesn't name, anymore than Peyralbe had).
Peyralbe responded to Aragon's intervention with the observation that there was
some dissension in the surrealist group, and that not all of its members had attained the same
recognition of the leading role of the Communist Party in the class struggle. Paraphrasing
the definition of surrealism found in the Kharkov resolution, Peyralbe noted:
Nous apprecions 1'effort deja fait, mais nous combattons ce qu'un tel effort peut
marquer encore d'incomplet, non pas a l'egard d'une adhesion au Parti que nous
n'exigons pas, mais a l'egard meme d'une activite qui doit repondre exactement a
des buts revolutionnaires et faire des artistes, comme des ecrivains revolutionnaires,
les compagnons de route du proletariat.
A n d he follows this with the remark that an assessment of Le Surrealisme au service de la
Revolution appears to be as necessary as those of Monde, of Plans and of Nouvel Age,
reviews that had already been identified with the enemy class by Jean Freville in December.
Events concerning both the surrealists and the founding of the Association followed
very quickly after this. On 9 February, a brief article appeared in L'Humanite,

accusing the

surrealists of profiting from the charges laid against Aragon for his poem "Front rouge".

74

The brief notice dissociating Aragon from the surrealists, and accusing Breton's "Misere de
la poesie" of counterrevolutionary sentiments, appeared on 10 March. It was printed under

Jean Peyralbe, " A u sujet de la section francaise des artistes revolutionnaires", L'Humanite (28 January
1932), p. 4. Aragon's letter is incorporated in Peyralbe's article.
"L'inculpation d'Aragon", L'Humanite (9 February 1932), p. 2. On 16 January, Aragon had been charged
with incitement to mutiny and provocation to murder for his poem "Front rouge", which had appeared in an
issue of Litterature de la Revolution mondiale seized by the police in November 1931. The surrealists
circulated a petition protesting the charges, which was signed by over 300 figures from several European
countries. The charges were eventually stayed, due in part to the protest. The terms of the petition, however,
gave rise to misgivings by a number of figures, who felt that Aragon should take responsibility for the
inflammatory statements in his poem. Breton responded to the various issues arising from the petition with his
pamphlet "Misere de la poesie", which was, in turn, the pretext for the secession of the Communist fraction of
the surrealist group. There is a dossier of documents concerning the Aragon affair in the Bibliotheque
Nationale in Paris (N.a.f. 25094), which includes all the written responses to the petition; these vary from
solidarity to insult.
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the heading " M i s e au point communique par 1'Association des Ecrivains Revolutionnaires";
in this way, the Association was founded on the exclusion of the surrealists.
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There is no

doubt some black humour in this, for in "Misere de la poesie" Breton had criticized the new
Association for failing to admit an avowed revolutionary like A r a g o n .
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The surrealists were thus well aware that they would only be admitted with difficulty
into the A . E . A . R . , and in fact their exclusion, and Aragon's break with Breton, were
structured around a remark of Breton's earlier in the text:
Les surrealistes seuls sont considered comme indignes d'entrer dans l'Association
des Artistes et Ecrivains revolutionnaires (sic), concu pourtant sous une forme
extremement large. On tente, pour justifier cette eviction, de faire passer la revue Le
Surrealisme au service de la Revolution, dont deux numeros particulierement
significatifs viennent de paraitre, pour une publication pornographique et contrerevolutionnaire.
77

A note specifies that it is Dali's "Reverie" that was considered pornographic, though Breton
is discreet as to the circumstances of that judgment. Nonetheless, Aragon viewed any
mention of the criticism of D a l i ' s text as a breach of confidence, since the incident occurred
at an internal Party meeting; he then cut his ties with the surrealists through the medium of
the A . E . A . R .

7 8

In this way, surrealism's attempt to reinvent itself and to imagine a way out of the
impasse in which it found itself came up against a stumbling block, and in fact helped to
precipitate a crisis. The P.C.F. had, as we have seen, three principal objections to recent
surrealist activities or statements: one theoretical (Tzara), in terms of an acceptable
definition of artistic activity; one tactical (Breton), as to a breach of confidence (although the

" M i s e au point communique par l'Association des Ecrivains Revolutionnaires", L'Humanite (10 March
1932), p. 2.
Breton, "Misere de la poesie", in Pierre, ed., op. cit., p. 222.
Ibid., p. 219. I have endeavoured to show that the conception of the Association was rather on a narrow
basis.
Sadoul's letter breaking with Breton is dated 7 March 1932, i.e. three days before the "Mise au point"
printed in L'Humanite. It is included in the dossier referred to in n. 74.

75

76

77

78

119

objection to Breton was also theoretical, this was the immediate context of the break and
exclusion); one moral (Dali), in terms of the latter's pornographic fantasy in "Reverie". The
objects themselves were not at issue here, but the way of thinking that made them possible
was: the perversion evident in the "Reverie", or the autonomy called for by Tzara in his
conception of a "poesie-activite de Vesprit". Breton, writing in "Misere", feared that the
interdiction of D a l i ' s "Reverie" would mean that poetry would no longer be allowed to draw
from the sexual domain, which would not only threaten the basis of surrealist activity, but
do irreparable harm to all poetic expression.
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So the split with Aragon, and with the P.C.F., is predicated on what had been done in
Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution nos. 3 and 4 (and in "Misere de la poesie") to
prove surrealism's revolutionary credentials, and its fitness to stand beside the Communist
Party as an a l l y .
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In the minutes to a meeting the surrealists held to discuss both the

imminent split within the group and their possible exclusion from the new Association,
Breton saw the difference as cultural rather than political:
Sans distinction de carte rouge dans notre poche ou dans notre corbeille a papier,
nous n'avons cesse ni les uns ni les autres de rester fideles a notre programme qui se
definit par le titre de la revue: " L e Surr. au service de la Revolution". Nous avons,
dans ces deux derniers numeros, evite autant que possible tout sujet de litige avec le
Parti, sauf en ce qui concerne l'expression de notre sentiment sur la litterature
proletarienne et ses possibilites d'existence actuelle en France, chose sur laquelle

Breton, "Misere de la poesie", p. 219.
Jean-Pierre Morel notes that the Russian edition of the February 1932 issue of Literature of the World
Revolution includes a critique of surrealism, as part of a new resolution on the literary situation in France (this
resolution was not published in the French edition of the journal). After describing Dali's tale as "la
sodomisation d'une fillette de douze ans dans une porcherie", it characterizes surrealism as "une agence de la
bourgeoisie sur le front culturel". Thus the imperative of those Communists involved with surrealism to break
with it:
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Les elements de ce groupe, s'il en existe, et s'ils veulent vraiment lutter pour la cause de la classe
ouvriere...doivent se desolidariser resolument avec le groupe et contribuer par tous les moyens a le
demasquer definitivement.
Jean-Pierre Morel, "Comment Aragon passe 'sur les rails de l'ideologie proletarienne'", op. cit., p. 12.
Although this resolution remained unpublished in France, it would no doubt have been communicated to the
French Party through the medium of the International Union, and there would have been a tremendous pressure
on the Communist members of the surrealist group to make the break demanded here. As all of them did.
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notre qualification professionnelle nous fait un devoir revolutionnaire de prendre
exactement position.
81

There are, in fact, several professions of fidelity to the political line of the P . C . F . in
"Misere", "ligne que j'approuve

et qui ne saurait etre que la seule juste "; he even calls the
82

rabcors an "admirable movement", misled however by the bad examples of proletarian
literature provided by L'Humanite.

So the struggle is conceived by Breton, too, as cultural

rather than political, as a difference over the definition of what would constitute a
revolutionary culture. Surrealism's attempt to develop a non-utilitarian notion of
revolutionary culture, exemplified in the objects and based in the first instance on Trotsky's
cultural criticism, was met by the notion of a useful literature oriented primarily towards
political objectives, leaving room for action, but not for interpretation.
The A . E . A . R . was founded in March 1932 on the very Kharkov premises that would
be discredited the next month in the U.S.S.R., with the dissolution of R . A . P . P . and the
establishment of a single (professional) Writers' U n i o n .
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Initially, in practice and in its

statements, the A . E . A . R . maintained a strict line not inclined to endear it to fellow
travellers:
L a litterature proletarienne revolutionnaire, dans les pays ou la revolution n'a pas
encore ete faite, a pour role d'exalter 1'initiative du proletariat dans la lutte des
classes, de stimuler la combativite des masses ouvrieres contre le fascisme et le
social-fascisme, de tendre jusqu'a T extreme leur volonte de victoire, de preparer la
dictature du proletariat. L a litterature et I'art proletariens revolutionnaires doivent

"Reunion du 6 Janvier 1932, chez Breton. Expose de Breton", p. 2. Item no. 2 in the dossier concerning the
Aragon affair (see n. 74).
Breton, "Misere", op. cit., p. 219 (Breton's emphasis).
T h e inaugural meeting of the A.E.A.R. was held on 17 March, and its manifesto published in L'Humanite in
two parts, on 22 and 29 March. In April 1932, a resolution of the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist
Party dissolved all independent cultural organizations, and authorized the establishment of a single Writers'
Union. The resolution coincided with the rehabilitation of the professional classes in the Soviet Union, and the
return to a more traditional conception of literature in the aftermath of the cultural revolution. R.A.P.P., which
had fully identified with the tasks of the cultural revolution, and with the watchwords of the Party, suddenly
found itself outmaneuvered in this Soviet 'recall to order', and none of its principal directors were named to the
leadership of the new Union.
The A.E.A.R., having just been founded on Kharkov premises, was slow to react to this change, but it
adopted a more open attitude towards fellow travellers in the summer of 1932.
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etre un puissant moyen de propagande et d'education revolutionnaires des masses.
Servir la classe ouvriere, combattre pour la Revolution socialiste, tel est leur but.
In the manifesto, the writer is defined as an "homme de pratique revolutionnaire",
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which

allows no distance from immediately political goals, nor any difference from agitation. L i k e
the Kharkov resolutions, it linked proletarian and revolutionary literature into a single
conception emphasizing both a militant goal, and the identification of a working-class
literature with that goal.
The two movements on either side of that linkage were explicitly taken to task in the
manifesto, by way of an exclusion of those who did not fit or accept this definition.
Concerning Poulaille's review Nouvel Age, the manifesto said:
Une revue a tendance fasciste: Nouvel Age lui fut consacree. O n reunit des
litterateurs issus de la classe ouvriere, mais qui depuis longtemps avaient pour la
plupart rompu tout contact avec le proletariat revolutionnaire. Cette litterature dite
«proletarienne» decrit la misere ouvriere, mais elle masque, dans son ensemble, la
realite de la lutte des classes. Or, la litterature proletarienne sans solution
revolutionnaire des antagonismes de classe ne peut etre qu'un preche d'obeissance et
de soumission.
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" L e Manifeste de l'Association des Ecrivains et Artistes revolutionnaires", L'Humanite (22 March 1932), p.
4.
"Manifeste" (29 March 1932), p. 4. Marc Bernard responded to these charges in the Bulletin des Ecrivains
Proletariens no. 2 (April 1932), the new journal of the Groupe des ecrivains proletariens:
8 4
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Nous avons declare dans notre premier numero, et nous avons repete dans Monde, que nous ne
voulions pas etre sous la dependance d'un parti et devenir exclusivement ses porteurs de mots d'ordre.
II n'en faudrait pas conclure, naturellement, que nous professons un hautain mepris pour la politique.
Toute notre activite prouve le contraire. Des ecrivains qui placent au premier plan de leurs
preoccupations la defense vigilante de l'Union Sovietique, la lutte acharnee contre le capitalisme, qui
placent tous leurs espoirs dans la victoire nationale et internationale du proletariat, qui prennent
l'engagement de s'efforcer de transformer une guerre imperialiste en insurrection armee, ne sauraient
etre considered comme des neutres dans la lutte de classe. Mais nous pensons egalement que notre
tache est moins une besogne de division que de concentration. Le proletariat est divise en France,
dans son enorme majorite non encore organise. Nous n'entendons pas rejeter de nos rangs certains
ouvriers parce qu'ils sont trotzkistes, anarchistes, socialistes, sans parti ou syndicalistes purs. Quelle
que soit la conviction politique qui les anime, leurs temoignages font partie integrante d'une litterature
proletarienne digne de ce nom. Notre role, ici, n'est pas de departager les uns et les autres, mais bien
d'aider chacun d'eux a exprimer son point de vue de classe et, par la-meme, renforcer le courant
revolutionnaire de ce pays, qui n'est pas tellement puissant pour le moment.
Marc Bernard, " A u Dessus des Partis?", Bulletin des Ecrivains Proletariens no. 2 (avril 1932), p. 1. This was
also the position maintained by Monde (at least until September 1932), which was anathema to those wishing
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These are familiar charges, as are those directed against the surrealists in the manifesto,
which are derived from the precis of surrealism in the Kharkov resolution on the literary
situation in France:
L a resolution de Kharkov qui condamne a juste titre la base idealiste du surrealisme
a fait confiance a certains surrealistes pour abandonner leurs conceptions, et se rallier
au materialisme dialectique. Mais le surrealisme, en tant que methode generalisable
et que conception du monde, ne saurait etre accepte par le proletariat revolutionnaire
ni accueilli dans nos rangs.
86

Not only did the A . E . A . R . reject Aragon's attempt to reconcile surrealism and dialectical
materialism in " L e surrealisme et le devenir revolutionnaire", but it split the surrealist group,
ignoring its political work on the anti-religious front and for the anti-colonial exhibition.
The establishment of the Association entailed the necessity to lead French artists and writers
in the direction of proletarian literature, and to separate out those who were unable to accept
that leadership not just politically, but aesthetically as well. A t this time the surrealists were
prepared to accept the Party's political, but not its cultural, leadership; as we shall see, not
only Aragon but Breton, Crevel and Tzara devoted a great deal of energy to theorizing a
relation with the revolutionary party that would also allow a continuation of an independent
surrealist activity. For the Party, however, especially at the time that it was organizing the
A . E . A . R . , the surrealists' wish to maintain a semi-autonomous space for surrealist activity
was a sign of their unreliability as allies.
There is a now well-known letter written in January 1932 by Jean Freville to Bruno
Jasiensky of the International Union of Revolutionary Writers, in which Freville outlines the
strategy to be deployed against the surrealists in view of the coming Association:

to constitute an association on narrower, that is to say Party-led, grounds. The Groupe was formed in January
1932, both to promote an alternative conception of proletarian literature, and as a defensive measure, I think, in
anticipation of the formation of the A.E.A.R. The Bulletin replaced Nouvel Age, which had failed in December
1931, but it was also the organ of an organized group, which Nouvel Age had preceded.
"Manifeste" (29 March 1932), p. 4.
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Outre la question Monde qui est virtuellement liquidee, i l y a une question du
surrealisme. Des qu'ils ont appris la creation d'une Association des Ecrivains
Revolutionnaires de France, les surrealistes ont envoye leur adhesion (Breton,
Eluard, Aragon, etc...). Nous leur poserons des conditions precises: la premiere sera
de rompre publiquement avec leur passe ideologique et litteraire. Je ne pense pas
qu'ils acceptent. Leur revue le S.A.S.D.L.R...A€\o'\\e encore une fois leur essence
d'ecrivains petits-bourgeois, irremediablement etrangers et hostiles au proletariat,
malgre le ronflement de leurs phrases revolutionnaires. Dans un des numeros de
cette revue, Aragon, pourtant membre du P.C., se livre a une revision veritable, et
que nous ne tolererons pas, de la plate-forme de Kharkov et continue a faire l'eloge
de ses amis surrealistes. Avant d'accepter Aragon comme membre de l ' A . E . R . [the
original name of the A . E . A . R . ] , nous lui demanderons de rompre avec le surrealisme
et de condamner 1'article qu'il vient d'ecrire.
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That is, even before the charges laid against Aragon for his poem "Front rouge", and the
ensuing campaign against the charges which culminated in Breton's "Misere de la poesie"
and Aragon's subsequent disavowal of it, the scene was set for the splitting which in fact
took place between the surrealist group and its Communist fraction of Aragon, Sadoul,
Alexandre and U n i k .
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The A . E . A . R . manifesto conveys the idea that the proletariat would develop a new
world culture, that such a culture in the present circumstances would be a weapon in the
struggle for a new society, and that for the writer of bourgeois origins, it was a question of
going over to the proletariat in its struggle, and breaking with his or her class. The existence
of a journal like Monde or Nouvel Age could only impair the success of an association
organized on such a narrow basis of affiliation, and had to be combatted and split, i f the
organizations or journals could not be brought over as a whole. In fact, after describing the
various existing groups and reviews to which the A . E . A . R . was opposed - Nouvel Age,
Monde, the surrealists - the manifesto noted that:

Jean Freville to Bruno Jasiensky, 20 January 1932, cited in Peru, op. cit., pp. 348-49.
L u i s Bufiuel also separated himself from the surrealist group at this time, given his membership in the
Spanish Communist Party. As did, more temporarily, Alberto Giacometti, who split with the movement in a
letter to Breton on 9 March, but who asked to be taken back in May. The letters from Bufiuel and Giacometti
are in the dossier of items concerning the Aragon affair in the Bibliotheque Nationale.
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Ce n'est que dans la lutte contre toutes ces manifestations de la pensee bourgeoise
que naitre et se developpera une litterature revolutionnaire proletarienne en France.
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In other words, the Association was conceived through and founded on its differentiation
from other, competing notions of both a socially-oriented art and a revolutionary culture,
and was premised on their exclusion. The A . E . A . R . was not established as a Communist
organization - it was intended to be a united-front organization of Communists and fellow
travellers - but it was closely controlled by the P.C.F., and was focused on the development
of a single aesthetic, a Party-led proletarian literature that confirmed the Party's leading role
in culture as well as politics.
There was a broadening of this strategy after August 1932, in order to allow other
progressive intellectuals to join the A . E . A . R . ; this paved the way for the entry of Barbusse,
the surrealists, and some of Poulaille's associates (such as Eugene Dabit, Vladimir Pozner
and Louis Guilloux) in the fall and winter of 1932-33. The A . E . A . R . remained a united
front organization conceived on the narrow basis of those who favoured a revolutionary
social transformation, versus the more ecumenical gathering of anti-fascist intellectuals the
A . E . A . R . would become after 1934; there was certainly not an abandonment of proletarian
literature at this time, but there was a new recognition of the class difference that existed
between the majority of progressive intellectuals and those who would, it was hoped, create
a proletarian culture. It was on this basis that the surrealists joined the Association, taking
part in a number of joint statements and actions in the winter and spring of 1933. For the
purposes of my discussion, the most important of these was Breton's participation in the
competition held by L'Humanite

to develop, once again, the bases for a proletarian literature

in France.
The concours was held from 3 November to 31 December 1932, invitations being
solicited from workers in both written and visual media. 27 written texts and 13 drawings
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"Manifeste" (29 March 1932), p. 4.
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(out of 704 entries) were published in L'Humanite from A p r i l to June 1933.

90

A s one of the

members of the jury examining the submissions, Breton delivered a report on the
competition to the A . E . A . R . on 23 February, a substantial portion of which was published in
Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 5.
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Breton began his speech by accepting the necessity for a collaboration between
rabcors and professional artists and writers, which conditions his remarks throughout the
speech. H e also accepted the terms of the A . E . A . R . competition, which were to enable the
establishment of a proletarian literature in France. H i s acceptance was critical and
provisional, however; although he acknowledges that "cette litterature est, des maintenant,
en voie de realisation " in Germany and the Soviet Union, he also repeats Lenin's and even
92

(surreptitiously) Trotsky's reservations as to the validity of proletarian literature, to which
the need for workers to master a "general literature" is opposed.
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In his address, Breton is very critical of the majority of the submissions to the
competition, which in his judgment graft revolutionary slogans onto abject styles learned in
primary school or from journalism, or at their best, in often moving testimonies, have
insufficiently incorporated a Marxist consciousness. He emphasizes the need, following
Lenin, to master an understanding of general literature in order to escape the ideological
limitations of the sources and models that workers have been exposed to to date, and to
provide the bases for a classless culture that w i l l supersede the transitional phenomenon of
proletarian literature. The latter is only accepted by Breton conditionally, as a temporary
phenomenon on the way to this classless culture, and i f Trotsky's name is never mentioned

Peru, op. cit., p. 410.
Breton, " A propos du concours de litterature proletarienne organise par «L'Humanite»", Le Surrealisme au
service de la Revolution, no. 5 (15 mai 1933), pp. 16-18. About half the text - including its entire first half,
and the closing paragraph - were published for the first time in 1992, in Breton, O.C., t. II, op. cit., pp. 14941502. For publication, Breton chose the section of the most general interest, which included a discussion of the
nature of proletarian literature, of ideology and of a counter-pedagogy.
Breton, O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 334.
T h i s is Lenin's term in What is to be Done?, which Breton cites in his address.
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here, as it could not be, Breton's words are nearly identical to those written in Literature
and Revolution:
Cette litterature est-elle integralement realisable dans les conditions economiques et
sociales qui sont definies pour celles du monde actuel (edification du socialisme en
U . R . S . S . , multiplication des contradictions capitalistes dans les autres pays)? N o n ,
je ne le crois pas. N o n seulement je ne le crois pas, mais je ne le deplore pas.
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Breton endeavours to show in his address that proletarian literature does not and cannot
arise spontaneously from the working class, but that even the work of political militants
(who supplied the bulk of the submissions to the competition) is affected by the instilling of
ideology through school and the daily press. In other words, there is no separate proletarian
culture, nor can one simply be called into being.
In order to combat such ideological forms, Breton proposes a counter-pedagogy that
would instruct proletarian writers as to the conditions of general literature, and that would
teach them to discern more qualities in a text than simply its political tendency. A s an
alternative to teaching aspiring workers how to write (which was the underlying
presumption of the concours, and of the A . E . A . R . ' s relation to the rabcor), he proposes to
make available a knowledge of the state of writing, including no doubt a surrealist
understanding of the point at which literature had arrived (its possibilities and imperatives),
as a counter-example to the abject or conformist literary models that workers were already
familiar with. To this end, he suggests the writing of a Marxist manual of general literature,
to be prepared by the literary section of the A . E . A . R . , along with a manual of dialectical
materialism to be prepared by the philosophical section.
Breton closes his speech with a return to the imperative for an ever closer
collaboration between rabcors and professional writers, but it is clear that for h i m this
depends upon a recognition of their difference. The difference the professional
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Breton, ibid. Compare this with the passage quoted on p. 92 (and cited in n. 32).
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revolutionary writer can bring to their association is an understanding of a general literature,
which the proletarian writer can incorporate and extend in his or her future work, in the
process of elaborating a new culture. In this way, proletarian literature as such w i l l only be
a provisional and temporary category.
The long-term goal here is to retain the notion of a single culture, rather than one
split by class. This would allow for a critical reception of the cultural legacy of the past,
rather than its complete rejection. Breton imagines a place for the revolutionary intellectual
alongside but distinct from the worker, as a specialist in culture who wants to bring into
being a universal rather than the present class culture. His or her awareness of the historical
situation of literature, combined with a revolutionary politics, allows the writer to claim an
avant-garde position that is not, however, identical to that of the political militant.
Extracts from Breton's speech were to be printed in the 27 February edition of
L'Humanite,

but they were replaced by a short note in which Breton's evaluation of

proletarian literature was given as orthodox and positive:
Andre Breton, delegue par le bureau de l'Association, a defini la litterature
proletarienne et a etudie ses possibilites de developpement en France. L e concours
ouvert par L'Humanite, a dit Andre Breton, repond victorieusement a la question
posee. Une litterature proletarienne est possible avant la prise de pouvoir par le
proletariat, mais seules la victoire du proletariat et son accession a la culture
permettront a la culture proletarienne de s'epanouir pleinement. Andre Breton,
s'appuyant sur des citations d'Engels et de Lenine, demontre la justesse de la ligne
litteraire suivie par 1 ' A . E . A . R .
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Breton's speech was replaced by an article by the Soviet writer Ilya Ehrenburg, " L a
Litterature frangaise contemporaine par un ecrivain sovietique". Ehrenburg's apparently
more reliable version of contemporary literature praised one of the surrealists' enemies,
Emmanuel Berl, and a number of bourgeois writers, but omitted any mention of the
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C i t e d in Breton, ibid., p. 1492.
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surrealists. Breton found this substitution more than unacceptable, and resigned from the
literary bureau of the A . E . A . R . on 28 February, following a row with Jean Freville.
It is instructive to note that negotiations with Albert Skira towards participation in
the editing of Minotaure were underway from February 1933, and that the first group
exhibition of surrealist art since 1928, which included the first public appearance of the
objects, was held in June at the Galerie Pierre C o l l e .
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W e can perhaps see in these events a

tactical retreat to the realm of art, which indicated at the same time, through the ample space
devoted to the objects, the supersession of the category of art, even an insistence on this in
the face of the political disappointment just experienced. B y the same token, the A . E . A . R .
journal Commune was founded in July 1933, at the moment of Breton's exclusion "pour son
attitude contre-revolutionnaire"; this event repeats in another form the initial exclusion of
the surrealists from the founding moment of the Association.
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T h e first two issues of Minotaure appeared at the end of May, shortly after the final issues of Le Surrealisme
au service de la Revolution (nos. 5 and 6) appeared on the 15th.
Breton was not actually excluded from the A.E.A.R. until 27 June 1933, although he had ceased to be active
after February. Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 5 (15 mai 1933) published a letter from
Ferdinand Alquie that was highly critical of the Soviet Union. When Breton failed to justify his decision to
publish the letter to the A.E.A.R., and ignored its requests to do so, he became the first person to be excluded
from the organization. At that point, the other surrealists and a number of their allies resigned from the
Association. A . E . A . R . letter cited in the chronology to Breton, O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. X L .
96

97

129

Chapter Three
A Delay in Glass

The present chapter is an account of how the surrealists attempted to maintain an
avant-garde position in the early to mid-1930s. This involved the reframing of surrealism as
research, a move that opposed surrealism to art and literature, but that also presupposed a
poetic investigation of thought different in kind from empirical science. In this way, the
surrealists attempted to preserve poetry from rational modes of thought, at the same time as
they distinguished it from its literary applications.
Breton's efforts to rethink the relationship between psychoanalysis, M a r x i s m and
Hegelian aesthetics w i l l be the first issue to be examined in this chapter, in reference to the
imperative to maintain a relation between dream and action - a relation which, as he
describes-it, had been broken by the same bourgeois dualism that was responsible for the
modernist separation of art and life. It is, in his view, a question both of understanding the
reciprocity of waking and unconscious thought, and of acknowledging their difference.
Tzara's own Hegelian conception of the supersession of art w i l l be discussed next, as
part of the attempt to theorize a poetic mode of thought that would be different in kind from
instrumental reason, but which would not be literary. In this context, Claude Cahun's
critique of Aragon's return to the metier w i l l be examined, as another instance of the attempt
to think of a poetry beyond literature.
The scientific turn taken by surrealism in the 1930s gave rise to a number of
different and even conflicting approaches, within a shared concern to discover a relation
between action and interpretation. The last part of the chapter w i l l consider the different
possibilities for the preservation and advancement of this relation, offered respectively by
Breton, D a l i , Tzara and Caillois in the form of objective chance, paranoia-criticism, the
experimental dream, and automatic thinking (which Caillois distinguished from automatic
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writing). With his concept of objective chance, Breton was attempting to hold on to a lessdetermined approach to relations between subject and object, in an effort to preserve the
differential relations between action and dream. Some of his fellow surrealists felt,
however, that his insistence on automatism as the basic method of surrealism was not only
regressive but, in the end, literary:. that it preserved not only poetry as a universal mode of
thought, but literature as the application of that poetry.
These differences within the surrealist group were political as well as theoretical, and
led to a third fracturing over the winter of 1934-35: Tzara, Crevel, Caillois, Char, Monnerot
and Giacometti opted for participation in the Popular Front, while the remaining members of
the group refused to associate with the P . C . F . or the Popular Front after August 1935. The
rupture was really over the best way to maintain surrealism as an avant-garde formation: the
preservation of poetry as a distinct mode of thought, which threatened to return surrealism to
the art and literature it had claimed to supersede by means of this very poetry; or the
sublation of poetry into a new form of rationality, which, i f it meant an end of one's
association with the group, might also preserve surrealism's essential principles in another
form.
Given what I take to be a misunderstanding of the avant-garde nature of the surrealist
project, there has been remarkably little attention paid to surrealism's reconceptualization as
a revolutionary science. N o r has there been any significant discussion of the third fracture
of the surrealist group, to which this reconceptualization is intimately related. The present
chapter seeks to redress this situation, in locating both the split and the scientific turn in
relation to an avant-garde project that was increasingly difficult to sustain. Although this
chapter is little concerned with the surrealist object per se, it is at all times attentive to the
question of the avant-garde, to which the fate of the object is tied.
A word now about the title of this chapter, which is taken from Duchamp's
description of his Large Glass. I believe it registers the contradictory ambitions of
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surrealism in this period, which were embodied in Breton's own project: to delay the
reconciliation of art and life in present circumstances, without relinquishing its necessity; to
seek and discover a transparency of communication between two beings, and between
individuals and the world. Even i f there were a delay in the merging of art and life - and this
was a fundamental point of conflict within the surrealist group, for it threatened its raison
d'etre - transparency could be realized in the instant of the coming together of the surrealist
image, which remained the model for a more general and permanent reconciliation.

* **
There were some astonishing developments in surrealist thought in the early 1930s,
in response to the crisis it found itself in, and in relation to the effort to establish a position
of autonomy that was allied to the political leadership of the P.C.F., but not identical to it.
These included a number of booklength experimental texts which, if heterogeneous in their
approaches and results, all attempt to reconceive surrealism as a work of research and
interpretation: Breton's Les Vases communicants (1932), Dalf's Le Mythe tragique de
I'Angelus de Millet (c. 1932-35, published 1963), Caillois' La Necessite d'esprit (c. 193335, published 1981), and Tzara's Grains et Issues (1935). The objects too are intimately
1

related to this effort to rethink surrealism as research and interpretation, which affected the
course of surrealist activities, and the kinds of work that were produced.

'Note, however, that two of these books were only published many years after they were finished (in Caillois'
case, after his death), and Tzara's book was published after his split with the surrealist group. This is a sign
that the collective project that produced the books could not be sustained; in every case, they were written
while their author was a participating member of the surrealist group, but growing differences made their
publication difficult or inconceivable. The non-publication of Le Mythe tragique is an important internal
indication of Dali's growing rift with the rest of the surrealists, even though he wasn't actually expelled until
February 1939; a point of non-return had been reached with the publication of his Conquete de I'Irrationnel in
December 1935, and the experimental nature of Le Mythe tragique, written within a shared conceptual
framework, no longer made sense. Caillois renounced the publication of La Necessite d'esprit on his
separation from the surrealist group in December 1934, even though his book too was finished. He exchanged
the immanent experimental approach exemplified by La Necessite d'esprit for a more rational investigation of
irrationality, and could no longer support the terms in which it was conceived.
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Politics remains one of the conditions for the elaboration of a position outside of the
immediately political, in which it is acknowledged that there is a dialectical relation between
all spheres of human life, and in which the relations between subject and object are
emphasized. More than once in Les Vases communicants, for instance - the text that w i l l be
examined in the following pages - there is an acknowledgement of the primacy of matter
over the mind, and thus of the materialist nature of Breton's analysis of the dream; for one
of the several tasks of this book is to convince the Party of the author's Marxist convictions,
as well as of the necessity of an activity of interpretation extended to all forms of thought.
Within that materialist framework, there is an attempt to understand the differential
relations between material and mental life through the scientific metaphor of the
communicating vessels, in which gas or liquid passes between two or more vessels joined by
a tube. There is a reciprocal effect and interaction between the two vessels in this image,
but also a non-identity, along the lines of the relations that Breton is seeking to establish
between action and dream. The scientific aspect of this image is an important indication of
surrealism's desire or need to reinvent itself as a form of science, in which, however, it is
intuitive rather than rational thought that w i l l make a contribution to knowledge.
The drama in Les Vases communicants is about holding onto a relation between
dream and action, which can be interpreted as an allegory of the relations between
surrealism and revolutionary politics in this difficult period. In the first place, the book is
oriented against those bourgeois writers who would content themselves with dream as
distraction, perpetuating a division between the dream and social life, and contributing
nothing to the understanding of the dream itself:
Les litterateurs, interesses du reste au non-eclaircissement de la question, qui leur
permet, bon an mal an, d'exploiter un filon de recits sur lequel ils font valoir assez
abusivement leur propriete (la faculte de fabulation etant a tout le monde) se sont, en
general, bornes a exalter les ressources'du reve aux depens de celles de Paction, ceci
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a l'avantage des puissances de conservation sociale qui y decouvrent a juste titre un
precieux derivatif aux idees de revoke.
2

In this way, Breton tries to pre-empt a critique of the surrealists as those who, themselves,
are content to remain in dreamland. He takes Baudelaire's separation of action and dream,
in the following couplet from Les Fleurs du Mai, as emblematic of the attitude of those who
would perpetuate such differences, rather than attempt to resolve them:
Certes, je sortirai, quant a moi, satisfait
D ' u n monde ou Taction n'est pas la soeur du reve

3

Breton sees Baudelaire in this instance as the poet who was responsible for the separation of
art from life, establishing the I'art pour I'art position that surrealism set out to supersede.
Such a dualism, according to Breton, is bourgeois, and needs to be replaced by a monism
that w i l l take into consideration the interrelations between the two spheres of dream and
action.

4

Aside from the modern poets, Breton criticizes the scholars and scientists who, in
studying the dream, persist in seeing it as a Kantian "thing-in-itself' (that is, as a category in
itself) rather than in its relation to human thought and action. In doing so, he acknowledges
and takes issue with Freud's theory of dreams, which, despite its essential contribution in
hermeneutic terms, remains, for Breton, dualist in its thought:

Breton, Les Vases communicants, in Oeuvres completes (hereafter O.C.), t. II (Paris: Gallimard, 1992), p.
106.
Charles Baudelaire, "Le Reniement de Saint Pierre", in Les Fleurs du Mai (Boston: David R. Godine, 1982),
p. 320. Later, in "La Grande Actualite Poetique", Breton nuances this view of "un ecrivain qui peut passer
pour le grand artisan de la rupture de la poesie et de Part avec les masses, rupture qui en se consommant n'a
pas laisse de devenir singulierement irritante dans la periode moderne", with Baudelaire's eulogy of the
popular poetry of Pierre Dupont at the time of the 1848 revolution, in order to indicate that the story is more
complicated than it might appear either to partisans of I'art pour I'art or to socially-engaged writers. Breton,
"La Grande Actualite Poetique", Minotaure no. 6 (hiver 1935), p. 61.
It is worth noting that Aragon, in his 1928 book Traite du style, sees the notion of an opposition between
action and dream (which, due to Baudelaire's poem, was already well-established among writers), as a false
dilemma, since action and dream are not strictly speaking comparable terms. This contradicts Breton's slightly
later attempt to reconcile them, at a time when Aragon is about to abandon the dream for action. Aragon,
Traite du style (Paris: Gallimard, 1928), pp. 228-31.
2

3

4
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Plus desolant encore est que Freud, apres avoir experimentalement retrouve et fait
expressement valoir dans le reve le principe de conciliation des contraires et
temoigne que le profond fondement inconscient de la croyance a une vie apres la
mort ne resultait que de 1'importance des imaginations et des pensees inconscientes
sur la vie pre-natale, plus desolant encore est que le moniste Freud se soit laisse aller
finalement a cette declaration au moins ambigue, a savoir que la «realite psychique»
est une forme d'existence particuliere qu'il nefautpas confondre avec la «realite
materielle».
5

If Freud's theory is for Breton the most important contribution to date to the understanding
of dreams, in its dualism it remains for him insufficiently materialist, and therefore subject
to idealist interpretations. Emulating Freud's procedure in The Interpretation of Dreams,
Breton undertakes the analysis of a number of his own dreams in an effort to demonstrate
the relations between dreams and waking life, in what is, unfortunately, the weakest part of
the book. In demonstrating the existence of these relations through concrete examples,
6

Breton attempts to both criticize and preserve psychoanalysis, given its condemnation at
Kharkov. The exchange of letters he had with Freud over Les Vases communicants,

which

were first published in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 5 and later as an
appendix to Les Vases communicants, can be seen in this light, as an outbidding of the
founder of psychoanalysis in an attempt to both preserve and advance his system in a
materialist direction.

Breton, Les Vases communicants, op. cit., pp. 110-11. Breton both sees Freud as a monist, and claims to find
a contradiction between this monism and Freud's insistence on the non-identity of psychical and material
reality, which he will attempt to overcome in his own interpretation of dreams. For a view of Freud's thought
as dualist, a dualism through which the existence of the unconscious is established as fundamentally other to
that of waking thought, see J.-B. Pontalis, "Les vases non communicants", La Nouvelle Revue Francaise, no.
302 (Mars 1978), pp. 27-45.
Both Pierre Baron and Jean-Pierre Morel note the weakness of Breton's self-analyses in their articles on Les
Vases communicants. Pierre Baron, "De Freud a Breton: Entre la proie et l'ombre", Bulletin de liaison, no. 19
(decembre 1983), pp. 121-22, and Jean-Pierre Morel, "Aurelia, Gradiva, X : Psychanalyse et poesie dans Les
Vases communicants", Revue de Litterature comparee, 4 6 annee (1972), p. 73. For Freud, the manifest
content of a dream often involves a recollection and incorporation of events of the recent past into the dream,
but these are elements to which the latent content of the dream attaches itself, and through which it finds
expression. The latent content, the dream's true content, nearly always involves unresolved elements of one's
past, to which the recent events informing the manifest content of the dream bear only an incidental relation.
Whereas, for Breton, "derriere le reve on ne decouvre en derniere analyse qu'une substance reelle empruntee
aux evenements deja vecus" {Les Vases communicants, p. 183), which are in his self-analyses all recent events.
5

6

e
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Breton's acceptance of the principle of the primacy of matter over thought
necessitates his critique of the dualism he finds in Freud, and leads h i m to emphasize the
interrelation of waking and dreaming life in his self-analyses, not in order to establish an
absolute determination of one by the other, but rather to emphasize their reciprocal effect.
This is opposed to Freud's emphasis on the autonomy of mental life, with the events of an
infant's first years playing a nearly exclusive role in determining the latent content, the
actual meaning, of dream thoughts. Breton wishes to discover a more contemporary relation
between the communicating vessels of mental and material life, and finds moreover a source
for the poetic image in Freud's writings, in the way the mind retains certain "restes diurnes"
from the events of the day, which are then worked on by the unconscious mind to produce
the unpremeditated images appearing in dreams or in the most spontaneous writing. In this
way, Breton discovers an actual relation between world and mind, even if it is indirect and
mediated.
There are two shifts in thought that Breton seeks to effect in Les Vases
communicants.

One is a displacement from the Marxist emphasis on the relations between

thought and action (which we saw, for instance, in Breton's reply to the 1928 survey), to
those between dream and action. This is a shift that legitimates the dream as a mode of
thought, vs. its relative absence in Marxist theory - particularly the Marxism-Leninism of
Breton's period, with its emphasis on consciousness and rationality. This legitimation is
crucial to his attempt to preserve a field of investigation for surrealist activity. A t the same
time, and from the other side, the link between dream and action preserves the relation
between action and interpretation, philosophy and praxis, that had been severed by the
modernist separation of art and life, with its occasional valorization of the dream at the
expense of action.
The second shift in thought is one from Kant to Hegel. This is a move from the
persistence of categories and the tendency to abstraction found in both Kantian thought and
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modern art, to a materialist analysis of the dream in which there is a movement from
abstract to concrete, from subjective experience to objective knowledge. A n Hegelian
approach is justified by the philosophical debt Marxism owes to the Hegelian dialectic, and
by the opportunity it affords of approaching the dream from a poetic angle. It provides the
justification for a surrealist method of investigation that is not necessarily identical to
dialectical materialism, as Aragon claimed in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no.
3, but that is nevertheless complementary to it, drawing from the same philosophical
premises and working towards the same ends:
...c'est en allant, encore une fois, de l'abstrait au concret, du subjectif a l'objectif, en
suivant cette route qui est la seule route de la connaissance, qu'on est parvenu a
arracher une partie du reve a ses tenebres et qu'on a pu entrevoir le moyen de le faire
servir a une connaissance plus grande des aspirations fondamentales du reveur en
meme temps qu'a une appreciation plus juste de ses besoins immediats.
7

For Breton, inner life can only be known intuitively, and dreams, poems, or indeed objects which find their place in a Vases communicants written at the moment of their conception remain the raw material, by definition undetermined by conscious considerations, which is
to be interpreted subsequently in the interests of knowledge.8 The knowledge produced by

Les Vases communicants, op. cit., p. 115. In a passage just prior to the one quoted here, the rejection of a
Kantian approach is signalled indirectly via Engels and Lenin:

n

Si, comme j'ai eu l'occasion de le noter plus haut, les temoignages a charge abondent contre le reve
«inutile, absurde, egoi'ste, impur, immoral», ceux qu'on est tente d'invoquer pour sa defense se
revelent a peine moins accablants. Ce ne sont qu'improvisations a bas prix de gens exaltes et
d'optimistes a tous crins biens decides a ne voir dans le reve que le libre et joyeux divertissement de
notre imagination enchainee». Nulle comprehension plus elevee de part ni d'autre, rien qui repose
sur 1'acceptation du reve comme necessite naturelle, rien qui tende a lui assigner son utilite veritable,
rien moins que jamais qui, de la «chose en soi» sur laquelle on se plait a faire tomber le rideau du
reve, parvienne, non seulement malgre le reve mais par le reve, a faire une «chose pour nous».
Ibid. In the project of making the dream a 'thing for us' rather than the 'thing in itself it had been hitherto,
Breton alludes to a passage in Engels' Ludwig Feuerbach and the Outcome of Classical German Philosophy
that is cited a number of times in Lenin's Materialism and Empiriocriticism; Breton was reading Lenin (as well
as Freud) during the composition of Les Vases communicants. See the notes to Breton's Oeuvres completes, t.
II, op. cit., p. 1383. Although an Hegelian approach is not in itself justified by these allusions to Lenin and
Engels, it follows closely on them in the passage quoted in the text, and cited at the beginning of this note.
This is the context, I believe, of Breton's criticism of the 1931 objects for being too consciously determined;
interpretation is more than ever necessary, but it must always follow the production of poem, dream or object.
8
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such research is conceived of as connaissance rather than savoir; it is a knowledge achieved
experimentally rather than a theoretical and abstract knowledge, in keeping with Hegel's
preference for Erkenntnis over Wissen, and with Freud's own way of proceeding in The
Interpretation

of Dreams and elsewhere. 9

For Breton, it is the task of the historically-situated modern poet to investigate the
irrational in this manner; the poet can contribute to an eventual resolution of rational and
irrational thought through an activity of interpretation that is always tied, he insists, to the
process of social transformation. Given the relation between dream and waking life that, in
his view, actually exists, it would be foolish to abandon the investigation of irrationality for
purely tactical reasons, and it would be undialectical. Breton seeks to confirm in this way
the specific contribution the surrealists can make to a dialectical understanding of reality,
and to establish that their work, redefined as research into the workings of thought, is a
supersession of the limited categories of art (which, as in his comments on Baudelaire, is
never mentioned in other than critical terms).
Breton justifies a study of the relation between dream and action not only on
theoretical grounds, but through an examination of the deleterious effects of an exclusive
emphasis on action or dream. Les Vases communicants is partly a narrative of the
overcoming of the split between dream and action that occurred in his own life in the spring
of 1931; through the identification that Breton frequently makes between himself and the
surrealist movement, Les Vases communicants is offered as a self-criticism of surrealism's
past, of the satisfaction with the kinds of intoxicating experiences recounted in the pages of
Nadja, Le Paysan de Paris, and the first Manifesto.

10

In its second part, Breton describes

his temporary inability, for personal reasons, to hold onto a relation between dream and

O n "Erkenntnis" vs. "Wissen", which correspond to "connaissance" and "savoir", see Paul de Man, "Sign and
Symbol in Hegel's Aesthetics", Critical Inquiry, vol. 8 no. 4 (Summer 1982), p. 770.
B y identification, I mean the shift between personal and collective pronouns that occurs throughout Breton's
writings, in which his role as the major spokesman of the surrealist movement is frequently conflated with the
movement itself.

9

1 0

138

action, and describes the spring of 1931 as a "waking dream" in which only personal
considerations were in play, at the expense of any notion of the social. The surrealist
errance of the 1920s, which was once valued for itself, was now shown to be an experience
of anomie, the consequence of a temporary instability that could prove pathological, were
equilibrium not recovered:
C'est a dessein que j ' a i choisi, pour la retracer, l'epoque de ma vie que je puis
considerer, par rapport a moi, comme moment particulierement irrationnel. II
s'agissait, comme on F a vu, du moment ou, soustrait a toute activite pratique par la
privation intolerable d'un etre, de sujet et d'objet que j'avais jusqu'alors ete et que je
suis redevenu, je ne parvenais plus a me tenir que pour sujet.
11

Breton w i l l show us later that the disastrous consequence of such a purely subjective state,
for those who had lost the dialectic between subject and object, is suicide, and he cites those
of Mayakovsky, Jacques Vache and Jacques Rigaut as proof of the fate awaiting those who
took themselves too exclusively as subject.

12

The antithesis of such extreme subjectivity was an emphasis on action alone. The
dangerous consequences of this could be seen in the apparently exclusive emphasis on
construction in the Soviet Union, to the detriment of any visible activity of interpretation:
II n'est pas jusqu'a l'opinion travaillee, par contre, par la perspective de la
construction socialiste qui ne reagisse, d'une maniere deplorablement parallele, en
fin de compte aussi conformiste, contre tout ce qui n'est pas 1'application stricte en
un seul point, celui de la production des richesses, de l'effort humain a fournir. L e
probleme de la connaissance se trouve ainsi perdu de vue, le temps reapparait sous sa
forme la plus tyrannique - remettre au lendemain ce qu'on n'a pas pu faire le jour
meme, la recherche de l'efficacite concrete, continue, immediate. Une servilite sans
limites.
13

The analysis of an instrumental reason inhabiting the "patrie des travailleurs" did not yet
involve a break with the Soviet Union, however; for the moment, Breton contented himself

'Breton, Les Vases communicants, p. 180. The being Breton is speaking of here is Suzanne Muzard (who is
described as ' X ' in the book).
Ibid.,p. 184.
Ibid., p. 199.
1
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with emphasizing the difference of conditions in pre- and post-revolutionary societies, and
the mutual misunderstandings that could arise because of this. Still allowing some benefit
of the doubt to the Soviet Union, given the practical difficulties of establishing a
revolutionary regime, he emphasized rather the necessity for a relation between action and
interpretation in western Europe, in order to prepare the revolution.
There was another objection to a privileging of action at the expense of the dream.
For Breton, a too-exclusive emphasis on rationality, whether in bourgeois or Marxist
thought, led to a repression of the irrational. What was needed, rather, was a knowledge of
desire, including an understanding of its role in the shaping of action. Rather than
repressing the irrational, it was both possible and necessary to incorporate it in a larger
understanding of the rational, in the sense of the Hegelian adage " A l l that is real is rational,
all that is rational is real", or Freud's "Wo Es war, soli Ich werden".

A t the most political

moment of surrealism, Breton describes irrationality as a swamp of corruption, whose
elimination would be achieved through understanding rather than repression:
II est inadmissible que dans la societe nouvelle la vie privee, avec ses chances et ses
deceptions, demeure la grande distributrice comme aussi la grande privatrice des
energies. L e seul moyen de l'eviter est de preparer a l'existence subjective une
revanche eclatante sur le terrain de la connaissance, de la conscience sans faiblesse et
sans honte. Toute erreur dans 1'interpretation de l'homme entraine une erreur dans
1'interpretation de l'univers: elle est, par suite, un obstacle a sa transformation. Or,
il faut le dire, c'est tout un monde de prejuges inavouables qui gravite aupres de
l'autre, de celui qui n'est justiciable que du fer rouge, des qu'on observe a un fort
grossissement une minute de souffrance. II est fait des bulles troubles, deformantes
qui se levent a toute heure du fond marecageux de Yinconscient de l'individu. L a
transformation sociale ne sera vraiment effective et complete que le jour ou Ton en
aura fini avec ces germes corrupteurs. On n'en finira avec eux qu'en acceptant, pour
pouvoir l'integrer a celle de l'etre collectif, de rehabiliter 1'etude du m o i . ^

14

Ibid., pp. 195-96.

140

Such a study would put an end to intoxication valued for itself, in favour of a totalized
understanding in which the dream could be made a 'thing for us', as opposed to the 'thingin-itself it had been hitherto.
If dream and action are to a certain extent allegorical figures for the relations the
surrealists sought to maintain between themselves and the P.C.F., then the dialectical
relation Breton establishes between the two terms would also signal the reconciliation of the
revolutionary party and the revolutionary writer. Towards the end of Les Vases
communicants,

however, a marginal position is imagined in which the activity of

interpretation may be preserved against the pursuit of action at any cost:
L'escamotage passablement malhonnete de ce q u ' i l peut y avoir de plus precieux, du
seul point de vue materialiste, dans des decouvertes comme celles de Freud, le refus
pratique de discussion de toute espece de these un peu insolite, le pietinement
sensible qui en resulte concurremment avec la tendance a donner pour infaillible la
pensee de quelques hommes en ce qu'elle peut presenter, comme toute pensee, a la
fois de certain et d'aventureux, justifient a mes yeux l'adoption d'une position
exterieure aux positions communes, difficile a tenir certes, mais de laquelle i l est du
moins possible de ne pas aliener tout esprit critique au benefice de quelque foi
aveugle que ce soit. Q u i sait s ' i l ne convient point qu'aux epoques les plus
tourmentees se creuse ainsi malgre eux la solitude de quelques etres, dont le role est
d'eviter que perisse ce qui ne doit subsister passagerement que dans un coin de serre,
pour trouver beaucoup plus tard sa place au centre du nouvel ordre, marquant ainsi
d'une fleur absolument et simplement presente, parce que vraie, d'une fleur en
quelque sorte axiale par rapport au temps, que demain doit se conjuguer d'autant
plus etroitement avec hier q u ' i l doit rompre d'une maniere plus decisive avec l u i ?
1 5

This was an acknowledgement of the political difficulties experienced by the surrealists
between the beginning of the writing of Les Vases communicants in August 1931 and its
conclusion in September 1932 (shortly before to their entry into the A . E . A . R . ) . The activity
of interpretation and its object, unconscious thought, are imagined in this way as hothouse
and flower; these must be preserved in principle from an exclusive emphasis on action,
which would break the fragile tubes of the communicating vessels.

15

Ibid.,pp. 200-01.
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The danger of remaining within the glass house of interpretation was that one could
end up perpetuating the categories that one wished to supersede, for lack of any practical
relation to the possibility of social transformation. There were two responses to this
dilemma; one was to continue to envisage and partake in political action when possible, as
in the surrealists' participation in the A . E . A . R . in 1932-33, their anti-fascist activities both
within and outside of the A . E . A . R . in 1934-35, and their joint action in the anti-Popular
Front, pro-revolution cenacle of Contre-Attaque in 1935-36.

16

The other response to the dilemma was to preserve a relation between action and
interpretation on the level of method, which would reinscribe surrealist activity as research
in a supersession of the categories of art. Texts like Les Vases communicants, which defied
received categories in their intermixture of poetry and criticism, were crucial to this effort.
In the midst of the poems and paintings that continued to be made and which belonged to
the existing categories of art and literature, the surrealist object was also central to this
project; as a material intervention into the real from the place of desire, as the embodiment
of a perverse poetry, the object was a form of action that would also be a mode of thought,
in this way incorporating the two spheres that the surrealists were attempting to keep in play.
The object was "sister to the dream" to the extent that action was not conceived as
exclusively rational, but as a mode of being in intimate traffic with unconscious thought. If
the object resulted from the Hegelian movement of knowledge from subject to object, it was
not only autonomous from political direction, but it would make a contribution to
knowledge once it was deciphered. For all of these reasons, the surrealist object was a
central category of surrealist activity in the 1930s. I will eventually return to a discussion of

T h e surrealists were responsible for organizing the first collective response of writers and intellectuals to the
riot of fascist paramilitary organizations on 6 February 1934; the "Appel a la Lutte" appeared on 10 February,
with nearly 90 signatures. This initiative was accomplished apart from the A.E.A.R., from which all the
surrealists had resigned following the expulsion of Breton in June 1933. Following the scare caused by French
fascism's show of strength on 6 February, some surrealists like Crevel and Tzara rejoined the A . E . A . R . , and
put a great deal of energy into anti-fascist activity.
l6
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the object and its place in this conceptual framework, after an examination of the surrealist
argument for a conception of poetry that would be both a specific mode of thought apart
from rationality, and a universal mode of expression that incorporated other kinds of
expression, including the pictorial.
Breton first raised the distinction between poetic thought and prosaic thought in
"Misere de la poesie", the pamphlet that was the occasion for Aragon's split with the
surrealist group. It was on the basis of this distinction that he defended Aragon against the
charges laid by the state for incitement to murder and to military insubordination.

17

The

terms through which Breton established the difference between poetic and prosaic thought
were taken from Hegel's Aesthetics, and go beyond the immediate circumstances of the
debate over "Front rouge":
«Si, declare Hegel, la prose a penetre avec son mode particulier de conception dans
tous les objets de 1'intelligence humaine, et a depose partout son empreinte, la poesie
doit entreprendre de refondre tous ces elements et de leur imprimer son cachet
original. Et, comme elle a aussi a vaincre les dedains de 1'esprit prosai'que, elle se
trouve de toutes parts enveloppee dans de nombreuses difficultes. II faut qu'elle
s'arrache aux habitudes de la pensee commune qui se complait dans l'indifferent et
l'accidentel», que, sous tous les rapports, elle transforme «le mode d'expression de la
pensee prosai'que en une expression poetique et, malgre toute la reflexion qu'exige
necessairement une pareille lutte, qu'elle conserve l'apparence parfaite de
l'inspiration et la liberte dont I'art a b e s o i n » .
18

A t the same time, Breton criticized Aragon for what he believed to be the regressive nature of his poem
"Front rouge", which returned to the external motif for its subject, and was more the expression of a lyrical
emotional subject than it was a poetic thought speaking itself.
Breton, "Misere de la poesie", in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 14. Breton is quoting either from Hegel's Cours
d'esthetique, or from a shorter compendium of his writings on aesthetics, La Poetique; the latter was a twovolume abridgement of the five-volume Cours. Both editions were edited and translated by Charles Benard in
the mid-19th Century, and were the versions of Hegel's Aesthetics available to Breton (he owned both sets).
Marguerite Bonnet traces the passage cited to the Cours, Bernard-Paul Robert to the Poetique, but the passage
is the same in both versions. Bonnet, notes to Breton, O.C, t. II, op. cit., p. 1305; Robert, Antecedents du
surrealisme (Ottawa: Les Presses de l'Universite d'Ottawa, 1988), p. 102. Bonnet (in her introduction to
O. C., t. II) and Robert both discuss the extent of Breton's knowledge and use of Hegel. Bonnet notes that
Breton censored Hegel here in order to eliminate any idealist connotations; this is the reason for the
paraphrasing between direct quotations towards the end of the passage.
Most studies of the French reception of Hegel see Alexandre Kojeve as the person responsible for a
revival of interest in Hegelian thought in the twentieth century, with his course on the Phenomenology of Spirit
at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes in the 1930s. While it is true that his course significantly affected the direction
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According to Breton's interpretation of Hegel, there is not only a difference between
the two modes of thought, but an antagonism; in this conflict, poetry must preserve its
independence, and must also regain some of the ground lost to the intrusion of prosaic
thought into all the spheres of life. It must do this not only by emphasizing its apartness, its
difference from prosaic thought, but by intervening actively into the spheres dominated by
the means-ends rationality of prosaic thought. T w o examples of this can easily be brought
to mind: the recasting of urban experience in the various surrealist narratives of the modern
city; and the poetic recombination of prosaic elements into the surrealist objects.
The difference between poetic and rational thought was a crucial point of nonidentity with the political - even though it was the political that brought the object into
being, as the possible resolution of a crisis. Through its relation to poetic thought, action
was related to the fulfillment of desire; it was a question of keeping the long view in sight,
the Utopian goals of revolutionary politics, and not just the immediately practical needs that
would make an instrument of art.
Breton takes up this argument again in March 1935, in "Situation surrealiste de
l'objet"; there, after citing Hegel's Aesthetics once again, he writes:
L'imagination poetique, qui a une ennemie mortelle dans la pensee prosai'que, i l est
aujourd'hui plus que jamais necessaire de rappeler qu'elle en a deux autres qui sont
la narration historique et l'eloquence. Pour elle rester libre c'est, en effet, par
definition, etre tenue quitte de la fidelite aux circonstances, tres specialement aux
circonstances grisantes de l'histoire; c'est egalement ne pas se soucier de plaire ou

of Hegelian studies in France, and influenced a number of powerful thinkers, such a view discounts earlier
engagements with Hegelian thought by Jean Wahl, Henri Lefebvre, and surrealists like Aragon and Breton.
For accounts of the reception of Hegel in France, see Mark Poster, Existential Marxism in Postwar France:
From Sartre to Althusser (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975); Michael Kelly, "Hegel in France
to 1940: A Bibliographical Essay", Journal of European Studies, vol. 11 no. 41 (March 1981), pp. 29-52;
Judith P. Butler, Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth-Century France (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1987); and Michael S. Roth, Knowing and History: Appropriations of Hegel in
Twentieth-Century France (Ithaca, N Y : Cornell University Press, 1988). Of these, only Kelly and Roth deal
with the reception of Hegel before Kojeve. See also Raymond Queneau's important memoir of the 1930s,
"Premieres confrontations avec Hegel", Critique, nos. 195-96 (1963), pp. 694-700.
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de convaincre, c'est apparaitre, contrairement a l'eloquence, deliee de toute espece
de but pratique.
19

This argument, which repeats closely Hegel's own argument against prosaic thought, could
of course be considered to be a justification of l'art pour l'art; in a passage just prior to
what I have quoted here, Breton says that a "trench" must be deepened between poetry and
prose. M o r e than ever, there would seem to be a perpetuation of the categories of art and
literature that the surrealists had ostensibly set themselves against.
The argument for poetry as a specific mode of thought was joined, however, to
another, also derived from Hegel, in which poetry was "le seul «art universel» susceptible de
produire dans son domaine propre tous les modes de representation qui appartiennent aux
autres arts ":
20

Affranchie comme elle est de tout contact avec la matiere pesantc.realisant au
benefice de l'imagination la synthese parfaite du son et de l'idee, la poesie n'a pas
cesse, dans l'epoque moderne, a dater de sa grande emancipation romantique,
d'affirmer son hegemonie sur les autres arts, de les penetrer profondement, de s'y
reserver un domaine de jour en jour plus etendu.
21

This is especially true in painting, he says, although the effects of such an extension of
poetry into the other arts can also be observed in sculpture (Arp, Giacometti) and even in
architecture (art nouveau, the Palais ideal of lefacteur Cheval, or Gaudi's architecture in
Barcelona). In any case, the important achievement, realized in the nineteenth century, was
the break with perception that enabled a turning away from the external world on the part of,
especially, poetry and painting, and a concentration on what Breton calls "Vintage presente
a I 'esprit". This image bears a mediated relation, as we shall see, to mnemic traces of the
external world retained in the unconscious, but is not directly concerned with the external
model or occasional subject matter.

Breton, "Situation surrealiste de l'objet", in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 486. What shadows this statement is
socialist realism, the engaged literature that had replaced proletarian literature after 1932. By 1935, Aragon
had come to make himself the champion of socialist realism in France.
Ibid., p. 477.
Ibid.
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Paradoxically, at the same time as it breaks with perception, poetic thought seeks its
resolution in tangible images:
Dans la mesure meme ou, dans le temps, la poesie tend a predominer de plus en plus
sur les autres arts, Hegel a magnifiquement mis en lumiere que, contradictoirement,
elle manifeste de plus en plus le besoin d'atteindre: 1° par ses moyens propres; 2°
par des moyens nouveaux, a la precision des formes sensibles.
22

W e can see here the movement from subject to object that was discussed earlier in relation
to Les Vases communicants; rather than being the imitation of something perceived, which
would be a passage from object to subject, the image now arises from within the mind, and
is deposited in the world as something tangible. In this passage towards concrete
realization, it seeks means adequate to its representation. Painting was ideally situated to
realize this need, which remains however a poetic one, a thinking through the image distinct
from more rational modes of thought.
What I have been describing here is a view of poetry as both particular and general, a
specific mode of thought and a universal art. Breton's claim, in Les Vases communicants,
to the "non-specialisation

as

a priori" of surrealism's efforts is based upon this contamination

and invasion of categories by poetry, which is achieved philosophically by means of Hegel's
Aesthetics.

23

The categories of art and literature are rendered indistinct, and poetry is no

longer simply a literary category, but is a mode of thought extended and extensible to all
aspects of life, in opposition to bourgeois rationality. A t the same time, poetry's own
contamination by rationality whenever it occurs - even by a political parti pris of which the
surrealists approve - is a weakening of its challenge to prosaic thought, and must be
opposed. A s Breton said in response to Monde's, survey on proletarian literature, the turning
away from the external motif is an historical acquisition of the nineteenth century, and a
work, in order to be viable, must be situated in relation to already existing works, and in turn

2 2
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ibid.

Breton, Les Vases communicants, op. cit., p. 164.
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must open up new understanding.

24

The point of contact that surrealism shares with the

political avant-garde is the dialectical method, derived from Hegel through M a r x and
Engels; any rational approach to the poetic object - whether poem, painting, or dream - must
be after the fact, through an interpretation that would elucidate its latent content, rather than
constitute an intrusion into the creative process itself.
It can be asked how the adoption of an idealist aesthetics could be justified by those
claiming to be Marxists. The way this was done was similar to the way in which the
surrealists took over the notion of dialectics from Hegel, at the expense of the Hegelian
system as a whole. This was first articulated in the letter to the non-communist surrealists in
the 1927 tract " A u grand jour", and taken over with virtually no modification from M a r x
and E n g e l s .

25

In a note to "Misere de la poesie", Breton stated:

Une rectification s'imposerait ici touchant a l'erreur idealiste de Hegel qui le porte a
ne concevoir les choses reelles que comme degre de realisation de lTdee absolue.
On peut dire qu'en art comme ailleurs, cette conception a fait place a celle selon
laquelle l'ideal «n'est autre chose que le materiel transpose et traduit dans la tete des
h o m m e s » . Mais ceci ne saurait contrarier le mouvement dialectique assigne a l'art
par H e g e l .
26

For Breton, art's turning inward was both an historical development, and an achievement
whose understanding was made possible by Hegel, regardless of his idealist philosophical
system. Throughout his books and articles of the 1930s, Breton situated surrealism
historically in relation to developments in art, literature and science, in order to demonstrate
that it comprehended that historical development, and was capable to taking the next step,

Breton, Second manifeste du surrealisme, in Oeuvres completes (hereafter O.C.), 1.1 (Paris: Gallimard,
1988), p. 805.
See the letter "Aux surrealistes non communistes" in " A u grand jour", in Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes, op.
cit, pp. 70-71. Robert discusses the critical reception of the Hegelian dialectic by Marx and Engels, and what
Breton might have taken from it, in Antecedents du surrealisme, op. cit, pp. 86-88. Breton understood the
Marxist reformulation of the Hegelian dialectic especially through Engels' Anti-Duhring, and the introduction
to it supplied by its translator, Edmond Laskine (in the edition Breton used). In his introduction, Laskine cited
passages from Engels' Ludwig Feuerbach and Marx's 1872 preface to Capital, including the one used by
Breton in the passage quoted just below, and cited in n. 26.
Breton, "Misere de la poesie", in O.C., t. II, op. cit, p. 18.
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which was the step of connaissance; that is, the experimental and experiential investigation
of thought that was a stepping beyond art as such.

* **
Tristan Tzara's "Essai sur la situation de la poesie" is another instance of an attempt
to think through the notion of an historically-situated poetry that would be, for this reason,
beyond artistic categories. Tzara's article, too, is thoroughly Hegelian in its use of the
dialectic; it imagines a sublation of directed thought by poetic thought, through which poetry
would move from a condition of quality to one of quantity. That is, after the revolution (and
after Lautreamont), poetry "would be made by all, not by one"; it would be a part of life, and
no longer the province of specialists. However, the establishing of poetry's specificity, its
difference from prosaic thought, is not made on the basis of Hegel's Aesthetics.
In the "Essai", Tzara first distinguishes between poetry as a means of expression and
poetry as an activity of the mind:
Denonijons au plus vite un malentendu qui pretendait classer la poesie sous la
rubrique des moyens d'expression. L a poesie qui ne se distingue des romans que par
sa forme exterieure, la poesie qui exprime soit des idees, soit des sentiments,
n'interesse plus personne. Je lui oppose la poesie activite de Vesprit.
21

To which he immediately adds: "Ce ne sont pas les recentes elucubrations sur la poesie pure
qui situent le debat." For a "poesie pure", as a form of I'art pour I'art, would in fact be
situated within the concept of a "poesie-moyen d'expression"
by "la poesie-activite

that is increasingly superseded

de Vesprit". Tzara describes at some length a contrary development of

poetry, from the romantics to dada and surrealism, to indicate the path poetry was taking
towards its exercise as an activity of the mind. For Tzara, this tendency was exemplified as
well by surrealist painting and sculpture and, he specifies, by the surrealist objects described

Tristan Tzara, "Essai sur la situation de la poesie", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution, no. 4
(Decembre 1931), p. 15.
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in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 3, the companion volume to the number in
which his essay appeared. Tzara writes:
...la poesie-activite de 1'esprit s'accroit quantitativement et progressivement dans le
temps au detriment de la poesie-moyen d'expression. L a poesie tend a devenir une
activite de l'esprit. Elle tend a nier la poesie-moyen d'expression. Qu'aujourd'hui
elle soit en partie un moyen d'expression, ceci est determine par sa liaison avec le
langage, c'est-a-dire sa forme. L a poesie ne pourra done devenir uniquement une
activite de l'esprit qu'en se degageant du langage ou de sa forme.
28

The idea of a poetry that would dispense not only with form but with language is, of course,
perfectly avant-garde in its supersession of formal questions.

29

It can no longer be a

question of l'art pour l'art if, conceptually, the criteria for the persistence of a separate art
are exploded. Dada was the great negation of "poesie-moyen d'expression",

and surrealism

represents the continuation of that critical attitude. There will be a transformation of both
poetry and dream in revolutionary society, as dream and poetry become expressible in daily
life, and as they become the practice and property of all.
Tied to this distinction between two kinds of poetry, one literary and one
experimental, is the distinction Tzara makes between two different modes of thought,
"dirige" (or logical) and "non dirige''' (or associative), which he establishes with the aid of
Carl J u n g .

30

The former is instrumental and productive; as to the latter:

Ce penser consiste en un enchainement, en apparence arbitraire, d'images; i l est
supra-verbal, passif, et c'est dans sa sphere que se placent le reve, le penser
fantaisiste et imaginatif et les reveries diurnes.
31

Ibid., p. 18.
Tzara develops such a notion in his 1935 book Grains et Issues, where he envisages a Utopia in which people
no longer speak to one another (speech in fact is forbidden), but in which they communicate with each other
directly through unspoken thought. In his U t o p i a , the transparency of communication dispenses with the need
for language.
Tzara is the only surrealist to use Jung, but his use is restricted to this distinction between poetic and prosaic
thought. The use of Jung is a sign of Tzara's attempt to develop a position independent of Breton's; the
difference of a few months between the publication of the "Essai" and "Misere de la poesie" cannot by itself
account for the different sources in Hegel and Jung, since these issues would have been the subject of
numerous discussions through 1931.
'Ibid., p. 19.
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There is, then, at least according to Tzara, a form of thought that can function outside of
language, a form of thinking through the image that is shared by the dream and by poetry in
its purest f o r m .

32

It is different in kind from directed thought, which functions through logic

and language. Therefore, Tzara, like Breton, sees the return to a "poesie-moyen
d'expression"

in an engaged literature as a regression, no matter how acceptable the politics

of that literature might be:
II serait aussi anti-dialectique de vouloir retrancher quoique ce soit d'une activite
qui, historiquement, se justifie parfaitement comme une continuelle progression et de
retourner soit a une forme de poesie qui a ete deja surmontee, soit a des fins
d'education ou de propagande que, par son evolution, la poesie a eliminees comme
etant anti-poetiques.
33

The gulf between the two kinds of poetry can only be bridged by a revolutionary
transformation of society that would see poetry move from quality to quantity, where access
to a poetic mode of thought would no longer be repressed but rather extended to a l l .

34

If

such a transformation can only occur through political revolution, only poetry can guarantee
a truly human liberation:
L'activite poetique est seule capable de donner la une conclusion humaine de
liberation. II faut organiser le reve, la paresse, le loisir, en vue de la societe
communiste, c'est la tache la plus actuelle de la poesie. Elle n'y parviendra qu'en se
refusant a toute concession temporaire et en servant par la d'exemple et de point de
depart a ceux qui, plus tard, sauront rendre pratique et assimilable a la masse un
processus d'activite que, pour le moment, peu de gens admettent, qui est qualite et
qui, dans la societe communiste, peut se transformer en quantite.
35

Breton always holds on to the centrality of language to any kind of expression, and refers to Freud on this, as
we shall see in Chapter 5. In this way he is opposed to both Tzara and Dali, who envisage other paths for
surrealism. But for Breton no more than for Tzara or Dali is form a concern; whether one holds onto or
dispenses with language, it is a thinking through the image that defines poetry, precisely, as "an activity of the
mind". This is the essential difference the avant-garde makes with modernism, and defines its supersession of
modern art and literature.
Ibid., p. 22.
I t is at this point that Tzara discusses Engels' description of the passage from quality to quantity, in writing
of a leap from one condition to another, as when water reaches the boiling or the freezing point.
Ibid., p. 23.
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Paradoxically, poetry, which must remain rigorously apart from any practical ends, is also
responsible for organizing the dream and leisure in the revolutionary future. This is a task,
however, that w i l l to some extent accomplish itself, as the instrumental reason that
dominates contemporary society is sublated into a new, superior mode of "penser non
dirige", in which the reality principle w i l l give way before the pleasure principle.
In the meantime, Tzara offers the strategy common to all the contributions to Le
Surrealisme au service de la Revolution nos. 3 and 4:
Tendre, de toutes ses forces, a 1'accomplissement de la Revolution, en poursuivant
parallelement 1'activite poetique qui se justifie du point de vue du materialisme
dialectique, voila, me semble-t-il, le role historique du Surrealisme: organiser le
loisir dans la societe future, donner un contenu a la paresse en preparant sur des
bases scientifiques la realisation des immenses possibilites que contient la phrase de
Lautreamont:
«LA P O E S I E D O I T E T R E F A I T E P A R T O U S . N O N P A R U N »

3 6

Tzara thus shares the surrealist imperative to preserve a field of activity which he and his
comrades feel they are best situated to explore and advance, in the face of an attempt on the
part of their political allies to politicize that field. B y the same token, however, such an
activity w i l l itself contribute to the well-being of the communist society to come, not least
because it preserves the non-directed thought that w i l l become the property of all. The part
of the human day not given over to work w i l l be devoted to the development of this noninstrumental thought, as opposed to the rhythms of labour that were already imposing
themselves on leisure in modern industrial society.

37

* * *

Ibid.
I have not been able to develop here a discussion of the surrealists' efforts in the 1930s to address the
problem of leisure, but will do so elsewhere. The relations of surrealist object and commodity object are
important here, particularly in the former's attempt to wrest a poetic meaning from the utilitarian. The attempt
to redirect leisure away from the solutions offered by consumer culture was one of the situationists' leading
concerns in the 1950s and '60s, but it is already present, in a somewhat less-developed form, in the thought of
Tzara and Caillois in the 1930s.
36

3 7

151

La tentation du metier
In A p r i l 1932, R . A . P . P . was dissolved by a resolution of the Central Committee of
the Soviet Communist Party, and the hegemony of proletarian literature was brought to an
end (although it still had some currency in France as late as 1934). In the period following
the cultural revolution of 1928-31, professional skills were once again considered to be
more important than class origin; the new Writers' Union created by the Central Committee
resolution registered this fact by uniting all writers under a programme of support for the
building of socialism, rather than dividing them along class lines as R . A . P . P . had done.
Even before its dissolution, R . A . P . P . ' s general secretary Leopold Averbakh
recognized the importance of technique, in repeating Stalin's slogan "Technology decides
everything" (or, in the French version that I prefer, " L a technique decide de tout.")

38

But it

was not until after the end of R . A . P . P . , and the constitution of the new Union on the premise
of the victory of socialism, that technique became the necessary sign of the professional
status that had been stigmatized in the class struggle days of 1928-31. Andrei Zhdanov's
declaration at the 1934 Soviet Writers' Congress was emblematic of the new approach (and
included another of Stalin's famous slogans):
F r o m this point of view, the mastery of the technique of writing, the critical
assimilation of the literary heritage of all epochs, represents a task which you must
fulfil without fail, i f you wish to become engineers of human souls.
39

The task of literature remains one of shaping and convincing, in this analogy with socialist
construction, but it is now done by professionally-qualified writers, rather than by those who
had usurped the position of professional writer in the period of class struggle. Just as

See L . Auerbach, "Proletarian Literature and the Peoples of the Soviet Union: For Hegemony of Proletarian
Literature", Literature of the World Revolution, no. 5 (1931), p. 94. 'Auerbach' is an older transliteration of
the name now generally spelled 'Averbakh' in Soviet studies.
A . A . Zhdanov, "Soviet Literature - the richest in ideas, the most advanced literature", in Soviet Writers'
Congress 1934: The Debate on Socialist Realism and Modernism in the Soviet Union (London: Lawrence
and Wishart, 1977), p. 22.
38
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engineers, teachers and other professionals of petty-bourgeois origin were allowed to return
to their occupations after the cleansing of 1928-31, so professional writers were able to
reassert their presence in Soviet intellectual life, provided they were able to perform the task
of human engineering, for which the mastery of the techniques of fictional construction and
narrative were indispensable.
Aragon took on this project from 1933, following his own reinvention as a
Communist militant. In a talk given before the Paris Maison de la Culture in A p r i l 1935, he
spoke of the engineering role as a traditional one, but one of which the writer had only
recently become conscious:
On aurait tort de comprendre par la [i.e., "the engineering of human souls"] qu'en
U . R . S . S . un role nouveau est incombe aux ecrivains. Et dans l ' U . R . S . S . seulement.
Ce q u ' i l y a de genial dans l'expression stalinienne c'est qu'elle est une definition
des ecrivains qu'elle fait passer dans la conscience publique un fait reel, un fait qui
n'est point nouveau. Les ecrivains ont toujours ete des ingenieurs des ames, mais
sans le savoir, et a partir du moment qu'ils ne peuvent plus l'ignorer, ils cesseront
d'etre les alchimistes d'une science qui va se developper, ils deviendront pleinement
ingenieurs des ames au sens scientifique du mot ingenieur
4 0

Aragon then went on to clarify the technical question:
Ingenieurs des ames: cette expression a aussi cette vertu de rendre son veritable prix
a la technique de l'ecriture. L'ingenieur n'est pas un bon ingenieur, qui meprise la
science de son metier. On voit comme, a l'infini, d'une formule, toute 1'attitude
nouvelle de l'ecrivain est fondee, comme a partir de cette formule le metier de
l'ecrivain est remis sur ses pieds.
41

The writer here has a social role to play, and a task to accomplish. The consciousness of this
social role allows the writer to move from alchemy to science (applied science, to be sure),
and to place the metier back on its feet. Aragon makes a double allusion here: to the
righting of the Hegelian dialectic by Marx and Engels, which according to Engels had

Aragon, " D ' Alfred de Vigny a Avdeenko: Les ecrivains dans les Soviets", in Pour un realisme socialiste
(Paris: Denoel et Steele, 1935), p. 11.
Ibid.,p. 13.
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formerly walked on its head; and to the surrealists, who remained both alchemists of the
word in a pre-scientific vein, and idealists.

42

It was through its new vocational role that

writing would be put back on its feet, with a job to do.
That job, of course, was the construction of the new man in socialist society. A n d it
would be accomplished through a return to the metier, to the division of labour and the
specialization of tasks implied by the imperative of a mastery of technique. There is, at least
according to Aragon in 1935, no change in the role of the writer, since one has always
knowingly or unknowingly been an engineer of human souls. The primary question
remained one of choosing whether to engineer bourgeois or proletarian souls, but once this
political decision was made, it was then a question of mastering a single technique of
literature - that, as it came to be, of the realist novel.
In her 1934 pamphlet Les Paris sont ouverts, Claude Cahun criticized Aragon's new
emphasis on the metier, which in her view returned writing to a formalism already
superseded by the surrealist emphasis on content. She quoted Aragon, from issue no. 4 of
the A . E . A . R . journal Commune:
II faut que les rabcors, pour etre a la hauteur de leur sacerdoce, apprennent bien leur
metier, en commencant par l'apprentissage et la technique, car c'est un metier tres
difficile.
43

For Cahun, this represented a retreat to bourgeois literature rather than its negation, even i f
Aragon was now speaking as a Communist; poetry had already been liberated from the
metier through automatism, and should not be returned to the learning of rules and the
acquisition of skills. She also noted that Aragon had replaced the questions of why and for

S i m a Godfrey has pointed out to me that the 'genius' in le genie (the French term for engineering), would
allow a French writer like Aragon to imagine the poetic implications of Stalin's phrase. One kind of genius is
exchanged for another, in the difference made between, for instance, Rimbaud's "Alchimie du verbe" and the
technical work expected of the committed writer. It accompanies Aragon's own shift from poetry to fiction at
this time; he put poetry aside for fiction and journalism after the publication of the agitprop verses of Hourra
I'Oural (1934), and only returned to (a very different kind of) poetry during the war.
C i t e d in Claude Cahun, Les Paris sont ouverts (Paris: Jose Corti, 1934), p. 9.
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whom do you write - the central questions of surveys Aragon had participated in 1919 and
1933 - with the technical problem of how to write, which was a form of positivism.

44

Against the metier, Cahun posed the ruination of skill and talent. She used the
example of M a x Ernst' sfrottages, which in her view had the advantage of upsetting the
standards of the experts: those who based their estimations of the worth of a work of art on
technical perfection, on the hand of the artist, and on the durability of the materials used.
Ernst's calling into question of technique was for Cahun an exemplary act of negation, a
destruction of the myth of the artist which was a necessary prelude to a 'poetry made by a l l ' .
This work of destruction was, for Cahun, the only valid political role that poetry could
perform, and an indirect one at that:
C'est seulement quand le proletariat aura pris conscience des mythes sur lesquels
repose la culture capitaliste, quand i l aura pris conscience de ce que ces mythes, cette
culture, represented pour lui, et q u ' i l les aura detruits, c'est seulement alors q u ' i l
pourra passer aux developpements qui lui sont propres. L a lecon positive de cette
experience negatrice, c'est-a-dire sa transfusion dans le proletariat, constitue la seule
propagande poetique revolutionnaire valable.
45

In her pamphlet, Cahun compares the work of modernist artists like Valery and
Cocteau to the new Stalinist concern for technique, and contrasts each of them with
surrealism's 'liberation' from formal concerns. For Cahun, the stress on the necessity of

Litterature - the review directed by Aragon, Breton and Soupault - launched the survey "Pourquoi ecrivezvous?" in October 1919, to which the first responses were published in December. Aragon, mindful no doubt
of this earlier survey, launched another one in Commune in 1933, entitled "Pour qui ecrivez-vous?".
Cahun's own reply to this survey emphasized a position of negation and opposition from the inside of
literature:

44

C'est contre tous ceux qui savent qu'il faut ecrire, car j'estime qu'un progres n'est jamais obtenu que
par opposition. Aux lecteurs de tirer profit de ce que l'ecrivain a pense contre leur passe, contre le
sien propre. C'est assez dire que j'ecris, que je souhaite ecrire avant tout contre moi.
Quoted in Wolfgang Klein, Commune: Revue pour la defense de la culture (1933-1939), trad. D . BonnaudLamotte avec M . - A . Coadou (Paris: Editions du Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1988), p. 94.
Cahun, op. cit., pp. 30-31. This position is very close to that articulated in Breton's address on proletarian
literature. Cahun began participating in surrealist activities in late 1933, and Les Paris sont ouverts was
published in May 1934.
45
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learning one's metier is not simply a tactical question for revolutionary writers, but a retreat
to the formalism of Valery or Cocteau.
The ruination of skill and talent, on the other hand, signifies the end of the separate
category of artist or writer, which remains an avant-garde position in face of the de facto end
of that position in the Soviet Union and in the P.C.F., at least as far as culture is concerned.
Cahun's pamphlet is perhaps the first recognition in surrealist circles of this shift towards
the preservation of artistic and literary categories, although as we have seen there is an
uneasiness expressed in Les Vases communicants as to what seems to be an exclusive
emphasis in the Soviet Union on construction.
** *
In much surrealist theory of the 1930s, the poet, the "a priori non-specialist", is also
the one who will advance knowledge, through an experimental procedure that is in the first
instance intuitive rather than rational, and only later subject to analysis and interpretation. A
scientific approach was eventually guaranteed through Gaston Bachelard, but it was initially
secured through psychoanalysis, the science of the interpretation of dreams that had already
deeply troubled the waters of human psychology. Breton, Dali, Tzara, Crevel and Caillois
all shared an understanding of surrealism's scientific attitude in the 1930s; this was, of
course, one part of the argument for autonomy from the immediately political, which would
nevertheless contribute to a revolutionary understanding of the world.
It was not always so. The experimental, apparently objective approach of the early
days, the claim to be only "modestes appareils enregistreurs " in the 1924 Manifesto, was
46

adopted as a means to undercut literature, without necessarily signifying knowledge.
Analysis was abjured in favour of experience which was, of course, experimental in nature,
and which was sufficient reward:
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Breton, Manifeste du surrealisme, in O.C., 1.1, op. cit., p. 330.
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L'intraitable manie qui consiste a ramener l'inconnu au connu, au classable, berce
les cerveaux. Le desir d'analyse 1'emporte sur les sentiments....II me parait que tout
acte porte en lui-meme sa justification, du moins pour qui a ete capable de le
commettre, qu'il est doue d'un pouvoir rayonnant que la moindre glose est de nature
a affaiblir. Du fait de cette derniere, il cesse meme, en quelque sorte, de se
produire.
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Given the distrust of making the unknown known, as something that would only diminish
the experience, the work was therefore simply presented, in Les Champs magnetiques and
Poisson soluble, as the enigmatic product of an experiment implicitly posed against other,
more finished forms of literature. To explain would be to disarm oneself. One could learn
to write a surrealist text according to the techniques offered in the Manifesto, but
interpretation was another matter

4 8

This attitude changed in the Second Manifesto, where Breton requests surrealists to
examine their writings in order to discover there what cannot be discovered by doctors:
...le surrealisme demande essentiellement a ceux-ci d'apporter a l'accomplissement
de leur mission une conscience nouvelle, de faire en sorte de suppleer par une autoobservation qui presente une valeur exceptionnelle dans leur cas a ce que laisse
d'insuffisant la penetration des etats d'ame dits «artistiques» par des hommes qui ne
sont pas artistes mais pour la plupart medecins. Par ailleurs il exige que, par le
chemin inverse de celui que nous venons de les voir suivre, ceux qui possedent, au
sens freudien, la «precieuse faculte» dont nous parlons, s'appliquent a etudier sous ce
jour le mecanisme complexe entre tous de Vinspiration et, a partir du moment ou
Ton cesse de tenir celle-ci pour une chose sacree, que tout a la confiance qu'ils ont
en son extraordinaire vertu, ils ne songent qu'a faire tomber ses derniers liens, voire
- ce qu'on n'eut jamais encore ose concevoir - a se la soumettre.
49

Surrealists will have a specific contribution to make to the understanding of thought, one
that more rational minds are unable to discover, and they will change the terms of art
through the enlargement of that understanding. The opportunity to make such a contribution
will depend upon the rigour with which one undertakes self-observation, as well as on a

Ibid., pp. 315-16.
C f . Aragon's statement before a Madrid audience in April 1925: "Je maudis la science, cette soeur jumelle
du travail." Louis Aragon, "Fragments d'une Conference", La Revolution surrealiste no. 4 (15 juillet 1925), p.
24.
Breton, Second manifeste du surrealisme, in O.C., 1.1, op. cit., pp. 808-09.
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certain secularization of one's attitude towards literature, which incorporates both a
materialist and a psychoanalytic understanding of psychical processes.
There is a subtle change in these two passages (written in 1924 and 1929), which
indicates a shift in the surrealists' view of their role. In the first Manifesto, it was a question
of a text that will return to the sources of inspiration, and that will stay there, in an
undercutting of the more finished works of literature it negates.
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In the Second

Manifesto,

there is a more positive understanding of the experimental importance of surrealist activity,
the text being less literature or anti-literature in its desacralization, and more document or
case study. This is a change in degree rather than in kind, since the early surrealist works
were also presented as documents, and since there is still some resistance to letting go of the
category 'art' in the 1929 passage. The key difference is that, in the Second Manifesto, the
texts are to be deciphered.
In Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme?, a speech given in June 1934 in Brussels, Breton
distinguishes between two phases of surrealism, an "intuitive" phase (1919-25) and a
"reasoning" phase (1925 to the time of the speech). This second, reasoning phase is not just
a recognition of the necessity of a political orientation, as is often said, although it includes a
turning towards the political. It also involved a rethinking of the surrealist project in the
direction of what I have been describing, a reasoning extended to the whole project and that
would mark a difference with the first, anarchic phase of surrealism. Such a global change
is indicated in the following passage:
...l'activite surrealiste, amenee comme je l'ai dit a s'interroger sur ses ressources
propres, a du en quelque sorte reflechir sur elle-meme la conscience qu'elle venait,
en 1925, de prendre de son insuffisance relative....Comment elle en est venue a ne
considerer ces premiers resultats que comme des materiaux a partir desquels tendait

" I 1 s'agissait de remonter aux sources de 1'imagination poetique, et, qui plus est, de s'y tenir." Breton,
Manifeste du surrealisme, op. cit., pp. 322-23. The early surrealist text has a positive value as well, not least
as the record of an astonishing experience, but we are not yet speaking here of a rational contribution to
knowledge. Rather, psychoanalysis has been used to liberate expression.
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ineluctablement a se reposer, sous une forme toute nouvelle, le probleme de la
connaissance.
51

The scientific turn taken by surrealism, then, was admixed with the development of a
political consciousness, but it also involved a larger shift in surrealist thought towards "the
problem of knowledge"; in this sense it is correct, I think, to see early surrealism as deeply
and nearly exclusively involved in the art and literature it negated, as opposed to the
'reasoning' surrealism's expanded field of interests.
This is not to say that surrealism was not heavily invested in art and literature all
through this period; this is part of its attempt to delay the premature resolution of the
separation of social and psychical, of art and life, which could only occur in contemporary
circumstances in a fully politicized art. There is definitely an equivocation between art and
politics, in which what is no-longer-art becomes subject to analysis by those who, in their
self-understanding, are best disposed by their knowledge and historical situation to
undertake this kind of investigation. The scientific turn was at once the justification of
surrealism's continued autonomous activity, and, inevitably, at the heart of its political
problems with the P . C . F .
A s surrealist thought developed in the 1930s, it became more than a question, as it
had been even in the Second Manifesto, of submitting inspiration to analysis. Even as the
investigation of the relations between subject and object becomes a leitmotif of surrealist
activity in the 1930s, there is a recognition of the distance between the two spheres of social
and psychical. If its overcoming is given as the goal of surrealism, there is a recognition of
the necessity of at least acknowledging the separation, and a refusal to bring the two spheres
together prematurely. Rather, there is a testing of relations between subject and object, in
order to observe their interaction in an experimental sense:

Breton, Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme?, in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 233.
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Cette unification finale est le but supreme de 1'activite surrealiste: la realite
interieure et la realite exterieure etant, dans la societe actuelle, en contradiction nous voyons dans une telle contradiction la cause meme du malheur de i'homme
mais nous y voyons aussi la source de son mouvement - nous nous sommes assigne
pour tache de mettre en toute occasion ces deux realites en presence, de refuser en
nous la preeminence a l'une sur l'autre, d'agir sur l'une et sur l'autre non a lafois
car cela supposerait qu'elles sont moins eloignees (et je crois que ceux qui
pretendent agir simultanement sur elles ou bien nous trompent ou bien sont l'objet
d'une inquietante illusion), d'agir sur ces deux realites non a la fois mais tour a tour,
d'une maniere systematique, qui permette de saisir le jeu de leur attraction et de leur
interpenetration reciproques et de donner a ce jeu toute 1'extension desirable pour
que les deux realites en contact tendent a se fondre l'une dans l'autre.
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W h i l e the goal is kept in mind - and that goal, the end of separation, is what animates the
avant-garde project - the tension is maintained in principle and in practice between the two
spheres, a tension which is one of relation but also of separation, as it is in the image of the
communicating vessels. Later in Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme?, Breton makes explicit his
opposition to any attempt to bring such surrealist investigations under the sovereignty of
Marxism, since the two spheres, social and psychical, necessitate different methods.
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This

is a position that, while not altogether new, is very different from that of Aragon in 1931,
who argued for surrealism as a form of dialectical materialism; it can be seen perhaps as an
argument developed more fully as a consequence of his fate.
Nevertheless, even in the rationale developed for the pursuit of this separate activity,
Breton continues to envisage a political imperative; writing of the "spiritual legacy" that had
been handed down to surrealism - that of the counter-tradition which it has in part invented
and of which it sees itself a continuation - Breton states, towards the end of Qu'est-ce que le
surrealisme?:
Ce legs, nous l'avons accepte et le surrealisme peut repondre de l'usage q u ' i l en a
fait, qui a ete de le faire tourner a la deroute de la societe capitaliste. J'estime q u ' i l
etait et q u ' i l est necessaire pour cela que nous demeurions presents a notre place, que

Ibid.,p. 231.
Ibid., p. 247. Although, at this point in the political development of surrealism, Breton does not refer to
Trotsky, the latter's acknowledgement of the different levels of art and politics in Literature and Revolution
remains key to Breton's understanding, especially in his arguments with a politically-directed art.
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nous nous gardions de laisser se rompre le fil de nos recherches, non certes au titre
de litterateurs et d'artistes, mais au meme titre que les chimistes et les diverses autres
especes de techniciens.
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Breton moves on immediately to a rejection of proletarian art; what is important to note
here, however, is the rationale he presents for an activity that is both related to the past (and
to surrealism's own past), and which is a transformation of that activity, as the surrealists
become the research scientists of the communicating vessels.
These remarks in Qu 'est-ce que le surrealisme ? are among the most forceful
expressions of the notion of a supersession of artistic or literary activity, while still arguing
for the preservation of a separate sphere of interpretation.
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There is, at the same time, a

corresponding downplaying of art as such, with very few exceptions. Even in the articles
Breton devoted to Picasso and Duchamp, there is strictly speaking no discussion of what
would traditionally be conceived of as art; the emphasis is rather on the experimental aspect
of their activities.
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* **

Ibid., p. 259.
There are numerous other examples in Breton's writings of the 1930s of the need for an activity of
interpretation, in for instance an interview with the Prague paper Halo-Noviny, in "Position politique de Part
d'aujourd'hui", and in L'Amour fou. Breton, "Interview de «Hal6 Noviny»", in O.C., t. II, pp. 443-44;
"Position politique de I'art d'aujourd'hui", ibid., pp. 438-39; L'Amour fou, ibid., p. 710. The first two items
were included in the 1935 collection Position politique du surrealisme; the texts, from March-April 1935,
predate the definitive break with the French Communist Party in August 1935, while the publication of the
collection as a whole postdates it.
T h i s is so even though the surrealists are closely involved in the editing of Minotaure, where Breton's
"Picasso dans son element" and his article on Duchamp, "Phare de «La Mariee»" appeared in 1933 and 1934.
The article on Picasso focused on the constructions and collages Picasso was currently making (but not
exhibiting), while "Phare de «La Mariee»" discussed the notes to the Large Glass that Duchamp had just
published. "Le Message automatique", published in Minotaure nos. 3-4 (Decembre 1933), discussed
automatism in relation to mediumistic drawing and writing rather than to literature, as part of its critique of the
literary uses to which automatism had been put (although it was also careful to distance itself from the
spiritualist aspect of such work, its faith in another world). Between the publication in 1928 of Le Surrealisme
et la Peinture and October 1936, the only point at which Breton discussed contemporary art or literature in
positive terms was in his article "La Grande Actualite Poetique", in Minotaure no. 6 (Decembre 1934), but this
text occasioned a very critical response from other surrealists like Crevel, Char, Tzara and Caillois for this very
reason.
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What I want to examine at this point is the way in which the relations between
subject and object were tested. The methods brought to that experimentation varied among
the surrealists, and led to the further fragmentation of the group in the mid-1930s, apart from
the important question of their participation or non-participation in Popular Front politics. I
want to look at Breton's development of the concept of objective chance first, as a lessdetermined exploration of the relations between subject and object; this will be followed by
a discussion of the strategies developed by those, including D a l i , Tzara and Caillois, who
wished for a synthetic mode of thought capable of a more active and interventionist relation
to the real.
Throughout the 1930s, Breton insisted on the discovery of relations between interior
and exterior, subject and object, in this way still relying for his model upon the production
of heterogeneous images in the process of automatic writing. In L'Amour fou, especially,
there is a great emphasis placed on the unanticipated resolution to a problem through the
finding of an answer that comes from outside (if we can include the unconscious in this
'outside'). Perhaps the best-known example of this in LAmour fou is the double find
Breton and Giacometti made at the flea market; at least in Breton's account, Giacometti's
unfinished sculpture L'Objet invisible was resolved through the finding of a mask, and
Breton unexpectedly found the answer to his wish for a cendrier Cendrillon through the
discovery of a wooden spoon with a little boot carved onto its handle (Fig. 14).
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Rosalind Krauss' article on Giacometti opens with a discussion of the different narratives concerning the
sculpture's resolution. Krauss, "No More Play" (1984), in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other
Modernist Myths (Cambridge, M A : The MIT Press, 1985), pp. 43-47. In an unanticipated way, the carved
wooden spoon answers Breton's desire for the manufacture of a dream object incorporating the fragment of a
sentence he remembered upon awakening, "cendrier Cendrillon". Rather than the glass slipper that would, in
Breton's dream, double as an ashtray, another receptacle, the spoon with a boot carved on it, was discovered at
the flea market in the company of Giacometti. Since it was Giacometti whom Breton had asked to make this
object for him - he had not refused, but had never fulfilled the request - it was significant to Breton that the
spoon had been discovered in his presence. Not to mention that Giacometti had been the author of a FemmeCuillere in 1926, before his association with the surrealist group. Breton, L'Amour fou, in O.C., t. II, op. cit.,
pp. 701-05.
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The investigation of the relations between subject and object would in principle
depend upon an openness to such chance encounters. Writing of "convulsive beauty", the
desublimated, sexual beauty that is one of the central categories of his thought in the 1930s,
Breton says:
Une telle beaute ne pourra se degager que du sentiment poignant de la chose revelee,
que de la certitude integrate procuree par 1'irruption d'une solution qui, en raison de
sa nature meme, ne pouvait nous parvenir par les voies logiques ordinaires. II s'agit
en pareil cas, en effet, d'une solution toujours excedente, d'une solution certes
rigoureusement adaptee et pourtant tres superieure au besoin. L'image, telle qu'elle
se produit dans l'ecriture automatique, en a toujours constitue pour moi un exemple
parfait.
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The wooden spoon or the mask discovered in the flea market are examples of such solutions
that would meet and exceed one's needs: objects here rather than images, they are
interventions from the outside world, but ones conceived on the model of the (internal)
surrealist image. Breton writes further, concerning such experiences:
C'est comme si, tout a coup la nuit profonde de l'existence humaine etait percee,
comme si la necessite naturelle, consentant a ne faire qu'une avec la necessite
logique, toutes choses etaient livrees a la transparence totale, reliees par une chatne
de verre dont ne manquat pas un maillon....c'est la l'amorce d'un contact, entre tous
eblouissant, de l'homme avec le monde des choses, je suis pour qu'on cherche a
determiner ce q u ' i l peut y avoir de plus caracteristique dans un tel phenomene et
aussi pour qu'on tente de provoquer le plus grand nombre possible de
communications de l'ordre de celle qui va suivre. C'est seulement lorsque ces
communications auront ete reunies et confrontees q u ' i l pourra s'agir de degager la
loi de production de ces echanges mysterieux entre le materiel et le mental.
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The experience of transparency described here is a poetic effect, one achieved not in writing
or in the dream but in and through contact with the world; it is similar to the effect achieved
by the appearance of the image in automatic writing, which is likewise spontaneous and
unpremeditated. The idea of a coincidence of natural and logical necessity is one taken from
Engels, the registers of world and mind coinciding in such encounters to produce an electric
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Ibi<±, p. 682.
Ibid., pp. 711-12.
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spark that w i l l clarify relations, if only for the moment of its production.
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Such at least is

the description of the effect of the surrealist image, which seems to be referred to in this
other clarification of the obscure relations between "man and the world of things"; it is, of
course, on the order of revelation and even of grace, an experience that is not achieved
through labour. The labour is, rather, in the considered interpretation of the phenomenon.
The category through which the relations between subject and object can be tested is
what Breton calls "objective chance". This term was first raised in Les Vases
communicants,

and attributed there to Engels (although the editors of Breton's Oeuvres

completes were unable to find its source):
L a causalite ne peut etre comprise qu'en liaison avec la categorie du hasard objectif,
forme de manifestation de la necessite.^
1

In Les Vases communicants, Breton relates objective chance to the kind of coincidence that
cannot fail to have an effect on the person experiencing it, although it does not bear at this
point an explicit relation to the psyche, as it does in the definition Breton w i l l give to it in
1933.

A t this point, rather, there is an attempt to open up the notion of causality to take

account of what is apparently accidental, but which in light of greater knowledge may prove
to be a necessary relation between things.
Objective chance is defined more fully in the survey on the "capital encounter"
published in Minotaure nos. 3-4 (Decembre 1933), and reprinted as the second section of
L'Amourfou:
...le hasard serait la forme de manifestation de la necessite exterieure qui sefraie un
chemin dans Vinconscient humain (pour tenter hardiment d'interpreter et de concilier
sur ce point Engels et Freud).
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T h e original version of the text cited in n. 58, published in Minotaure no. 5 (Mai 1934), is accompanied by
the photograph of what is, at least metaphorically, the spark obtained by the image (Fig. 15).
Breton, O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 168. The term "objective chance" does not appear to occur in Engels' writings,
and is probably Breton's construction, if it is not taken from one of Engels' commentators.
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Chance would be the way in which exterior necessity manifests itself, as it traces a path in
the human unconscious. This would very much be an intervention from the outside,
received as accident or coincidence, but in a way significant enough to leave a permanent
trace. There is indeed an attempt to reconcile Engels and Freud in this definition, through a
synthesis of insights gleaned from Engels' Ludwig Feuerbach and Freud's Beyond the

Pleasure Principle.
Margaret Cohen has identified the passage from Engels' book that Breton took for
his definition of objective chance:
W e comprehended the concepts in our heads once more materialistically - as images
of real things instead of regarding the real things as images of this or that stage of
development of the absolute concept. Thus dialectics reduced itself to the science of
the general laws of motion - both of the external world and of human thought - two
sets of laws which are identical in substance, but differ in their expression in so far
as the human mind can apply them consciously, while in nature and also up to now
for the most part in human history, these laws assert themselves unconsciously in the
form of external necessity in the midst of an endless series of seeming accidents.
63

This passage is an important one in Engels' book, for it signals the shift from an idealist
dialectic to a materialist one, through which one could gain an understanding both of the
external world and of human thought in its relation to the real. It is here that dialectics
moves from philosophy to a science able to reveal the relations between thought and
material reality. That Breton has received and recast this passage in his definition of
objective chance is no doubt an encrypted reference to the importance of this shift from
idealism to materialism, already signalled in "Misere de la poesie" and Les Vases

Ibid., p. 690. The first publication of this text was signed by both Breton and Eluard, but Breton reclaims it
as his own in L'Amour fou. Significantly, the survey on the encounter was published under the sign of
Lautreamont's image of an umbrella and a sewing machine meeting on a dissection table, in an illustration by
Man Ray (Fig. 16).
Frederick Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach and the Outcome of Classical German Philosophy (1888), ed. C P .
Dutt (New York: International Publishers, 1941), p. 44. Margaret Cohen's discussion of Engels' and Freud's
texts in relation to the concept of objective chance is found in her Profane Illumination: Walter Benjamin and
the Paris of Surrealist Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), pp. 135-39.
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communicants.

Once again, it would be a justification for the investigation of phenomena

outside the immediately political, within a materialist framework.
In this passage, Engels is more interested in how subjective thought and external
nature interact than in the unidirectional determination of thought by matter. This is so even
in the shift from idealism to materialism, in which thoughts are "images of real things"
rather than vice versa; for materialism too is a mode of thought, as he is well aware. The
weight that Engels gives to thought in its relations with the material is important to Breton's
own definition of chance as a form of encounter in the 1933 survey; the difference Breton
makes with Engels is that the reconciliation of thought and nature (or the external, since it is
often a question of an encounter with culture rather than with nature) now occurs on an
unconscious level, i.e. it is experienced before it is necessarily understood. One leaves
oneself open as much as possible to such a chance encounter, which w i l l then be subject to
interpretation in the interests of knowledge. In the surrealist model, an understanding of the
relations between thought and matter are not approached rationally, as Engels would prefer,
but, on the contrary, the revelation of such relations approaches the surrealist poet, who
receives it intuitively. It is Freud who permits this intuitive approach, through his theory of
the unconscious, and through his conceptualization of the mediated relations between
external nature, perception, and unconscious thought.
The model for such a relation - and the reason M a n Ray's illustration for the survey
is significant - remains the surrealist image, the apparently arbitrary rapprochement of
incomparable elements that produces a recognizable image. In the experience of objective
chance, value as such does not lie in the aesthetic, but in certain life events; but such an
experience is refracted through, and made available by, the prism of Lautreamont and
surrealist collage. The poet, more than the scientist (or the professional revolutionary) is
open to such experiences through his or her own previous experience of the (surrealist)
image.
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In bringing Engels and Freud together in another 'chance' encounter - a heavily
overdetermined one, given surrealism's interest in reconciling M a r x i s m and psychoanalysis
- there were points of contact on both sides of the equation. On the one hand, there is
Engels' definition of concepts as "images of real things", which bears a relation to poetic
thought, or his use of the word 'unconsciously', which Breton has taken as the hinge on
which Freud can be folded into materialist dialectics; on the other, the discussion in Beyond
the Pleasure Principle

of the way in which the external world finds its way into the psyche,

through the depositing of memory traces in the unconscious. A s Margaret Cohen has
pointed out, Breton uses the verb "frayer", to trace or open up, which is the same one found
in the French translation of Beyond the Pleasure

Principle.
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Breton was able to relate automatism to the external world via Freud's discussion of
the relation between perception and mental representation, a discussion initially found in
The Interpretation

of Dreams, and developed in Beyond the Pleasure Principle

(1920) and

" A Note upon the 'Mystic Writing-Pad'" (1925). In Breton's recasting of automatism in the
1930s, the images produced in dreams or automatic writing are never the pure products of an
autonomous thought, but bear a mediated relation to the world through the way in which
sensory impressions are received and refashioned by the unconscious mind, to re-emerge as
images; for Breton, there had to be something tangible and sensory to the image obtained
automatically, which was a sign of the dialectical relation of world and mind. T o the extent
that automatism had been reinvented as a mediated relation between internal and external, it
could then be related to objective chance via the surrealist image, as the metaphor of this
relation.

Cohen, op. cit., p. 138. Freud's discussion of the relations between the perception-consciousness system and
the unconscious is found in chapter IV of Beyond the Pleasure Principle. It precedes, significantly, a
discussion of the way in which the protective outer layer of the ego can be pierced by stimuli to traumatic
effect. I will pursue this subject further below, in closing my discussion of objective chance.
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A s for Engels' use of the word 'unconsciously', which is clearly not a psychoanalytic
one, Breton is somewhat wilfully attempting to synthesize an interpretation of thought that
would include the unconscious mind in its relation to the real, reading not only Freud
through Engels, in order to make a materialist and a monist out of him, but Engels through
Freud, to allow for a form of unconscious thought that would one day, like chance, be
understood and incorporated into a larger understanding of the rational. The pivotal relation
between the two thinkers is established through Engels' "images of real things", which is
recast from rational to intuitive and poetic.
A number of times in his writings of the 1930s, Breton raised the question of a
relation between objective chance and objective humour. In opposing the two terms to one
another, the dialectical development of art (Hegel) was posed against the dialectics of
thought (Engels/Freud) as a contradiction. The term "objective humour" was first used in
"Misere de la poesie", as a description, after Hegel, of the situation in which post-romantic
art found itself.
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Breton described objective humour as a stage in the development of art, in

which there is a turning once again towards the external world, following the extreme
subjectivity of romanticism. This turning outward, however, was combined with a high
degree of independence in relation to the world, which is expressed in and as humour.
Jarry, Roussel, Duchamp, Vache, Rigaut, and Tzara were Breton's examples, in
"Misere de la poesie" and "Situation surrealiste de l'objet", of an objective humour that
attempted to dominate the accidental. Not only were all of these artists and writers in the
counter-tradition proposed by surrealism, but they were all figures who were disaffected
from art and its institutions. They were therefore positioned to take the next step beyond the
merely external imitation of nature (as Breton understood impressionism and to a lesser
extent naturalism to be).
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In its (re)orientation to the external, objective humour is not

Breton, "Misere de la poesie", in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 18.
I say "to a lesser extent", since Breton admired the writing of Zola, Robert Caze and, especially, Huysmans
to the degree that it exceeded mere description. At his most political moment, in Les Vases communicants,
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concerned so much with imitation as with a consideration of the world from a position of
independence, which, somewhat later, Breton relates to Freud's reflections on the ability of
humour to express the invulnerability of the ego, its subjective triumph over no matter what
disastrous circumstances.
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The contradiction between objective chance and objective humour works on a
number of levels, but chance is perhaps the key intersection here. The role of chance in
"objective chance" is one of expectation and receptivity: i f one's desire realizes a
rendezvous with external necessity, for instance in the finding of the wooden spoon, it is the
other in oneself, desire, that achieves this, 'automatically' rather than deliberately.
Objective humour on the other hand involves a play with chance, an attempt to use it to
dominate the external, as for instance in Duchamp's Three Standard Stoppages, his choice
of readymades, or Raymond Roussel's arbitrary substitution of consonants to produce
chance effects.
If the two approaches are in contradiction, the point of contact is the same: the
arbitrary or apparently arbitrary. The problem of their contradiction is given as an open one,
though in its exploration of these two sides of chance, at the arrival and departure point of
contemporary art, Breton offers the (surrealist) poetry of today as the site of resolution of the
contradiction, given its historical task of the investigation of thought. In the Anthologie de
I'humour noir, Breton describes how the white sphinx of objective chance meets the black
sphinx of objective humour along its way, a necessary encounter in the imagining of the

Breton even claims to prefer the naturalists to the symbolists' preoccupation with musicality, though he also
says that "ces ecrivains se sont d'ailleurs trompes du tout au tout." O.C., t. II, p. 159.
Breton, "Paratonnerre", introduction to Anthologie de I'humour noir (1940), in O.C., t. II, pp. 870-72. The
category of objective humour became increasingly prominent in Breton's thought as the 1930s drew to a close,
as it became more and more evident that things would not turn out as one had hoped they would. The
publication of the Anthologie (or its non-publication, since it was censored by the Vichy government shortly
after its appearance in 1940) is a perfect expression of this attitude, at the bleakest time imaginable.
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avant-garde as a path and a journey forward.

68

However, in another instance of the delay,

the two attitudes are to be kept in tension until the appropriate time for their resolution.
Objective chance and objective humour remain in contradiction in the present, as
metaphors for two aspects of surrealism that have not yet found their resolution. Breton
does not conceive of surrealism solely as automatic or passive, then, but rather as a
dialectical relation of the automatic and humorous, incorporating without fully synthesizing
Freud and Hegel. In answer to those wanting an explicitly political poetry, Breton offers
different methods of exploring the relations between subject and object, action and
interpretation, which hinge on the exploration of chance - that is, on the contingent.
The surrealist object is, of course, one way of exploring these relations poetically and
intuitively, the testing of relations between subject and object through an intervention of
subjective desire into the material world. It is contingency itself, a temporary construction
that is relatively unencumbered by the aesthetic baggage of the categories of art and
literature, but which, in its critical relation to these categories through the medium of
collage, also represents the supersession of art. The fragility of the hope of supersession is
perhaps borne in their frailty.
Such a view of the object is, however, more Breton's than it is D a l i ' s ; D a l i ' s own
critical project, and his theoretical differences with Breton, w i l l be explored in a later
section of this chapter and in Chapter 5, respectively. For Breton, the less-determined
exploration of subject-object relations is, as I have noted, figured by the spontaneous
rapprochement

of incomparable terms in the surrealist image, which is, itself, a model for

the reconciliation of the split subject, and of a world torn apart by exploitation and
competition. What appears arbitrary and opaque today w i l l become transparent tomorrow,

Ibid., p. 870. This is an encounter, significantly, of two femmes fatales; the relationship between avant-garde
and femme fatale will be discussed in Chapter 5.
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coincident with the end of art, once the unconscious and the complexity of the world's
relations are known and understood.
Collage, as the most innovative recent technique of modern art, is the stepping-off
point for a new kind of creative activity, the surrealist object, by means of the transvaluation
of collage as poetic image. The object incarnates the au-dela, the next step that has already
been taken out of the field of art. Even where, as we have seen, the content of particular
objects testifies to the difficulty or impossibility of reconciliation, the latter is figured
through the method that Breton prefers: estrangement today, perhaps, but identity
tomorrow.
For Breton, D a l i takes up the position of objective humour, the other side of the
surrealist enterprise; his work is not only often extremely funny, but also much more
deliberate both in its theory and in its assault on modern art. For as long as he and D a l i are
allied, there are hopes, here too, for an eventual resolution of their respective methods,
whose conflict w i l l end when conflict ends. In the meantime, Breton's approach remains
quite different; the road to knowledge w i l l be discovered through indirection, through a kind
of wandering, in an exploration of objective chance via an automatic method that is coextent with the theory of the image, with rapprochement.

The clearest path is through the

densest underbrush. One day, through the rigorous investigation of the chance encounter,
the order of things w i l l be revealed.
This view only became possible, however, with the development of the theory of
objective chance in the 1930s, and through the reconceptualization of automatism as a
mediated relation between interior and exterior. Both these initiatives were, in turn,
developed in response to the imperative to discover a more active relation to the social than
that possible in surrealism's 'intuitive' phase, with its faith in the omnipotence of thought,
and in relation to the challenge mounted by Dali (and to a lesser extent Tzara) to the
hegemony of automatism as the foundation of surrealist thought and action.
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Breton's understanding of objective chance is largely a premonitory one; it is an
encounter which is oriented to the present and future, rather than to the past. This is what
keeps it in the line of research such as he conceives it; the Utopian goal of reconciliation is
prefigured in the lightning flashes of illumination that occur in chance encounters. The
"Nuit de tournesol" episode in L'Amour fou, which recounts his meeting with Jacqueline
Lamba, is cast in this light, and i f it finds its confirmation in the past, in a poem Breton
wrote in 1923, it is a past in which the future is encoded as prophecy. In this episode,
Breton encounters a woman (who w i l l in a few months become his wife), whom he
accompanies on a promenade through Paris, beginning in Pigalle and ending in the Quartier
Latin. Sometime later, he recalls a poem, "Tournesol", that he had written in 1923; this was
an automatic poem he had later corrected, to his regret, and whose meaning in any case had
always remained obscure to him. The poem, however, appears to have predicted the night's
itinerary, despite the fact that it was not recollected until after the magical event.
If there is repression involved here, it is of an event that was forecast, that could not
really be known beforehand, since it had not yet occurred at the time of the poem's writing;
it is a repression oriented to the not-yet-known of a future encounter. There lies its obscurity
for both reader and writer. A desire expressed obscurely in a poem had elicited a response
from the world outside; the process is only recognized retroactively, through a recollection
of the poem in which the meeting and its itinerary were prescribed. The rereading of
"Tournesol" evokes from its author an uncanny shiver of recognition of the events just past,
which becomes for him a crucial instance of objective chance, one confirmed in a sense by
the collective and involuntary trembling of shoulders upon the appearance of Jacqueline at
the cafe, even before the two had met.
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" L a Nuit de tournesol" was originally published in Minotaure no. 7 (Juin 1935), and forms Chapter 4 of
L'Amourfou; the trembling of shoulders is recounted in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 713. After the initial appearance
of "Tournesol" in Claire de terre (1923), Breton had suppressed the poem in two recent compilations, his own
Revolver a cheveux blancs (1932) and the Petite anthologie poetique du surrealisme (1934).
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N o w , one of the central premises of Hal Foster's Compulsive Beauty is that objective
chance is not oriented towards the future or even the present, but is, rather, the uncanny
recognition of a past event that has been repressed into the unconscious:
"Chance is the form of manifestation of an exterior necessity as it opens a path in the
human unconscious." This definition, which does not fully overturn conventional
causality, again betrays a defensive projection at work, according to which an
unconscious compulsion associated with a real event is seen instead as a real event
that produces an unconscious effect.
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According to Foster, Breton and surrealism in general are condemned to repeat what they do
not recognize, projecting into the external world and into the future "internal signs of past
states" (p. 30); here, Foster makes of objective chance an entirely retroactive and psychical
event, the compulsive repetition of the intrusion of the external into the psyche as trauma.
The encounter is for Foster always the recognition of something that has already occurred,
and is thus constructed out of a repressed event. It is not, in any case, premonitory, nor is it
really a relation established between world and mind; one of the principal intentions of his
book is to recast the desire for reconciliation in surrealism - which in its self-understanding
is oriented to the present of the event and the future of Utopia - as an uncanny intuition of the
death drive, or at the least a longing for primal unity with the mother (which is not so
different). Another is to reconstrue the critical possibilities of surrealism based upon this
intuition; but that is another story.
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The meeting of Breton and Lamba was not entirely a chance encounter; Lamba's cousin, Andre
Delons, had been a member of Le Grand Jeu, the para-surrealist group that was the principle victim of the Bar
du Chateau incident recounted in Aragon and Breton's " A Suivre". He delivered a favourable report on Les
Vases communicants to the A . E . A . R . in February 1933, a meeting at which the surrealists were present.
Delons introduced Lamba to Breton's writings, and she had frequented the cafe in the hope and expectation of
meeting him. Breton did not know this, but it produced the circumstances of an encounter charged with
electricity. On Delons, see Breton, O.C., t. II, p. 1373, and Andre Delons, Au carrefour du Grand Jeu et du
Surrealisme, ed. Odette et Alain Virmaux (N.p.: Rougerie, 1988).
H a l Foster, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, M A : The MIT Press, 1993), p. 29. Foster's translation of 'se
/rale' as 'opens' is correct, but it loses the relation between the French and English translations of Beyond the
Pleasure Principle, the book to which Breton's definition of objective chance alludes.
' O n c e having established surrealism's relation to the uncanny and the death drive, despite its own resistance,
the second half of Compulsive Beauty is devoted to revealing the possibilities for an immanent critique of a
culture of the death drive (i.e. bourgeois culture) in surrealist imagery. The two halves sit somewhat uneasily
7 0
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Although I find Foster's reading of surrealism too symptomatic, too exclusively
oriented to a medical reading of surrealist imagery as trauma, at the expense of a reading
attentive to its intertextual negation of existing categories of art, his argument is convincing
and, in an important way, correct. A s Foster notes, Breton himself intuits the uncanny more
than once, both in Nadja and in L'Amour fou.

In Nadja, he writes, at the very beginning of

his narrative:

II se peut que ma vie ne soit qu'une image de ce genre, et que je sois condamne a
revenir sur mes pas tout en croyant que j'explore, a essayer de connaitre ce que je
devrais fort bien reconnaTtre, a apprendre une faible partie de ce que j ' a i o u b l i e .
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Breton also evokes the uncanny in L Amour fou, in discussing the disquiet provoked by
certain experiences, and notes that the delirium of interpretation (one of Dalf's favourite
terms, which Breton appropriates here) only begins at the point of loss, when the foret
d'indices begins to mean something:
L e delire d'interpretation ne commence qu'oii l'homme mal prepare prend peur dans
cette foret

d'indices.

13

with one another, especially given the redemption of a dialectical strategy in the second half that had been
deconstructed in the first.
Breton, Nadja, in O.C., 1.1, op. cit., p. 647.
Breton, L'Amour fou, op. cit., p. 685. Foster reads this sentence (which forms the epigraph to Compulsive
Beauty) differently than I do. He sees it as the point at which surrealism refuses to go any further, turning away
from the fear provoked by an intuition of the uncanny, and exchanging interpretation for an unsustainable faith
in the reconciliatory powers of love. This is, presumably, its delirium. In keeping with my understanding of
surrealist strategies, I choose to read the passage as the point where interpretation begins; one gets somewhere
only when one is lost. This, it seems to me, is the principle behind both the surrealist derive (the urban
wandering that is the central experience of many a surrealist narrative), and the surrealist image, which is
premised on an estrangement that may lead somewhere. In each case, it is a poetic and intuitive method that is
the high (or rather, the low, the devious) road to knowledge. This is not to deny that surrealists may indeed
resist intuitions of the uncanny.
Incidentally, Breton quite deliberately reworks Baudelaire's foret de symboles' in his own foret
d'indices', to indicate his dissatisfaction with what he believed to be Baudelaire's inadequate theory of
correspondences ("une idee transitionnelle, d'ailleurs assez timide", he writes in 1929), which is subject to
replacement by objective chance. This is only one of the many places where the surrealists critically engage
with Baudelaire, who is very much a pioneer of their own fldnerie, and of the urban narrative they specialize in,
but who also represents for them the founding moment of the modernism they wish to step beyond. Breton's
criticism of Baudelaire's correspondences is found in a preface to an exhibition by the Belgian painters Marcel
Defize and Emilie Delbrouck, which was reprinted as "Exhibition X..., Y . . . " in Point du jour in 1934 (O. C, t.
II, op. cit., p. 300); Baudelaire's own "foret de symboles" is, of course, from his poem "Correspondances".
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Disequilibrium is absolutely crucial to the reconstitution of equilibrium on another basis;
this is the strategy of the surrealist image extended to experience, which is itself understood
as a forest of signs. There is something more to this, however, and it revolves around
Breton's choice of Beyond the Pleasure Principle as the reference for his definition of
objective chance. For in the encounter between subject and object, it is indeed a question of
something external that marks the psyche traumatically, leaving a permanent trace.
In differentiating between the two different mental systems of perceptionconsciousness and the unconscious in The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud describes how
perceptions leave a trace in the psyche:
A trace is left in our psychical apparatus of the perceptions which impinge upon it.
This we may describe as a 'memory-trace'; and to the function relating to it we give
the name of 'memory'....We shall suppose that a system in the very front of the
apparatus receives the perceptual stimuli but retains no trace of them and thus has no
memory, while behind it there lies a second system which transforms the momentary
excitations of the first system into permanent traces.
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This discussion, so crucial to Breton's reinterpretation of automatism in the 1930s, does not
imply or presuppose trauma as a constituent part of the formation of memory traces; it is
merely an attempt to distinguish between two levels of mental functioning, one which takes
in and immediately forgets perceptions, and another which processes and stores a certain
number of them.
The account of the relations between perception-consciousness and the unconscious
changes significantly, however, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle.

Returning to the problem

of the distinction between the two mental processes, Freud locates consciousness, which
develops as a mediating agency in relation to perception, on the border between interior and
exterior. H e then describes how consciousness develops a protective shield, a kind of
thickening of the epidermis to protect it from the multiplicity of stimuli that could

Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), ed. and trans. James Strachey (Harmondsworth:
Penguin Books, 1976), p. 687.
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overwhelm and destroy the organism. Perceptions are selectively received and dealt with by
the perception-consciousness system, he says, and do not normally leave behind memorytraces. When they do, he appears to suggest, it is because they have pierced the protective
shield; what is received as memory in the unconscious and preconscious, what is
recombined as mental representation, is traumatic in nature. This is a drift in Freud's own
thought, and not an explicit claim; however, the discussion of the trauma ensuing on the
piercing of the protective shield immediately follows the discussion of perception and
memory-traces, and is included in the same chapter.
It is from this chapter of Beyond the Pleasure Principle that Breton takes his
reference to "external necessity tracing a path in the human unconscious".
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This need not

invalidate his claim that, in the experience of objective chance, something indeed arrives
from the outside, nor that there is a relation between world and (unconscious) thought, but it
does make of this an always traumatic encounter.
For Foster, however, this encounter has already occurred; the question, an open one
for Engels and Breton, of the possible relations between chance and necessity is interpreted
as a compulsive repetition of the effects of anxiety produced by an earlier trauma:
In the compulsion operative in objective chance, the subject repeats a traumatic
experience, whether actual or fantasmatic, exogenous or endogenous, that he does
not recall. He repeats it because he cannot recall it; repetition occurs due to
repression, in lieu of recollection. This is why each repetition in objective chance
seems fortuitous yet foreordained, determined by present circumstances yet governed
by "some 'daemonic' force at w o r k . "
76

Rather than being an investigation of the relations between chance and necessity, the
cultivation of such coincidences would be a sign of pathology, of the inability to overcome a
trauma such as that experienced by the victims of shell shock, which prompted both

Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), trans. James Strachey, in On Metapsychology: The
Theory of Psychoanalysis, ed. Angela Richards (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1984), pp. 295-305. The
passage alluded to by Breton is on p. 298.
Foster, op. cit., p. 30. The author is quoting here from Beyond the Pleasure Principle.
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Breton's initial interest in psychology, and Freud's reflections on the death d r i v e .

77

Rather

than a quest for knowledge through poetic means, it would be a refusal of the knowledge
that would set one free.
The prototype for such trauma is the loss of the maternal object, and for Freud the
uncanny is an experience of the return of something familiar made strange by repression,
which is in the final analysis the first home, the mother's womb. It is this recognition that,
for Foster, underlies both the surrealists' experience of objective chance, and their desire for
reconciliation in the surrealist image, in love, or in Utopia. In his view, the surrealists
unconsciously seek a return rather than an advance, and their cultivation of regression in the
dream or automatism is a sign of this. Moreover, he claims, Breton's citation in L 'Amour
fou of the following passage from The Ego and the Id is an inadvertent confirmation that
surrealism longed for the unbinding of death even as it claimed the contrary:
The two instincts, the sexual instinct and the death instinct, behave like preservation
instincts, in the strictest sense of the word, because they tend, both of them, to
reestablish a state which was troubled by the apparition of l i f e .
78

I tend to agree with Foster's analysis here, despite its disturbing implications for
politics and for love; much of surrealism may indeed be projection and/or a defensive
reaction against the death drive. This doesn't disprove, however, the attempt to establish
such a relation experimentally, within the logic of the avant-garde. What Foster's account
leaves out, in its symptomatic reading of surrealism, is the movement's intertextual relation
to the art and literature of its time, and its valorization of science as a supersession of these
categories. Surrealism stakes its success on the extra-aesthetic, and fails; but it is the
intersection of the political, psychical and aesthetic that carries the weight of its project in

Ibid., p. 1. Breton was a medical orderly during World War I, treating victims of shell shock under the
supervision of Joseph Babinski. During this period, he first discovered psychoanalysis in a handbook of
medical psychology.
Freud first theorized the death drive in 1919, and used shell shock as an example of the repetition
compulsion that was integral to it.
Ibid.; p. 46. Foster is citing Breton citing Freud, from the end of the third chapter of L'Amour fou.
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the 1930s, as we shall see in examining some of the other surrealists' relations to the notion
of a revolutionary, critical and poetic science.

** *
Breton was by no means alone among the surrealists in his preference for an
experimental approach; this was very much a collective endeavour, one sign of the group's
effort to maintain an avant-garde position that would both outbid other groups and
individuals in its claims to authority and objectivity, and preserve a position of autonomy
vis-a-vis the political demands of the revolutionary party. Indeed, the claim to a scientific
approach was a source of contention both with other formations on the revolutionary left,
such as the dissident communist intellectuals writing for Boris Souvarine's La Critique
sociale (among whom were a few former surrealists like Leiris, Queneau and Baron), and
within the group itself. Those surrealists who felt the need for a more active, synthetic
thought clashed with Breton's insistence on retaining automatism as the basic method of
surrealism, and came to criticize his preference for a delay in the reconciliation of art and
life as a falling back on the art and literature that surrealism, as a collective, had claimed to
supersede.
There was a complex struggle within the surrealist movement over these issues, for
all sides desired a relation between action and dream; it was not a question, as it had been
for Aragon in 1932, of breaking with the dream in the name of action. The terms, however,
on which this relation was secured were at issue, and the separation of Tzara, Crevel,
Monnerot, Caillois, Char and Giacometti from the rest of the group in the months preceding
the International Congress for the Defence of Culture in June 1935, was effected not only
for political reasons, but on theoretical grounds as well. The decision taken by this fraction
of the surrealist group to work with the Popular Front, as they chose to do in 1934-35, was
premised not only on the imperatives of the anti-fascist struggle, in which they felt they had
to take part, but also on a belief that surrealism was slipping back into art and literature.
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There were, for these surrealists, myriad signs of such a retreat: the group's
collaboration with Minotaure (from 1933) and Cahiers d'Art (sporadically from 1935 to
1937); the publication in 1934 of the Petite anthologie poetique du surrealisme (which was
seen by Crevel as a reification of surrealism's literary status); and the international
exhibitions in Tenerife, Prague and eventually London, in 1935 and 1936. In addition, they
found some of Breton's recent statements quite disturbing, including his praise of nonsurrealist poets like Pierre-Jean Jouve and Pierre Emmanuel in " L a Grande Actualite
Poetique". This was perhaps a sign of openness to some, but a serious concession to
literature for Char and Crevel, aside from the ideological problems raised by lauding writers
who were all Christians.
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In a political climate in which fascism appeared to pose a threat not only to culture
per se, but to the possibility for a revolutionary leap beyond the present, working with the
P . C . F . appeared to Crevel, Char, Tzara, Caillois or Monnerot to be the guarantee that their
concerns would not slip back into the categories of art and literature from which surrealism
had tentatively liberated them. The political demands the Popular Front-era P . C . F . made
upon artists and writers were not so demanding has they had been for Aragon, Sadoul, U n i k
and Alexandre; for none of these later immigrants to the Party and political activism was a

I n a letter to Tzara on 20 September 1934, Crevel says that the Petite anthologie poetique du surrealisme has
the air of a swan song, and goes on to note:
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Ce que le surrealisme a apporte reste acquis. Mais ce qui est acquis peut etre depasse ou (soyons
optimistes) doit se depasser lui-meme.
Rene Crevel, "Lettres a Tristan Tzara", included as an appendix to Les pieds dans le plat (Paris: Jean-Jacques
Pauvert, 1974), p. 308. For his part, Char took issue with "La Grande Actualite Poetique" in the best anticlerical fashion, in his open "Lettre a Benjamin Peret", a tract dated 8 December 1935 and circulated in about
30 copies. Writing of Breton's article, Char calls it an:
...indesirable manifeste-acquarium ou sous les projecteurs de talent habituels, nous voyons evoluer,
assistes de toute la sympathie de l'auteur - ou diable va se nicher le masochisme? - les divers
specimens, du microbe au poisson plat, de la faune chretienno-ecrivassiere, enfants de Luther, de
Marie, de Madeleine, tournesol sous le froc, qui ont nom: Esprit, Jouve, Reverdy, etc.
Rene Char, "Lettre a Benjamin Peret", in Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes, op. cit., p. 291. Esprit was the name
of a liberal Catholic review edited by Pierre Emmanuel.
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demand made to exchange their surrealist views for a politically-directed art, despite the
Party's bias in favour of realism. In spite of the fact that the P . C . F . had watered its red wine
in the interests of a broad-based anti-fascist alliance, the surrealists who worked with the
Popular Front still saw a relation with the revolutionary party - even i f the revolution was
temporarily delayed - as the necessary condition for the success of the avant-garde project.
In fact, all of the surrealists who split with their group in 1934-35 remained intensely
focused on the category of poetry within the notion of a revolutionary culture, whether this
took the form of a truly Utopian expression in Tzara's 1935 Grains et Issues, or of Caillois'
study of lyrical thought that exceeded the limited forms of written expression. In each case,
it was a matter of working through the claims made by the group over the course of its
'reasoning' phase, which led to yet another fracturing over a question of the delay of the
reconciliation of art and life, over the speed at which art and literature would be superseded.
D a l i , while displaying ambiguous political views during this period, and while
eventually entering fully and openly into an artistic career dependent on the separation he
too once contested, was highly important for this fraction within the surrealist group, for the
example he offered of an activist thought that could truly grasp the world from a position of
autonomy. In fact, Crevel and Tzara, his two major allies within the group (apart, that is,
from Eluard), belonged to this dissident tendency, and left him relatively exposed when they
separated from the group in the early months of 1935. Both Tzara and D a l i distanced
themselves from the other surrealists when they could no longer entertain a relation with
automatism; a break was inevitable the moment the "experimental dream" or paranoiacriticism were posed as antithetical to automatism, rather than merely in contradiction with
it.

* **
A Revolutionary Science
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Before examining these positions in more detail, I think it is important to say a few
words about the status of science among left intellectuals in the 1930s. The relation of
M a r x i s m and science became an important subject of inquiry in the 1930s, with more and
more intellectuals joining the Popular Front, and the P . C . F . expanding its sphere of
influence. The two-volume anthology A la lumiere du marxisme, edited by Henri W a l l o n
and published by Editions Sociales Internationales in 1935-37, was one instance of this
interest; it was a project in which both Party and non-Party intellectuals participated, which
was a public guarantee both of the openness of the P . C . F . at the time of its alliance with
progressive bourgeois intellectuals, and a sign of the expanding influence of M a r x i s m on
intellectual life.
Inquisitions, the Popular Front journal which Tzara, Caillois and Monnerot edited, is
another example, its one issue appearing at the moment of the formation of the Popular
Front government in June 1936.
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It is significant that, in his "Crise de 1'objet" of M a y

1936, Breton referred to Gaston Bachelard as the guarantor of an alliance between poetic
and scientific thought, at nearly the same moment that Bachelard was contributing to
Inquisitions through the invitation of Caillois (who had introduced Bachelard to surrealist
poetry in 1934). In their own imagined supersession'of art and literature, the ex-surrealist
contributors to Inquisitions needed Bachelard as an ally from the world of science, who
would at the same time theorize a new kind of science capable of including a poetic
dimension. In this post-surrealist formulation, science would not so much be auxiliary to a
universal poetry, as poetry would be sublated into a new kind of science. Tzara, Caillois
and Monnerot, who all came to this position from an essentially poetic one, saw it as the

^Inquisitions too was published by Editions Sociales Internationales, the P.C.F. publishing house. Aragon
was listed as one of the directors of the journal along with Caillois, Tzara and Monnerot, although he took no
part in editing it, and contributed only a short note testifying that his presence on the masthead was a sign that
Inquisitions was conceived within the limits of the Popular Front. Aragon's presence among other former
surrealists was also, of course, part of a running battle with the surrealist group, particularly after the
surrealists' formal notice in August 1935 of their opposition to the P.C.F. and the International, with their tract
"Du temps que les surrealistes avaient raison".
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supersession of art, even though poetry remained the central preoccupation in all their
contributions to the j o u r n a l .
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The surrealists' own complex relation to science preceded this moment, and their
position was both shared and challenged by other revolutionary intellectuals in the early
1930s, particularly those writing for the dissident communist journal La Critique

sociale.*

2

La Critique sociale's own claims to a scientific approach, however, went well beyond its
opposition to the surrealists, and was oriented chiefly to political and intellectual
developments in the U . S . S . R . ; apart from Bernier, Bataille and the former surrealists, the
majority of its contributors were quite indifferent to surrealism.
The existence of La Critique sociale was predicated on the possibility of the renewal
of Marxist thought, in the face of its sclerosis in the International; it was on this possibility
as well that its contributors staked their claim to a scientific approach. La Critique

sociale

attempted to renew M a r x i s m by means of recent contributions of bourgeois thought,

A paragraph from the bulletin de souscription for Inquisitions alerts us to the scientific ambitions of the
journal:
8 1

La science moderne, dans la plupart de ses domaines, offre des foyers d'interet infiniment plus
estimables et plus prometteurs que les apports des preoccupations artistiques, par exemple. On
concevrait difficilement une tache plus urgente que la coordination de ce materiel, etant entendu que
le principe de coordination ne saurait etre que l'aspect directement humain de ces recherches,
incompatibles avec toutes sortes de tendances retrogrades.
Henri Behar, ed., Du Surrealisme au Front Populaire: Inquisitions (Paris: Editions du Centre National de la
Recherche Scientifique, 1990), p. 115. Here, there is both a supersession of the merely artistic, and some kind
of guarantee - through a scientific (i.e., rational) approach - that their work would not fall into "retrograde
tendencies"; this was an accusation directed at an essentially irrational poetic thought. Such ambitions could
also be ascribed to the College de Sociologie (of which Caillois was a founding member in 1937), but there a
scientific investigation of the irrational was already conceived outside the limits of the failing Popular Front.
La Critique sociale's contestation of surrealism's pretensions to science was pointed, since several of its
contributors bore the wounds of their conflicts with the surrealist group: Jean Bernier, a former member of the
Clarte collective who suffered some harsh criticism in political meetings with the surrealists in 1925-26;
Georges Bataille, who was a privileged target of the Second Manifesto, and who had responded in kind with
"Un cadavre"; and Queneau, Baron and Leiris, all former surrealists (who had each contributed a text to "Un
cadavre"). On La Critique sociale, see the excellent collections of articles Boris Souvarine et la Critique
sociale, dir. Anne Roche (Paris: Editions L a Decouverte, 1990), and Des Annies Trente: Groupes et ruptures,
ed. Anne Roche et Christian Tarting (Paris: Editions du Centre national de la recherche scientifique, 1985);
the latter is a general collection that also includes important articles by Henri Behar on Inquisitions, and by
Jean-Luc Steinmetz on surrealist politics.
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especially in the human sciences; an open and inquiring attitude, in keeping with the thought
of the founders of scientific socialism, was considered essential to such a project. A s one of
the review's key collaborators, Pierre Kaan, wrote in 1931:
Les affirmations de la science, en tant qu'elles ont leur fondement dans 1'experience,
sont a l'inverse de toute espece de dogme. L'activite consciente de l'intelligence
scientifique, perpetuel mouvement en avant, ne saurait se laisser enchainer par des
affirmations fixes et immuables. L'experience, resultat d'une activite qui se
developpe en connexion avec des donnees, ne s'accommode d'aucune barriere.
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Given its marginal position, the kind of science conceived of by La Critique sociale
was both disruptive and revolutionary, oriented against both bourgeois society and the
Stalinization of Soviet society. Both surrealists and the contributors to La Critique sociale
shared an interest in psychoanalysis, as a model for a science that would be both a
contribution to knowledge, and disruptive of the given understanding of human nature - that
would in fact be a work of demolition, as Bataille described it:
Introduire les theories de Freud, c'est la une operation qui ne peut sous aucune forme
aller sans degats et sans casse: elle ne peut etre menee honnetement que par des gens
qui ne reculeraient pas devant un travail de demolition.
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For many revolutionary intellectuals, however, psychoanalysis could only be
accommodated to the revolutionary project to the extent that it was 'socialized', i.e. to the
extent that a relation between the social and the individual was established. This, as we
have already seen, was a central concern of Les Vases communicants.

It was this synthesis,

or at the least the hope of one, that Jacques Lacan offered in his thesis De la psychose
parano'iaque dans ses rapports avec la personnalite, which was published in 1932 and
reviewed favourably by a significant number of revolutionary intellectuals, including
Bernier, Crevel, Dali, Jean Audard and Paul Nizan. Lacan's thesis interested those wanting

Pierre Kaan, "Dogme et verite", La Critique sociale, no. 2 (Juillet 1931), pp. 53-54.
Georges Bataille, " A propos de Kraft-Ebing" (sic), La Critique sociale, no. 5 (Mars 1932), p. 239. In this
article, Bataille takes issue with Jean Bernier's humanistic interpretation of psychoanalytic theory.
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a materialist psychoanalysis; its conclusion in particular seemed to offer the promise of
such:
L a clef du probleme nosologique, pronostique et therapeutique de la psychose
paranoi'aque doit etre cherchee dans une analyse psychologique concrete, qui
s'applique a tout le developpement de la personnalite du sujet, c'est-a-dire aux
evenements de son histoire, aux progres de sa conscience, a ses reactions dans le
milieu social.
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Lacan's reference here to a concrete psychology (which recalled Georges Politzer's own
project for a socially-oriented psychology of the same name, before his abandonment of
psychology for Party militancy), his emphasis on the cultural and social constituents of a
mental disease rather than on its organic or constitutional factors, endeared him to those
looking for signs of a social psychology from within the medical establishment. Bernier, for
instance, applauded Lacan's materialist approach:
Ce n'est pas sans une vive satisfaction que nous voyons ainsi un jeune representant
de notre tres bourgeoise psychiatrie illustrer la conception marxiste de la
personnalite humaine, et montrer qu'en psychiatrie comme en psychologie et dans
toutes les sciences qui ont l'homme pour objet, tout porte presentement a fonder de
nouveau et a enrichir 1'humanisme realiste (biologiquement, economiquement,
sociologiquement realiste) au nom duquel le materialisme historique declara la
guerre a la civilisation bourgeoise.
Bien entendu, le D Lacan, semble, a le lire, encore loin de soupconner ou ses
vues peuvent et doivent le mener....
r
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A s Bernier's final remark here indicates, a socially-oriented psychoanalysis was a hope and
a promise, rather than something actually fulfilled in the thesis itself. It was one that, in the
end, was never realized by Lacan or any other French psychoanalyst in the 1930s.

Jacques Lacan, De la psychose paranoi'aque dans ses rapports avec la personnalite (Paris: Editions du
Seuil, 1975), p. 346.
Jean Bernier, review of De la psychose paranoi'aque dans ses rapports avec la personnalite, La Critique
sociale, no. 9 (Septembre 1933), p. 140. As for other reviews: Jean Audard, a young intellectual who was
especially interested in a possible rapprochement between Marxism and psychoanalysis, remarked favourably
on Lacan's thesis in his "Chronique de la philosophie vivante II", in the Belgian periodical Documents 33, no.
6 (Octobre 1933), p. 13; Crevel praised it in "Notes en vue d'une psycho-dialectique", Le Surrealisme au
service de la Revolution no. 5 (15 mai 1933), p. 50, as did Dali in "Interpretation Paranoi'aque-critique de
l'lmage obsedante «L'Angelus» de Millet", Minotaure, no. 1 (Juin 1933), p. 66.
85

86

184

Nonetheless, Lacan and the surrealists showed enough of a mutual interest that the young
psychoanalyst contributed two articles to Minotaure in 1933, at a time when there was a
much more response to his work in revolutionary intellectual milieux than in medical
circles.
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* * *
D a l i adopted what he called "paranoia-criticism", a methodical approach to relations
with the world achieved through the simulation of paranoia, upon or soon after joining the
surrealist group in 1929; the term 'paranoia-criticism' first appeared in " L a Chevre
sanitaire", one of four chapters of La Femme visible, in 1930. The conjunction of the two
words 'paranoia' and 'criticism' was important, for in Dali's early surrealist writings,
paranoia performed above all a critical function in the discrediting of reality, at the same
time as it was related to the surrealists' longstanding interest in pathological states of mind:
Confusionnistes, car, parallelement aux processus (il faut considerer comme bons
tous ceux qui servent a miner definitivement les idees de famille, patrie, religion),
nous interesse egalement tout ce qui peut contribuer a la mine et au discredit du
monde sensible et intellectuel qui, dans le processus entame dans la realite, peut se
condenser dans la volonte violemment paranoi'aque de systematiser la confusion.
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Lacan had asked to meet Dali following the publication of La Femme visible in December 1930, and
remarked not unfavourably on automatic writing in an article (written jointly with J. Levy-Valensi and Pierre
Migault), "Ecrits «inspires»: Schizographie", Annates medico-psychologiques, t. II (Decembre 1931). In July
1932, Breton quoted from this article, in a letter written to La Nouvelle Revue Francaise in response to an
essay on surrealism by the critic, judge, and Grand Jeu member Andre Rolland de Reneville:
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Les experiences faites par certains ecrivains sur un mode d'ecriture qu'ils ont appele surrealiste, et
dont ils ont decrit tres scientifiquement la methode, montrent a quel degre d'economie remarquable
peuvent atteindre les automatismes graphiques en dehors de toute hypnose. Or, dans ces productions,
certains cadres peuvent etre fixes d'avance, tel un rythme d'ensemble, une forme sentencieuse, sans
que dirninue pour cela le caractere violemment disparate des images qui viennent s'y couler.
Levy-Valensi, Migault and Lacan, cited by Breton in "Lettre a A . Rolland de Reneville", O.C., t. II, op. cit., p.
329. These remarks were obviously important to Breton as a confirmation, from within psychiatry, of
surrealism's own scientific approach, and of its product the image.
Salvador Dali, "Posicio moral del surrealisme", trans. Robert Descharnes in Oui 1: La revolution
parano'iaque-critique (Paris: Denoel/Gonthier, 1971), p. 149. This article, published in the Catalan review
Helix in April 1930, was Dali's first publication as a surrealist, predating the appearance of " L ' Ane pourri" in
Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution by two months.
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Paranoia represented for D a l i a mental break with the world, as well as the development of a
system of logic parallel to, but also irreducible to, the normal functioning of rational
thought. W i t h a point of view that harkened back to earlier days of surrealism, to its
'intuitive' phase, D a l i heightened the antagonistic relations between mind and world,
valorizing the former at the expense of the latter. There was an important difference,
however; paranoia was not simply intuitive, but highly systematic in its thought processes;
this was indeed the difference D a l i made between the "revolution by night" of dreams and
automatism, and the "revolution by day" of paranoia. "Idealistes sans participer a aucun
ideal", he wrote in " L ' A n e pourri", in terms no longer shared by his fellow surrealists,
although for he too it was a matter of hastening the crisis in consciousness called for in the
Second

Manifesto.
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He came thereafter to a position that emphasized the point of intersection of mind
and world rather than their opposition, especially through the invention of the surrealist
object. This would be an intervention into the world from the point of view of the subject,
and the materialization of his or her desire. Moreover, as he stated in "The Object as
Revealed in Surrealist Experiment", it would mark an advance over an implicitly
internalized and passive automatic writing, "automatism being thereby far from diminished
but, as it were, liberated. Through the new relation thus established our eyes see the light of
things in the external w o r l d . " This would be a waking automatism, capable of taking
90

account of the world according to the need for a relation between action and the dream, but
still operating from the position of subjective desire. Automatism is not yet in contradiction

Salvador Dali, "L'Ane pourri", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 1 (Juillet 1930), p. 12. In
" L ' A n e pourri", Dali is harkening back to the 1924-25 positions of Aragon and Breton in "Une Vague de
reves" and "Introduction au discours sur le peu de realite", rather than to the more recent views expressed in
"Introduction a 1930", "La Peinture au defi" and the Second Manifesto.
Salvador Dali, "The Object as Revealed in Surrealist Experiment", trans. David Gascoyne, in Lucy R.
Lippard, ed., Surrealists on Art (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1970), p. 91. The original of this
translation can no longer be traced; it was first published in the American expatriate magazine This Quarter in
September 1932, in its special surrealist issue.
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to paranoia, but on the other hand there is a decisive transformation in its nature signified by
the notion of its 'liberation'.
D a l i revisits the importance of this development the next year, granting Breton
priority in the invention of the object, and retracing his own and surrealism's passage from
idealism to materialism:
L e surrealisme qui, des ses debuts, avait vaincu le materialisme mecaniste et s'en
tenait a un idealisme relativiste tout provisoire, n'a jamais meconnu l'urgence de ces
principes systematiques d'action, procedant plus ou moins de ce «principe de
verification» formule par Breton dans le moment le plus lucide et le plus prophetique
du surrealisme. C'est coi'ncidant, on se le rappelle, avec 1'invention capitale des
objets oniriques, la proposition de realisation, a des fins de verification fidele, la plus
«approximative» possible, d'objets delirants destines a etre mis en circulation, c'esta-dire a intervenir, a entrer couramment, quotidiennement, en collision avec les
autres dans la vie, a la pleine lumiere de la realite.
L e mecanisme paranoi'aque ne peut nous apparaitre, du point de vue
specifiquement surrealiste auquel nous nous placons, que comme la preuve de la
valeur dialectique de ce principe de verification, par lequel passe pratiquement dans
le domaine tangible de Taction T element meme du delire, que comme le garant de la
victoire sensationnelle de T activite surrealiste dans le domaine de Tautomatisme et
du reve.
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There are a number of important statements here, including the idea of the surrealist objects'
intervention into the life of other objects, and the association of paranoia with this process;
paranoia even appears to supersede automatism here, as surrealism's new active principle.
If paranoia is the guarantor of automatism, this is so to the extent that it is both an
intervention into the world, and a method that moves from a position of strength and even
autonomy, as an irrational but critical form of thought that bears its own interpretation
within it. Here, pathology replaces unconscious thought; paranoia is capable of carrying its
criticality beyond the negation of categories implicit in automatic writing, since it is
premised on a waking engagement with and reworking of the material and phenomenal
world according to desire, rather than remaining intent on the transcription of unconscious

Salvador Dali, "Interpretation Parano'iaque-critique de l'image obsedante de «L'Angelus» de Millet", op.
cit., p. 66.
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or preconscious thought. These differences between automatism and paranoia-criticism w i l l
emerge as an absolute antithesis in Dali's 1935 book La Conquete de

I'Irrationnel.

D a l i takes from Lacan's thesis not so much the possibility of a materialist
psychoanalysis that Bernier, Crevel or Audard dreamed of, as the verification of the
structural and systematic nature of paranoiac thought:
L'ouvrage de Lacan rend parfaitement compte de l'hyperacuite objective et
«communicable» du phenomene, grace a laquelle le delire prend ce caractere tangible
et impossible a contredire qui le place aux antipodes meme de la stereotypic de
l'automatisme et du reve. L o i n de constituer un element passif propice a
1' interpretation et apte a 1'intervention comme ceux-ci, le delire paranoi'aque
constitue deja en lui-meme une forme d'interpretation. C'est precisement cet
element actif ne de la «presence systematique» qui, au dela des considerations
generales qui precedent, intervient comme principe de cette contradiction en laquelle
reside pour moi le drame poetique du surrealisme. Cette contradiction ne peut mieux
trouver sa conciliation dialectique que dans les idees nouvelles qui se font jour sur la
paranoia, et selon lesquelles le delire surgirait tout systematise.
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I w i l l show a little later how, according to Dali, a thought that bears its own interpretation
within itself can still have a relation to the world, but it is important to note that it is placed
against an automatism that, for Breton, was only a posteriori subject to interpretation. This
was the principle of automatism's difference from other modes of thought: that it was,
itself, not analytical or rational, but rather a thinking through the image that was analogous
to the dream. The later, necessary interpretation would follow through the supplement of
dialectical thought provided by Hegel, Engels and Freud, an interpretation that would enable
such a thought to be made a 'thing-for-us', rather than remaining an opaque, and literary,
'thing-in-itself. D a l i , on the other hand, offered paranoia-criticism as a synthesis of action
and interpretation, as a mode of thought that intervened in the world, and that bore its own
interpretation within it. H e claimed to have discovered a form of thought that was both
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autonomous and critical, through the introduction of convincing examples of paranoiac
thought that could destabilize a consensual understanding of the real.
Le Mythe tragique de I 'Angelus de Millet was a book-length elaboration of such a
thought, an experimental text based upon an obsessional idea capable of unlocking the
perverse content of M i l l e t ' s Angelus (Fig. 17). This content was, according to D a l i , the
"tragic myth" at the heart of contemporary culture. A s it is discovered in the course of the
text, the myth is, in Dali's reading, the fear of, and desire for, reunification with the mother,
a reunification which promises both bliss and annihilation, and which is, of course,
supremely Oedipal in its interplay of fear, desire and prohibition. Le Mythe tragique is an
experimental text in the sense that, like Breton's prose narratives, it depends on the
intervention of chance events for its structure and for the discovery of the solution to the
enigma of the Angelus, although the solution itself is determined to a great extent by the
model for Dalf's book, Freud's Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his

Childhood.

Both books feature a nearly identical "screen memory", though in D a l i ' s case what
he calls a "false memory" is remarkably similar to the interpretation Freud makes of
Leonardo's memory of a vulture's tail beating at his l i p s .
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Freud interprets Leonardo's

screen memory as an act of fellatio, which is an inversion of his entirely unconscious
memory of breastfeeding; in his fantasy, it is a penis rather than a breast that is being pushed
between his lips. Neither breast nor penis figure in the screen memory, however; only the
less-charged figure of a vulture or a kite.

93

T h i s is the passage Freud quotes, from the Codex Atlanticus:
It seems that I was always destined to be so deeply concerned with vultures; for I recall as one of my
very earliest memories that while I was in my cradle a vulture came down to me, and opened my
mouth with its tail, and struck me many times with its tail against my lips.

Sigmund Freud, Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood (1910), trans. Alan Tyson, in Art and
Literature: Jensen's Gradiva, Leonardo da Vinci and Other Works (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1985),
p. 172. As is well-known, Freud was depending on a German mistranslation of Leonardo's word "nibio"
("kite") as "Geier" ("vulture").
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In D a l i ' s own "false memory", the latent content of Leonardo's fantasy, what was
inexpressible for him, has become its explicit meaning:
II s'agit, en l'espece, d'un souvenir ou «faux memoire» de ma mere sue.ant, devorant
mon penis. L a submersion du personnage de VAngelas e'est-a-dire de moi dans le
lait maternel, ne peut etre interpretee...que comme l'expression de la crainte d'etre
absorbe, annihile, mange par la mere.
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In D a l i ' s Mythe tragique, the mother's breast disappears, only to be replaced by her mouth her biting mouth. Her breast becomes his threatened penis, one loss covered over by the
threat of another, in a false memory to which he attributes his terror of sex, and his Oedipal
preoccupation with the mother. L i k e Leonardo's homosexual fantasy, D a l i ' s Oedipal
fantasy incorporates a distorted memory of pleasure, whether this involves sucking or being
sucked. In D a l i ' s case, however, the sexualization of the fantasy includes a revenge enacted
against the incestuous desire set in motion by the withdrawal of the breast; the succor the
mother brings in giving sexual pleasure suddenly becomes castrating, threatening the end of
pleasure.
It is this Oedipal fantasy that Dali gives as the solution to the riddle of the
fascination that the Angelus has exercised over the popular imagination. The apparently
benign peasant woman, at prayer during the tolling of the angelus, becomes in D a l i ' s
paranoiac reasoning a praying mantis who is waiting for the right moment to attack and
devour her son. The son anticipates and welcomes her fatal embrace with the erection he
attempts to hide by a strategic placement of his hat.
This fantasy becomes at once the organizing idea of his own paranoiac thought, and
a solution reached 'experimentally' through the deciphering of his affective relation to the
painting. In its rehearsal of Freud's own tendency to reach general conclusions by way of
the interpretation of particular events, D a l i ' s approach is not only subjective; it uses an

Salvador Dali, Le Mythe tragique de VAngelus de Millet: Interpretation «parano'iaque-critique»
Jean-Jacques Pauvert, 1978), p. 93.
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obsessional paranoiac method to arrive at wide-ranging conclusions about the culture. It is
not merely a repetition of psychoanalysis, however, but rather an attempt to arrive at an
interpretation of the world that would be both experimental and critical, producing a
knowledge (connaissance) that would also overturn conventional thought.
K e y to Dalf's argument was that there was a latent content in the image itself, which
his paranoiac interpretation was able to release. There are a number of instances in Le
Mythe tragique of what he, after Breton, described as objective chance, incidents that were
crucial to the deciphering of the latent content of the Angelus.

These included the accidental

discovery of a coffee service with an image of the painting printed on the coffeepot and on
each of its cups, or Dalf's confusion at a moment's glance of the postcard of the Angelus he
had on his desk, with another postcard showing a woman holding a stem with two cherries
between her teeth.
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Each of these cases contributed to and were decisive for D a l i ' s interpretation of the
Angelus as an image of the mother waiting to devour her son. This was interpreted through
the structure of his own castration anxiety, but it was also somehow there, latent, in the
content of the painting itself. Paranoia-criticism did not simply produce an irrational text or
image according to an interior model, but took a previously-existing object in the world and
reworked it according to an obsessional thought that had its own logic and coherence; this is
one of the key differences between automatic and paranoiac-critical strategies.
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A

paranoiac thought freely reinterpreted the object by means of one's own obsessions, but it
also discerned the latent content inaccessible to rational analysis; paranoia was also critical

I n Dalf's interpretation, the pot represented the mother, and the cups her children. In pouring her contents
into each cup, the mother was in effect annihilating the children, filling them with her own presence. Thus the
use to which the coffee service was put reiterated the image of the Angelus printed on every cup, whose content
was that very annihilation. The image of a young woman holding two cherries between her teeth is an obvious
image of castration, but (and no doubt for this very reason) it also recalled the Angelus figures to Dalf's mind.
T h e differences between the two strategies will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 5.
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to the extent that it redeemed the image, here, from its manifest religious content, and
liberated it for a sexual reading.

** *
A t least for some members of the surrealist group, paranoia-criticism met the criteria
for a surrealism that would be an active intervention into the world, preserving at the same
time a sphere of autonomy for surrealist investigations into the workings of the mind.
Tristan Tzara was to some extent indebted to D a l i for developing a subjective critical
approach that could incorporate rationality in a larger synthesis, and sought himself to find a
way to bring directed and undirected thought together experimentally, in the sublation
promised but not yet enacted by the time of his 1931 "Essai sur la situation de la poesie."
Such a synthesis would be progressive rather than regressive, as opposed to an automatism
that was in principle inaccessible to reason, which for this reason had to be supplemented by
dialectical thinking. Although Tzara remained deeply interested in 'primitive' modes of
thought, he came to view the regression promised by automatism as too close to the fascist
cultivation of unreason to be sustainable; thus the necessity for a synthesis that would not
merely repress the irrational in favour of logic or instrumental reason, but that would
incorporate it in a superior mode of thought that would be a harbinger of the new world to
come.
Tzara agrees with the other surrealists of this period that poetry can be a means of
knowledge, insofar as it is not restricted to being a lyrical expression, a "moyen
d'expression".

He writes, in " D ' u n certain Automatisme du Gout" in December 1933:

A travers les analogies et les hypotheses d'ordre scientifique, parmi les moyens
d'investigation de la nature et du destin humains...l'invention poetique trouvera sa
place, en depit des arbitraires apparences qu'elle presente a premiere vue. Comme
l'irrationnel tend a devenir rationnel dans la mesure ou les lois qui le regissent nous
sont plus accessibles, l'acte poetique n'echappera plus a l'analyse et, quand i l sera
etabli que la symbolique de la poesie reside dans les mecanismes de la pensee, dans
certains precedes ou tournures independantes du langage et pourtant contenues dans
celui-ci, le depassant souvent et le niant en tant que sens commun, le temps sera mur
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de determiner le systeme complexe auquel est liee la poesie, sur le plan de la
connaissance et en puissance de continuel devenir des choses et des etres.
97

This view is one shared with Breton, Caillois and others; the real w i l l be made rational, as
one comes to understand the mechanisms of inspiration through investigation. The method
of analysis remains different, however, and it is this difference that took Tzara outside the
surrealist group, as he came to see in Breton's insistence on automatism a means of
continuing to practice poetry as an end in itself, rather than a break with "la poesie-moyen
d'expression".
In "Reve experimental", a text published when he was still an active member of the
surrealist group, Tzara theorized the conditions for this new thought, in terms not identical
to but reworked from Dali:
L'activite delirante se substitue consciemment a l'inspiration poetique. L e fait
qu'elle n'est pas systematisee, assume au reve la valeur d'une experience qui
consiste en la tentative de le liberer de tout automatisme inherent au subconscient du
poete et comme telle, i l lui est loisible de se transformer en processus de
connaissance....
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Tzara's use of the term 'automatism' here is psychological rather than surrealist, but that
itself is a critique, I think, of the inability of a surrealist automatism to play an active role in
the constitution of revolutionary knowledge. A delirious activity substitutes itself for poetic
inspiration - that for which one waits, and towards which one bears a passive rather than an
active relation.
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Here, the waking dream will transform itself into a process of knowledge,

having been liberated from what Dali called the stereotypes endemic to automatism.
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Tristan Tzara, "D'un certain Automatisme du Gout", Minotaure nos. 3-4 (Decembre 1933), p. 81.
Tristan Tzara, Grains et Issues, ed. Henri Behar (Paris: Garnier-Flammarion, 1981), p. 157. "Reve
experimental" was originally published in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 6 (15 mai 1933), and
reprinted in Grains et Issues with minor changes.
"Tzara's essay on the experimental dream precedes the following passage, from Breton's "Le Message
automatique":
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Si l'effort du surrealisme, avant tout a tendu a remettre en faveur l'inspiration et, pour cela, si nous
avons prone de la maniere la plus exclusive l'usage des formes automatiques de l'expression....
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The waking dream is for Tzara a delirium capable of synthesizing rational and
irrational thought, rather than successively employing them, in a lyrical production which is
by no means identical to Dali's prose or poetry (nor does it ever claim to be paranoiac;
indeed, it is, in Tzara's own words, "pas systematisee"). It is, rather, consciously Hegelian
in its attempt to synthesize and incorporate the rational and the irrational in a new mode of
thought (although, as we have seen in his choice of Jung as the source of his distinction
between a directed and an undirected thought, Tzara does not depend on Hegel's Aesthetics
for his theoretical justification here so much as on the dialectical method formulated by
Hegel and taken over by Marx and Engels). The active component of the waking dream,
whose possibilities were first envisaged by Dali, is what allows Tzara to make his difference
with Breton, in a period in which an active relation to thought, and a relation between action
and the dream, was considered imperative by all of the parties concerned.
Grains et Issues is an experimental work which shares the ambition though not the
method of those other book-length texts of the early to mid-1930s, Les Vases

communicants,

Le Mythe tragique, and La Necessite d'esprit. L i k e Caillois' book, its elaboration of a
poetic method that would be an alternative to automatism led to the author's break with
surrealism. It is an attempt to describe, and to enact in writing, a Utopia where poetry w i l l

Breton, "Le Message automatique", in O.C., t. II, op. cit, p. 378. Originally published in Minotaure nos. 3-4
(Decembre 1933). In this article, Breton reaffirms automatism as surrealism's basic method, in response I
believe to challenges to its hegemony from Dali and Tzara.
S e e the passage cited in n. 92 of this chapter, from "Interpretation Paranoi'aque-critique de l'image
obsedante de «L'Angelus» de Millet". Breton speaks in more positive terms of stereotypical representation in
"Le Message automatique", in linking art nouveau, mediumistic drawing and automatism. Breton, O.C., t. II,
op. cit., p. 384.
In Tzara's 1933 article on fashion, the "automatism" of the title refers to the unconscious sexual
representations found in women's fashion, which are seen as an excess in the culture. Man Ray's photos of
women's hats with vaginal slits or phallic protrusions are the visual evidence of this excess, which is confirmed
by Dalf's arrangement of the issue of Minotaure in which the article appeared - in large part devoted to
automatism in its various manifestations - to include sexual graffiti and "involuntary sculptures" made of
chewed gum, torn-up bus tickets and the like. This entirely unconscious (in the traditional sense of the word)
automatism is not criticized: it is, rather, celebrated, as so many instances of an irrationality at the heart of the
larger culture. But nor is it given by Tzara or Dali as surrealism's own method, as it is by Breton in the same
issue, in "Le Message automatique".
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be lived rather than spoken, and which w i l l no longer depend on language; this is the very
opposite of Breton's own view of poetry, although for both writers a supersession of formal
concerns is at stake. For Tzara - and this is a possibility that Caillois, too, attempts to
ground in his own contemporary work - thought is not identical or reducible to language,
and the possibility of a future realm of freedom in which poetry w i l l be lived rather than
written or even spoken is based upon the separability in principle of thought and language.
Breton's attempt to maintain a provisional separation between art and life (even as
he criticizes that separation), is premised to some extent on the existence of different levels
of thought, which must not be collapsed one into the other. This leads to the accusation that
he, and surrealism generally, are falling back into art, a consequence of the equivocation
between art and politics that will not be overcome by its regression to an automatic form of
expression, especially as so many relations continue to be entertained with the institutions of
art and literature.
For Tzara, the possibility of the merging of art and life is allowed conceptually by
the new conditions of the Popular Front, and the P.C.F.'s retreat in such circumstances from
the demand for a politically-directed art. Although the cultural politics of the Popular Front
involves a tacit acceptance of the categories of bourgeois culture, and the need for its
defence against the fascist barbarism that burns books and destroys artworks, the principle at
least of the merging of art into life can be raised without the fear that it would result in the
elimination of poetry altogether. In any case, Tzara, Crevel, Monnerot and Caillois are all
able in their Popular Front period to maintain a very intransigent cultural position at odds
with the principle of the defence of bourgeois culture as such, even while insisting on the
necessity for a broad-based alliance in the anti-fascist struggle. Their views (which are not
identical) on the advancement of a revolutionary culture find expression in the single issue
of the Popular Front journal Inquisitions, which consecrated the alliance of their fraction
with the Popular Front at the moment of the formation of its government in June 1936.
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In " L e Poete dans la societe", his main contribution to Inquisitions, Tzara writes of
the need for a synthesis of rational and irrational thought:
Arrive a un degre de maturation extreme, ou sous Paction d'un levier, comme une
revolution qui changerait totalement les conditions economiques et sociales, le
penser non dirige pourrait, en se niant lui-meme, de minoritaire devenir
predominant. C'est alors que la poesie en tant qu'activite specialised disparaitrait,
car de qualite elle deviendrait quantite et se fondrait dans la totalite du nouveau
mode de penser, auquel elle donnera par la un caractere particulier.
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Here, poetry w i l l be generalized, to become a part of daily life, but it w i l l do so only by
negating itself and dissolving itself in a new mode of thinking. This w i l l no longer be the
old poetry as such, but an integration of the two modes of thought, directed and undirected,
which represents for Tzara an advance over what for h i m is the regression to a more
primitive mode of thought insisted on by Breton. Breton's insistence on a return to the
sources of imagination does remain the true poetic attitude according to Tzara, but it is one
that must be sublated into a superior mode of thought, for there are for Tzara serious
political implications to this insistence on remaining within poetry as such. He uses the
term "lycanthropy", one he had already employed in his 1931 article, to describe a
transhistorical poetic thought that is quite obviously regressive in its implications:
L'activite poetique propre est liee au phenomene de la lycanthropie tel que j ' a i
essaye de le definir, comme un mouvement affectif violent qui tend a prendre la
forme sociale de clan ou de culte; il est lie a la representation d'un monde different
du monde ambiant ou a une realisation des desirs projetes sur un avenir
hypothetique.
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Tristan Tzara, "Le Poete dans la societe", Inquisitions, op. cit., p. 139. This quote and the ones that follow
are from the second, unpublished part of Tzara's article, which is included in the dossier assembled by Henri
Behar in his re-edition of the journal. Although the second part of his essay was intended for Inquisitions no.
2, a second issue never appeared, due both to the Party's unease with the heterogeneity of the contributions to
the first issue (of which its Editions Sociales Internationales was the publisher), and to a lack of agreement
among the editors themselves. On the non-appearance of a second issue, see Behar's preface to his re-edition
of Inquisitions, pp. 21-22, and his essay "Inquisitions: le surrationalisme, la poesie et l'actualite", in Roche et
Tarting, eds., Des Annies Trente: Groupes et ruptures, op. cit., p. 231.
I b i d . , p. 146 (Tzara's emphasis). The term "lycanthropy" is named after the French romantic writer Petrus
Borel, who was called 'the lycanthrope'.
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This is a description of dada and surrealism, and is not necessarily critical; in fact it
describes in part his own Utopian project in Grains et Issues. But given the weak position of
poetry in contemporary society, and the political circumstances in which fascism utilizes the
affective to its own ends, it is considered crucial by Tzara that poetry be integrated into a
new, synthesized mode of thinking that would be progressive rather than regressive:
Aujourd'hui, l'affaiblissement de la lycanthropie sous sa forme collective, sociale,
consacree, sa tendance a s'etendre sur la masse sous la forme explosive de
l'exaltation de la volonte de puissance, fasciste, d'autre part la tendance de la poesie
a perdre ses caracteres formels de moyen d'expression, sa tendance a s'integrer dans
un nouveau mode de penser qui rend pensable et possible ce que la science exige
d'une maniere imperative, nous mettent devant une realite de fait qui presage un
renversement total des conditions sociales.
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In his description of two different possibilities for poetry, Tzara is calling attention
here not only to the potential for fascism in what he calls "lycanthropy", or the most
primitive form of poetic thought, but implicitly to the political activities of his former
surrealist comrades in the anti-Popular Front group Contre-Attaque, which gathered the
surrealists together with Georges Bataille and some of his followers. In a passage edited out
of the first, published part of his essay, Tzara alluded more directly to Contre-Attaque,
assimilating its attitude to the notion of objective chance championed by Breton:
Sur cette fausse experience du caillou (T experience constituant aussi, par elle-meme,
un produit litteraire) se base une theorie des plus mysterieuse que les surrealistes
appellent «le hasard objectif». J'ai dit «mysterieuse» mais j'entends par la que les
surrealistes entourent cette theorie de mystere. Toutefois, transposee sur le plan
social, on comprend mieux ses applications. L a revolution que les surrealistes
attendent ne doit plus etre l'oeuvre du proletariat organise, mais laissee sur le compte
des explosions effectives, hasardeuses, que, eux, surrealistes, ont le devoir de
susciter. A u moyen de quoi? A u moyen des mots'] A u moment ou le socialisme
moderne, en contradiction avec le socialisme Chretien ou sentimental, perfectionne
ses bases scientifiques pour amener le proletariat a la prise du pouvoir, pour en
preparer ideologiquement les conditions, pour canaliser l'affectivite des masses nee
de cette ideologie et a son tour agissante, les surrealistes pretendent nous ramener a
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I b i d . , p. 147.
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des histoires ou sous l'effet des mots magiques, des cochons se transforment en
princes charmants!
Curieuse faillite que celle ou devait aboutir l'ecriture automatique.

104

Tzara objects here to the notion of objective chance, as a concept the surrealists surround
with mystery rather than clarify, and he links this attitude to a regressive political action and
to automatism. It is, in his view, surrealism's failure to develop beyond the chance effects
produced by automatism that causes it to be associated both with a regressive political
adventure (Contre-Attaque), and to remain within literature despite itself. L i k e Aragon the
year before, he distinguishes between a pre-scientific surrealism and a scientific socialism,
even though this distinction, in both cases, depends to a great extent on surrealism's own
claim to science (which is, of course, rejected). This is very much the attitude of all those
breaking with the surrealist movement in 1934-35: taking surrealism at its word, they find it
wanting, and w i l l make their next collective venture, Inquisitions, more scientific in its

I b i d . , p. 136. The initial reference in this passage to the false experience of the pebble refers obliquely to
the incident with which Dali begins Le Mythe tragique, the encounter with some pebbles on the beach, in
whose shapes he first discovered the figures of the Angelus. Tzara, then, distances himself from Dali at the
time of his break with surrealism, on the grounds that Dali is still wrapped up in the art and literature with
which he himself is breaking in joining the majority anti-fascist struggle. This passage was edited out of the
published article, and it was left up to Pierre Robin to take Dali (and surrealism) to task, in a compte-rendu of a
recent lecture by Dali:
l04

Avec Dali, le surrealisme est venu a jouer un role identique, pour les couches «modernisantes» de la
bourgeoisie: exploiter esthetiquement - et indefiniment - certaines formules, certains gestes, certains
rites qu'on veut bien s'imaginer gros de contenu revolutionnaire et de scandale, mais qui ne sont plus
que des formes, videes de tout contenu vivant: rhetorique. S'ils continuent a les repeter, c'est pour la
plus grande delectation et distraction de cette bourgeoisie.
Pierre Robin, "Les conferences litteraires: Dali", Inquisitions no. 1 (Juin 1936), p. 51. This not very original
dismissal of surrealism was perhaps something those who had left the group in 1934-35 could not bring
themselves to say, even though the supersession of surrealism was very much at issue in the journal as a whole;
in any case, it was left to Robin to take Dali, specifically, to task. He added, towards the end of his review:
Nous sommes resolus, au lieu d'etendre la confusion, systematiquement et dans tous les domaines, a
la dissiper systematiquement par les paroles de durete et de clarte necessaires.
Ibid. This is very much Caillois' position as well in his article in Inquisitions, and is a component both of the
anti-fascist struggle of the Popular Front, in which light is opposed to darkness, and of the supersession of a
surrealism seen as insufficiently scientific, against which a more scientific attitude is posed. Robin's slightly
earlier, much more positive evaluation of surrealism and its reconciliation of science and poetry is found in
"Poesie et connaissance", Cahiers G.L.M., premier cahier (mai 1936), pp. 25-30.
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rational investigation of affectivity, at the same time sealing an alliance with the P . C . F . that
had eluded the surrealist group itself.

** *
Roger Caillois' approach differs from those of Tzara and D a l i , and is closer to that of
Breton in some respects, although he broke with Breton in December 1934 over what he
took to be the latter's insufficiently scientific attitude.
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Caillois too is adamantly against

literature; such an attitude colours his view of automatism, and eventually leads him to
reject surrealism, and to accuse it both of cultivating mystery, and of remaining within the
categories of art and literature it claimed to supersede. Even in his first surrealist article,
"Specification de la poesie", in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 5 ( 1 5 mai
1933), Caillois takes an extremely critical view of literature, and is skeptical of the claim
that poetry can be a means of knowledge; it can only be so, he says, to the extent that it is
extra-literary, and (echoing Tzara), to the extent that it is organized.

W i t h the slightest

compromise, poetry "tombe au rang de genre litteraire particulierement litteraire. "
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Literary compromise would be such as to undermine "les pretentions du surrealisme a
l'objectivite absolue et d'obliger a le tenir comme une concurrence deloyale et non fondee
de T activite scientifique"; it is only by taking surrealism to its extreme limits, i.e. beyond
literature, that a critical investigation of imagination is possible:

T h i s was the well-known and slightly ridiculous Mexican jumping beans episode, at which Breton, Caillois
and Lacan were present. Jumping beans were at that time still novel enough in Paris that the reason for their
animation was not yet known; while Caillois, suspecting a worm inside, wanted to cut one open and see, Breton
preferred to speculate on the possible reasons for the mystery. (It is not known what Lacan thought.) This was
the relatively trivial pretext for Caillois' break with surrealism, which was premised on the difference between
the scientific investigation of irrational phenomena, and the conservation of mystery. Tzara rationalized the
difference in the same way, in "Le Poete dans la societe". A poetic approach is exchanged for a rational one,
even though the object of investigation is in both cases the same.
Roger Caillois, "Specification de la poesie", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution, no. 5(15 mai
1933), p. 30. This article, along with two others (from Documents 34 and Minotaure), were incorporated into
La Necessite d'esprit, the book-length experimental text that remained unpublished following Caillois' break
with the surrealist group.
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A u contraire, c'est justement dans la mesure ou le surrealisme a considere la poesie
comme un fait et l ' a systematiquement epuisee en tant que telle jusqu'en ces limites
extremes, limites qui sont a leur tour des faits poetiques susceptibles d'un
developpement concentrique et ainsi de suite, qu'il s'est acquis en propre le droit
d'entreprendre avec quelque validite la critique de l'imagination empirique.
II s'agit done d'organiser la poesie.
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Here, a poetic investigation is not yet dispensed with - and w i l l not be abandoned until after
Caillois leaves the group - but it will be conducted in an experimental fashion, leaving all
literary ambitions and even interests behind; it w i l l be rigorously pursued with the aim of a
connaissance of the relations between subject and object. Caillois' approach here is not
different in kind from the aspirations of surrealism in the 1930s, but it is extremely wary of
the trap of literature. Towards the end of "Specification de la poesie", Caillois writes:
L e surrealisme peut done prendre comme maxime de ses experiences le tres evident
aphorisme de Hegel: «Rien n'est plus reel que l'apparence en tant qu'apparence».
C'est aussi l'epigraphe de toute poesie, qui renonce a beneficier de ses privileges
artistiques pour se presenter comme science. Elle est alors par principe violemment
unilaterale dans le sens du merveilleux et de l'insolite et s'attache independamment
de tout autre consideration et par tous les moyens a faire la part de l'irrationnel dans
l'objet et dans le concept, mais i l n'est rien dont elle ne doive rendre compte apres
coup a la plus stricte des critiques methodologiques.
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In La Necessite d'esprit, Caillois undertakes the wildly ambitious goal of
understanding the affective bonds that link all parts of the universe to each other, and
attempts to do so through the use of a lyrical mode of thought that w i l l achieve that
understanding experimentally and subjectively. Poetry has a valid scientific role insofar as
it can discover these relations, a goal not so different from the aim pursued in Breton's
investigation of objective chance.

I b i d . Caillois does not quite mean the organization of poetry in the sense that Tzara gave it in 1931 - to
organize free time in the future communist society towards the meeting of affective needs - but rather, here, its
organization in the pursuit of knowledge, from the inside. This is in keeping with the general tendency of
surrealism in the 1930s, as I have been arguing throughout this chapter.
I b i d . , p . 31.
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Caillois attempts a slightly different project, however: one that, while less
dependent on chance, has everything to do with necessity. In order to distance his
investigations from literature, he distinguishes between automatism and automatic thinking
(an associative form of thought), and between lyricism and lyrical thought (a synthetic form
of thought). Having established this critical distance from the literature that, in his view, all
too frequently contaminates poetry, Caillois then proceeds to distinguish between thought
and language. L i k e Tzara (and unlike Breton), he sees them as non-identical, a conclusion
that leads to a criticism of automatism as such (in other words, of the founding premise and
first method of surrealism), and eventually to his break with the movement. H i s critique of
automatism, and his discussion of the non-identity of thought and language on which it is
ostensibly based, is found in one of the posthumously published sections of La Necessite
d'esprit:
E n effet, si Ton examine attentivement la definition d'Andre Breton: «Automatisme
psychique pur par lequel on se propose d'exprimer soit verbalement, soit par ecrit,
soit de toute autre maniere le fonctionnement reel de la pensee. Dictee de la pensee
en l'absence de tout controle exerce par la raison, en dehors de toute preoccupation
esthetique ou morale.» O n ne tarde pas a s'apercevoir que non seulement ces lignes
considerent comme resolu un probleme - celui des rapports de la pensee et du
langage -, qui est loin de l'etre, mais encore qu'elles en donnent implicitement la
solution la moins defendable et ceci est d'autant plus decisif que cette solution se
trouve etre la seule a pouvoir fonder la capacite de l'ecriture automatique a deceler le
«fonctionnement reel de la pensee». E n effet, si Ton se reporte aux mots que j ' a i
soulignes dans la definition de Breton, on constatera que leur emploi constitue une
application du vocabulaire du langage au fait de la pensee, ce qui revient a supposer
une adequation parfaite de ces deux plans; or i l n'est personne, meme parmi les
philosophes les plus intellectualistes, qui soutienne cette conception purement
verbale de la pensee, conception dont les efforts de la psychologie la plus
elementairement introspective ont depuis toujours fait justice en attendant que la
decouverte de l'inconscient la rende definitivement insoutenable. A i n s i , a mon avis,
doit-on revenir sur cette definition que les evenements ont prouve tres suffisante
pour le but que son auteur lui assignait, mais qui, a l'examen probatoire et d'un point
de vue strictement ideologique, se revele peu susceptible de pourvoir servir de
fondement a un travail qui a tant soit peu de pretention a la rigueur.
L a critique de ce texte essentiel, revision que revolution meme du
mouvement surrealiste vers des ambitions de plus en plus scientifiques avait fait
devenir indispensable et dont i l semble qu'Andre Breton lui-meme ait a plusieurs
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reprises pressenti la necessite, est beaucoup plus limitee qu'elle ne le parait, si Ton
songe qu'elle ne porte valablement que dans l a mesure (indeterminee d'ailleurs) ou
la pensee differe du langage.
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Despite Caillois' disclaimer in the second paragraph of this citation, everything does depend
on the distinction he makes between thought and language, and therefore on the possibility
that there is a mode of thinking independent of language. Not only does Caillois challenge
the validity of automatic writing as a means of exploring a non-directed thought outside of
the category of literature, he even criticizes the holding of such a position as a refusal to
leave behind the artistic and literary privileges it apparently set out to undermine. In any
case, surrealist texts for Caillois continue to display traces of literature, even as mediumistic
texts show the traces of spiritualist dogma; there can be no pure transcription, since thought
and language are not identical. Whether automatic writing is pursued in good or bad faith
makes no difference: its wish to "reveal the actual functioning of thought" is an impossible
dream.
Yet there is another kind of thought, one not dependent on language, that can reveal
universal relations in their transparency, like the unbroken chain of glass that Breton would
speak of in L'Amour fou.
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What Caillois offers in automatism's stead is an automatic

thinking not necessarily dependent on language for its formulation, but which still proceeds
through association and image; this is in fact what makes it poetic, despite its pre-verbal or
a-verbal character. It is through the following of that thought to its very end that one w i l l
understand the relations between things, w i l l really know them experientially and
experimentally.
Caillois defines automatic thinking in the following way, as:

R o g e r Caillois, La Necessite d'esprit (Paris: Gallimard, 1981), pp. 47-48. Note that what has come to be
the doxa of psychoanalytic thought, "the unconscious is structured like a language", is rejected here avant la
lettre. I do not see how psychoanalysis rendered such a.relation untenable, despite what Caillois says here.
The lack of adequation between thought and language is crucial to Caillois' own alternative, however.
See the passage quoted on p. 162, and cited in n. 59.
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...la suite des associations spontanees de representations ou d'idees evoquees en
vertu du determinisme lyrique des ideogrammes et en dehors de toute sollicitation
exterieure venue soit des exigences theoriques de la pensee conceptuelle soit des
exigences utilitaires du comportement pratique, en dehors par consequent de toute
activite finale consciente."
1

The ideogram is the crucial determinant of this mode of thought, which like dreams, or
Breton's own version of automatism, or Tzara's "penser non dirige''' lies prior to more
developed and instrumental modes of reasoning. For Caillois, the ideogram is not a
linguistic sign so much as it is something existing objectively outside of oneself in nature or
culture, which sets off a series of associations of an affective nature in the human psyche,
and which corresponds to something there; one recognizes the ideogram. Such ideograms
are impersonal and objective, Caillois suggests, yet they trigger personal associations on the
part of each individual, "ideogrammes objectifs en un mot qui realisent materiellement dans
le monde exterieur les virtualites lyriques et passionnelles de la

conscience. "
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Caillois' prime example of an ideogram is the praying mantis, which contains for the
masculine subject very old fears of annihilation, based upon the biological memory of a time
when annihilation actually followed copulation:
E n sorte qu'il ne serait pas impossible que la peur de la castration fut une
specification de la crainte du male d'etre devore par la femelle pendant ou apres
l'accouplement: representation fournie objectivement par les moeurs nuptiales des
mantides avec une parfaite exactitude, tant va loin la symetrie ou, pour mieux dire, la
continuite de la nature et de la conscience, particularite qui suffit a rendre compte a
la fois de la possibilite et de l'efficacite des ideogrammes objectifs, et qui n'est sans
corroborer l'hypothese deja formulee de la surdetermination systematique de
l'univers.
113

' I b i d . , pp. 48-49.
Roger Caillois, "La Mante religieuse", Minotaure no. 5 (Mai 1934), p. 26 (Caillois' emphasis). This article,
published when Caillois was still a surrealist, forms the fifth chapter of La Necessite d'esprit.
I b i d . , p. 25.
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Such overdetermination helps account for the mantis' prominent place in the mythologies of
cultures around the world, and for its nearly universal description as either religious or
sacrilegious, sacred or profane.
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The mantis is an example, then, of the relations binding and reconciling subject and
object, individual and universal, on a level transcending the cultural to reach a level of
universal reciprocity on the affective plane, universal reconciliation and transparency of
communication. This is in fact Caillois' goal, not to mention that of surrealism itself. It is
an extra-scientific goal, but one that is achieved or at least sought experimentally, through
careful attention to one's own affective responses to ideograms. It is also dialectical in its
ambition, which is what makes it both universal and revolutionary, in keeping with Engels'
goal of developing a dialectics extended to nature, to mathematics, and to everything under
the sun:
Dans cette analyse je ne suis aucunement a la recherche d'une quelconque
identification verbale et triomphante de l'objectif et du subjectif. J'essaie seulement
de retablir entre ces deux poles le principe de continuite dont partout la raison
montre la possibilite, T experience l'existence et la dialectique la necessite.
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To the extent that the mantis is an exemplary ideogram, it figures a lyrical reconciliation
with the universe, a desire for the end of estrangement in which it is not distinction that is
sought, but rather synthesis, through an awakening experience of the identity of things. The
lyrical component of Caillois' investigations in La Necessite d'esprit is what keeps them
surrealist, in spite of his critique of automatism.
A t the time of his break with the surrealist group in December 1934, Caillois moved
from a radical conception of poetry as a means of knowledge to a more analytic
investigation of the affective, along the following lines:

Ibid., p. 23. Caillois goes into great detail concerning the names given the mantis in cultures around the
world.
C a i l l o i s , La Necessite d'esprit, op. cit., p. 151.
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II est urgent de ce point de vue d'envisager la creation et la systematisation de
methodes experimentales extremement rigoureuses, adaptees a la provocation, au
controle, au classement et a 1'interpretation des phenomenes psychiques: quitter la
desuetude artistique pour constituer une phenomenologie generate de Vimagination,
aupres de laquelle les oeuvres d'art n'auront plus de valeur, d'interet et de portee que
peuvent en avoir par rapport aux theories scientifiques les produits des techniques
industrielles auxquelles elles donnent l i e u .
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That is, he exchanged one intrinsic means of achieving knowledge for another, extrinsic
one, although the object of investigation remained the same. This was part and parcel of the
attempt to supersede surrealism, and one of the reasons why the editors of Inquisitions (who
included Caillois) were so preoccupied with their former group, despite their belief that they
had moved beyond surrealism to a truly scientific investigation of affectivity. It was the
very difficulty of maintaining an avant-garde position in the 1930s that led to this third
fracturing of the surrealist group. Those who remained with surrealism as such were not yet
ready to give up their own claims to a position beyond art and literature, for which a
revolutionary agent remained the precondition.

Roger Caillois, Proces intellectuel de I'art, in Approches de I'imaginaire (Paris: Gallimard, 1974), p. 50.
This pamphlet was issued by Cahiers du Sud in 1935, and was both Caillois' first publication under separate
cover, and his declaration of independence from the surrealist group. It begins with an open letter to Breton,
dissociating himself from surrealism.
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Chapter Four
Avant-Garde and Front Populaire

P. Qu'est-ce que le «socialisme dans un seul pays»?
B . C'est une charrette dans une orniere.
- Benjamin Peret and Andre Breton, " L e dialogue en 1934"
The development of an experimental thought was very much at issue in the 1930s,
and this is how I have chosen to locate the surrealist object, rather than within a narrative of
the development of surrealist painting or sculpture. While this is reading the object within
the terms in which it was argued for - terms set by surrealism itself -1 have found it more
useful to work through that logic, which takes us outside of art history, than to read it within
the categories it was intended to trouble. For an important part of the logic of the surrealist
object was to disrupt such categories through another, apparently different one. The objects
bore a relation to modern experimental art at its most radical, of which they were understood
to be a continuation on other than formal grounds, precisely as a regression to a pre-artistic,
poetic mode of thought that would signal an end to alienation, and the beginning of a poetry
made by all. This is the general status of the surrealist object, I am claiming, apart from the
specific content of individual objects.
Given such an ambition, it is difficult to read the object simply as a variant of
sculpture, or exclusively as a form of assemblage, as important as it is to recognize and take
account of the object's formal relation to collage and synthetic cubism. It is also imperative
to see it as one of the crucial strategies chosen by the surrealists to argue for their activity as
an experimental one, and as a supersession of art and literature, in the debates on culture on
the revolutionary left. Even i f it was misunderstood, even i f it was not properly received
either by the left or by the critics and institutions of modern art, the object incarnated in a
material form a model for a different kind of relation to the world, one that was not
instrumental but that was based, rather, upon play and desire - upon the pleasure principle
rather than the reality principle, as the surrealists were so fond of saying.
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The answers to the question of what constituted a revolutionary culture ranged on the
left, as we saw in Chapter 2, from the principle of a democratic extension of culture to all
people, through education and the professional training of writers from the popular classes
(this was Barbusse's position); to the self-witnessing of the proletariat which brought one's
class into speech, even i f badly spoken according to professional criteria (this was
Poulaille's position); to a militant expression of political goals, which was explicitly
oriented against bourgeois culture (this was the R . A . P . P . position at its most extreme, which
was reiterated by the P.C.F. at its most uncompromising); to the surrealist supersession of
existing categories of art and literature, at the point to which Rimbaud and Lautreamont,
Chirico and Ernst had led them: the negation of a limited, autonomous bourgeois culture in
favour of a more immediate and thus uncontaminated poetic expression, which would not
however be an expression of class culture (for this was what was being negated), but of a
single, universal culture to be.
A l l of these positions depended upon the possibility of a revolutionary social
transformation that would rewrite the terms and conditions of social relations. Barbusse's
views were the least radical of these alternatives, since what was at issue in them was the
extension of an existing culture rather than its transformation in kind; its categories and
privileges would remain intact. For Barbusse, the extension of culture to all levels of
society would lead eventually, but not immediately, to a fundamental change in its nature.
This more evolutionary view of the development and extension of culture came to
dominate the cultural politics of the Popular Front, as the latter encouraged artists and
writers to join in the defence of culture against the menace of fascism. In the pages that
follow, I w i l l return to a discussion of the surrealist object, within the context of a situation
in which virtually all the parameters of the political and cultural situation had changed since
its invention in 1931. This means that the significance of the surrealist object changed as
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well, in the new conditions of cultural production. But first we need to examine those
conditions.

* **
A s the Parti Communiste Frangais moved from the margin to the centre of French
political life, it moved from a position of the negation of bourgeois culture as such, to that of
a defence of culture against fascism. This was a defence that did not entail a challenge to
the existing categories and practices of culture, although it did broaden them to include
traditional and popular forms of culture, and encouraged the development of a sociallyengaged realism along less doctrinaire lines than the now-abandoned notion of a separate,
proletarian culture. The turn to the social involved, for many artists and writers who
supported the politics of the Popular Front, a move away from the modernist models they
had followed and developed as less socially-conscious individuals, towards a form of
realism. Aside from the sense of guilt that is frequently ascribed to these late-comers to
social struggle, there was a recognition in their move to more accessible forms and styles
that their work must be made communicable to those primarily responsible for defending
culture (yet who were most alienated from it), the working class and petty bourgeoisie. In
this sense, we can see an attempt to extend culture to a wider public even before the
revolution, or rather, let us say, in its absence: for it was no longer a question, at least for
those revolutionaries participating in the Popular Front, of making revolution, but of
defending the institutions of bourgeois democracy (and thus, implicitly, the existing
structures, categories and practices of culture), while granting a place in the sun for the
organized working class, as the saviour of democracy in its struggle against fascism.
What compromises was the P.C.F. involved in, in the effort to forge and maintain a
broad anti-fascist alliance? Maurice Thorez, the general secretary of the P . C . F . , noted the
conditions of the alliance, in a report to the Central Committee of the P . C . F . in 1935:
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Nous declarons tres nettement et tres franchement qu'en ce moment, les masses
ouvrieres n'ont pas a choisir entre la dictature proletarienne et la democratie, mais
entre la democratie bourgeoise et le fascisme....
C'est pourquoi, luttant pour la democratie, nous ne voulons pas nous
embarrasser de formules, ni nous payer de mots; c'est pourquoi nous avons adopte
tres tranquillement, signe et contre-signe les ordres du jour qui parlaient de la
defense de la Republique, des institutions republicaines; c'est pourquoi nous
acceptons bien volontiers de travailler a creer dans 1'armee des comites pour la
defense de la Constitution; c'est pourquoi nous voulons lutter pour chasser de
l'appareil d'Etat les elements fascistes et les plus reactionnaires.
1

This, of course, represents a fundamental shift from the class against class strategy pursued
until mid-1934, which had vilified the "social-fascists" of the social democratic parties as no
different in kind from fascism or other imperialist ideologies, and which had refused any
kind of alliance with them as a compromise of the task of making revolution. In this new
analysis, the revolutionary forces were judged insufficient to bring about a radical social
transformation in favour of the proletariat. Given the disastrous recent events in Germany,
and the rise of fascist groupings and sentiments in France itself, an alliance was sought with
other left parties, first with the S.F.I.O. in July 1934, then with the Radicals and other antifascist organizations in July 1935, which led to the election of the Popular Front government
the following A p r i l .

2

The political compromises that were necessary to achieve such an alliance involved
important conceptual shifts as well, as the Communist Party, in moving to the centre of French political life in the Popular Front period, reinvented itself as the heir of and defender
of national values, in a return to the Enlightenment vocabulary of the French revolution.
The revolutionary party identified itself with a specifically French revolutionary tradition in
its defence of the bourgeois revolution and its democratic values, as against what was cast as

'Maurice Thorez, "Pour la cause du peuple", report to the Central Committee of the Parti Communiste
Francais, 17 October 1935, quoted in Serge Wolikow, "Le P.C.F. et les questions de l'etat (1928-1938)",
Cahiers de I'lnstitut Maurice Thorez, 8 annee, no. 6 (1974), p. 63.
The socialist party, which the Communists had split from to form their own party in December 1920, was
never formally constituted as the Parti Socialiste, but rather as the Section frangaise de lTnternationale
ouvriere, or S.F.I.O. (this International being the Second as opposed to the Third, or Communist,
International).
e
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an international fascism threatening national values and traditions - a fascism in league with
international finance, in this interpretation, but no longer with social democratic or centrist
political parties.

3

Such a strategy radically and one could say fundamentally shifted the French
Communist position from one of proletarian internationalism, in which nationalist
sentiments were inadmissible, to an affirmation of national values. A s the Party Gallicized
itself in its move from margin to centre, it came to depict the various fascist factions as
outside agitators, using the very term with which it itself had once been vilified, as the
"agent of Moscow". N o w , in Vaillant-Couturier's own image, the Party was closing ranks
around the French flag, in order to defend it against the 'internationalists'.
The P . C . F . position brought into play, to be sure, an expanded conception of French
character, culture and values, which was interested in and supportive of French folklore and
of regional and popular cultural traditions; but it also involved remarkably traditional
notions of what constituted a French character. One of the more notorious instances of this
was Vaillant-Couturier's October 1936 report to the Central Committee of the P.C.F.:
C'est la generosite frangaise, c'est l'amour francais de l'independance, c'est ce sens
frangais de l'universel, c'est l'humanisme francais qui demeurent les meilleurs
garants de la volpnte frangaise de paix.
4

In the interests of confirming Communist participation in and support of the Popular Front,
we can see even in the title of Vaillant-Couturier's pamphlet a return to 18th Century prerevolutionary formulations, a recourse to nationalism, and, in the interests of the defence of

3

In his report to the Central Committee of the P.C.F. in October 1936, Paul Vaillant-Couturier wrote:
Les travailleurs frangais, avec leurs drapeaux rouges, serrent maintenant les rangs autour du drapeau
tricolore, tandis que ceux qui s'intitulent les nationaux se rallient autour de la croix gammee, insigne
du fascisme internationale....

Paul Vaillant-Couturier, Au service de Vesprit: Pour la convocation des Etats Generaux de VIntelligence
Frangaise (Paris: Editions Sociales Internationales, 1936), p. 10. That left and right were struggling over the
meaning given to the same cultural signs is very much evident in this quote.
Ibid., p. 12.
4
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culture, a commitment to spiritual values that would have been inadmissible in an earlier
period in the Party's history. In this way, the Enlightenment values of which the Party
makes itself the heir are posed against fascist unreason. The dualism evident in such
thinking becomes, for instance, in a speech by Aragon, a Manichean division into black and
white, day and night, in which a realism capable of reflecting upon the real is posed against
a tenebrous fascism, "pour la lumiere contre l'ombre. "
5

Such logic leads to the affirmative character of the culture now defended by the
Party. Negation is eliminated, in a gesture that repeats the extinction of criticism in the
U . S . S . R . , but which is not identical to it - since the point is to emphasize the unity of those
opposing fascism (on the positive basis of the culture one defends), and the avoidance of any
differences that might possibly split the anti-fascist alliance.

6

A prime example of the

elimination of negation in favour of a positive conception of culture is the response given by
Jenny-Laure Garcin to the Commune survey " O u va la peinture?", which I w i l l give at some
length here due to its intrinsic interest:

Aragon, "Le Retour a la realite", in Pour un realisme socialiste (Paris: Denoel et Steele, 1935), p. 73. This
was Aragon's address to the Congress for the Defence of Culture on 25 June 1935. It was given, in good part,
as a refutation of the surrealist position presented the evening before by Paul Eluard.
F o r instance, Aragon called for a depoliticization of the activity of the Maisons de la Culture in February
1937, in the following terms:

5

6

Le rajustement de notre activite aux conditions de l'heure presente...cela veut dire...l'oubli des
discussions des differences politiques qui n'ont rien a voir avec la tache surhumaine qui est la notre.
Cela demande d'entraTner a l'accomplissement de cette tache des hommes avec lesquels nous sommes
peut-etre en disaccord, mais qui en quelque chose au moins ont le souci du progres humain. Cela
veut dire, et il faut que je mette sur ceci une certain emphase, cela veut dire un sincere effort de
depolitisation de notre activite commune.
Aragon, speaking to a conference of the Paris Maisons de la Culture, quoted in Wolfgang Klein, Commune:
Revue pour la defense de la culture (1933-1939), trad. D. Bonnaud-Lamotte avec M . - A . Coadou (Paris:
Editions du Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1988), p. 59. The A . E . A . R . established the first
Maison de la Culture in Paris in April 1935, then in a number of other French cities. Following the
replacement of the International Union of Revolutionary Writers by the International Association of Writers for
the Defence of Culture at the Paris Congress for the Defence of Culture in June 1935, the A . E . A . R . was itself
replaced by the Organisation des Maisons de la Culture in January 1936. This more neutral name was a sign
that the revolution had to be elided in the interests of a broad-based anti-fascist alliance, at the height of the
Popular Front's popularity. See the history by Klein, cited earlier in this note, for a discussion of these
developments.
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Detruire et nier ont ete les mots d'ordre de presque toutes les ecoles d'avant-garde
de la bourgeoisie.
Formule assez facile, solution paresseuse, acceptation passive, dans le
domaine de I'art comme dans la vie sociale, de l'etat actuel des choses considere
comme non changeable.
A u risque de nous attirer les pires represailles, nous sommes quelques-uns
qui nous refusons a prendre cette attitude negative. S i celle-ci caracterise
singulierement l'epoque que nous venons de vivre, elle est presentement perimee.
Artistes, c'est-a-dire travailleurs manuels et intellectuels, nous voulons, au
cote de la classe ouvriere, construire et par consequent affirmer, car comme elle,
dans un domaine simplement un peu different, nous sommes exploites par la societe
capitaliste.[...]
Entre la vie et la mort, le droit de penser ou la negation de celui-ci, i l fallait
choisir. Nous l'avons fait.
7

Garcin's affirmation of culture, and her rejection of an avant-garde position, occurs at the
same time as Aragon's, in conformity with the renunciation of such a role by the Party itself.
The avant-garde is now associated with and consigned to the bourgeoisie. Garcin regards
avant-garde negation as a purely formal movement, which w i l l be overcome by a positive
embrace of one's real comrades and fellow workers in a kind of movement outwards into
the world. This involves a rejection of modernism and its attendant elitism, and even its
assimilation to fascism, through the linkage of negation to death, and to the negation of the
right to think, although this 'negation of negation' would itself appear to reject a dialectical
mode of thinking always dependent on negation for its development.

8

Jenny-Laure Garcin, reply to "Ou va la peinture?", originally published in Commune no. 21 (Mai 1935),
reprinted in La Querelle du realisme (1936), ed. Serge Fauchereau (Paris: Editions Cercle d'Art, 1987), pp.
222-23. Garcin was a painter active in the A.E.A.R.
This 1935 inquiry, and the Querelle du realisme debates that followed in 1936, were the first
sustained investigations of the social role of art (as opposed to literature) during the period of my
investigations. Although they were conducted under the auspices of the A.E.A.R. and the Maisons de la
Culture, there was a significant variety of responses; it included, for instance, Ernst and Tanguy's defence of a
surrealist position in the 1935 inquiry, before the split with the Communists made such a dialogue impossible.
Fauchereau's volume gathers all this material, along with articles by Crevel and Leon Moussinac.
In addition to the Querelle du realisme in March 1936, there were a number of other important
cultural debates held at the Paris Maison de la Culture, including one on the French novel in December 1935,
and another on science in March 1936, in the context of the anthology A la lumiere du marxisme. A l l of which
indicates a high degree of intellectual activity oriented around the concept of the defence of culture, of which
the single issue of Inquisitions was also an instance.
Rene Crevel was an exception to this general trend. He continued to maintain the necessity for negation even
while working in the A.E.A.R. during the last months of his life, and noted in reply to Garcin that the avant7

8
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In keeping with the need to forge as large an alliance as possible against fascism, and
with the move from margin to centre of French political life, the P . C . F . extended its hand to
those on its right, rather than to the opposition communists on the Party's left. This policy
was evident as early as the P . C . F . ' s negotiations with the S.F.I.O. leading to their unity pact
in July 1934, in which dissident communists were specifically excluded from any
participation in common front organizations against fascism.

9

Paul Vaillant-Couturier was

able to write, in a conciliatory gesture indicative of the new politics of class collaboration:
Et nous n'avons jamais voulu mettre une menace dans le salut viril du poing leve.
Notre joie c'est de l'abaisser et de l'ouvrir.
Nous allons, la main tendue vers tous les hommes de bonne volonte.

10

gardes were not simply o/the bourgeoisie, but were historically oriented against it. Rene Crevel, "Discours
aux peintres", in Le roman casse et derniers ecrits (Paris: Societe Nouvelle des Editions Pauvert, 1989), p.
125. This was a talk given at the Paris Maison de la Culture on 9 May 1935, extracts of which were published
in Commune no. 22 (Juin 1935) and in Documents 35, 3 annee, no. 4 (Juin-Juillet 1935). Crevel was fully
involved in A . E . A . R . activities from his return to Paris in March 1935 to his suicide on 18 June, announcing
his secession from the surrealist group in his address to the Congress for the Defence of Culture. The speech
was not read there, due to his suicide on the eve of the Congress, but it was published in Commune in August.
The Paris-based S.F.I.O. Federation de la Seine, led by Marceau Pivert, organized the first coalition of
organizations against the fascists, following the riots of 6 February 1934; it included a number of opposition
communist groups like the Trotskyist Ligue communiste, the Parti d'unite proletarienne (another Trotskyist
organization), the Federation communiste democratique (the new name of Boris Souvarine's Cercle
communiste democratique), as well as the Gaston Bergery's Front commun and other organizations. Although
the S.F.I.O. Paris section was responsible for gathering these groups together, the left opposition parties were
squeezed out of the coalition in the unity negotiations between the S.F.I.O. and the P.C.F. For analyses of
these events, see Jean-Louis Panne, "Aux origines: Le Cercle communiste democratique", in Anne Roche, dir.,
Boris Souvarine et L a Critique sociale (Paris: Editions L a Decouverte, 1990), pp. 31-47, and Roger Martelli,
"Une introduction a l'annee 1934: Le PCF, l'lnternationale et la France", in L'Annee 1934, special issue of the
Cahiers de I'Institut de recherches marxistes, no. 18 (1984), pp. 5-23.
e

9

Incidentally, Breton was responsible for organizing an "Appel a la lutte" immediately following the 6
February riots, which was published on 10 February with 88 signatures ranging from Alain to Poulaille. This
was an appeal from intellectuals to the working class, sent to political and trade union organizations both large
and small, including both the P.C.F. and the S.F.I.O. and their trade unions, as well as the smaller parties
brought together by Pivert. That there were no Communist signatures on the tract is a sign, as Jose Pierre says,
that the tract was circulated outside the auspices of the A.E.A.R. It is also a sign of the initial hostility of the
Party to any joint anti-fascist action, a policy which did not change until the summer of 1934. For the tract, see
Jose Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes et declarations collectives, 1.11922-1939 (Paris: Le terrain vague, 1980),
pp. 262-64.
The surrealists also joined the Comite de Vigilance des Intellectuels anti-fascistes upon its formation
in March 1934, though they were never given any positions of responsibility in the organization.
Vaillant-Couturier, Au service de l'esprit, op. cit., p. 22.
10
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A t the same time, he was fully capable of demonizing the Trotskyist parties, and Trotsky
himself. In an address largely given over to celebrating the P.C.F.'s reinvention as the
defender of the French enlightenment tradition, Vaillant-Couturier assimilates the
Trotskyists to fascism, to the blackness that must be fought to the death; it is a view so tragic
in the context of the Moscow trials, as those who are the victims of Stalinism are tarred with
the crimes of their executioners:
L e proces de Moscou a apporte la preuve, de la bouche meme des accuses
trotzkystes, de cette politique d'aventures poursuivies en collaboration avec la
Gestapo, et qui est aussi loin du communisme, qui Test du travail d'un honnete
ouvrier, l'activite sanglante d'un vulgaire assassin.
Ou nous voulons unir, eux, les contre-revolutionnaires trotzkystes divisent;
ou nous defendons la democratie, ils s'en montrent les ennemis irreductibles; ou
nous cherchons a rassembler la nation frangaise, ils en nient jusqu'a la realite
vivante; ou nous affirmons notre fraternite a l'egard des grandes organisations
politiques et syndicales voisines, ils sapent l'autorite des partis et des syndicats.
L e debat n'est pas entre les communistes et les trotzkystes, i l est entre les
trotzkystes et la totalite des amis de la Paix et de la moralite mondiale.
Les aventuriers trotzkystes, specialistes du terrorisme international et de la
provocation, constituent un danger permanent pour la paix et aucune des legendes
dont une connaissance insuffisante de leur activite passee et presente, les entoure aux
yeux de certains, ne peut cacher leur caractere de fleau international.
On peut pardonner a la passion criminelle. O n ne peut pas pardonner au
crime conscient.
11

Indeed.
One can see here a deliberate policy of isolation of those standing to the left of the
P . C . F . (who are assimilated to those on the extreme right, as the Party positions itself in the
centre), a policy which brooks no criticism from those who question the defensive strategy
of the Popular Front. This demonization is intimately related to the need for unity and to the

'ibid., p. 11. The first Moscow trial was conducted in August 1936, and resulted in the conviction and
execution that same month of 15 'Old Bolsheviks' and their associates, including Grigory Zinoviev and Lev
Kamenev, the most prominent defendants along with the great absentee, Leon Trotsky. A second and third
Moscow trial were convened in January 1937 and March 1938, resulting in the elimination of nearly all of the
leaders of the 1917 revolution. Breton, as is well known, was one of the first to raise his voice against these
trials, in speeches in September 1936 and January 1937.
1
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dispensing with the need for criticism, which the Party feels can no longer be afforded.
Negation, rather than affirmation, could lead to a destabilization of what is to be preserved culture and the political institutions of liberal democracy - and those who retain a critical
approach are prevented from participating in the alliance. A t the same time, an absence of
criticism, or even its hunting down, leads to such horrors as the purges and trials occurring
in the Soviet U n i o n , and the support for these by the majority of those siding with the
Popular Front against fascism.

12

** *
The surrealist response to all this was twofold, and contradictory. O n the one hand
there was an emphasis on the transformation of culture rather than its defence: the object
played an important role in this argument, in "Situation surrealiste de l'objet", the address
Breton delivered in Prague in the spring of 1935; in the 1936 objects exhibition at the
Galerie Charles Ratton; and in the special number of Cahiers d'Art devoted to the object,
which appeared concurrently with the exhibition, and to which Breton, Cahun and M a r c e l

E v e n a partisan of the Popular Front like Jean Audard was disturbed by the exclusively affirmative
conception of culture defended by the Party:
12

Cette position defensive, qui ne se preoccupe pas d'examiner ce qu'elle defend, qui veut tout
defendre, meme quand rien n'est attaque, risque fort de laisser apparaitre le fascisme comme ce qu'il
n'est pas, mais comme ce qu'il voudrait paraitre, un mouvement reellement revolutionnaire. Car il
paraTt s'attaquer a ce qui est alors que le marxisme ne parait avoir, pour but essentiel, actuellement,
que de le defendre.
Jean Audard, " A propos d'un front populaire d'ecrivains", Documents 36, 4 annee, no. 7 (Fevrier-Mars
1936), p. 18. Such reservations did not prevent Audard from collaborating on Inquisitions, which could be
said to be an effort to move beyond this static conception of culture within the framework of the Popular Front.
In the same article in Documents 36, Audard criticized the surrealists for their political adventurism outside the
Popular Front:
e

Tout en reconnaissant la justesse de certaines critiques de detail contenues dans la brochure des
surrealistes Du temps que les surrealistes avaient raison, et en approuvant leur formelle denonciation
de la nouvelle attitude du Parti Communiste devant la guerre, nous ne saurions les suivre dans leur
hostilite a l'egard du Front Populaire, tant culturel que politique, qui les conduit aujourd'hui a adherer
aux directives plus qu'adventureuses du groupement Contre-Attaque.
Ibid., p. 16. In his remarks on the attitude of the Communist Party towards the war, Audard is referring to its
support of the rearmament programme undertaken by the French government, which was sanctioned by the
Soviet Union in a mutual assistance treaty signed in May 1935.
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Jean devoted significant articles. The complement to the supersession of categories offered
by the object was the organization, by Georges Bataille, Andre Breton and others, of ContreAttaque, a small group of revolutionary intellectuals which insisted on an aggressive
response to fascism, rather than the defensive position adopted by the Popular Front, and on
a revolutionary transformation of society, rather than on a defence of the political and
cultural institutions of what it viewed as a weak and venal regime. Contre-Attaque also,
significantly, insisted on the interrelation of action and interpretation, as i f the Popular Front
organizations had abandoned this relation.
There was however a considerable degree of equivocation in the surrealist position at
this time, and it is to this equivocation that I wish to attend, in drawing out the complexities
of the object in the Popular Front period. A t the same time as the objects became, more than
ever, important as a sign and model of the supersession of artistic categories promised by
surrealism, the surrealists entertained a strategic alliance with some of the leading
institutions of modern art, including the art journals Minotaure and Cahiers d'Art, in a kind
of 'popular front of the modern spirit' oriented to the activity of interpretation - which they
saw as becoming increasingly problematic within the limits imposed by the imperative of a
defence of culture. The equivocation lay in the attempt to delay a supersession of art, while
offering models of this supersession in the anti-aesthetic objects; it was an equivocation that
became especially difficult to maintain with the failure of Contre-Attaque in M a y 1936 - at
the very moment of the objects exhibition - and the subsequent lack of a revolutionary
political position that could be theoretically, let alone practically, viable.
Breton's expulsion from the A . E . A . R . in July 1933 had led to the departure of the
other surrealists and some of their allies (such as Andre Delons and Claude Cahun). This
event is located at the intersection of important developments for the A . E . A . R . and the
surrealists: the founding of the A . E . A . R . journal Commune that same month, edited by
Aragon and Paul Nizan, which avoided the possibility of a surrealist contribution from the
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beginning; the publication of the last two issues of Le Surrealisme au service de la
Revolution in M a y , and of the first two issues of Minotaure in June.
In this way, the exclusion from an organization of revolutionary intellectuals
coincides with an alliance with modern art. For Minotaure was not (or was not yet) a
surrealist publication, but a collaboration with a commercial publisher, Albert Skira, seeking
to establish himself on the scene of contemporary art, and with Minotaure's

first editor, E .

Teriade, a leading critic of modern art who had been antipathetic to surrealism in the past
(although he would be much more receptive to it while at Minotaure).

13

It was an alliance

made in the interests of preserving an activity of interpretation, at a time when it was at least
temporarily impossible to link interpretation to action - although the surrealists did not give
up the hope of re-establishing a relation to revolutionary politics in the near future.
Minotaure was not conceived simply as an art journal, but as a publication
incorporating art, poetry and science, which makes it an extraordinarily rich review not just
for the 1930s, but for any period.

14

A scientific, interdisciplinary orientation was, I believe,

the condition of the alliance of surrealism and modern art in this journal (at least from the
surrealist perspective), in order not to fall back into the old artistic or literary categories;
rather, a forward movement was imagined, in the spirit of research, and in the absence of
sustained political action. But I must repeat that Minotaure was an alliance, and not the

Teriade was, with Maurice Raynal, the art critic for L'Intransigeant, until the founding of Minotaure in
1933. He had also been a leading contributor to Cahiers d'Art, the contemporary art journal that was
Minotaure''s main competitor, until a falling out with its editor and publisher Christian Zervos in 1931. While
at Cahiers d'Art, he contributed a lengthy critique of surrealist painting, "Documentaire sur la jeune peinture
IV: L a reaction litteraire", in 1930, that was not designed to endear him to the surrealists. Teriade was a
financial partner in Minotaure, until he left in 1937 to establish Verve with the backing of the American
publishers of Esquire. With Raynal, Teriade had also edited an ephemeral art monthly, La Bete noire, in 1935,
which incidentally published Breton's speech to the Congress of Writers for the Defence of Culture (as did Les
Humbles, a left opposition review). Teriade's departure from Minotaure after no. 9 (October 1936) left the
surrealists in exclusive control of the editorial board of Minotaure (first Breton, Duchamp, Eluard, Heine and
Mabille for no. 10, then Breton, Heine and Mabille for nos. 11-13).
O n Minotaure, see the exhibition catalogue Regards sur Minotaure: La revue a tete de bete (Geneve:
Musee d'art et d'histoire, 1987), whose essays, by Jean Starobinski, Jean Jamin, Alain Grosrichard and others,
are generally of a very high quality.
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work of the surrealists alone, even if they were decisive in enlarging the range of
contributions and the scope of the journal. In a note written for the catalogue of the
Exposition Minotaure held at the Palais des Beaux-Arts in Brussels in May-June 1934, Skira
and Teriade stated:
L a revue «Minotaure» fut creee a Paris au mois de juin 1933.
Partant de ce fait qu'il est impossible d'isoler a notre epoque les arts
plastiques de la poesie et de la science, elle se proposa d'associer ces trois domaines
et pour cela, publia, non seulement la production d'artistes dont l'oeuvre est d'interet
universel, mais egalement des etudes pour lesquelles elle fit appel aux ecrivains
specialises, aux savants et aux poetes les plus representatifs de la generation actuelle.
C'est-a-dire que «Minotaure» affirma sa volonte de retrouver, de reunir et de resumer
les elements qui ont contribue a l'esprit du mouvement moderne pour en etendre le
rayonnement, et qu'elle s'attacha, grace a un essai de mise au point de caractere
encyclopedique, a desencombrer le terrain artistique pour redonner a l'art en
mouvement son essor universel.
15

This statement is significant for its expanded conception of the field with which it was
concerned, its effort to bring together the various strands of the "modern movement" in
order, in turn, to allow it a universal extension. It is also significant that it is Skira and
Teriade who are claiming this, in association of course with the surrealists. Casualties of
this project were abstraction and post-cubist art, which were downplayed in this particular
conception of the modern movement in favour of a more 'lyrical' art, whether properly
surrealist in nature, or made by the non-surrealist artists affiliated with Daniel-Henry
Kahnweiler's Galerie Simon, and deeply influenced by Andre Masson: Andre Beaudin,
Francisco Bores, Suzanne Roger and Gaston-Louis Roux (of all of whom Teriade had long
made himself the critical champion). While an extended discussion of Minotaure is beyond
the scope of this chapter, it is important to note the many extra-artistic articles in the journal

^Exposition Minotaure (Bruxelles: Palais des Beaux-Arts, 1934), n.p. There is a very similar (but
anonymous) prospectus at the beginning of Minotaure no. 1 (Juin 1933), which is usually attributed to Breton.
The exhibition included works by both surrealists and the non-surrealist artists supported by Teriade in about
equal numbers, another sign of the compromises necessary to the alliance between surrealism and the
institutions of modern art. The exhibition coincided with Breton's address at the Maison des Huit Heures
(published later in Belgium as Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme?), and with the publication of Intervention
surrealiste, a special number of Documents 34, in June.
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by scholars, poets and artists, in addition to the essays on both contemporary and historical
art. The combination of these diverse interests make it perhaps the richest periodical of the
20th Century.
Surrealist contributions to Minotaure''s rival Cahiers d'Art were not as extensive, but
they became increasingly frequent in the 1930s, after the initial hostility shown by Zervos
and Teriade to what they correctly perceived to be an anti-modern(ist) movement that called
into question their own promotion of a post-cubist and abstract art.

16

Tristan Tzara

contributed articles to Cahiers dArt in 1931 and 1933, as he had before his affiliation to
surrealism, but there was a residual antipathy to the movement until Zervos opened Cahiers
dArt to the surrealists in 1935 and 1936, first in a special issue on surrealism in 1935, then
in issues on the object and on Picasso in 1936. The latter was dominated by contributions
by Breton, Eluard, Dali, Hugnet, Peret and M a n Ray (in addition to articles by Zervos, Jaime
Sabartes, Louis Fernandez and Julio Gonzalez).

17

This is at the very time when the surrealists have excluded themselves from any
further collaboration with the P.C.F., or participation in the Popular Front. B y default i f not
by choice, the contemporary art journal has become the space of autonomy from which to
speak, in relation to the cultural politics of the Popular Front. That is, the surrealists speak

Cahiers d'Art was also very attentive to art from other historical periods and from other cultures, albeit from
a formalist perspective.
There was also a special issue on Max Ernst in 1937, prior to a break with Cahiers d'Art over Zervos'
organization of an exhibition of contemporary art at the Jeu de Paume, to coincide with the World's Fair. A n
open letter to the government officials responsible for culture and for the organization of the arts at the World's
Fair criticized the orientation of the exhibition, and Breton's was the first signature on the tract. This was the
end of any collaboration with Cahiers d'Art, although it is also significant as an intervention that accepted the
existence of a corpus of modern art (within which surrealism was to be ranged), and which appealed to
officialdom to reorganize an exhibition that had been put together as a complement to the official exhibition of
modern art at the Petit Palais, rather than as, itself, a state exhibition. The marshalling of other modern artists
and writers (including Brancusi, Herbin, Kupka, the Delaunays, Gleizes, Survage, Van Doesburg,
Vantongerloo, Huidobro, Freundlich and Magnelli) was also something that had not been attempted since
Breton's still-born efforts to organize a Congres international pour la determination des directives et la defense
de l'esprit moderne in 1922, and is a sign - a sign premised on further conflict, of course - of surrealism's
relinquishing of its avant-garde status. There were no doubt perfectly good reasons to protest the Parisian bias
of Zervos' supposedly international exhibition of modern art; it is the tenor^of the protest that is significant
here, and the surrealists' participation in it.
16
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from the place of modern art, even i f this site, through their collaboration, has been given a
surrealist inflection. It is in fact their only tribune, since the major literary reviews, most of
which support the Popular Front, are largely closed to them.

18

It is the surrealists' political intransigence that led them to the situation where they
could only speak from the place of modem art, other venues being closed to them. O f
course, this is also part of their equivocation, of their defence of the autonomy of modern art
in opposition to the realist and nationalist tendencies of the Popular Front. In the short term
at least, separation is considered necessary in order to continue the activity of interpretation,
which w i l l also contribute, sometime, to an activity of transformation.
In meditating on the necessity of autonomy in " L a Grande Actualite Poetique" of
December 1934, Breton included surrealism in the category of "l'aventure 'moderne'" for
the first time since 1923 - even i f the word 'modern' was placed in quotation marks. It is in
this article that he speaks favourably of Jouve and the Esprit poets, and quotes Stephen
Spender (as well as Cecil Day Lewis) in what seems to be an affirmation of the role of the
artist - and thus of a literary or artistic status - such as had not been accepted since the
movement's beginnings in the early 1920s:

T h e surrealists are absent from all the major literary and cultural reviews in the Popular Front period:
Vendredi, Marianne, La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, Europe, Commune, Esprit, or Cahiers du Sud. Many of
these exclusions are self-explanatory: Europe and Commune were published by the P.C.F. publishing house,
Editions Sociales Internationales; Marianne was edited by the surrealists' old enemy Emmanuel Berl; Vendredi
was founded as a Popular Front weekly. Cahiers du Sud, which supported the revaluation of poetic values
proposed by surrealism, was opposed to its adoption of a revolutionary political position; it preferred revolt to
revolution, and the separation of thought and action that the surrealists were attempting to reconcile.
Nonetheless, it supported the general aims of the Popular Front. Even Documents 33-36 (the numbers change
according to the year of publication), which had been enthusiastic about surrealism from its beginnings to the
end of 1934, distanced itself from the group as it became the organ of A.R.C., the Belgian version of the
A.E.A.R., in 1935.
On the other hand, Breton and Eluard returned to La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise in 1937, after an
absence of any surrealist contributions to the review for a period of 12 years (apart from two letters of
rectification sent by Breton in 1932 and 1935). This too can be considered to be a return to the fold, after a
long break with the leading review of modern literature and its editor, Jean Paulhan, in the context of a break
with the Party that had once embodied the promise of revolution, and a growing defence of the autonomy of
modern artistic expression.
l8
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L'art n'a pas joue de role dans la propagande, mais i l a contribue a la psychanalyse.
Pour cette raison, i l demeure tres important que nous ayons toujours de bons artistes
et que ces artistes ne s'egarent pas dans la politique militante, car Part peut permettre
aux militants revolutionnaires d'apercevoir en pleine clarte les evenements de
l'histoire les plus charges de signification politique au sens profond du mot.
19

O f course, these are Spender's words, not Breton's, but the choice of source, an English
artist from a nation that had never had an avant-garde, and Spender's insistence both on the
need for good artists and on a permanent category of art, are telling. It was on the basis of
this article that Rene Char broke with the surrealist group, and it is on the basis of
surrealism's compromise with the institutions of modern art that Tzara took his own leave
of surrealism, in a letter published in Cahiers du Sud in March 1935.
Tzara's letter, which was ostensibly a rectification of a recent article on surrealism
by P.O. Lapie ("LTnsurrection surrealiste", Cahiers du Sud no. 168 [Janvier 1935], pp. 5160), dissociated him from surrealism for two reasons. One was his dissatisfaction with
automatism, which was, according to him, "une methode d'investigation generate, inefficace
selon m o i " ; the other was on the grounds that surrealism, in associating itself with
Minotaure, had collapsed back into the art it had once wished to supersede:
Une recente tentative de quelques surrealistes, de constituer un «front c o m m u n » de
la poesie dans une revue parisienne, a laquelle Rene Char et moi avons refuse a
collaborer, tentative confusionnelle que je reprouve violemment, demontre que la
poesie est considered par eux comme un but en soi, ce contre quoi, en raison meme
de l'affectation revolutionnaire de celle-ci, je ne saurais jamais assez m'elever.
20

Stephen Spender, quoted by Breton in "La Grande Actualite Poetique", Minotaure no. 6 (Decembre 1934),
p. 61. Breton was quoting from articles by Spender and Day Lewis that had recently appeared in Europe. It is
important to remember that these positions are cited in relation to the contemporary situation of art in the
Soviet Union, against which the consolidation of a separate art and literature is posed.
Tristan Tzara, letter to Cahiers du Sud no. 170 (Mars 1935), p. 232. The "front commun" referred to in the
letter is an allusion to the Front commun, organized in 1933 by the ex-Radical deputy Gaston Bergery in the
days before the constitution of the Popular Front. It initially attracted a large number of intellectuals, including
Breton, who were looking for a concerted action against fascism in the absence of movement of the larger
political parties. The Front commun was eclipsed by the success of the Popular Front, although it continued to
exist as a fringe organization during the Popular Front period. It is posed here against the Popular Front with
which Tzara was working by the time of the letter.
Tzara had of course contributed "D'un certain Automatisme du Gout" to Minotaure in 1933, although
Char did not write anything for the periodical; Crevel also contributed to Minotaure on two occasions. In a
19
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Tzara explicitly refutes the attempt to reconstitute a "modern movement" here, in the
context of a Popular Front that Breton rejects for its return to the occasional subject and for
its nationalist bias; it is on these bases that the defence of a separate art is maintained in
alliance with those critics and publishers devoted to modern art.
Tzara, Char, Crevel, Caillois and Monnerot accept a practical split between action
and interpretation in the interests of political efficacy, within the broad frame of Popular
Front politics; they can do this given the alibi of the supersession of art and literature they
achieve in a scientific investigation of affectivity (in, for instance, Inquisitions).

This means

that they can avoid the realist aesthetics promoted by leading cultural figures of the Popular
Front like Aragon and Nizan. In other words, although they surrender the right to criticize
the political leadership of the Popular Front (in the interests of preserving a broad-based
anti-fascist alliance), they still imagine themselves undertaking a rigorous extra-aesthetic
investigation of poetry, in this way sidestepping a socially-oriented aesthetic practice that
they cannot bring themselves to adopt. Breton and those surrealists remaining with him do
not accept the split between action and interpretation, but are forced to fall back on a
separate art in order to preserve interpretation, then on the political adventure of ContreAttaque to preserve in principle the inseparability of action and interpretation, in face of the
Popular Front's defence of an affirmative conception of culture.
Breton replied to Tzara in his "Position politique de I'art d'aujourd'hui", a speech
given in Prague in A p r i l 1935, and published in Position politique du surrealisme in
November:
On m ' a accuse recemment de chercher a constituer une sorte de front unique de la
poesie et de I'art; on a ecrit que l'automatisme, tel q u ' i l a ete mis en vigueur par le

letter to Tzara (dated to the end of 1934 in Les pieds dans le plat), Crevel asks after the draught of a joint
declaration that Char and Tzara had written, clarifying their position re surrealism. This declaration was never
published, and Char, Tzara, Crevel and Caillois took their leave of surrealism individually in various letters,
tracts, pamphlets and speeches. Rene Crevel, "Lettres a Tristan Tzara", in Les pieds dans le plat (Paris: JeanJacques Pauvert, 1974), p. 310.
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surrealisme, ne pouvait etre tenu que pour un tic, que pour un parti pris suranne
d'ecole litteraire qui se donnait a tort pour un moyen de connaissance. S i ce qu'on
incrimine en moi est la volonte de degager et de defendre ce q u ' i l peut y avoir de
commun et d'inalienable dans les aspirations de ceux a qui i l appartient aujourd'hui
d'aiguiser a neuf la sensibilite humaine, par-dela tous les differends qui les separent
et dont je tiens la plupart pour a bref delai reductibles, oui, je suis pour la
constitution de ce front unique de la poesie et de I'art.
21

Breton conceives of this as a temporary alliance, just as necessary as an organized resistance
to fascism, but he has chosen at this point, just prior to the surrealists' formal break with the
P . C . F . in August, to organize this other united front, in the interests of preserving a site for
the exploration of human sensibility. A r t is not considered an end in itself, but an alliance is
forged with those who do see it as such, and one can understand the aggravation of those,
like Tzara or Crevel, who feel the need to take part in the struggle against fascism and who,
not supporting the realist aesthetic predominant in the Popular Front, call variously for the
end of the separation of art and life in the present (Tzara); the end of art altogether
(Caillois); or the temporary cessation of artistic activity, to be resumed in better times
(Char).

22

But by no means the preservation of the separation of art and life in an alliance

with modernism, which for all of them represents a betrayal of surrealism's claim to
supersede art in the interests of knowledge.

** *

Breton, "Position politique de Part d'aujourd'hui", in Oeuvres completes (hereafter O.C.), t. II (Paris:
Gallimard, 1992), p. 436.
I n his "Lettre a Benjamin Peret", Char writes:

21
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Je pense que la poesie peut sans risque disparaitre en plongee, un temps indetermine....Il en va
autrement de l'apport ideologique. Dans le domaine des idees, le remarquable est de passer a
l'execution, avec un minimum de perte de temps. L a Revolution a vu se lever des adversaires a sa
taille. Nous ne devons pas les ignorer, fussent-ils dans nos propres rangs. Vigilance, intransigeance,
lucidite; ces mots d'ordre brulent dans l'actuel.
Rene Char, "Lettre a Benjamin Peret" (8 decembre 1935), in Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes, op. cit., p. 291.
This notion that it was better to have poetry disappear for a time rather than turn it to political ends was shared
by a number of intellectuals who supported the political goals of the Popular Front, but not its aesthetics.
Poetry would be occulted, to therefore re-emerge unscathed at some future point.
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"Situation surrealiste de l'objet" appeared, significantly, in a collection of speeches
and interviews entitled Position politique du surrealisme.

The book concluded with the

manifesto of Contre-Attaque, the group organized by Bataille and Breton to offer an
aggressive revolutionary alternative to the defensive position of the Popular Front, and
which I view as the complement in politics to the supersession of a limited art offered by the
object. I see both the surrealist object and Contre-Attaque as avant-garde gestures, ones
which take a certain strategy to its extreme without any real hope of its success, but which
are complementary and necessary gestures i f the surrealists are to continue to claim, and
maintain, a position au-dela de la peinture, at a time when a belief in radical transformation
is increasingly difficult to sustain.
In Contre-Attaque, there is an outbidding of the defensive position of the Popular
Front, both in order not to fall back into the position of artists, and to preserve the link
between action and interpretation that was in danger of foundering due to the split with the
Communist Party. W e could even say that the defence of art's autonomy in Position
politique du surrealisme necessitates this simulacrum of action (for Contre-Attaque is never
a viable political grouping, comprising at most about 60 members), as the guarantee that
they w i l l not fall back into art. It is to some extent, then, a formal gesture, though the bases
upon which it is founded - the preservation of both a revolutionary political position, and of
an activity of interpretation - are taken perfectly seriously.
In his preface to Position politique, Breton wrote:
...le probleme de Yaction, de Paction immediate a mener, demeure entier. Devant
l'atterante remise en cause - par ceux-la memes qui avaient charge de les defendre des principes revolutionnaires tenus jusqu'ici pour intangibles et dont 1'abandon ne
saurait etre justifie par aucune analyse materialiste serieuse de la situation mondiale,
devant l'impossibilite de croire plus longtemps a un prochain raffermissement, en ce
sens, de 1'ideologic des partis de gauche, devant la carence de ces partis rendue tout
a coup evidente dans 1'actualite par l'impuissance de leurs mots d'ordre a 1'occasion
du conflit italo-ethiopien et de sa possible generalisation, j'estime que cette question
de Paction a mener doit recevoir, de moi comme de tous ceux qui sont d'humeur a
en finir avec un abject laisser-faire, une reponse non equivoque. Cette reponse, on la
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trouvera, en octobre 1935, dans ma participation a la fondation de CONTREATTAQUE, union de lutte des intellectuels revolutionnaires, dont je reproduis a la
fin de ce volume la declaration constitutive.
23

The defence of the surrealist project throughout the collection, combined with the ContreAttaque manifesto at its end, indicates the desire for an interrelation of action and
interpretation as much as any single text within it, at the moment of the surrealists'
definitive rupture with the P . C . F . in August 1935.

24

The Contre-Attaque manifesto reaffirmed, in different circumstances than those of
Les Vases communicants,

the necessity of both action and interpretation. It proposed a

departure in analysis from the terms on offer from the Parti Communiste Francais, and an
offensive against fascism that would lead to revolutionary transformation. W h i l e there is no
more room here to analyze the complexity of Contre-Attaque's theory and practice than
there was to look in depth at Minotaure, we can note two imperatives here: the necessity to
study the social superstructure, which would serve as the basis for any revolutionary action
(this was point no. 8, of 14 points in the Contre-Attaque manifesto); and the necessity for a
new politics of exaltation, which would play upon the affectivity of the masses in order to
combat the attraction of fascism. It was the latter, rather than the defence of the status quo,
that was considered to be the appropriate strategy in present circumstances:

Breton, preface to Position politique du surrealisme, in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 415.
A t the conclusion of "Du temps que les surrealistes avaient raison", their tract breaking with the P.C.F., the
surrealists declare:
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Quitte a provoquer la fureur de leurs thuriferaires, nous demandons s'il est besoin d'un autre bilan
pour juger a leurs oeuvres un regime, en l'espece le regime actuel de la Russie sovietique et le chef
tout-puissant sous lequel ce regime tourne a la negation meme de ce qu'il devrait etre et de ce qu'il a
ete.
Ce regime, ce chef, nous ne pouvons que leur signifier formellement notre defiance.
Ibid., p. 471.
Contre-Attaque's own position and interests, as an alliance of revolutionary intellectuals disaffected
from the Communist Party, cannot of course be considered identical to those of surrealism, especially given
Bataille's predominant intellectual influence in the organization. The recent publication of Breton's three
addresses to Contre-Attaque meetings, in November and December 1935, confirm the hegemony of Bataille's
ideas in the group. For Breton's untitled addresses, see his O.C., t. II, op. cit., pp. 585-611.
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Nous constatons que la reaction nationaliste a su mettre a profit dans d'autres pays
les armes politiques creees par le mouvement ouvrier: nous entendons a notre tour
nous servir des armes creees par le fascisme, qui a su utiliser 1'aspiration
fondamentale des hommes a l'exaltation affective et au fanatisme. M a i s nous
affirmons que l'exaltation qui doit etre mise au service de l'interet universel des
hommes doit etre infiniment plus grave et plus brisante, d'une grandeur tout autre
que celle des nationalistes asservis a la conservation sociale et aux interets egoi'stes
des patries.
25

The manifesto assimilates the Popular Front's defence of the status quo to conservative and
even fascist positions, from which Contre-Attaque distinguishes itself by offering a
revolutionary programme (while availing itself of the tools created by fascism). The
Popular Front struggled with the right over the meanings to be assigned to French culture, in
its effort to woo those who had suffered most from the economic depression and who were
most disaffected from the existing political structures, who might otherwise drift to fascism.
Contre-Attaque, on the other hand, was attempting to redeem the emotional appeal fascism
made to the population, while avoiding the reactionary content of that appeal.
In its opposition to the political quietism of the Popular Front, Contre-Attaque
attempted to develop another analysis of and vocabulary for the current political situation,
depending on Hegel, Nietzsche and Freud for its reconceptualization of politics as a struggle
between masters and slaves, for its understanding of the affectivity of the crowd and of its
potential solidarity through mutual recognition.

26

Breton's first address was particularly

concerned to distance itself from a Marxist vocabulary, which in his opinion had been
contaminated by its association with the Communist Party. Paradoxically for a group
opposed to the new nationalism of the P.C.F. and its defence of a specifically French

"Contre-Attaque: Union de lutte des intellectuels revolutionnaires", 7 octobre 1935, in Pierre, ed., Tracts
surrealistes, op. cit., p. 283. This is point 13 in the programme.
Bataille understood Hegel's discussion of the master/slave dialectic through Alexandre Kojeve's lectures on
the Phenomenology of Spirit, which he had been attending since 1934, and the problem of sovereignty through
Nietzsche; both these issues informed Bataille's writings of the period, and the political approach of ContreAttaque. Bataille and Breton were both interested in Freud's analysis of the crowd in Group Psychology and
the Analysis of the Ego, as the possible basis for a collective psychology. For Breton's tentative reconciliation
of Freud and Hegel on the basis of mutual recognition, see O.C., t. II, pp. 607-08; here, in his third address to a
Contre-Attaque meeting, Breton crosses Freud's Group Psychology with Hegel's Science of Logic.
25
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cultural heritage, Contre-Attaque's reimagining of a political vocabulary outside of M a r x i s m
took the form of a Jacobinism, that is of a return to pre-Marxist models of revolutionary
organization in 18th-Century France. It both called for the constitution of a Committee of
Public Safety in its inaugural manifesto, and suggested the organization of an armed militia
to resist the fascist paramilitary leagues, to be called the Volontaires de la Liberte in
emulation of the 1792 Volunteers who had saved the revolution from its foreign enemies.
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These ideas can certainly be seen as a contesting of the French revolutionary traditions
claimed by the Popular Front, in their reorientation of what had become republican and
national traditions to their originally revolutionary purposes. They are also a consequence of
the effort to think revolution outside of its contemporary expression in Marxist philosophy
and vocabulary, and of the attempt to further a revolutionary programme without a mass
base, in an almost inevitable return to the conspiratorial methods of the revolutionary
Blanquists once rejected by Marx and Engels.
Contre-Attaque ended badly, due in great part to the difficulty of addressing the
problem of action apart from the traditional revolutionary agent to which the surrealists had
always conceded political leadership, and outside of the mass movement that was the
Popular Front.

28

Contre-Attaque, a pre-emptive strike against compromise at the time of the

consolidation of the Popular Front, failed as the Popular Front took power; its fracturing
occurred in M a y 1936, in the same month as the Exposition surrealiste d'objets. The
surrealists published a declaration in L 'Oeuvre during the exhibition, dissociating
themselves from Contre-Attaque, "au sein duquel s'etaient manifestoes des tendances dites

T h e reference to "une direction de salut public" is found in point 5 of the Contre-Attaque manifesto; the idea
for a Volontaires de la Liberte militia in the prospectus for Les Cahiers de Contre-Attaque inserted in copies of
Position politique du surrealisme in November 1935; see Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes, op. cit., p. 285.
A s we have already seen, the surrealists looked to the P.C.F., from 1925 to 1935, for the revolutionary
leadership they needed as a counterpart to their avant-garde programme, in spite of their frequent criticism of
the Party. Bataille, though also a man of the left, initiated his own political commitment as a contributor to
Boris Souvarine's La Critique sociale, an opposition (though never Trotskyist) communist journal for which he
wrote throughout its existence from 1931 to 1934.
27
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«surfascistes», dont le caractere purement fasciste s'est montre de plus en plus flagrant", and
also from Bataille's imminent publication of Les Cahiers de Contre-Attaque.

29

They also

reaffirmed "leur attachement inebranlable aux traditions revolutionnaires du mouvement
ouvrier international ", in a return to the M a r x i s m temporarily abandoned during the
30

Contre-Attaque period.
For Char, the political adventure of Contre-Attaque went hand-in-hand with
surrealism's retreat to art, both initiatives being supremely irresponsible in present
circumstances:
L e Surrealisme s'est carrement engage, au cours des deux dernieres annees, dans une
voie qui le conduit infailliblement a la maison de retraite des Belles-Lettres et de la
Violence Reunis. Ce n'est pas la formation de «Contre-Attaque» qui me fera
changer d'avis; bien au contraire.31

T h e tract in question is found in Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes, op. cit., p. 301. L'Oeuvre was one of the few
daily papers that supported the Popular Front, from an independent political position that generally favoured
the Radicals.
In his memoirs of Contre-Attaque, Henri Dubief remembers that the term "surfascisme" originated
with Jean Dautry, although in the papers he donated to the Bibliotheque Nationale, it is Pierre Dugan who is
responsible for a(n unpublished) paper entitled "Notes sur le fascisme", in which he writes:
29

De meme que le fascisme n'est en definitive qu'un surmarxisme, un marxisme remis sur ses pieds, de
meme la puissance qui le reduira ne peut etre qu'un surfascisme.
Pierre Dugan, "Notes sur le fascisme", in Papiers des groupes Contre attaque (sic) et Acephale 1935-1937,
Bibliotheque Nationale, Nouvelles acquisitions francaises 15952. Since a similar position had been advocated
in the first Contre-Attaque manifesto, and reaffirmed in the first of Breton's Contre-Attaque addresses (in O.C.,
t. II, p. 591), what must have been disturbing here was the notion of a Marxism being put back on its feet by
fascism, and the implicit identification of the irrationality of surrealism and fascism in this term "surfascisme";
in any case, this was seen in the L'Oeuvre text as a falling back into fascism rather than its (pretended)
supersession. The new term was too dangerous, the group was falling apart in any case, and the effervescence
provoked by the election of the Popular Front government, manifested in the form of strikes and occupations,
was exceeding anything Contre-Attaque was able to muster. For Dautry's apparent invention of the term
"surfascisme", see Henri Dubief, "Temoignage sur Contre-Attaque (1935-1936)", Textures no. 6 (1970), p. 57.
Dubief, Dautry and Dugan were all young members of the Bataillean faction of Contre-Attaque (which always
counted a slight majority of 'Batailleans' to surrealists); as Dubief remarks, the differences between the two
tendencies were marked, the surrealists usually being older and more accomplished, the 'Batailleans' younger
and better-educated, and destined for the university or civil service. Dubief, op. cit., pp. 57-58.
The single issue of Les Cahiers de Contre-Attaque was published in May. The fact that all of its
contributions were written by Bataille is a sure sign that the collective had devolved to the singular by that
time.
Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes, op. cit., p. 301.
Char, "Lettre a Benjamin Peret", in Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes, op. cit., p. 291.
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Char was correct to observe a relation between the two gestures; there is a formal affinity
between the surrealists' alliance with modern art and the fanaticism proclaimed in the
Contre-Attaque manifesto, in their effort to preserve the link between action and
interpretation that was the raison d'etre of surrealism, and that was in danger of foundering
due to the lack of a revolutionary agent.

** *
N o w as I have said, the object was part of a two-fold effort to maintain an avantgarde position, in the face of the renunciation of this position by the P.C.F., and in the midst
of the surrealists' alliance with the leading defenders of modern art in the 1930s. These
motives cross in the special issue of Cahiers d'Art devoted to the object in M a y 1936, and in
the site of the Exposition surrealiste d'objets, the Galerie Charles Ratton.
The positive and the critical nature of the surrealist object are intertwined. In
surrealist theory, an object is made a thing-for-us through what Breton calls the "crisis of the
object", which involves a subjectivization of the object in the course of the objectification of
subjective thought. There is a detournement or diversion of the ordinary object involved
here, whether through the recombination of the everyday in the surrealist object proper ("de
la reconstruire enfin de toutes pieces a partir d'elements epars, pris dans le donne
immediat "), through the transformation of an object by the forces of nature (the examples
32

here are some wine goblets melted during the eruption of Mont Pele on Martinique in 1902
[Fig. 18], or the shell-encrusted book on the voyages of Columbus found in the sea by
Leonor F i n i [Fig. 19]; these found objects were included in the 1936 objects exhibition),
through the discovery of a mysterious object whose use is not at all evident (the mask found
by Giacometti, or a strange tabernacle discovered by Tanguy [Fig. 20]), or through the
choice of a readymade which renders an ordinary object useless, extracting it from the
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Breton, "Crise de 1'objet", in Le Surrealisme et la Peinture (Paris: Gallimard, 1965), p. 280.
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quotidian without substantial modification.

33

Objective chance or objective humour play

their role in all of these variations on the object, in the element of discovery or choice.
There is a critical dimension to all of this in the contradiction, created by choice or
by chance, between the surrealist object and those others existing in the world. A
contradiction which at the same time depends on their similarity, their relation, in the same
way that the difference the object makes with the existing categories of modern art depends
upon collage, the crucial modernist component to the making of the image. Without such a
relation, there is no contest; without similarity, one cannot play upon difference.
Breton begins his 1935 speech "Situation surrealiste de l'objet" with a quote from
Hegel's Poetics: "L'objet d'art tient le milieu entre le sensible et le rationnel. C'est quelque
chose de spirituel qui apparait comme materiel. " Such an aesthetic, which is rather
34

traditional in its placement of art between the sensual and intellectual faculties of the mind,
allows Breton to envisage an object in which thought is made material, and which is,
moreover, anti-aesthetic, in a development of the implications of Hegel's aesthetics past
their own point of understanding.
In 18th-Century aesthetics, the beautiful is defined as "the reconciliation of
sensibility and intelligence"; the art object is its incarnation, "quelque chose de spirituel qui
apparait comme materiel".

35

For Breton, the (anti-art) object is the incarnation of a poetic

mode of thought in which perception and (mental) representation are reconciled, a process
through which an image, the physical image of the object is produced (it is in this sense that
he calls the object, after Eluard, a "physique de la poesie" ). The surrealist object is, like
36

Breton alerts us to these various critical diversions in the passage cited in the previous note.
Breton, "Situation surrealiste de l'objet", in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 472.
I owe an understanding of these issues (as well as the definition of the beautiful) to Luc Ferry's discussion of
Kantian aesthetics in Homo Aestheticus: The Invention of Taste in the Democratic Age, trans. Robert de
Loaiza (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993), p. 88.
Breton, "Crise de l'objet", op. cit., p. 279.
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Hegel's art object, located between the sensible and the rational, lying prior to rationality in
this poetic realm of the preconscious, where reconciliation can occur.
Opening "Situation surrealiste de 1'objet" with Hegel, Breton concludes with this
reconciliation and with a reference to objective chance:
L e plus grand benefice qu'a ce jour le surrealisme ait tire de cette sorte d'operation
est d'avoir reussi a concilier dialectiquement ces deux termes violemment
contradictoires pour l'homme adulte: perception, representation; d'avoir jete un
pont sur l'abime qui les separait. L a peinture et la construction surrealistes ont des
maintenant permis, autour d'elements subjectifs, 1'organisation de perceptions a
tendance objective. Ces perceptions, de par leur tendance meme a s'imposer comme
objectives, presentent un caractere bouleversant, revolutionnaire en ce sens qu'elles
appellent imperieusement, dans la realite exterieure, quelque chose qui leur reponde.
On peut prevoir que, dans une large mesure, ce quelque chose sera.
37

We can see here how, for Breton, there is something positive achieved in the object, a
reconciliation of perception and representation that at the same time challenges the given this at a point, prior to the definitive break with the Communist Party, when he could still
imagine the interrelation of action and interpretation, and a surrealist role in social
transformation.
The imagination, which is given in Kant as the sensual faculty - as opposed to the
intellectual faculty of understanding - is given priority over rationality in Breton's
reconceptualization of Hegelian aesthetics. The dialectical supersession of art (and of the
classical conception of beauty) is at the same time a regression that w i l l reconcile a mind
split in contemporary society between a disparaged unconscious and an overvalued
consciousness. The reconciliation of perception and representation w i l l be the achievement
of harmony in another sense than the traditional, sublimated notion of beauty found in
Kantian or Hegelian aesthetics (which is, finally, a conservative one, an image of stasis and
eternal order).
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Breton, "Situation surrealiste de l'objet", op. cit., pp. 495-96.
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A break with discredited traditional notions of art and beauty is the necessary
precondition in modern and avant-garde movements for new values to develop, and the
object represents such a supersession in its simultaneous negation of the old and revaluation
of the new, of reconciliation achieved in a return to the sources of imagination. In his
redefinition of beauty as convulsive, Breton returns it, too, to a moment before sublimation,
to its origins in sexual desire, and he accomplishes this through the analogy Freud
establishes between poetic and oneiric thought in The Interpretation of Dreams. The object
is no longer precisely the "objet d'art" it was in Hegel's Poetics, but like the general
understanding of the relations between subject and object that Breton arrives at in Les Vases
communicants, it is achieved through a crossing of Hegel and Freud in which it is no longer
the expression of beauty (sauf convulsive) that is at issue, but the uncontaminated
expression of poetic thought. Breton uses Hegel's definition of the art object as a
springboard from which to depart from art into a less-determined and certainly less aesthetic
model for the future, although aesthetics remains the basis for an intervention into the world.
In this sense, the movement from subjective to objective - to, in fact, an objectification of
the subjective - that I have already described earlier in my discussion of Les Vases
communicants, leads to a supersession of artmaking, as for example in the antithesis posed
between surrealism and abstraction in "Crise de l'objet":
Observons, en passant, que la pensee qui leur [i.e., to poetic objects] a donne
naissance s'est portee, d'un elan on ne peut plus sur, de l'abstrait au concret quand
une partie de I'art contemporain (abstractivisme) s'obstine a prendre le sens
inverse....
38

Objects move from the mind out into the world; this is the position of autonomy secured
through Freud and Hegel, which is opposed to an art that abstracts from the external model
to arrive, through a process of purification, at an art object that is, in its very movement,
separated from life. The use of Hegel becomes the occasion for the end of art anticipated in
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Breton, "Crise de l'objet", op. cit., p. 280.
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his own aesthetics (as art becomes reflection), but this occurs through a reinvestment of
desire in the object, rather than through a more conscious, rational approach. A r t does not
become pure Idea as it approaches philosophy, but retains a sensual dimension through the
poetic imagination, which is returned to with the aid of Freud, in a contestation of the purity
and autonomy of modem art.
In order to propose the object as a reconciliation of perception and representation which he opposes, as we shall see in the next chapter, to D a l i ' s critical paranoia - Breton
needs to see it as a less-determined mode of activity akin to dreams and automatism, and as
the passage of the dream into the space of the real. Noting his proposal in "Introduction au
discours sur le peu de realite" as to the circulation of dream objects, Breton writes, in "Crise
de l'objet":
...la fin que je poursuivais n'etait rien moins que l'objectivation de l'activite de reve,
son passage dans la realite.[...]
Tout le pathetique de la vie intellectuelle d'aujourd'hui tient dans cette
volonte d'objectivation qui ne peut connaitre de treve et qui renoncerait a elle-meme
en s'attardant a faire valoir ses conquetes passees. II n'est pas de raison qui puisse se
tenir durablement pour acquise et negliger, de ce fait, la contradiction qu'est toujours
prete a lui apporter l'experience. C'est avant tout la poursuite de l'experience qui
importe: la raison suivra toujours, son bandeau phosphorescent sur les y e u x .
39

Breton is proposing here, as elsewhere, an experimental activity which is, itself, poetic in
kind, and which is only thereafter subject to interpretation. It cannot be more consciously
determined i f it is to retain any value; this is why, for him, experience must precede reason,
even within a reconceptualization of surrealism that now includes a concern for the relation
between subject and object, rather than an exclusive emphasis on interior life.
There is a twofold relation between the object and objective chance, due to the
different valences of the surrealist object (as poetic construction) and found object (as
discovery). The found object is quite clearly that which is evoked from the real, and the
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Ibid., pp. 277, 279.
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1936 exhibition was filled with examples of these in the form of strange natural objects, or
manufactured objects 'perturbed' by nature. The surrealist object per se is not such a
trouvaille, although it may be made up in part from such discoveries. It represents the other
side of objective chance, desire in search of its object, which incarnates an active though
undirected relation to the real.
The idea of an intervention into the world in the concrete form of the object, of
"concrete irrationality" as D a l i put it, involved both a critical relation to other existing
objects and, analogically, an effect on the world similar to that achieved by political change.
In their various articles on the object, Dali, Breton, Caillois, Crevel, Cahun, Maurice Henry
and Marcel Jean all emphasized this critical relation to the utilitarian object, meeting it on
the ground of the everyday. Historically, Duchamp's readymades embodied this critical
relation for the surrealists, without necessarily being surrealist themselves; the means to
move forward were achieved through negation, through a detournement of the realism of the
ordinary object.

40

Caillois wrote twice of the object in such terms, in "Specification de la poesie" and
in " L e decor surrealiste de la vie". In the latter, he noted:
Leur [i.e., the objects'] etrangete radicale qui desagrege et disperse si heureusement
les categories vulgaires n'enleve rien a leur solidite materielle. Ils ne cedent sans
aucun rapport aux objets les plus communs et, meme sur les terrains qui leur sont le
plus defavorables, ils n'ont pas a les craindre. Eux aussi ont trois dimensions, une
pesanteur normale, une temperature convenable, en un mot tout ce qui permet
d'accorder aux choses un certificat de realite absolue et de pouvoir compter sur leur
presence au prochain reveil ou au retour de quelque voyage....Dans cette deroute
intime, la rectitude de coeur que je puis avoir conservee ne m ' a pas empeche - tant
s'en faut - de revenir au sort le plus commun qui est de se fier avant tout aux objets
familiers et immobiles dont 1'existence devient alors par elle-meme une telle
garantie contre les desastres du temps qu'on les touche presque avec ravissement.
Malheureusement, ils sont le plus souvent entaches d'une fin utilitaire ou

Crevel makes this point in "Surrealisme", an article originally published in Vu (21 juin 1933) in connection
with the Exposition surrealiste then being held at the Galerie Pierre Colle, and reprinted in L'esprit contre la
raison et autres ecrits surrealistes (Paris: Societe Nouvelle des Editions Pauvert, 1986), p. 303.
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ornementale a quoi i l m'est tout de meme impossible de prendre le moindre interet.
Les objets surrealistes n'ont pas ces tares et puisque mon esprit ne connaTt
d'assurance et de mesure qu'en dehors de lui, i l ne lui deplait pas q u ' i l existe la, dans
cet empire inaccessible de la stabilite, quelque chose qui soit semblable a lui et
reponde a ses desirs
4 1

The surrealist object here is inconceivable without the utilitarian rival it troubles, especially
given its physical presence among these other objects (vs. the more simulacral presence of a
painting, which is contained, moreover, within a traditional aesthetic category). The
surrealist object is in some sense purer in its contamination of categories than either
utilitarian or aesthetic objects, which are themselves contaminated in Caillois' eyes, to the
extent that he loses interest in them. H i s mind, he writes, can only know some kind of
certitude outside itself, paradoxically through a destabilization, and is glad to have
something concrete which resembles it in its irrationality.

For, as we have seen in surrealist

theory, which Caillois subscribes to and develops during his period of affiliation to the
group, the taking of oneself outside oneself is the necessary prelude to any acquisition of
knowledge, a destabilization which might then lead to the re-establishing of equilibrium at
some future point. If, later in his intellectual development, Caillois is less certain about
objective chance, here it still plays a role in the meeting of two forms of irrationality,
internal and external, in the finding of an object corresponding to one's desires.
The critical aspect of the objects was achieved for the surrealists in two ways:
through their resexualization, and through the principle of the generalization of their
production in a "poetry made by all". Jose Pierre notes how, in many of the objects, a prior,
utilitarian function has been perverted in a fairly explicit process of fetishization, as for

Roger Caillois, "Le decor surrealiste de la vie", Documents 33, no. 5 (Aout 1933), p. 16. The relevant
passage in "Specification de la poesie" is found in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 5 (Mai
1933), p. 30. Other examples of a discussion of the critical relation the surrealist object bears to everyday
objects are found in Dali's "Interpretation Paranoi'aque-critique de lTmage obsedante «L'Angelus» de Millet",
op. cit, p. 66 (the passage in question is quoted in this dissertation on p. 186); Maurice Henry, "Une
Exposition d'objets surrealistes", Le Petit Journal (24 mai 1936), p. 7; Claude Cahun, "Prenez garde aux
objets domestiques", Cahiers d'Art, l l annee (1936), p. 45; and Marcel Jean, "Arrivee de la belle epoque",
ibid., p. 60. Guy Mangeot proposes the same interpretation in his Histoire du surrealisme (Bruxelles: Rene
Henriquez, Editeur, 1934), pp. 90-91.
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instance in Meret Oppenheim's teaset recovered in fur, Dejeuner enfourrure
Oscar Dominguez's upholstered wheelbarrow entitled Fauteuil (Fig. 2 1 ) .

42

(Fig. 13), or
In each case, the

surfeit of desire that Caillois, Cahun and Jean describe as overflowing the utilitarian object
is displayed, a display which becomes on occasion programmatic, in Wolfgang Paalen's
sponge umbrella (an instrument for absorbing rather than repelling rain; Fig. 22), or Kurt
Seligmann's stool made of female legs (Fig. 23). In the objects made by Oppenheim, Paalen
and Seligmann, excess takes the form of a return to nature by what are in each case
industrial objects; desire is in this sense understood to be a natural force pre-existing modern
social relations. Utopia is figured in these objects as a reconciliation with nature, in an
overcoming both of the social and the aesthetic. If the utilitarian object is estranged from its
normal use-value in these surrealist objects, it is also renaturalized, in a 'return of the
repressed', however, that is disturbing rather than comforting.

43

For Cahun and Jean, the sense of touch was very important to the sexual dimension
of the objects, which Cahun extends in a political direction in her 1936 article:
J'insiste sur une verite premiere: i l faut decouvrir, manier, apprivoiser, fabriquer
soi-meme des objets irrationnels pour apprecier la valeur particuliere ou generate de
ceux que nous avons sous les yeux. C'est pourquoi, a certains egards, les travailleurs
manuels seraient mieux places que les intellectuels pour en saisir le sens, si tout dans
la societe capitaliste, y compris la propagande communiste, ne les en detournait.
C'est pourquoi vous commencez a tripoter dans vos poches, et peut-etre a les vider
sur la table
4 4

Here, the sensual dimension of the objects' handling is linked to their fabrication, in a
generalization of poetic production that would lead to another culture than the one in which

Jose Pierre, Andre Breton et la peinture (Lausanne: L'Age d'Homme, 1987), p. 170. In his object,
Dominguez is playing with the double entendre of 'brouette', which means both 'wheelbarrow' and 'sedan
chair'. High and low significations have been condensed in Fauteuil, in association with fashion.
T h e fullest discussion of Oppenheim's object is found in Louis Cummins, "Multiplicites surrealistes",
RACAR, vol. XVIII nos. 1-2 (1991), pp. 31-42.
Cahun, "Prenez garde aux objets domestiques", op. cit., p. 46; see also Jean, "Arrivee de la belle epoque",
op. cit. Tzara also wrote of the importance of touch for the object in "D'un certain Automatisme du Gout",
Minotaure nos. 3-4 (Decembre 1933), pp. 83-84; this is an understanding that Jean and Cahun are likely calling
on here, despite Tzara's disaffection from the group by the time of the 1936 exhibition.
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the persistence of categories was related .to specialization and the metier. There is a refusal
of professionalization in all these objects found not just in their often casual construction which reaffirms their amateur status - but on the fact that non-artists like Cahun or Breton
made objects alongside the artists like Ernst or M i r o who worked professionally (in the
sense that they held exhibitions, sold works, and had articles written about them); in each
case, the objects were contingent, often fragile artifacts categorically different from more
finished paintings and sculptures.

45

In Cahun's article, it is workers who w i l l accede to this non-professional creative
activity, and who are best suited to it, in making, for once, objects for themselves rather than
for others' profit. In this sense, the object functions as a model for a future poetic creation,
which w i l l no longer be the province of professionals. The articulation of these two
concerns, the perverse and the political, is extremely interesting here, as Cahun envisions a
destabilization of both the art object and the utilitarian object through their desublimation,
and a dismantling of the status of the professional artist in the society to come; this is
offered as a possibility, though by no means a certainty, in her article.

** *
The perverse and the political are also articulated against each other in one of the
three objects Cahun made for the Exposition surrealiste d'objets (Fig. 2 4 ) .

46

In this tiny

Cahun was a photographer as well as a writer (and object-maker), but it seems perverse to offer her the
artistic status she refused in her lifetime. Cahun published very few of her photographs, of the hundreds in her
archive; one in Bifur no. 5 (Avril 1930), and several as illustrations for Lise Deharme's children's book Le
Coeur de Pic, in 1937. As a writer, she was hardly more established; one astonishing book, Aveux non avenus,
in 1930; two pamphlets, Vues et visions and Les Paris sont ouverts, in 1919 and 1934; and a handful of articles
or responses to surveys in the 1920s and '30s. There was a consistent refusal of professionalism in all of her
activities, which led to a nearly total eclipse of her reputation until the mid-1980s, in spite of a number of very
powerful texts and images. Francois Leperlier's Claude Cahun, I'ecart et la metamorphose (Paris: JeanMichel Place, 1992), the first substantial treatment of Cahun's life and work, is a good introduction, despite a
number of problems of interpretation (including, most seriously, a refusal to come to terms with her
lesbianism).
T h i s untitled object was first identified as Cahun's in the 1986 Zabriskie Gallery exhibition catalogue, 1936
Surrealism. It had been retained by the Galerie Charles Ratton ever since the Exposition surrealiste d'objets in
1936.
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object are found a number of themes of interest to us here: an emphasis on the sense of
touch, as well as sight, in the hand and eye; a playing with the terms of sexual difference, in
the simultaneous recognition and disavowal of castration found in the displaced hand, or the
eye transformed into both phallus and vagina; and a political reference that is rare in
surrealist objects, in the text that accompanies the hand and eye.
Cahun's object refers to two key works of the late 1920s: D a l i and Buhuel's Un
Chien andalou, and Bataille's Histoire de I'oeil. In the famous opening scene of Un Chien
andalou, a cloud passes through the moon at the same time as a woman's eye is slit - the
same woman who w i l l become the object of desire for the cross-dressing protagonist.

The

initial image associating sexual intercourse and castration - for in each case, it is a question
of penetration - sets in motion the anxiety that structures the film, which constantly plays
with the terms of sexual difference.

47

In Cahun's object, the eye becomes the moon against which some clouds are arrayed
(although here, it is the moon that pierces the clouds); the intercutting of eye and moon in

Two other objects by Cahun included in the Exposition surrealiste d'objets, Un air defamille and
Souris valseuses, have since disappeared (as have so many of the objects from the 1930s). The title of the
second of these objects refers to the debate on the metier in which Cahun played an important role, its casual
construction recapitulating her anti-professional position in the debate. The title, Souris valseuses, is a
condensation of a scene from the Walpurgis night episode in Goethe's Faust, in which a red mouse issues from
the mouth of Faust's dancing partner, the 'fair' witch. Aragon discusses this episode in an article in the
October 1933 issue of Commune. For Aragon, whom Cahun cites in Les Paris sont ouverts, the red mouse is
the revolutionary message escaping from the mouth of poetry; in other words, a self-dramatization of his own
passage from poet to revolutionary, with the assumption that these are two distinct categories. This is also the
moment when Aragon counsels prospective writers to learn their metier. For Cahun, the restriction of poetry to
a social message is an unacceptable limitation of its possibilities, and she takes issue with it in her pamphlet.
Photographs of two other versions of this extremely casual construction are included in Leperlier, pp.
222-23, under the titles Qui ne craint pas le grand mechant loup remet la barque sur sa quille et vogue a la
derive, and Portrait d'Andre Gide d'apres Benjamin Peret. It is difficult to identify all the elements
composing these versions of what is in principle an additive and changeable construction, but they are clearer
than the photograph in situ of Souris valseuses in Leperlier, p. 218. In the other versions, we can see a both a
devil and a little church nestled in an animal's jawbone, the whole of which is placed over the pool of a mirror.
It can be said in general that this kind of construction is posed against the return to the metier called for by
Aragon in his Stalinist phase, in a reference to her own argument for the end of professional activity and the
ruination of talent in Les Paris sont ouverts.
M y reading here is indebted to Linda Williams' analysis of Un Chien andalou in Figures of Desire: A
Theory and Analysis of Surrealist Film (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), p. 88.
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the film are condensed in the object, to become one single eye-moon, and the eye is turned
upright and furnished with pubic hair, at the same time as it is mounted on a small stand. In
this way it becomes both phallus and vagina, in a blurring of sexual difference that recalls
the first occasion for the surrealist object, Giacometti's Boule suspendue, and that becomes
another instance of what Rosalind Krauss has called, after Roland Barthes, a "round
phallicism": an image of sexual power and presence in which what is represented is not
precisely a phallus, and whose presence depends in part on its indeterminacy of sexual
difference.

48

The eye - traditionally associated with masculinity in western culture

49

- and

the moon - traditionally associated with femininity, in an opposition of sun and moon, day
and night, reason and madness - are combined in one unsettling image that does not signify
the resolution of sexual difference so much as a play with its terms, a sidestepping in a
fetishistic image in which the vagina is raised to the power of the phallic signifier. The high
and the low are condensed here into one single image that reverberates through several
registers: of femininity and its attributes (the eye/moon/vagina that is at the same time high
in the sky and low and normally hidden); of sexual difference and its irresolution; of the
separation/inseparability of body and mind in an image uniting vagina and eye; and not
least, of the surrealist image itself, in its unity of opposites. What is traditionally invisible or
absent in western discourse is here made eminently visible as an image of power, which is
raised to trouble the omnipresence of the phallus and even, provocatively, to replace it,
though castration is never absent from the image in the very challenge to the primacy of the
phallus, and in the unsettling doubling of vagina as phallus.

Rosalind Krauss, "No More Play" (1984), in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths
(Cambridge, M A : The MIT Press, 1985), p. 63. For my earlier discussion of Giacometti, see Chapter 1, pp.
49-51.
T h e French critique of "ocularcentrism" in western culture is the subject of Martin Jay's Downcast Eyes:
The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1993). In Dali and Bunuel's opening sequence, the overvaluation of vision is undercut through the castration
enacted upon it, though there it is also a woman's eye which is cut, in an association of sex with violation.
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The hand functions in a similar way, as both phallic in its uprightness, and castrated
in its displacement from the rest of the body. In this, it recalls what it seeks to erase, the
traumatic sight of castration.

50

In addition, of course, to its recollection of the sense of

touch, so important to Cahun's understanding of the significance of the object. There is a
play here too with the different status assigned to the senses of touch and sight in western
thought, touch being both more primitive and base, sight more conceptual and distanced, a
distinction based primarily on proximity to material objects. Cahun both repeats and
questions this division in her object, referring to the ability of manual workers to appreciate
the objects of their making through their proximity to them - a relation of the low to the low
- and bringing the eye down to the place of the low (even as the vagina is raised on its stand
to a position of scrutiny). This double movement depends, as we shall see, upon an image
in Bataille's Histoire de I'oeil.
These issues are central not just to Cahun's negotiation of her position in the
symbolic order as a woman and as a lesbian - a difficult one in a social structure and in a
surrealist movement that valorized heterosexual l o v e

51

- but also to her theorization of a

non-professional, generalized poetic activity of which the object provides a model. In her
object, both a personal and a revolutionary political and cultural position are articulated, in
the refusal of professional activity and in the refusal (more correctly, the disavowal) of the

O n e of the central images of Un Chien andalou is a severed hand, which an androgynous female figure pokes
with a stick on a busy street, and which is the final image in a series of displacements: from the famous hand
crawling with ants caught in a doorway (thus both 'severed' from its body, and pierced by a stigma, a hole
around which ants swarm, in an image in which the open hand functions not as a sign of masculine power, but
of femininity), to a woman's armpit, to a sea urchin, to the severed hand in the street. Not only castration, but
the changeability of the signs of sexual difference are manifestly what are evident and what are at stake in these
images, as Dali and Bufiuel subject the sign systems of western culture to a sustained and poetic critique in a
contesting of the cultural order. Cahun's object too functions in this way.
M a r c e l Jean describes in his memoirs how, when Cahun and her partner Suzanne Malherbe first began
appearing at surrealist gatherings in 1933, Breton and Eluard literally fled, hiding out in another cafe until they
stopped coming. Their first attempt at a rapprochement with the surrealists failed, no doubt because of their
sexual orientation (and Cahun's unsettling exhibitionist tendencies: she wore her closely-cropped hair,
eyebrows and eyelashes in shades of pink, gold or green, and often dressed in multi-coloured batiks). Cahun's
relations with the group became more secure by late 1933, however, and continued through to the war. Marcel
Jean, Au galop dans le vent (N.p.: Editions Jean-Pierre de Monza, 1991), p.27.
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castration experienced when one subjects oneself to the symbolic order whose authority one
then takes o n .

52

Aragon, Chirico, Dali, Eluard, or later Char, Giacometti, Caillois are all

examples from within surrealism of those who submitted to this often painful symbolic
castration, all the better to re-emerge as authority figures who embraced the traditions they
once so vigorously contested. Cahun and Breton are examples (along with a figure like
Poulaille) of those who refused to arrive and take up the categorical status assigned to them
by the culture, towards which they always bore an equivocal relation. Cahun is among the
more radical instances of this refusal, although she is not the only one, of course, to have
disappeared; Jacques Rigaut, Jacques Vache and Arthur Cravan are other examples of those
who refused any kind of professional status in contemporary society, and who are known
chiefly for that refusal.

53

The acquiring of such authority is obviously more difficult for a woman in a society
in which very few female artists or writers had achieved any kind of prominence; the choice
she made, to refuse even the possibility of success, is predicated on different factors than
those facing Breton, Aragon, Boiffard and others in the surrealist group when they
renounced both a conventional career in medicine or law, and the literary success for which
they were being groomed by La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise and other modernist journals.

54

Such success was not likely open to Cahun even had she desired it, and so her relation to the

F o r a discussion of this concept, see pp. 21-25 of the introduction.
Following the failure of Contre-Attaque and of the avant-garde strategy I have been outlining here, Cahun
withdrew from the scene in 1937, moving to family property on Jersey with her lifelong partner (and halfsister) Suzanne Malherbe. She and Malherbe played a central role in the resistance to the German occupation
of Jersey during the war, and were jailed and condemned to death (a sentence that was not, however, executed)
from June 1944 to the island's liberation in May 1945. For these and other details of Cahun's biography, see
Leperlier, op. cit.
0 f the early surrealists, Breton, Aragon, Boiffard, Gerard and Vitrac gave up their medical studies on the
slim chance (in which few of them believed) that surrealism would succeed in its bid against art and literature.
Art and literature in France were dominated by men to an even greater extent than they were in England or
Germany, with Rachilde, Colette, Anna de Noailles and Marguerite Yourcenar standing out as rare exceptions.
For diverse reasons, none of these figures appealed to the surrealists.
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possibilities of success and failure is different than that faced by men like Breton, who were
establishing their non-careers on the basis of a refusal of the success awaiting them.
In addition to Un Chien andalou, Cahun's object evokes Bataille's Histoire de I'oeil,
and especially its final, climactic scene in which Simone, having plucked out the eye of the
priest she has just strangled while making love to him, inserts it in her vagina, from where it
stares back at the narrator through pubic hair matted with his own semen. This is a
repetition of the discovery of sexual difference in the primal fantasy discussed by Freud, in
which the small boy sees for the first time the not-there of his mother's phallus.
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What is

discovered in Bataille's scene, though, is the undecidability of sexual difference, the eye
signifying both phallic power and its opposite, castration, in a taking on of masculine power
through the dismemberment of another's body. The dead priest's eye also becomes
associated with the (dead) Marcelle's eye in the scene, a mixing-up of genders reinforced by
the feminized masculine names that Bataille attributes to his female characters (whereas the
male narrator remains nameless).
Since Cahun participated in Contre-Attaque along with Bataille - one of its
organizing meetings was held in her apartment - it is likely that she would have known
Bataille's text, despite its publication in a limited, anonymous edition; it was also one of
Breton's favourite books, despite the rivalry of the two writers.
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In any case, the image of a

vaginal eye was available through Bataille, an image that Cahun has reworked in association

H a l Foster notes Freud's various discussions of primal fantasies in Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, M A :
The MIT Press, 1993), p. 244 (note 15).
I n August 1928, Breton wrote to his wife Simone:
5 5
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II a paru dans la meme collection que le livre d'Aragon [i.e., Le Con d'Irene] un livre de Bataille, de
Georges Bataille: Histoire de I'oeil, par LordAuch qui est absolument merveilleux. Non seulement
c'est le plus beau livre erotique que je connaisse, mais c'est aussi l'un des sept plus beaux livres
environ que j'aie lus....L'evenement intellectuel de l'annee.
Cited in Andre Breton: La beaute convulsive (Paris: Musee national d'art moderne/Centre Georges
Pompidou, 1991), p. 188. In addition to Bataille, Aragon and Peret also wrote a clandestine, sophisticated
pornography in this period, in the tradition of Sade, Apollinaire and several of the symbolist writers. Breton's
remarks here were made, of course, before the antagonism between the two writers was established in the pages
of Documents, in the Second Manifesto, and in the "Cadavre" that answered it.
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with Un Chien andalou to bring out its play with sexual difference more explicitly, which is
refracted also through the aesthetic and political registers in terms of the refusal to arrive.

57

The text on the object's base reads: " L a Marseillaise est un chant revolutionnaire.
L a l o i punit le contrefacteur des Travaux forces." These enigmatic sentences are inscribed
on the base as a counterpoint to (and counterpart of) the sexual content of eye and hand, and
are related to it through the sense of touch evoked by the object, which figures a
rapprochement of perversity and politics. Just as there may be a (no doubt obscure, to those
outside avant-garde circles) reference to her fellow Contre-Attaque conspirator Bataille in
the vaginal eye, the first phrase in the object's text may refer to Contre-Attaque's contesting
of French revolutionary traditions with the Popular Front, in reclaiming the Marseillaise

as a

revolutionary song from its merely patriotic significance as the French national anthem. I
say may, because one of the targets of Cahun's 1934 pamphlet was precisely the occasional
verse that, once politically revolutionary, may become counter-revolutionary in other
circumstances; La Marseillaise

was her example of such occasional verse.
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This was

There is a third, iconographical source for Cahun's object, which is Man Ray's untitled frontispiece to
Minotaure nos. 3-4 (Decembre 1933). In that image (Fig. 25), there is a circular movement of hands and eyes
through the bilboquet, the hand holding the lightbulb, the polyhedron holding the wooden hand, the photograph
of a woman's eyes with crystal tears (entitled Larmes), and a bust of Man Ray himself. (An earlier, looser
version of this image [Fig. 26] includes a female model and Man Ray's Indestructible Object, the latter for
obvious iconographical reasons; it has been tightened up in the published version to focus on the interplay of
hand and eye and on the theme of castration, as the displaced wooden hand both punctuates the two eyes of
Larmes - producing yet other globes of tears - and casts an ominous shadow over Man Ray's bust.) The
wooden hand emerging from the polyhedron is very similar to one used by Cahun in several of her own
photographs of the 1930s; its status in the photo here, as both upright and displaced from the human body, is
very close to its use in Cahun's object.
57

It is the bilboquet, however, that links Man Ray's photograph incontrovertibly to the object. Cahun
has interpreted Man Ray's association of globe and eye, which itself plays on castration in the detachability of
cup and ball, to make explicit the ball's metaphoric role as eye, standing upon the baton from which it can be
separated at any time. The eye/vagina/moon of Cahun's object is in fact a tennis ball to which paint and hair
have been applied, placed upon its own bilboquet-Wke stand.
Leperlier, incidentally, calls attention to all three of the sources I have discussed on relation to
Cahun's object, although my discussion differs substantially from his. I aiwespecially indebted to his
indication of the Man Ray photograph as a possible source for the object, although he does not elaborate on his
finding. See Leperlier, op. cit., p. 217.
Cahun, Les Paris sont ouverts, op. cit., p. 8.
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opposed in Les Paris sont ouverts to a less-directed poetic expression that would not lose its
subversive value.
But 1934 is not 1936, and " L a Marseillaise est un chant revolutionnaire" may have
been considered an appropriate phrase at the time of its appearance. This was at the moment
when enthusiasm for the election victory of the Popular Front in A p r i l 1936 threatened to
turn the election into a revolution (or at least some hoped), with strikes and workplace
occupations springing up throughout France in a pre-revolutionary effervescence difficult
for the authorities (the new authorities of the Popular Front) to control. The object is
situated in relation to the hopes for a revolutionary culture, for which it stands as a model in
its perversion, politics, and mode of construction. Although I have tried to read the phrase
in another way - as ironic, or as ascribed to the Popular Front -1 have not succeeded in
doing this, nor in reconciling an alternative reading with the second phrase of the text.
Cahun speaks in her essay for Cahiers d'Art of how " L a chaine des travaux forces,
abrutissants, le frein d'or des passions seront brises et rebrises " by the liberating potential
59

of objects, a tentative hope that depends upon revolutionary transformation, and which is as
ambiguous and mysterious as the text on the object's base which refers to it. In the article,
both the chains of forced labour and the golden bridle of the passions w i l l be broken again
and again, by the foundering of reality caused by the overproduction of unusual objects.
There appears to be a sadomasochistic element to the repetition of this breaking of chains/of
bridle, a metaphor, of course, which establishes and preserves a poetic relation between
work and sexual desire that is also referred to in the object's association of hand and eye.
That is, the moment of the breaking of chains is to be repeated in an erotic gesture that
circles around the work that one is to be liberated from, at the moment when the objects
become a thing-for-us, when their erotic surplus is realized from the point of production.

59

Cahun, "Prenez garde aux objets domestiques", op. cit., p. 45.
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W h o , however, could be designated as the counterfeiters of forced labour of the
object's text, and what precisely is the law evoked here? What is the association of law and
revolution suggested on the object's base, in relation to a forced labour that the revolution
would presumably do away with, precisely to the extent that it is brutalizing? Happily, the
solution to the enigma lies no further than the dictionary: the Grand Robert gives, as part of
its definition of the word "contrefagon", the following extract from the French penal code of
1929:
Seront punis des travaux forces a temps, toutes autres personnes qui auront commis
un faux en ecriture...par contrefagon ou alteration d'ecritures ou de signatures....
60

The text on the object's base is a detournement of the legal code, punishing the
counterfeiters o/hard labour rather than with hard labour; the shift in emphasis, though
slight and still ambiguous, is significant. It is, in the code, those who alter writing who are
punished, and this is the transgression she is committing in her own alteration of its legal
phrasing. She is courting retribution for her act as the surrealists courted (and sometimes
received) punishment for many of their provocative gestures. The text hardly makes sense
outside of this detournement, for it remains unclear who could be meant by the
counterfeiters of hard labour: she and her companions, who as much as possible refuse all
work that is not free? the tired mental workers of the proverbial armchair? Aragon and
Nizan, who are knocking themselves out in the service of the Party? Perhaps no one;
perhaps it is the code itself that is the object of her strategy, in its slight shift of emphasis
from punishment to perpetrator. This reference to the law is one of many intertextual
references she is making in the object, situating herself within the structures she is

L e Grand Robert de la langue frangaise, t. II (Paris: Le Robert, 1992), p. 884. I am not claiming that Cahun
found this extract in Le Grand Robert, since the first edition of the Robert was not published until 1951. This
is where / found it. Which does not preclude its discovery by Cahun in some other compendium, or a
knowledge of this section of the penal code. The dictionaries from the 1930s that I have consulted do not
supply the same citation, although given the primary definition of "contrefagon" as the crime of forgery, legal
references predominate in them.
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contesting much as she situates herself among the damned in her arguments with G o d in
Aveux non avenus, or within the literary codes she wishes to negate in her response to the
Commune survey in 1933.
The least one can say is that there is an ambiguity here between the reassertion of
revolutionary values ("La Marseillaise est un chant revolutionnaire") and the transgression
involved in the alteration of the penal code, as well as the punishment evoked by this act, in
which it appears that (as in "Prenez garde aux objets domestiques", with its reiteration of the
breaking of chains), some kind of bliss is being sought. Liberation is thus no simple act,
involving not only the political, psychical and aesthetic registers challenged by the category
of the object, but also the possible and necessary collusion of the subject with the world in
which she lives, A s in much of Cahun's writing, there is a courting of ambiguity here that
may simply be unresolvable, which contributes to the poetic complexity and extreme density
of her object, despite its simple, casual manufacture.

** *
The objects exhibition coincided with the end of Contre-Attaque, of that final
attempt to maintain a revolutionary political position in keeping with the claim to supersede
art in a new kind of creativity. Even in "Crise de 1'objet", Breton's article in the Cahiers
dArt issue accompanying the exhibition, there was a move away from any explicitly
political solution to a situation that appeared unresolvable, and a corresponding emphasis on
the movement of thought alone. Breton noted there:
De part et d'autre, c'est la meme demarche d'une pensee en rupture avec la pensee
millenaire, d'une pensee non plus reductive mais indefiniment inductive et
extensive, dont 1'objet, au lieu de se situer une fois pour toutes en dec, a d'elle-meme,
se recree a perte de vue au-dela. Cette pensee ne se decouvrirait, en derniere analyse,
de plus sure generatrice que l'anxiete inherente a un temps ou la fraternite humaine
fait de plus en plus defaut, cependant que les systemes les mieux constitues - y
compris les systemes sociaux - entre les mains de ceux qui s'y tiennent, paraissent
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frappes de petrification. Elle est, cette pensee, deliee de tout attachement a tout ce
qui a pu etre tenu pour definitif avant elle. Eprise de son seul mouvement.
61

There is certainly an optimism here, in the idea of a thought capable of breaking with the
whole development of analytic philosophy in western culture, in which desire becomes
responsible for the movement of that thought. A t the same time - and this is the
tentativeness expressed as well in Cahun's article - such a possibility is dependent, in
Breton's dialectical formulation, on the congealing of social relations at the present time,
which includes those overseen and managed by the Popular Front (as the steward of
bourgeois society). In Breton's article, there is no resolution to the present predicament,
given the openly reactionary tendencies of fascism, the restoration of old values and the
tyranny practiced in the Soviet Union, or the simple defence of the status quo by the Popular
Front; no matter which way one looks, hope is hard to find. In this situation, it is thought
alone that w i l l thaw frozen relations, "eprise de son seul mouvement." In other words, the
emphasis here is turned from an insistence on the interaction of action and interpretation, to
an exclusive emphasis on interpretation alone, which w i l l once again, as in the movement's
pre-Marxist days, be the only guarantor of transformation.
In such circumstances, Gaston Bachelard is given by Breton as emblematic of a
rapprochement between science and surrealism, "dont l'acception jusqu'ici etait restee
strictement artistique ":
62

C'est en ce sens q u ' i l faut admettre que le surrealisme s'accompagne necessairement
d'un surrationalisme qui le double et le mesure. L'introduction recente, par M .
Gaston Bachelard, dans le vocabulaire scientifique du mot surrationalisme qui aspire
a rendre compte de toute une methode de pensee, prete un surcroit d'actualite et de
vigueur au mot «surrealisme», dont l'acception jusqu'ici etait restee strictement
artistique. Encore une fois l'un des deux termes verifie 1'autre: cette constatation

Breton, "Crise de l'objet", op. cit., p. 277. The 'either point of view' Breton mentions at the beginning of
this passage is from the point of view of science or of poetry.
T h i s can be viewed as a tacit admission of the failure of the surrealist project, which had always resisted such
a definition.
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suffit a mettre en evidence l'esprit commun, fondamental, qui anime de nos jours les
recherches de l'homme, qu'il s'agisse du poete, du peintre ou du savant.
63

This, of course, is not an exchange of surrealism for science, but a confirmation of the
validity of surrealism's scientific aspirations, whose experimental results are achieved via a
poetic method, and of its influence on other sectors; it is doubled by Bachelard's
conceptualization of a poetics of science, following his introduction to surrealist thought by
Caillois in 1934.

64

Curiously, not to say ironically, Bachelard's own discussion of surrationalism and its
relation to surrealism appeared the next month in Inquisitions, the journal dedicated to
extending and superseding surrealist activity in a scientific investigation of affectivity:
Bref, ilfaut rendre a la raison humaine safonction de turbulence et d'agressivite.
On contribuera ainsi a fonder un surrationalisme qui multipliera les occasions de
penser. Quand ce surrationalisme aura trouve sa doctrine, i l pourra etre mis en
rapport avec le surrealisme, car la sensibilite et la raison seront rendues, l'une et
l'autre, ensemble, a leur fluidite.
65

Bachelard was invited to contribute to Inquisitions by Caillois, and was the best-known
contributor who was not also a former surrealist.
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In his article, which opened the issue, he

attempted to reconcile the interests of the editors of Inquisitions and those of surrealism which had been the occasion for his reconceptualization of scientific activity - and he was
the sole contributor who referred to surrealism in other than disparaging terms (although all
of the ex-surrealists were preoccupied with their former movement).

Breton, "Crise de 1'objet", op. cit., p. 276.
I t is also significant that surrealism is doubled by 'surrationalism' rather than 'surfascism', which would be
its evil twin; Breton's article, and the exhibition that it accompanies, are achieved at the same moment as the
break with Contre-Attaque over this term 'surfascism', in May 1936. That is, rather than an intensification of
irrationality, it is an excess of rationality that is emphasized in "Crise de l'objet"; surrealism is doubled,
explicitly, by interpretation rather than by politics.
Gaston Bachelard, "Le Surrationalisme", Inquisitions no. 1 (Juin 1936), p. 1.
0ther contributors to Inquisitions included Jacques Spitz, Jean Audard, Rene Etiemble (who was not yet
well-known), Pierre Robin and Claude Cahen (no relation to Cahun). With the exception of Bachelard and
Spitz, they all contributed notes and reviews rather than articles.
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Bachelard was claimed by both sides, then, each of which wished to develop a
heterogeneous scientific position not identical to traditional empirical science.

Inquisitions

claimed a supersession of the artistic in league with Popular Front politics, a claim signalled
in its title: the active and even aggressive pursuit of knowledge from a position of authority,
with an implied relation to social change.

67

This was the position with which Bachelard

aligned himself in contributing to the journal, whose aggressivity he concurs with in the
passage I just quoted. The surrealists who remained with Breton emphasized, on the other
hand, interpretation at the expense of action (or, in their view, the inaction of the Popular
Front), an interpretation which included both the artistic, which ought not to be superseded
in present circumstances, and the supersession of art promised by the object, which
remained important as a sign of surrealism's eventual goal.
The surrealist strategy was not so different from Bataille's own after the failure of
Contre-Attaque, and the publication of some inflammatory essays in Les Cahiers de ContreAttaque.

In an untitled and undated text found in the Bibliotheque Nationale, and written in

the aftermath of the Contre-Attaque adventure, Bataille noted, in a muted tone:
Nous savions bien d'ou nous partions et nous savions aussi q u ' i l s'agissait de tourner
le dos a ce qui n'etait deja plus qu'un passe. M a i s nous ne savions pas ou nous
allions et nous ne pouvions pas le savoir.
68

Bataille is quite clearly located here between an active past and an uncertain future. This
future, however it comes about, w i l l realize a scientific activity that is at the same time a
retreat from the political:
Rien ne peut aller contre le fait que chacun de nous, isolement, n'a jamais reconnu
de guide exterieur a lui-meme ailleurs que dans la science. L a science est la seule
autorite a laquelle nous nous soyons remis.[...]

C a i l l o i s ' contribution to Inquisitions was called "Pour une orthodoxie militante".
Bataille, untitled and undated text in the Papiers des groupes Contre attaque et Acephale, op. cit., p. 1. I
have been unable to locate this text in Bataille's Oeuvres completes, and so far as I know it has remained
unpublished. The handwriting, however, is certainly Bataille's.
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L a conscience qui resulte d'une connaissance etendue des differentes formes
possibles de la vie affective est un element d'une nouveaute entiere dans une
elaboration des formes collectives et passionnees de cette vie, un element de
paradoxe qui donne precisement une figure precise, une direction particuliere a toute
notre activite possible.
69

I raise this not for its own sake, but as the confirmation of surrealism's own strategy of
retreat in the face of an impossible political situation. Bataille's interest in science had been
a longstanding one, dating back to 1930 and his conceptualization of a science of
heterology.
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In his case here, the retreat from action to interpretation was one that pointed

in two directions: towards the secret society of Acephale, which was interested in
establishing the bases for a new religion; and towards the College of Sociology, in which he
was a leading figure along with Caillois and Leiris. A s in surrealism, the possibility of a
passage from knowledge to action was preserved in principle, without the ability to realize
this relation in present circumstances.
In surrealism's case at least, what this retreat signalled was an increasing
identification with (modern) art, as the activity of interpretation appeared to be threatened on
all sides: by the extermination of modern art in Germany; by the liquidation of so many
writers and even the leaders of the 1917 revolution in the Soviet Union, along with a
conformist artistic and literary practice; and even, within France, by the discouragement of
criticism by the cultural leaders of the Popular Front, in favour of fraternity on the widest
possible basis. H o w precisely this identification with modern art took shape in the later
1930s, at a time when the supersession of art could no longer be envisaged, w i l l be
discussed in the conclusion to my dissertation.

Ibid., pp. 3-4.
Heterology was first theorized in an unpublished article, "La valeur d'usage de D.A.F. de Sade", which dates
from c. 1930.
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Chapter Five
Beware of Domestic Objects:
Vocation and Equivocation in 1936

Qu'est-ce que le reve? Vous m'en demandez
trop: c'est une femme qui abat un arbre.
- M a x Ernst, "Les Mysteres de la foret",
Minotaure no. 5 (May 1934)
The Exposition surrealiste d'objets was held in the last week of M a y 1936 at the
Galerie Charles Ratton, a Paris dealer who specialized in the selling of so-called 'primitive'
art from Africa, the Pacific Ocean, and the Americas. The catalogue, and the special issue
of Cahiers d'Art that coincided with the exhibition, specified a number of categories of the
object: the found object, the natural object, the ready-made, the mathematical objects
recently discovered by M a x Ernst at the Institut Poincare, 'perturbed' objects, and the
surrealist object proper.

1

Most of these were understood to exist outside of the generally-

accepted categories of art; the categorization of the object itself was meant to establish this
separate but related realm in scientific terms, as part of the surrealist movement's insistence
on its activities as research, as part of its claim to outbid other competing artistic
movements. W e see in an installation photo (Fig. 27), among many other items,
Giacometti's Boule suspendue, several mathematical objects, a katchina doll, Duchamp's
Bottlerack and Why Not Sneeze?, Picasso's Verre d'absinthe and an untitled construction,
Oppenheim's Dejeuner enfourrure

and Dali's Veston aphrodisiaque,

deliberately mixed in

display despite their discreet separation into categories in the catalogue: a fraternization of

^Exposition surrealiste d'objets, text by Andre Breton (Paris: Charles Ratton, 1936). The exhibition took
place 22-29 May 1936. The catalogue, which was not illustrated, categorized the various types of objects on
display, followed by Breton's untitled text which (as opposed to his article for Cahiers d'Art, "Crise de
l'objet") was a poetic reflection on, rather than a critical estimation of, the surrealist object. The catalogue text
has been reproduced in Andre Breton, Le Surrealisme et la Peinture (Paris: Gallimard, 1965), pp. 282-83.
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the natural, the 'primitive' and the surrealist, along with now-historical examples of the
critical and experimental legacy of modern art in the work of Duchamp and Picasso.

2

In "Prenez garde aux objets domestiques", her article for the special issue of Cahiers
d'Art devoted to the object, Claude Cahun indicated two different strategies at work in
surrealism:
Dans la societe actuelle nous ne sommes pas tous et toujours en etat de nous rendre
ductiles, bons conducteurs des forces liberatrices, et nous nous surprenons parfois a
ressembler davantage au petit mimetique qu'au grand paranoi'aque. Mais, entre
autres symptomes, la surproduction d'objets de moins en moins usuels (comme la
pince microscopique, seulement utilisable sous le microscope) nous garantit que, de
toutes parts, notre actualite craque: L a chaine des travaux forces, abrutissants, le
frein d'or des passions seront brises et rebrises avant peut-etre que palissent les
photographies d'objets perissables etalees sous mes yeux.
3

There is in Cahun's poetic and highly strategic text not only an opposition implied between
two different strategies, but a suggestive emphasis on the difficulty of the mimetic one,
positioned rhetorically in the text as a minor tendency vis-a-vis paranoia. W e surprise
ourselves in resembling the little mimic, since "nous ne sommes pas tous et toujours en etat
de nous rendre ductiles, bons conducteurs des forces liberatrices" - a difficult phrase that
strikes us at the same time by its revolutionary sentiments and its passive connotations, as if
activity and passivity could be part of a single movement. For worked into the form of
Cahun's article is an understanding of the profound debate that had been taking place among
the surrealists over the direction of their movement, and which is represented in the essay by
the two figures of the little mimic and the grand paranoiac.

For installation photographs of the exhibition, see: Gaetan Picon, Surrealists and Surrealism 1919-1939
(New York: Skira/Rizzoli, 1977), pp. 154-55; Andre Breton: La beaute convulsive (Paris: Musee national
d'art moderne/Centre Georges Pompidou, 1991), p. 229; La Vie publique de Salvador Dali (Paris: Centre
Georges Pompidou, 1980), p. 56; and Francois Leperlier, Claude Cahun, I'ecart et la metamorphose (Paris:
Jean-Michel Place, 1992), pp. 214 and 218, for views of the exhibition that are seldom reproduced.
Claude Cahun, "Prenez garde aux objets domestiques", Cahiers d'Art, l l annee (1936), p. 45.
2

3

e

252

In the second half of the citation, there is a tentative hope suggested in the
"guarantee" of the foundering of reality through the overproduction of everyday objects,
perhaps before the fading of the photographs of the perishable objects of the exhibition for
which Cahun's essay furnished one of the crucial texts, the 1936 Exposition surrealiste
d'objets. T w o such objects were produced collaboratively for the exhibition by Jacqueline
Lamba and Andre Breton, entitled respectively Le grand parano'iaque and Le petit
mimetique (Fig. 28) - and these of course are the titles to which Cahun alludes in her essay,
in distinguishing two different tendencies within surrealism. Le petit mimetique (Fig. 29)
still survives as a fragile memento of the claims advanced by Andre Breton for the critical
potential of automatism, a view that was challenged in the 1930s by Salvador D a l i through
his counter-theory of paranoia-criticism. Both objects are constructed by L a m b a and
4

Breton; that is, the terms of the debate, as they are figured in the objects, are also
constructed by the objects' makers, rather than by D a l i . I will even argue that Le grand
parano'iaque constitutes a critique of paranoia at the same time as it represents it. Such a
construction indicates the perception of a threat, a challenge not easily dispensed with at a
time when Dali was still an important functioning member of the surrealist group, who
contributed an alternate set of concepts to the movement that challenged many of its initial
premises.
The opposition of automatism to paranoia-criticism was oriented especially around
the production of images, as the methodological core of surrealism: the synchrony of
metaphor vs. the diachrony of metonymy, the modernist origins of collage vs. the extraaesthetic pathology of paranoia, the verbal vs. the visual origin of images, the interaction of
perception and mental representation in the unconscious and preconscious mind, vs. the
paranoiac reinterpretation of existing imagery. In a crucial way, the debate over the

Le petit mimetique was rediscovered during preparations for the 1991 exhibition Andre Breton: La beaute
convulsive at the Centre Georges Pompidou. A n attempt to preserve the object, by placing it in a box with a
protective glass cover, was made sometime after 1953.
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direction of surrealism was organized around the aesthetic, even as D a l i sought an antiaesthetic method in paranoia, pushing the initial surrealist return to 'the sources of
imagination' in a pathological and critical direction that dispensed with rather than
conserved a critical relation to modern art.
In terms of a general opposition of active (paranoia) to passive (automatism) insisted
on by both sides in the debate, the difference was gendered as male/female in important
ways that w i l l also be central to the discussion here. It follows, in the construction of a
paranoiac personality in control of his means if not his meanings, that this figure w i l l be
represented as masculine, as opposed to the one who lets him/herself go (always
theoretically speaking) in the automatic process. The gendering of activity as masculine w i l l
also have important ramifications in relation to the perceived necessity for an active and
activist thought in relation to the social; D a l i proposes a solution that is both ostensibly antiaesthetic (while preserving a site for creativity in the unchanged social relations of his time),
and implicitly masculine. In answer to the extremely attractive model offered by D a l i (and
taken up by younger surrealist artists in several countries), Lamba and Breton position
themselves as a 'minor' tendency both passive and mimetic, in an attempt to reformulate a
'passive' model of surrealism that would also be critical and active, and which is, in this
opposition, gendered as feminine.
These issues are going to be explored in the following pages, which w i l l lead back
eventually to a discussion of Le grand parano'iaque and Le petit mimetique. L a m b a and
Breton's critique of D a l i was offered at the time of a perceived return to a traditional art of
mastery by Dali, which was equally a time when the avant-garde position surrealism had
espoused since the 1920s could no longer be maintained; the Exposition surrealiste d'objets
was, I believe, one of the last manifestations of this position. In this sense, the two objects
by Lamba and Breton are restatements of the most radical aspects of surrealism just before
their disappearance, their very contingency based on their claim to supersede art and to stand
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as models for a new age of creativity that was never realized. The tentative hope animating
Cahun's article, of a transformation that would occur before the fading of the photographs of
perishable objects, counted on just such contingency, in the moment prior to surrealism's
own 'return to art'.

** *
Breton's reconceptualization and defence of automatism as the once and future
method of surrealism, and of an extra-literary conception of poetry, were developed in
response to critiques both from inside and outside the group. I wish to return briefly to a
discussion of the initial surrealist understanding of automatism, in order to comprehend the
way in which it was reconfigured in the 1930s, and the differences between the first method
of surrealism and D a l i ' s alternative of a paranoiac-critical approach.
Initially, automatism was a strategy to achieve an authenticity of expression outside
conventional means: as Breton described it in his preface to M a x Ernst's 1921 exhibition at
A u Sans Pared, automatism "est une veritable photographie de la pensee", a transcription
and thus a form of realism; it is simply a question of tracing the flow of thought, or the
images it gives rise to.

5

However, automatism was also always posed against the finished

work of art, as a negation of received poetic forms, and as a transgressive act breaking with
notions of talent and good writing. Breton writes in 1933 of how automatism would sweep
away other forms of "corrected" writing, in a "torrential flow"; in this effort to make
something impossible as well as possible, automatism exercized a critical function from the
beginning. Although Laurent Jenny has recently criticized the "unverifi ability" of
6

automatism, given the impossibility of determining whether or not automatic writing is an

Andre Breton, "Max Ernst" (1921), in Oeuvres completes (hereafter O.C.), 1.1 (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p.
245.
Andre Breton, "Le Message automatique", in Oeuvres completes (hereafter O.C.), t. II, op. cit., p. 380. I will
return to this important text below, in articulating some of the differences between an early and a later
conception of automatism.
5

6

255

authentic expression of unconscious thought, it is my view that this very unverifiability, the
lack of standards and measures in automatic writing, was an action against the dominant
forms of expression of its day, performing a corrosive and subversive function at the same
time as it appeared to allow access to the unconscious in an unmediated fashion, a 'return to
the sources of imagination.' What Jenny identifies as automatism's weakness, the lack of an
explicit rhetoric, is also its strength, i f one of its impulses is to undermine constructed
forms; it is the strength of the weak.

7

There is a dialectic of transparency and opacity, of immediacy and mediation in
automatism, in keeping with these issues; the writing of presence is posed against
premeditation and self-correction, and is not simply a positivity. If automatism is
immediate, it is at the same time opaque, strange for both writer and reader, since it is not a
descriptive writing about an experience, but a writing itself, an event. It is something
primary (presence) rather than something secondary (representation). In " L a Glace sans
tain", the first section of Breton and Soupault's Les Champs magnetiques, the two-way
mirror of its title is transparent from the point of view of expression, that is from the other
side of the mirror, but is opaque from this side, in its puzzled reception by both writer and
reader.

8

If transparency is given to be the direct transcription of thought, transparency as the

Laurent Jenny, "From Breton to Dali: The Adventures of Automatism" (1988), trans. Thomas Trezise,
October, no. 51 (Winter 1989), p. 107.
In his Semiotics of Poetry, Michael Riffaterre notes that the figure of the miroir or glace sans tain appears in
both symbolist and surrealist poetry, occurring for instance in poems by Verlaine, Laforgue and O.V. de L .
Milosz, as well as in surrealist poetry by Eluard, Desnos and Peret in the years after Les Champs magnetiques
was published. The term has three meanings, according to Riffaterre: plate glass, a two-way mirror, and a
mirror whose silver backing has been damaged or eroded. While I am thinking primarily of the second
meaning in relation to how automatism is figured in the image of la glace sans tain in Les Champs
magnetiques, transparency is the most important signification in the following excerpt from a prose poem by
Eluard: "Je devins esclave da la faculte pure de voir...je me perdis dans un miroir sans tain" (as quoted by
Riffaterre from Les Dessous d'une vie, 1926). Here, the poet disappears like the silver backing of the mirror
that permits reflection; as he becomes the pure faculty of seeing, his reflection dissolves into transparency.
Desnos alerts us to the third meaning of la glace sans tain in the line "La lepre marque le visage" from his
poem "Le Miroir et le monde"; here, the decay of the mirror also invades what it reflects. Raoul Ubac evokes
this third meaning of the term in his 1938 photograph, Portrait dans un miroir, in which a good part of the
"portrait" is effaced by the mirror's own decay. For a full discussion of the motif of the glace sans tain, see
Michael Riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978), pp. 32-39; for Ubac's
photo, which was first published in Minotaure in 1938, see Rosalind Krauss and Jane Livingston, with Dawn
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immediately understood direct expression of the unconscious is something that w i l l only
occur in Utopia, when interior and exterior life will no longer be in contradiction. In the
meantime, we have estrangement, to replace the apparent immediacy of given cultural
forms such as realism and naturalism, with something more difficult and hermetic.
What Breton comes to theorize, in his reformulation of automatism in the 1930s, is
the notion of a highly mediated thought presented 'immediately', which would be
simultaneously transparent and opaque for this very reason. The murmur remains, or there
would no longer be any automatism as such, but it is no longer described as a one-way flow
from mind to expression; it is, rather, the product of a dialectical relation between mind and
world. Reconceptualizing automatism through Freud, he sees it as a question of how
perception and representation are linked by the perception-consciousness system of the ego,
which leaves memory traces in the unconscious and preconscious. These, in turn, are
necessary to the articulation of any image in automatic writing. A s in the dream,
unconscious thoughts attach themselves to residues of the day stored in the preconscious,
through which they are able to express themselves indirectly.
In " L a Grande Actualite Poetique", Breton discusses the problem Freud raised in The
Ego and the Id, of the passage from the unconscious to the preconscious, and turns to poetry
for the answer, or rather to its primary material, verbal representation:
E n particulier, tout 1'effort du surrealisme, depuis quinze ans, a consiste a obtenir du
poete la revelation instantanee de ces traces verbales dont les charges psychiques
sont propageables aux elements du systeme perception-conscience (comme a obtenir
du peintre la projection aussi rapide que possible des restes mnemiques d'ordre
optique). Je ne me lasserai pas de repeter que Yautomatisme seul est dispensateur
des elements sur lesquels le travail secondaire d'amalgame emotionnel et de passage
de l'inconscient au preconscient peut verbalement s'exercer.9

Ades, L'Amour fou: Photography & surrealism (Washington: The Corcoran Gallery of Art/New York:
Abbeville Press, 1985), p. 79.
Breton, "La Grande Actualite Poetique", in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 550. These issues were first raised in The
Interpretation of Dreams, and Breton no doubt came upon them in his rereading of the Interpretation prior to
the writing of Les Vases communicants.
9
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In automatism, the exterior would be already contained in the interior, would already be
representation. It becomes a question of the presence of representation, as it were, rather
than of the representation of presence implied in the initial formulation of automatism. In
this later understanding, there is no spontaneous generation of mental images that is not
already mediated through the mnemic traces of previous events.
In keeping with this understanding, Breton writes, in "Situation surrealiste de
l'objet":
Pas plus dans le domaine mental que dans le domaine physique, i l est assez clair
q u ' i l ne saurait etre question de «generation spontanee». Les creations apparemment
les plus libres des peintres surrealistes ne peuvent naturellement venir au jour que
moyennant le retour par eux a des «restes visuels» provenant de la perception
externe.10
In this way, Breton attempts to establish the presence of external reality in the unconscious,
although those traces of the real are highly mediated; the relation between subject and object
is established theoretically, with the aid of Freudian psychoanalysis. What Breton adds to
his rethinking of automatism in the 1930s is the conceptualization of a passage of
information from the external world, to its reconfiguration in the unconscious, back to its
automatic articulation in the external world; in this way, not only are subject and object
interrelated, but perception and 'presence' are always mediated in automatism, rather than
immediate.

* **

Breton first raised the question of the reconciliation of perception and representation in "Le Message
Automatique" (1933). Towards the end of the article, he discussed the eidetic phenomenon often experienced
by children: the ability to 'see' an object no longer in front of one through a kind of memory trace, a mental
image. In this context, Breton associated the eidetic phenomenon with hallucination rather than with memory,
though his first thoughts about mental representation can be found there. In each case, there is a relation
established between subject and object, between phenomenal perception and its mental reconfiguration.
Breton, "Le Message Automatique", O.C., t. II, p. 391.
Breton, "Situation surrealiste de l'objet", O.C., t. II, p. 491.
10
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D a l i differentiated an 'active' from a 'passive' surrealism three times in his
theoretical writings of the 1930s: in the 1932 "Object as Revealed in Surrealist
Experiment", published in the surrealist number of the American expatriate magazine This
Quarter, in the 1933 "Interpretation parano'iaque-critique de l'image obsedante « L ' A n g e l u s »
de M i l l e t " , in the first issue of Minotaure; and in his 1935 book La Conquete de
I'Irrationnel.

In each case, it was a question of the supersession of "pure psychic

automatism" such as Breton defined it in the first Manifesto, a process which for D a l i - in
agreement with the surrealist attachment to dialectical thought, and in order not to offer
itself up as a negation or rejection of surrealism - would incorporate earlier surrealist
achievements in a new 'active' synthesis:
Thanks to simulation in particular and images in general, we have been enabled, not
only to establish communication between automatism and the road to the object, but
also to regulate the system of interferences between them, automatism being thereby
far from diminished but, as it were, liberated. Through the new relation thus
established our eyes see the light of things in the external w o r l d .
11

According to "The Object as Revealed in Surrealist Experiment", the passive and arbitrary
aspects of the 'revolution by night' of dream accounts and automatism would be succeeded
by the 'revolution by day' of the simulation of paranoia. This waking but irrational thought,
through which existing imagery was reinterpreted according to an obsessional logic, would
provide the bridge between subject and object neglected by the purely interior ways of
thinking represented, for Dali, by dreams and automatism.

12

Dali, "The Object as Revealed in Surrealist Experiment" (1932), trans. David Gascoyne, in Lucy R. Lippard,
ed., Surrealists on Art (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1970), p. 91. There is no extant manuscript for
this translation, although portions of the text were carried over from Dalf's earlier article "Objets surrealistes",
in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 3 (Decembre 1931).
Ibid., p. 90.
1 1
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In his "Interpretation Parano'iaque-critique de l'image obsedante « L ' A n g e l u s » de
M i l l e t " of 1933, D a l i wrote, referring back to the first articulations of his method in La
Femme visible (1930):
L e «drame poetique» du surrealisme residait a ce moment pour moi dans
l'antagonisme (appelant la conciliation dialectique) des deux types de confusions qui
implicitement etaient prevus dans cette declaration: d'une part la confusion passive
de 1'automatisme, d'autre part la confusion active et systematique illustree par le
phenomene parano'iaque.
13

It is only at this moment - that is, retroactively - that the antagonism was announced as such,
although D a l i also acknowledged the "revolutionary value" of automatism as a necessary
and subversive form of demoralization.

14

Yet he continued by saying that it was the

systematic character of paranoia, the way in which it was itself an interpretation of reality,
rather than subject to interpretation, that made it superior to automatism and dream accounts
that were all too subject to rationalization after the fact, and thus to recuperation.

15

If both

active and passive modes of surrealism functioned critically in relation to the dominant
culture, paranoia-criticism had the advantages of systematization, of resistance to co-option,
and of an active relation to the external, objective world; and the dialectical resolution of the
two modes, as Dali conceived of them, would be a confirmation both of surrealism per se
and of his own method.
Furthermore, thought had to become active i f surrealism were not to fall back into
the idealist evasions of art and literature from which it had so recently liberated itself:

Dalf, "Interpretation Parano'iaque-critique de l'image obsedante «L'Angelus» de Millet", Minotaure, no. 1
(Juin 1933), p. 65. This article is not in fact an interpretation of the Angelus, but a rethinking of Dali's
paranoiac-critical method after Lacan's research into paranoia and the construction of the personality. The
interpretation would have to wait until his text for the invitation to the 1934 exhibition of his Maldoror
engravings at Aux Quatre Chemins, and for the book-length Mythe tragique de VAngelus de Millet.
A lengthy discussion of the "extreme valeur revolutionnaire" of automatism immediately follows the passage
cited in n. 13, pp. 65-67.
In "Interpretation Parano'iaque-critique", Dali acknowledges the discussion of a systematized but irrational
paranoiac thought in Lacan's 1932 thesis; for these comments, see the passage cited in Chapter 3, n. 92.
13
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...toute la preoccupation critique des surrealistes est precisement active a faire valoir,
hors de tout facile paradoxe, le reve ainsi que tous les etats passifs et automatiques
sur le plan meme de l'«action», a les faire intervenir, en particulier,
«interpretativement» dans la realite, dans la vie. Cette preoccupation critique n'a
jamais tendu a s'appliquer qu'efficacement: d'une maniere materielle,
reconnaissable, le plus physiquement tangible, faute de quoi le reve et l'automatisme
ne prendraient sens que de confites evasions idealistes, ressource recreative et
inoffensive pour le confortable soin de la gafte sceptique des poetes selects.
16

In other words, paranoia-criticism is the guarantee of automatism's criticality, by making a
concrete intervention into life, a notion Dali develops from the "need for verification" first
discussed by Breton in 1925 and which he, D a l i , develops in relation to the surrealist object
and to his own theory.
It is in the third text in which D a l i opposes automatism and paranoia-criticism, the
section of La Conquete de I'Irrationnel entitled "Mes places fortes", that Dali speaks of the
old surrealist methods as definitively bypassed, "procedes non evolutifs" which have given
way to the systematic exploration of the irrational. H e includes among these old methods,
significantly, "pure psychic automatism", dreams, Tzara's experimental dream, automatic
drawing, Ernst's "hypnagogic irritation", and the object such as he had defined it in 1931, "a
fonctionnement symbolique".'

7

A l l of these older techniques suffered from two problems,

according to D a l i : they produced virtual images, rather than 'real' ones that could actually
intervene in life; and they were interpretable according to received ideas, even i f this
category included psychoanalysis:

Ibid., p. 66.
Salvador Dali, La Conquete de I'Irrationnel (Paris: Editions surrealistes, 1935), p. 14. As we have seen in
Chapter 3, the "experimental dream" was conceptualized by Tzara as a form of undirected thought that would
be an alternative to automatism; the term was first essayed in "Grains et issues: Reve experimental" in Le
Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 6 (Mai 1933), and received its fullest elaboration in the
booklength publication of Grains et Issues in 1935. Ernst describes "hypnagogic irritation", which he
distinguishes from paranoia, in "Comment on force 1'inspiration", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution
no. 6 (Mai 1933).
16

17
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Contre le souvenir onirique, et les images virtuelles et impossibles des etats
purement receptifs, «que Ton peut seulement raconter», les faits physiques de
l'irrationnalite «objective» avec lesquels on peut deja reellement se blesser.
18

He includes Breton's poem-objects in this new category, along with the simulation of mental
states in L'Immaculee

Conception, the paintings of Magritte, Picasso's recent sculpture, and

his own writing and painting; but all of this is opposed to Breton's defence of automatism as
the once and future model for all surrealist activity.

* **
F r o m the beginning of his participation in surrealism, Dali offered paranoia both as a
critical theory and as a means of generating images (which would themselves have a critical
function). H i s Visage parano'iaque (Fig. 30), published in Le Surrealisme au service de la
Revolution in December 1931, is a classic instance of paranoia, in which one image is
generated out of another through a process of substitution.

19

D a l i writes of how he had been

engaged in a long reflection on Picasso's figures of the 'Negro' period and how, searching
through the papers on his desk for an address, he was suddenly struck by this new Picasso
bust, predisposed no doubt by the already-African motif of the image.

20

For his part,

according to D a l i , Breton interpreted the bust as being a portrait of the Marquis de Sade,

Ibid., p. 15. In La Conquete, Dali offered this critique of the insufficiency of surrealist images obtained by
'passive' means:
18

...elles cessent d'etre des images inconnues, car tombant dans le domaine de la psychanalyse, elles
sont facilement reduites au langage courant et logique, quoiqu'elles continuent a offrir un residu
ininterpretable et encore une marge authentique et tres vaste d'enigme, specialement pour le grand
public...(p. 14).
This was not so much a critique of psychoanalysis as of a form of surrealism that remained subject to rational
interpretation - unlike paranoia, which always bore its own interpretation in a systematic manner, and which
therefore retained a greater degree of autonomy.
Salvador Dali, "Communication: Visage parano'iaque", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 3
(Decembre 1931), in the section of plates at the back of the issue. It is, significantly, sandwiched between
sculptures by Miro and Giacometti and the first published examples of surrealist objects by Gala Eluard,
Breton, Hugo and Dali, as if paranoia were the intervening theory/praxis leading to the object proper out of
surrealist sculpture.
T h i s same mythic process of discovery is repeated in Dali's discussion of the 'cherry postcards' in Le Mythe
tragique, in which once again (as everywhere in that book) he discovers the figures of the Angelus.
19

20
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given his current preoccupation with that figure.

21

Thus one 'neutral' image (already

overdetermined however by its associations with colonialism and with primitivism)
becomes another significant image, a discerning of one from another that is paranoiac in
character. The image is slightly modified by D a l i in order to bring out its significance, but is
not invented so much as it is discerned.

A t the same time, its content is rewritten by means

of paranoia; the image is wrested from the sphere of popular culture, and redeemed for a
radically subjective reading. The critical work paranoia is able to perform on alreadyexisting imagery is the proof, for Dali, of its active and interventionist character, as opposed
to the invention of new images in automatic writing.
D a l i had already described the paranoiac generation of images in his article " L ' A n e
pourri" of July 1930:
C'est par un processus nettement paranoi'aque q u ' i l a ete possible d'obtenir une
image double: c'est-a-dire la representation d'un objet qui, sans la moindre
modification figurative ou anatomique, soit en meme temps la representation d'un
autre objet absolument different, denuee elle aussi de tout genre de deformation ou
anormalite qui pourrait deceler quelque arrangement.
L'obtention d'une telle image double a ete possible grace a la violence de la
pensee paranoi'aque qui s'est servie, avec ruse et adresse, de la quantite necessaire de
pretextes, coincidences, etc., en en profitant pour faire apparaitre la deuxieme image
qui dans ce cas prend la place de l'idee obsedante.
L'image double (dont l'exemple peut etre celui de l'image d'un cheval qui
est en meme temps l'image d'une femme) peut se prolonger, continuant le processus
paranoi'aque, 1'existence d'une autre idee obsedante etant alors suffisante pour
qu'une troisieme image apparaisse (l'image d'un lion, par exemple) et ainsi de suite
jusqu'a concurrence d'un nombre d'images limite uniquement par le degre de
capacite paranoi'aque de la pensee.
22

Even at this early stage in his affiliation to surrealism, D a l i proposes an alternative to the
automatic generation of images - which is understood by Breton in terms of the collage
principle, of the rapprochement of "distant realities" - through the processes of projection

'Homages to and texts by de Sade appeared in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution nos. 2 and 4
(Octobre 1930 and Decembre 1931), the latter published concurrently with the issue in which Dali's
communication appeared.
D a l i , " L ' A n e pourri", Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 1 (Juillet 1930), p. 10.
2

22
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and substitution. (The Visage parano'iaque is a good example of this double image achieved
without distortion.) Substitution is in the service of a pathology that would also be critical
and disruptive; i f automatism retains a crucial affiliation with modernism in terms of the
generation of images, even when used in an ostensibly anti-modemist, avant-garde strategy
of the supersession of modern art, D a l i throws off all his modernist and surrealist artistic
influences at the moment of joining the surrealist movement, to arrive at a full-blown antimodernist style in which it is not the creation of new images that is at stake, but the
reinterpretation of existing imagery paranoiacally.

23

It is this basic difference on the level of

method that Lamba and Breton w i l l eventually take up and critique in their 1936 objects, but
we can acknowledge an already implicit challenge to automatism from within the
movement, which by 1935 flares into open opposition in La Conquete de

ITrrationnel.

D a l i produced a series of paintings in 1930 (all entitled Dormeuse, cheval, lion
invisibles; Figs. 31, 32, 33) as illustration and proof of his thesis, using precisely the set of
images - woman, horse, lion - he described in " L ' A n e pourri". In all these works, there is an
attempt to reproduce the instability of the process of substitution as D a l i describes it, so that
no single reading dominates, without the diachronic dimension of substitution evident in
writing or the dream, or in his description of the process.
It is clearly a question here of the coexistence on the visual plane of an unstable set
of images, a multiple image which can never settle into a single interpretation. The notion
of substitution in a sense guaranteed or at least underwrote the autonomy of mental
processes, as substitution moved ever further from immediately sensed experience, at the
same time as it was convincingly represented as at least as real as phenomenal reality.
W h i l e in some ways these are the least successful of his paintings of the time, given the

D a l i experimented with the whole range of modern artistic tendencies in his student days, from a Gris- and
Picasso-inspired cubism, to futurism, to the so-called metaphysical painting of de Chirico and Carra, to purism,
to dada and later to a Miro- and Tanguy-inspired surrealism. The remarkable range of these always intelligent
simulations and departures can be found in Salvador Dali: The early years, ed. Michael Raeburn (London:
South Bank Centre, 1994).
23
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difficulty of representing a diachronic process in a synchronic m e d i u m ,

24

they were also the

ones for which the most was at stake, intellectually speaking, and D a l i would return to the
problem of the multiple image as he prodigally returned to the tradition of painting after
1935, with his growing success in America and his increasing disaffection from the
surrealist group.

25

A l l of D a l i ' s examples of a paranoia-criticism that is co-extensively phenomenal and
interpretive have a visual origin, and they are moreover always sudden; they are apparitions
that come from without, though their elaboration is in keeping with a larger obsessional
idea. According to his various accounts, this is equally true for the apprehension of the
Angelus couple in some stones he was playing with on the beach, which it is the task of Le
Mythe tragique to decode; of the image of the African hut in which he discerned the
Picassoesque face; of the little aureoles of Lenin which he saw superimposed over the keys
of his piano, which found their way into Hallucination

partielle; or of the postcards in

which young women hold pairs of cherries in their teeth by the stems.

26

The origin of the vision in each case was not as important as its overdetermination
by the logic and necessity of the paranoiac structure. The specular or visual is the site of

T h e deliberately artificial nature of many of the additions to the figures in an attempt to realize their
multiplicity mar the claim' to simply see one thing in another, "devoid of any deformation or abnormality
betraying arrangement". A case in point is the framing on either side of the woman-boat figure in the
Pompidou version of Dormeuse, cheval, lion invisibles; if this artifice allows for the representation of the lion's
head, it is hardly more successfully resolved here than in the other versions, for the painting cannot suggest the
extensibility of imagery without such aids.
T h e experimental nature of Dalf's painting in 1929-31 should be stressed here, despite its anti-modernist air.
Three different approaches can be discerned at this moment, all in relation to paranoia: the multiple image
paintings already discussed; those paintings and drawings which literalize the process of substitution through
extensions, such as Dalf's 1930 frontispiece for the Second Manifesto, or his Monument imperial a lafemmeenfant (1929); or those paintings, such as Hallucination partielle: Six apparitions de Lenine sur un piano
(1931), which represent a single, enigmatic moment in the chain of signification.
0 n the Angelus figures, see Salvador Dalf, Le Mythe tragique de VAngelus de Millet: Interpretation
«paranoiaque-critique» (Paris: Jean-Jacques Pauvert, 1978), pp. 25 and 28-30; on the Lenin figures, see ibid.,
p. 165; on the cherry postcards, see ibid., pp. 105-108.
In addition to these, one might also mention the threadbare bobbin which is the subject of Dalf's June
1935 article, "Psychologie non-euclidienne d'une photographie", Minotaure, no. 7 (Juin 1935). Here, it is
"1'irruption subite propre aux «apparitions paranoi'aques»" (p. 56) which brings the bobbin to his attention, in
an anonymous 19th-century photograph that is the pretext for his investigation.
24
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interface of psychical and phenomenal, but it is the predominance of psychical over
sensorial that he seeks to guarantee, and paranoia is used as a form of mental operation
which uses the significance it finds in the external world to construct a logic and
significance parallel to rather than dependent upon i t .

27

Nonetheless, the specular is constituted by D a l i as the basis for the relation between
subject and object, rather than what he would characterize as the more limited and more
autistic activity of automatic writing, which might guarantee access to one's individual
psyche, but which did not allow for the interrelation of the phenomenal and the psychical.
The specular is the point of contact between mind and world abjured in the 'interior model'
of automatism, as it was initially defined. Breton responded to this reconceptualization of
the origins of imagery with his essay " L e Message automatique" of December 1933,
published alongside Dalf's "De la beaute terrifiante et comestible, de l'architecture
modern'style" in Minotaure nos. 3-4.

27
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D a l i writes, in Le Mythe tragique:
Dans le cas de VAngelus, la productivity delirante n'est pas d'ordre visuel mais tout simplement
psychique. Ce n'est pas l'image qui change au point de vue morphologique, mais c'est au point de vue
sujet, au point de vue drame, qu'il est possible (comme dans le cas du visage parano'iaque),
d'objectiver et rendre communicable une complete transformation.

Dali, Le Mythe tragique, op. cit., p. 41. In an essay for the 1979 Dali retrospective at the Centre Pompidou,
Patrice Schmitt cites a passage from Lacan's 1932 thesis, De la psychose parano'iaque dans ses rapports avec
la personnalite, which Dali was familiar with and which is appropriate in this context:
II y a perception du monde exterieur, mais elle presente une double alteration qui la rapproche de la
structure du reve: elle nous paratt refractee dans un etat psychique intermediaire au reve et a l'etat
vigile.
Patrice Schmitt, "De la psychose parano'iaque dans ses rapports avec Salvador Dalf', Salvador Dali
retrospective 1920-1980 (Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou/Musee National d'Art Moderne, 1979), p. 263.
Minotaure nos. 3-4 is organized under the signs of automatism and popular culture, apart from the
contributions of E. Teriade and Maurice Raynal on modern painting and sculpture, respectively. Preceding
Breton's article are Brassai's illustrated essay on graffiti, "Du mur des cavernes au mur d'usine", an article on
sleep by Dr. Edouard Claparede, and Benjamin Peret's essay on automatons, " A u Paradis des Fantomes".
Dali's "Sculptures involontaires", photographed by Brassa'i, follow Breton's article, and immediately precede
his own on art nouveau (which he interpreted as a form of automatism). This is followed in turn by his Le
Phenomene de I'extase, a photomontage of images of sexual and religious ecstasy, hysteria, and art nouveau.
Tristan Tzara's article, "D'un certain Automatisme du Gout", on fashion, Paul Eluard's "Les plus belles cartes
postales", then finally Eluard and Breton's inquiry on the encounter complete the issue, apart from important
28
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** *
Although " L e Message automatique" is ostensibly concerned with a return to origins
in the face of what he perceives as a drift to a literary use of automatism, Breton also wishes
to establish the priority of the verbal over the visual in the generation of any automatic
expression, and indeed even of the image.

29

In fact, it is in terms of this preoccupation that

we can understand a return to a discussion of the visual at several points in the essay, which
would be baffling i f Breton weren't concerned to establish the priority of verbal over visual
even here, in the realm of the image, in opposition I think to D a l i ' s own insistence on the
specular origin of images.
In the midst of a discussion of the involuntary production of visual images, Breton
suddenly writes:
L'expression: «Tout est ecrit» doit, me semble-t-il, etre entendue au pied de la lettre.
Tout est ecrit sur la page blanche, et ce sont de bien inutiles manieres que font les
ecrivains pour quelque chose comme une revelation et un developpement
photographiques.
30

So much for the "photography of thought", as the one-time metaphor for automatism!
Breton continues by saying that "I'impulsion verbale" lies behind even the phenomenon of
hallucination, and surrealism - automatism - can make a contribution to knowledge in this
area only i f it is practiced rigorously.

31

psychoanalytic articles by Jacques Lacan and Jean Frois-Wittmann on the Papin sisters and modern art,
respectively.
Breton, Eluard and Dali all played crucial roles in editing this issue, as is indicated in a letter written
by Eluard in early September 1933 to his estranged wife Gala (Paul Eluard, Letters to Gala, trans. Jesse
Browner [New York: Paragon House, 1989], p. 177). The ensemble is both heterogeneous and coherent,
joining the 'passive' forms of culture which Dali thought of as automatic - fashion, postcards, art nouveau
ornamentation, graffiti, "involuntary sculptures", and hysteria - to the mediumistic drawings and writings
discussed by Breton in an article, "Le Message automatique", which was itself an expanded discussion of
automatism. The bracketing of art nouveau by automatism (the "sculptures involontaires") and hysteria {Le
Phenomene de I'extase) is a brilliant stroke of editing.
Marguerite Bonnet includes an interesting though ahistorical discussion of the verbal vs. the visual in her "Le
regard et l'ecriture", in Andre Breton: La beaute convulsive, op. cit., p. 40.
Breton, "Le Message automatique", O.C., t. II, op. cit., pp. 376-77.
Ibid., p. 378.
29
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Although nowhere explicitly stated in " L e Message automatique" - any more than is
his opposition to D a l i - Breton in his discussion of the verbal origin of images is calling
upon Freud's consideration of preconscious thought processes in The Ego and the Id?

2

This

discussion begins when Freud asks, not how something becomes conscious, but rather how
it becomes preconscious:
A n d the answer would be: 'Through becoming connected with the wordpresentations corresponding to it.'
These word-presentations are residues of memories; they were at one time
perceptions, and like all mnemic residues they can become conscious again. Before
we concern ourselves further with their nature, it dawns upon us like a new
discovery that only something which has once been a Cs. [conscious] perception can
become conscious, and that anything arising from within (apart from feelings) that
seeks to become conscious must try to transform itself into external perceptions: this
becomes possible by means of memory-traces.
33

This passage is also important to Breton's reconceptualization of automatism as the
interrelation of perception and representation, but I have included it here specifically to
address the difference Breton is making with a paranoiac theory of images. According to
Freud, memories of perceptions are translated into "word-presentations" in order to become
accessible to consciousness; it is these that automatism is able to call upon in the production
of its texts.
Breton links the 'contamination' of automatism by visual images to the literary
ambitions of some of its practitioners, who were all-too-dazzled by these images - to the
extent that they allowed them to interrupt both the flow and the state of attention which had
to be preserved during the production of the text. Such images, which had been "guidons"
in an earlier version of automatism, were now diversions, "une succession a peine
34

Breton makes this reference to The Ego and the Id explicit one year later, in "La Grande Actualite Poetique".
Sigmund Freud, The Ego and the Id (1923), trans. Joan Riviere, in On Metapsychology: The Theory of
Psychoanalysis, ed. Angela Richards (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1984), p. 358. Freud's essay was
translated into French in 1929.
Breton had written, in the first Manifesto:
32
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intermittente d'images visuelles, desorganisantes du murmure " which not only interrupted
35

the verbal flow but to all intents replaced it with something else which was no longer
automatism but rather contamination, description, literature. For in this displacement of the
murmur by something else, according to Breton, the practitioner all too often came to
describe the image the writing gave rise to, the visual impurity itself, rather than maintaining
the attitude of interested attention in which images were generated verbally.
It was a technical problem, perhaps: how, while in a state of distraction, not to allow
oneself to be distracted by the images popping into one's head, and persist in recording the
'verbal traces' which, as Freud had proved, were prior to them. It is telling, in this return to
a more rigorous practice of automatism, that the initial 'automatic' phrase which was the
occasion for " L e Message automatique", " O h non non j'parie Bordeaux SaintAugustin...C'est un cahier c a " , is verbal with a vengeance, in what can only be a deliberate
36

contrast with the mythical phrase at the origins of automatism, "II y a un homme coupe en
deux par la fenetre ", accompanied by its "faible representation visuelle".
37

Thus " L e Message automatique" is not only a "retour aux principes" of surrealism,
but its revision.

38

It is in line with an understanding of Freud's more recent writings, but it

is also oriented against the specular, as this had been emphasized in D a l i ' s theory of the
paranoiac origin of images. Having re-established the priority of verbal over visual, Breton
then invited the 'painters' to respond:

...1'atmosphere surrealiste creee par l'ecriture mecanique, que j ' a i tenu a mettre a la portee de tous, se
prete particulierement a la production des plus belles images. On peut meme dire que les images
apparaissent, dans cette course vertigineuse, comme les seuls guidons de l'esprit.
Breton, Manifeste du surrealisme, in O.C., 1.1, op. cit., p. 338. While it is undoubtedly a question here of the
images produced in automatic writing, Breton is not making the distinction between verbal and visual images
(again, in writing) that he would in "Le Message automatique", and he is certainly not seeing the (beautiful)
image as an interruption.
Breton, "Le Message automatique", op. cit., p. 388.
Ibid., p. 374. This is the phrase which opens "Le Message automatique". Breton will write, a little later in
the text: "Aucune representation visuelle ou autre ne lui etait d'ailleurs associee." Ibid., p. 377.
Breton, Manifeste du surrealisme, in O.C., 1.1, op. cit., p. 325.
Breton, "Le Message automatique", op. cit., p. 381.
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II va sans dire que, ces declarations posees, contradictoirement ou non la parole
devrait etre aux peintres.
39

In this oblique way, I believe, he invites D a l i to respond, as he himself was responding to
the challenges to automatism made by Dali, despite the fact that the Spanish surrealist is
nowhere mentioned in the essay.

40

Although he w i l l state this nowhere else, either before or after " L e Message
automatique", Breton declares there that Lautreamont and Rimbaud (who figure in the
article as the precursors of automatism) were not visionaries, in the sense that they did not
'see' what they wrote of, nor did they describe any vision that lay before them. They
'heard', rather; and that is enough to establish the authority of verbal over visual:
Toujours est-il que je dens, et c'est la l'essentiel, les inspirations verbales pour
infiniment plus riches de sens visuel, pour infiniment plus resistantes a l'oeil, que les
images visuelles proprement dites. De la la protestation que je n'ai jamais cesse
d'elever contre le pretendu pouvoir «visionnaire» du poete. N o n , Lautreamont,
Rimbaud n'ont pas vu, n'ont pas joui a priori de ce qu'ils decrivaient, ce qui
equivaut a dire qu'ils ne le decrivaient pas, ils se bornaient dans les coulisses
sombres de l'etre a entendre parler indistinctement et, durant qu'ils ecrivaient, sans
mieux comprendre que nous la premiere fois que nous les lisons, de certains travaux
accomplis et accomplissables. L'«illumination» vient ensuite.
Toujours en poesie Vautomatisme verbo-auditif m'a paru createur a la
lecture des images visuelles les plus exaltantes, jamais Tautomatisme verbo-visuel
ne m'a paru createur a la lecture d'images visuelles qui puissent, de loin, leur etre
comparees. C'est assez dire qu'aujourd'hui comme i l y a dix ans, je suis
entierement acquis, je continue a croire aveuglement (aveugle... d'une cecite qui
couvre a la fois toutes les choses visibles) au triomphe, par I'auditif, du visuel
inverifiable.
41

Ibid., p. 390.
I t is true that there is no more place in this revised theory for Magritte than for Dali, and the category of
"painters" could be easily expanded to include other artists. But it is Dali who mounts the theoretical
challenge to automatism in these years, and it is he, I am saying, against whom "Le Message automatique" is
oriented.
Ibid., pp. 389-90. Yet a little more than six months later, in Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme?, Breton returned
unproblematically to the notion of the 'visionary' Rimbaud in the following passage, which bridged two
quotations from the first Manifesto:
39

40

41

Le Manifeste du surrealisme conclut deja en encherissant sur le principe rimbaldien de la necessite
pour le poete de se faire voyant.
Breton, Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme?, in O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 242.
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Insofar as there are visions, hallucinations, etc., they too are based on the 'verbal remnants'
of the perception-consciousness system retained in preconscious memory. In this way,
without directly confronting the opposition paranoia-automatism, Breton includes paranoia
in a redefined conception of surrealism that still has automatism as its foundation.
Furthermore, writing of automatism, Breton says:
On peut systematiquement, a l'abri de tout delire, travailler a ce que la distinction du
subjectif et de l'objectif perde de sa necessite et de sa valeur.
42

Automatism too can be systematic, and it too can reconcile subject and object; paranoiacriticism is not alone in making or sustaining these claims.

* * *

D a l i admits a place for the passive states of dream and automatism, among those
critical practices which paranoia-criticism will both guarantee and supersede. Le Reve of
1931 (Fig. 34), for instance, is a figure of the dream, after a description in D a l i ' s 1930 poem
" L e Grand Masturbateur" of "une tres belle femme a la chevelure ondulee au regard
terrifiant au sourire hallucinatoire a la gorge splendide. " The figure quite deliberately
43

recalls art nouveau design, which is referenced frequently in his paintings and drawings of
this time, and which he associates with automatism in his 1933 article on the subject, "De la
beaute terrifiante et comestible, de 1'architecture modern'style".

44

The eyes and lips have

been sealed, the figure turned completely in on herself, as per D a l i ' s conception of the
passive states; this is still the 'revolution by night' of the dream, vs. the waking state of
paranoia.

Breton, "Le Message automatique", op. cit., p. 391.
Salvador Dali, "Le Grand Masturbateur", in La Femme visible (Paris: Editions surrealistes, 1930), p. 51;
reprinted in Dali, Oui 1: La revolution paranoi'aque-critique, ed. Robert Descharnes (Paris: Denoel/Gonthier,
1971), p. 169. In the same passage, Dali evokes both art nouveau and the mantis.
Salvador Dali, "De la beaute terrifiante et comestible, de Farchitecture modern'style", Minotaure nos. 3-4
(Decembre 1933), pp. 69-76.
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D a l i ' s representation of the dream has been gendered in particular ways, in keeping
with the active/passive opposition that underpins the "poetic drama" of paranoia and
automatism. The state of dreaming has been identified as other and, inevitably, as female.
The absence of her eyes is more terrifying than their petrifying gaze, the absent lips
connoted as vagina through the arrangement of the ants. The most curious part of the
.painting is in fact the way the mouth has been both erased and reconfigured vertically, a
"hallucinatory smile" whose presence is suggested rather by something that swarms around
it, a shadow of sorts that frames a strange absence.
In an earlier representation of the figure of the dream in the 1930 painting La
Fontaine (Fig. 35), she is more straightforwardly gendered as vessel, although the ants
haven't quite yet assumed the configuration of Le Reve. Among many other common
iconographical features in Dali's repertoire - lion, grasshopper, host, columns and spheres,
figures of abjection - we can see in the formless shape on the right a pairing of key and ant
in two of the panels.
W e find a similar set of panels set into a larger framing device in D a l i ' s gouache
Combinaisons of 1931 (Fig. 36), where the key finds its privileged meaning amid a swarm
of ants signifying the woman's pubes. The latter detail is repeated in the constellation of
hats and pebbles in the upper third of Le Jeu lugubre (1929; F i g . 37), in a painting that is in
fact filled with vaginal imagery, including the bearded man whose mouth is reconfigured as
vagina. Although the ants cannot simply be reduced to this meaning in the economy of
D a l i ' s production, since meanings tend to slide in his work in accordance with the process
of substitution, this is their privileged signification, so to speak, and I think we can accept
that this is the misogynistic connotation of the ants in Le ReveA

5

There are two places in Dali's writings where ants are identified with putrefaction: in " L ' A n e pourri", op.
cit., p. 11, and in his invitation to his exhibition of engravings and drawings for Les Chants de Maldoror in
June 1934 (reproduced as an appendix to Le Mythe tragique, op. cit., p. 161). Thus the vagina, signified by the
ants, is also a (putrefied) hole, an identification made in relation to his sexual fears, and which is also
45
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In psychoanalytic theory, the construction of sexual difference is always a question
of the presence or absence of penis or phallus, rather than the recognition of an actual
anatomical sexual difference between women and men. For Freud, sexual difference is
always viewed through the prism of castration, the 'little boy' of any number of examples in
his writings realizing that what he had expected to find in a chance sighting of female
genitals, the mirror-reflection of his own anatomy, was not there: "it was cut off and in its
place was left a w o u n d . "
46

It is the recognition of the possibility of castration, dependent on this 'sighting' of
what isn't there, that sets in motion the process of civilization, at least for every male child
(for the female child, as we have just seen, is already castrated, a cultural construct that girls
must learn to accept in their own process of enculturation):
In his case it is the discovery of the possibility of castration, as proved by the sight of
the female genitals, which forces on him the transformation of his Oedipus complex,
and which leads to the creation of his super-ego and thus initiates all the processes
that are designed to make the individual find a place in the cultural community.
47

Thus for Freud it is castration anxiety that underpins both the civilizing process and sexual
difference, and viewed from that angle, the female genitals are nowhere to be seen; there is a
penis, or there is not (at most there is a wound).
In these passages, Freud is discussing pre-Oedipal sexual theories; with the onset of
puberty, at least in the 'normal' heterosexual resolution of the Oedipal complex, there is at
last a recognition and acceptance of anatomical sexual difference (as well as of the
active/passive distinction that occurs along with it):

associated with the fear of and attraction to death as it is imbricated in sexual relations. This hole is also
related to something very profound in the psyche, which Dali explores as the source of the "tragic myth" of
Millet's Angelus in his book of that name, and which is a question of an impossible return to the mother.
Freud, Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood (1910), trans. Alan Tyson, in Art and Literature:
Jensen's Gradiva, Leonardo da Vinci and Other Works, ed. Albert Dickson (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books,
1985), p. 186.
Freud, "Female Sexuality" (1931), trans. Joan Riviere, in On Sexuality: Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexuality and Other Works, ed. Angela Richards (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1977), p. 375.
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A t the stage of the pregenital sadistic-anal organization, there is as yet no question of
male and female; the antithesis between active and passive is the dominant one. A t
the following stage of infantile genital organization [i.e., the phallic stage], which we
now know about, maleness exists but not femaleness. The antithesis here is between
having a male genital and being castrated. It is not until development has reached
its completion at puberty that the sexual polarity coincides with male and female.
Maleness combines subject, activity and possession of the penis; femaleness takes
over object and passivity. The vagina is now valued as a place of shelter for the
penis; it enters into the heritage of the w o m b .
48

That is, it is valued by both men and women, and is understood as a positive value, in this
sweetly put but entirely normative resolution of the path to heterosexuality and reproduction.
The existence of a symbolic code organized around the phallus has tended to
obliterate the symbolic value once held by vulva or vagina in Greek or Egyptian culture, as
we shall see. When the vagina has been represented in more recent times, it has often taken
on the connotation of the monstrous, a sign of chaos and terror outside the symbolic order.
For Freud, such a representation is inevitably related to castration; discussing the
consequences of castration anxiety in his 1923 paper, "The Infantile Genital Organization",
he writes:
W e know, too, to what a degree depreciation of women, horror of women, and a
disposition to homosexuality are derived from the final conviction that women have
no penis. Ferenczi has recently, with complete justice, traced back the mythological
symbol of horror - Medusa's head - to the impression of the female genitals devoid
of a penis.
49

Freud, "The Infantile Genital Organization (An Interpolation into the Theory of Sexuality)" (1923), trans.
Joan Riviere, in On Sexuality, op. cit., p. 312.
Freud, "The Infantile Genital Organization", op. cit., p. 311. There is a note at this point in Freud's text:

48
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I should like to add that what is indicated in the myth is the mother's genitals. Athena, who carries
Medusa's head on her armour, becomes in consequence the unapproachable woman, the sight of
whom extinguishes all thought of a sexual approach.
Ibid. The note by Ferenczi to which Freud refers, which is exceedingly brief, is "On the Symbolism of the
Head of Medusa" (1923), trans. Olive Edmonds, in Sandor Ferenczi, Further Contributions to the Theory and
Technique of Psycho-Analysis, 2 ed., ed. John Rickman (London: The Hogarth Press, 1950), p. 360.
Curiously, Freud himself had already written a far more complex and interesting note on the Medusa in 1922,
but it remained unpublished until after his death: "Medusa's Head" (1940), trans. James Strachey, in The
Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works, vol. XVIII (1920-1922) (London: The Hogarth
Press/The Institute for Psycho-Analysis, 1955), pp. 273-74.
n d
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This is a curious and interesting passage, which offers a number of overlapping themes.
Misogyny or homosexuality are given as consequences of castration anxiety, and are
combined with incest prohibition, the renunciation of the mother as sexual object. This is
achieved at the same moment as the (non)recognition of sexual difference, the realization of
the possibility of castration resulting from that longed-for glimpse of the maternal phallus,
and the disappointment, confusion and terror ensuing from it.
The Medusa's head, however, is an actual representation of the maternal genitals,
representing an eruption into the symbolic order from outside its phallic economy. It is not
simply, in Freud's words, "devoid of a penis". Freud has an ambivalent relation to the
figure, both denying and acknowledging the specificity of the Medusa's head as an image of
the vagina, as much more than an absence or wound, though it also retains that connotation.
A s Jean Clair notes, in his study of the Medusa figure in western art:
Meduse, c'est la femme qui, litteralement, ne sait pas «tenir sa langue». Se
departissant de la reserve qu'on dit propre a sa nature, elle exhibe ce qui, de sa
nature, ne saurait etre montre: la capacite qu'elle a, agitant son organe, de montrer
qu'elle aussi «en a» et, par consequent, qu'elle a pouvoir de menacer l'homme de lui
couper la parole. L e masque de Gorgo, boursoufle, est le masque de qui ne mattrise
pas le langage et dont la vue introduit la confusion dans l'ordre du verbal.
50

Clair, who is certainly influenced by psychoanalysis in his reading of the Medusa, confirms
Freud's perception that Medusa's head has been, from Greek times on, a symbol in western
culture for the frightening aspect of the female genitals, and that it represents an eruption
from outside the stable, and masculine, order of culture.

51

Jean Clair, Meduse: Contribution a une anthropologic des arts du visuel (Paris: Gallimard, 1989), pp. 4849. M y use of Clair here in no way endorses his reactionary views on modernism.
C l a i r discusses another Greek figure for the vagina, Baubo, who represents the life-affirming side of fertility,
as well as the obscene and carnivalesque; in classical culture, the laughter of Baubo is an alternative to the
terror provoked by Medusa. The way this figure has since dropped out of western iconography confirms
Freud's analysis of a psychical economy dependent on the simple presence/absence of the phallus, and on
castration anxiety; for the Medusa is intimately related to castration in a way that Baubo is not.
50
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I think that Dali has evoked exactly this association in his painting of the dream, the
sealing of the mouth and its simultaneous reinscription as vagina signifying both the denial
and acknowledgement of the signs of sexual difference. The dream is represented as a
Medusa-like bust, herself petrified; it is worth noting here, as Louis M a r i n has remarked,
that the French verb 'meduser' means to petrify, to turn someone to stone.

52

In a reversal

worth remarking in Freud's own account, it is our gaze that becomes significant, more so
than the petrifying gaze of the Medusa, as she becomes object to our subject, and is herself
turned to stone. It is a gaze, however, that refuses to acknowledge what it sees; in this sense,
the non-sighting of the female genitals in the Freudian scenario, its refusal, is repeated twice
in the painting, in the sealing of both eyes and mouth (vagina). This blindness is doubleedged, for on the one hand she becomes a woman-without-holes, an effect of disavowal and
compensation for castration anxiety; at the same time, this 'refusal to see' is implicated in
the turn to the interior of the dream for which the bust serves as a figure.
A s Jean Clair notes in his study of the Medusa figure, the frequency of its
representation waxed and ebbed in different periods, and it was often resurrected at times of
crisis or loss of confidence. The Medusa was prevalent in fin-de-siecle

imagery, but rare in

the 20th Century. When figuring in art nouveau and symbolist representations, it was often
reduced to amulet size, with only the head remaining of the archaic total figure; that is, there
was always a connotation of decapitation in the modern figures.

53

Such representations are

probably the source for Dalf's own art nouveau-style Medusa in Le Reve, and the revival of
this figure is perhaps related to his interest in the style. For D a l i , the Medusa figure is the
recollection of something archaic, both an outmoded style and the mother's womb; in each

L o u i s Marin, To Destroy Painting (1977), trans. Mette Hjort (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1995), p. 118.
C l a i r , op. cit., pp. 54-55 and 76. Interestingly, there are two representations of the Medusa in Minotaure,
one of the archaic Gorgon figure on the pediment of the temple at Corfu, the other of the decapitated Medusa
as rendered by Rubens. See M[ax] R[aphael], " A propos du Fronton de Corfu", Minotaure no. 1 (Juin 1933),
p. 7; Ferdinand Bruckner, "L'Age de la peur", Minotaure nos. 3-4 (Decembre 1933), p. 66.
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case, it is the recollection and bringing to light of something proscribed, whether of the
obsolete decorative style of art nouveau or a forbidden love object.
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Art nouveau is also a

style allied to automatism in Dali's thought, and in this sense we can see both of
surrealism's passive states, automatism and the dream, represented by the figure of Le Reve.
It is not D a l i alone, among the surrealists, who ventures this kind of representation;
throughout the 1930s and '40s, there are numerous paintings, photographs, objects and
drawings by surrealists which incorporate vaginal imagery, including works by Dora Maar
(untitled photocollage, c. 1933) , M a n Ray (Explosante-fixe,
55

1934, and illustrations for

Tristan Tzara's article on fashion in Minotaure, 1933), Andre Masson (Gradiva, 1939 and
Portrait of Andre Breton, 1941), Joan M i r o (untitled object, 1932, and Femme, 1934), Matta
(cover of VW no. 4, 1944), Dorothea Tanning (Birthday, 1942), Hans Bellmer (illustrations
for Mme. Edwarda, 1955), and Claude Cahun (untitled object, 1936). These works cannot
all be reduced to a single meaning, but they can be said to function within a social and
psychical structure of sexual difference in which what is represented is otherness,
transgression and difference itself. In every case as well, they involve the notion of
convulsive beauty, the desublimated return to the sexual origins of beauty as these were
described by Freud in his Three Essays on the Theory of

Sexuality.
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Christine Buci-Glucksmann, in her book Baroque Reason, writes of the rise of the
figure of femininity in periods of crisis in the 19th and 20th Centuries:

H a l Foster's recent book on surrealism, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, M A : The MIT Press, 1993),
includes a crucial discussion of the outmoded as uncanny return, pp. 163-64. Foster also makes the following
brief observation about art nouveau, in terms that are applicable to Dalf's own reading:

5 4

Surrealism is about desire: in order to allow it back into architecture it fixes on the outmoded and the
ornamental, the very forms tabooed in such functionalism, associated as they became not only with the
historical and the fantastic, but with the infantile and the feminine.
Ibid., p. 190.
T h i s is the speculative date assigned to the image in In the Mind's Eye: Dada and Surrealism, ed. Terry Ann
R. Neff (Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art/New York: Abbeville Press, 1985), p. 59, but I think it is
too early for this quintessentially surrealist image, since Maar only began to participate in surrealist activities in
1934. To date there has been no study of Maar's brilliant work in collage, and her images remain scattered.
See the passage cited in n. 33 in the introduction.
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In the labour of writing, the metaphor of the feminine then rises up as an element in
the break with a certain discredited rationality based upon the idea of a historical and
symbolic continuum. It does this by designating a new heterogeneity, a new
otherness.
From Baudelaire's allegory of the prostitute-mother to M u s i l ' s 'man without
qualities' given over to mystical, near-androgynous incest with the sister, from the
dehiscent gap of womanhood in Mallarme to Rilke's vision of the Open: a whole
network of negativity escaping the dominance of the Concept, a whole 'culture' of
the feminine i f not of woman, now comes into play.... O n the one hand, it is
necessary to utter - to write - the end of the classical Cartesian subject with its
'control' of itself and the world, and to express the dizzying abysses of bodily
jouissance and new values. But on the other hand, this labour of feminization
arouses fear, anxiety and combative misogyny, common to a Baudelaire, Nietzsche
or Weininger.
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I think we can recognize surrealism in this description of a feminizing strategy, which I am
attempting here to align especially with the so-called passive states of surrealism. Although
Buci-Glucksmann doesn't ever identify surrealism as part of such a strategy in her book, we
can include it as part of a counter-tradition arising especially in moments of doubt and crisis.
In this reading, the figure of the Medusa, in her aspect of femme fatale,

becomes

symptomatic both of this "labour of feminization", and of the anxiety it gives rise to on the
part of those conducting such a strategy. She also becomes emblematic of the critical
properties of automatism, passive and active at the same, a figure of the reconciliation of
action and dream that is such a preoccupation of surrealism in the early 1930s, especially for
those, like Breton, who are attempting to keep both in play.
I am using the term femme fatale' here somewhat loosely, in an inclusive definition
which gathers together the female killers celebrated by the surrealists, such as Germaine
Berton, Violette Nozieres, and the Papin sisters, with such symbolic figures as the Medusa
and the praying mantis.
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There is a range of associations here, from surrealism's own

Christine Buci-Glucksmann, Baroque Reason: The Aesthetics of Modernity (1984), trans. Patrick Camiller
(London: Sage Publications, 1994), pp. 49-50.
These women are all well-enough known now in the annals of surrealism to avoid extensive discussion.
Germaine Berton, who assassinated the editor of the Action frangaise, was honoured by a page in the first issue
of La Revolution surrealiste (Decembre 1924), p. 17, in which a photograph of herself is surrounded by
photographs of the surrealists (and some of their heroes, such as Freud, Picasso, and de Chirico). A pamphlet
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project of leading astray to something indeed more fatal, the unreasoned physical attack on
oppressive paternal figures, whether these be parents, employers or public figures.
A t the same time, it was not a question, at any rate for the male surrealists who
employed this strategy, of a personal identification with the femme fatale, any more than it
was a question of identifying with criminals or with the insane. It is rather in representation
that there is an identification of certain procedures and strategies with this figure, as a
project of undermining culture from within. Although D a l i ' s Le Reve is a representation of
a position within surrealism not shared by him (just as Lamba and Breton's object Le grand
paranoi'aque is a construction of Dali's position), the power and seduction of the passive
states of surrealism are nevertheless represented by D a l i through the figure of the Medusalike woman petrified by her own internal gaze.

* **
Even before his adhesion to surrealism, D a l i was ferociously anti-aesthetic, opposing
the limited endeavours of art or literature to the surrealist goal of connaissance, of an
experimental and experiential research into the irrational resources of thought.
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One

doesn't have to subscribe to his theoretical position to acknowledge its profound antimodernism, which is evident not only in his paintings but in numerous statements
throughout the '30s. These were derived in the first instance from Breton's attempt to found

containing poems and drawings in homage to Violette Nozieres, who had poisoned her parents, was published
in Belgium in December 1933, though most copies were seized by customs. It is reproduced with commentary
in Jose Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes et Declarations collectives, 1.11922-1939 (Paris: Le terrain vague,
1980), pp. 246-62 and 483-86, and reprinted in facsimile (with an introduction by Pierre) by Terrain vague in
1991. The Papin sisters, who murdered their patronnes (mother and daughter) in a particularly gruesome
fashion, were eulogized by Paul Eluard and Benjamin Peret in a brief note in Le Surrealisme au service de la
Revolution, no. 5 (15 mai 1933) pp. 27-28, and photographs of the sisters were included in the illustrations at
the back of the issue; Jacques Lacan discussed their case in "Motifs du Crime Paranoi'aque: Le crime des
soeurs Papin", Minotaure nos. 3-4 (Decembre 1933), pp. 25-28. Their case has been discussed more recently
by Carolyn Dean, "Law and Sacrifice: Bataille, Lacan, and the Critique of the Subject", Representations, no.
13 (Winter 1986), pp. 53-56, and by Christopher Lane, " T h e Delirium of Interpretation': Writing the Papin
Affair", differences, vol. 5 no. 2 (Summer 1993), pp. 23-61.
See his "Revista de tendencies anti-artistiques" (March 1929), in Salvador Dali: The early years, op. cit., p.
229, and "Documentaire - Paris 1929 - 1 " (April 1929), in Qui 1, op. cit., pp. 124-28.
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a surrealist visual aesthetic on anti-modernist premises in his Le Surrealisme et la Peinture,
on the notion of a vista stretching out of sight, of an internal landscape, the window opened
out onto the psyche rather than the sentient w o r l d .
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In keeping with the surrealist

acknowledgement/redemption of the radical moment of cubism, D a l i praised the
experimental value of Picasso's work, but condemned the "decrepitude" of contemporary
modernism in a short text addressed to Breton for his June 1933 exhibition at the Galerie
Pierre Colle:
Picasso, comme chacun sait, revolutionne phenomenalement, sensationnellement les
«moyens d'expression». L a valeur phenomenalement et eminemment experimentale
du cubisme et du reste chez Picasso, a passe totalement inapergue. L o i n de continuer
de plus en plus scientifiquement de telles experiences, on sait comment un tel
«phenomene experimental a ete, avec zele et rapidement, obscurci par les
bureaucrates moyens et confits de l'esthetique et du pseudo bon gout qui ont abaisse
le cubisme au degre de decrepitude actuelle que tout le monde connait, etiquette
officielle et rassurante «d'art moderne» orchestration plastique - succulente - austere
- ecoeurante, apogee du confort, de la premeditation tranche, frangaise. Leger est-il
cubiste?
61

A n d he continued by saying that it is not the present-day cubists who are furthering cubism,
but the surrealists and Picasso himself, not in formal terms but through that experimental
attitude which Breton too saw as the chief legacy of pre-war cubism, along with the
invention of collage.
There are many other passages as well in Dali's writings in which he announces his
anti-modernism, especially in relation to abstraction and to the architecture of
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Breton, Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, op. cit., pp. 2-3:
C'est ainsi qu'il m'est impossible de considerer un tableau autrement que comme une fenetre dont
mon premier souci est de savoir sur quoi elle donne, autrement dit si, d'ou je suis, «la vue est belle»,
et je n'aime rien tant que ce qui s'etend devant moi a perte de vue.

^Exposition Salvador Dali (Paris: Pierre Colle, n.d. [1933]), n.p. Reprinted as "Lettre a Andre Breton" in
Dali, Oui 2: L'archangelisme scientifique, ed. Robert Descharnes (Paris: Denoel/Gonthier, 1971), pp. 17-18.
The catalogue text was in the form of an open letter to Breton. The final sentence of the passage refers to an
article by Christian Zervos, "Fernand Leger est-il cubiste?", in a special issue of Cahiers d'Art devoted to
Leger in 1933.
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"autopunition"

of A d o l f Loos and L e Corbusier.
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Thus when he makes his own 'return to

art' in 1936, he does not identify with the 'progressive' aspects of modern art - by which I
mean that part which remains experimental, rather than the decorative or classicizing modes
of modernism - but with the traditional art his technique had always linked him to.
It may seem contradictory to propose a return to art here, given the continuous
production of artistic and literary works not only by D a l i but by most of the surrealists, who
were (with a significant number of exceptions: Marcel N o l l , Marcel Duhamel, Andre
Thirion, Georges Sadoul, J . - M . Monnerot, Henri Pastoureau, Adolphe Acker, Roger
Caillois, Pierre Mabille) in the first place artists and poets. This is more a question of the
discursive limits and possibilities of cultural criticism than it is simply a question of
hypocrisy, although it is true that a number of intellectual figures in the 1930s, including the
former surrealists writing alongside Georges Bataille in the pages of La Critique

sociale,

advocated a complete break with artistic production, and took issue with the surrealists'
conception of and defence of poetry as no more than a literary alibi.
What concerns me here, however, is the difference between a critical attitude
towards the dominant culture, in which the anti-aesthetic aspect of Dalf's work is predicated
on its illustrative character, breaking with the formalism and aestheticism of contemporary
art; and an embrace of the tradition, in which Meissonier or Vermeer no longer play a
critical role in relation to modern art, but assume a positive, constructive aspect in a painting
which becomes both anti-modernist and reactionary, as well as mere diversion. This is the
moment when Dalf really chooses his vocation, making his entry into the symbolic order of

A p a r t from what I've already indicated, Dalf's major statements on or against modernism can be found in La
Conquete de I'Irrationnel, pp. 7-8 (and especially the section entitled "Abjection et misere de l'AbstractionCreation", pp. 19-20); and in "Le Surrealisme spectral de l'eternel feminin preraphaelite", Minotaure no. 8
(Juin 1936), p. 46, where he discusses Cezanne's apples. Dalf's criticism of Le Corbusier is especially
interesting in light of his earlier enthusiasm for purism, which was in evidence as late as 1928. This was at a
time when his devotion to the modern was proclaimed in articles and in the Yellow Manifesto (published in
March 1928, in collaboration with Llufs Montanya and Sebastia Gasch), against the anti-modernist tendencies
of the Catalan nationalist movement. Many of these early texts are included in translation in Salvador Dali:
The early years, op. cit.
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art to become the youngish old master of anti-modernism, as opposed to the equivocation of
many of the other surrealists, who hover on the threshold of art.
This is a passage from the avant-garde to the most conservative tendencies in
artmaking, bypassing a modernism that D a l i had long despised as formalist and conformist.
A s we have seen, all modernist elements in Dali's work, including even those aspects taken
from Tanguy and M i r o in his early, proto-surrealist paintings such as Apparatus and Hand
or Blood is Sweeter than Honey (both 1927), were suppressed in favour of an illustrative
style at the time he joined the surrealists. Nor, with his paranoiac theory of the origin of
images, was there any recourse to the collage principle which, for Ernst, Breton or Aragon
had functioned as the basis of the image, as the modernist origin of an avant-garde which
claimed to have exceeded the limitations of art. Rather, there is a return at this time - along
with a temporary change in style registering the shift - to the figure of Leonardo's damp
wall, out of which w i l l emerge various images according to the viewer's fancy.
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The figure of Leonardo's wall serves as Dali's highly conscious re-entry into the
tradition, in such works as Espagne of 1938 (Fig. 38) and Paranonia of 1937 (Fig. 3 9 ) .

64

In

each case, a figure is constructed out of the elements of a battle scene in the background, in

Leonardo's wall had always been important to the surrealists, as an instance of a surrealist point of view at
the very heart of the western tradition. Breton refers to it in "Le Message Automatique", O.C., t. II, op. cit., p.
377; in the "Chateau etoile" section of L'Amour fou, originally published in Minotaure no. 8 (Juin 1936), and
reprinted in O.C., t. II, pp. 753-55 (where Breton indicates his familiarity with Freud's Leonardo da Vinci);
and, immediately preceding "Le Chateau etoile" in the June 1936 issue of Minotaure, in "D'une decalcomanie
sans objet preconcu (decalcomanie du desir)", p. 18, reprinted in Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, p. 129. The
last-named article is very much concerned with discovering a paranoia that is also automatic, and which can be
subsumed under the sign of automatism, rather than conceived in antithesis to it. In "Au-dela de la peinture",
Ernst quotes at length from "Le Chateau etoile" on the subject of Leonardo's wall, and, in passing, disparages
Dali and his conception of paranoia. Max Ernst, "Au-dela de la peinture", Ecritures (Paris: NRF/Le point du
jour, 1970), pp. 244 and 248-50. Dali refers to the wall in "L'Ane pourri", op. cit., p. 10, without naming
Leonardo as such; in Le Mythe tragique, in a note pp. 169-70 discussing the Mona Lisa, Dali indicates his own
familiarity with Freud's book on Leonardo. Finally, Rosalind Krauss discusses the paranoiac wall in relation to
Freud's notion of screen memory in The Optical Unconscious (Cambridge, M A : The M I T Press, 1993), p. 66.
There is a reference in Dalf's title Paranonia to Giorgio de Chirico's 1912 painting Melanconia - de Chirico
is an extremely important figure for Dali, a discussion of which is beyond the scope of this chapter. But we
can note that Dalf's model for the renunciation of the modern and the return to tradition is the de Chirico of
1919.
63

64

282

the manner of Leonardo's conjuration of a battle scene out of the screen of the wall
(Espagne evidently refers to the c i v i l war raging in his native country).
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There are two crucial developments here: in the first instance, the return to tradition
via an extra-artistic paranoiac theory, of which these images are figures rather than an
enactment of the process itself; and secondly, a change in the nature of the generation of the
image here, from one in which one image is apprehended in another, through a process of
substitution, to a construction of the very terms through which one apprehends the paranoiac
image. For D a l i comes to supply the terms in which a ready-made image must be discerned,
in the one-two image of face or battle-scene. He has resolved the initial problem of the
representation of the multiple image by controlling the number of levels on which it can be
read.

65

66

I t might be useful here to reproduce a translation of the relevant passage in Leonardo's notebooks:
I will not refrain from setting among these precepts a new device for consideration which, although it
may appear trivial and almost ludicrous, is nevertheless of great utility in arousing the mind to various
inventions. And this is that if you look at any walls spotted with various stains or with some mixture
of different kinds of stones, if you are about to invent some scene you will be able to see in it a
resemblance to various different landscapes adorned with mountains, rivers, rocks, trees, plains, wide
valleys and various groups of hills. You will also be able to see divers combats and figures in quick
movement, and strange expressions of faces, and outlandish costumes, and an infinite number of
things which you can then reduce into separate and well-conceived forms. With such walls and blends
of different stones it comes about as it does with the sound of bells, in whose clanging you discover
every name and word you can imagine.

Leonardo da Vinci, " A Way to Stimulate and Arouse the Mind to Various Inventions", trans. Edward
MacCurdy in The Notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci (New York: George Braziller, 1954), pp. 873-74.
I n his 1937 text "Metamorphose de Narcisse", Dali writes that the poem and painting of that name are "Le
premier poeme et le premier tableau obtenus entierement d'apres l'application integrale de la methode
paranoi'aque-critique" ("Metamorphose de Narcisse" reproduced in Salvador Dali retrospective, op. cit., pp.
285-88; and in Oui 2, op. cit., pp. 95-100). There is a conscious break with his own earlier production
signalled here, accompanying the famous painting of the same title in which the procedures already discerned
in Le grand paranoi'aque and Espagne are refined, and which indicates works to come like Apparition of face
and fruit dish on a beach (1938), L'Enigme sans fin (1938), and Marche d'esclaves avec apparition du buste
invisible de Voltaire (1940). These paintings are reproduced in the 1979 retrospective catalogue, on pp. 253,
255, and 257 respectively.
The precise reasons for Dali's 'changement de front' must remain a matter for speculation, though we
can certainly locate a rift by late 1935, as I have indicated in my discussion of La Conquete de I'Irrationnel.
Dalf's success in America must have been an important factor in his distancing from the surrealist group,
however. There is a fascinating letter from Dalf to Paul Eluard included in the catalogue of the 1979
retrospective (it is reproduced on p. 300); the letter was written at the time of Dalf's first trip to America in
1934-35, and in it we can see Dalf's head being turned by his enthusiastic reception, at a time when he still
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In a slightly earlier painting, Le grand parano'iaque of 1936 (Fig. 40), we can see the
same process at work as that found in Espagne and Paranonia:

the constitution of a face

out of numerous abject figures. The face is located midway between the wreckage of the old
- the half-ruined boat of the 1930 multiple-image paintings, along with one or two of its
remaining figures - and the apparent promise of the new: the formless patch on the left side
of the painting, out of which any such representation remains to be conjured; one of the
figures hangs over it as i f over an abyss.
Le grand parano'iaque is a transitional painting which is in a sense about transition,
hovering between old and new. In a painting which announces a return to the Leonardesque
tradition through a figure who is both emblematic of, and constructed by, paranoia, there is
no note of triumph but rather an expression of anxiety. Despite the specular emphasis in the
paranoiac process, neither the face nor any of the figures which constitute it are endowed
with sight; we can say that the paternal, what is sought in this return to art, is also that which
blinds.
The painting is filled with images of rot and abjection, which are o f course
longstanding motifs in Dali's work. D a l i is preoccupied with putrefaction especially in his
early writings and paintings, when he is most concerned to establish paranoia as a critical,
confusionist project. A s Dawn Ades has recently shown in her discussion of the motif of the
"dne pourri", this interest predates his surrealist affiliation, and is identified in part with
Spanish modernist culture, which D a l i , Lorca and Bunuel satirize in the 1920s.
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While

maintains an allegiance to the movement. At this point, he views his success as a surrealist triumph, which it is
necessary and possible for the surrealists to exploit.
Dali was not excluded from the surrealist group until early 1939, but following the June 1936 issue of
Minotaure, and the May-June exhibitions in Paris and London, he effectively withdrew from collective activity,
apart from his contribution to the international exhibition in 1938. As we shall see, Breton refuses to even
mention his name in the "Chateau etoile" chapter of LAmour fou, first published in that June 1936 issue of
Minotaure, though as Karin von Maur indicates in her article for the 1991 Breton exhibition, "Breton et Dali, a
la lumiere d'une correspondance inedite", op. cit., p. 201, Breton and Dali were in contact until 1939.
D a w n Ades, "Morphologies of Desire", Salvador Dali: The early years, op. cit., especially pp. 137-40. .
Juan Ramon Jimenez in particular is the butt of these satires, which were more in the nature of a private joke
than of a public campaign.
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carried over into surrealism as a sign of decadent bourgeois culture, putrefaction also
figures, along with blood and excrement, in a constellation of desire, taboo and
transgression, as a reminder of death which evokes both repugnance and attraction.
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The

earthy tones of the painting, the leprous lips of the grand paranoiac perhaps join both these
aspects, as Dali turns back to death in an embrace of the tradition.
There is also a curious doubling of the figure in the upper left, with a Medusa-like
configuration of the hair. A s we know, Freud saw both doubling and the Medusa's snaky
hair as forms of compensation for the threat of castration, a multiplication of phallic
symbols which duplicated and thus 'saved' the threatened penis.
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In this way D a l i , whether

consciously or not, employs two tropes of compensation in a painting which announces the
return to an art of mastery, yet which is at the same time filled with figures of abjection, an
indication of the anxiety inherent in any such return.

* * *
It is this painting, of course, against which Lamba and Breton's own Grand
paranoi'aque (Fig. 28) is situated, as critique. In the tradition of cubist assemblage, they
have constructed a face in a radically casual manner, out of miscellaneous objects of a
predominantly green tone, according to Marcel Jean.
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In this way it refers to the pre-

surrealist constructions in the exhibition - those of Duchamp, Picasso, A r p and M a n Ray which are the guarantee of the objects' legitimacy at the same time as the objects redeem the

A s i d e from the texts cited in n. 45 of this chapter, Dali has an extensive aside on a rotting bourgeois culture
in his 1933 article "Interpretation paranoi'aque-critique de l'image obsedante «L'Angelus» de Millet", op. cit.,
p. 65.
Freud discusses doubling in "The 'Uncanny'" (1919), trans. Alix Strachey in Freud, Art and Literature, op.
cit., pp. 356-58; see also his "Medusa's Head", op. cit. Hal Foster discusses doubling extensively in
Compulsive Beauty, primarily through a reading of "The 'Uncanny'".
M a r c e l Jean, "Arrivee de la belle epoque", Cahiers d'Art nos. 1-2 (1936), p. 60. Green was Breton's
favourite colour, and the coloured glasses that play such a prominent role in the anthropomorphization of Le
grand paranoi'aque are similar, at least, to the green glasses Breton wore in a 1924 photograph (Andre Breton:
La beaute convulsive, op. cit., p. 85).
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earlier works' radicality.

71

A n eggrack holds a number of miscellaneous objects: a candle,

dice, spectacles, a tumbler, a necklace, a small effigy, as well as other objects difficult to
discern in reproduction, which however, by means of the spectacles and some
indecipherable elements that serve as pupils for them, constitute a kind of physiognomy of
paranoia. (That is, paranoia is constituted as a figure through the function of sight, as this is
indicated by the eyeglasses.) A hatpin and feather cap the construction, recalling Joan
M i r o ' s Danseuse espagnole (Fig. 41) of 1928, a work the artist had given Breton and which
remained in his collection for the rest of his l i f e .
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Lamba and Breton's object, like its namesake painting, constructs a face, but it does
so according to the principle of collage, in a way that is opposed to D a l i ' s painting both
theoretically and formally (or anti-formally). The casualness of its construction recalls the
most iconoclastic moments of modern art, in opposition to technique.
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If, at least initially

in Dalf's work, the image was produced through substitution, as we can again see in his
Metamorphose

paranoi'aque du visage de Gala of 1932 (Fig. 42), then the face which was

the initial object of scrutiny is progressively transformed according to the images which
obsess the artist: the baguette, the spoon, the inkwell, the woman's shoe. It is an image of
love, in which the beloved is transformed according to the simulacra of desire. In Lamba

' W e must remember that, if assemblage is a familiar practice since World War II, it was an underplayed
aspect of modern art in the interwar period.
Breton, in his press release for the exhibition, notes that several of Picasso's objects and Duchamp's
readymades are being shown there for the first time. The press release is included in O.C., t. II, op. cit., pp.
1199-1200; the identical notice appeared, without Breton's signature, in Beaux-Arts, 7 4 annee, no. 178 (29
mai 1936), p. 8. This is the only appearance of it I have found in researching reviews of the exhibition.
M i r 6 made four collages with the title Danseuse espagnole in 1928, and made gifts of two of them to Aragon
and Breton. Carolyn Lanchner sees the Danseuse espagnole collages as Miro's oblique response to the
warning that Breton made to him towards the end of Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, not to value painting too
highly. Carolyn Lanchner, "Peinture-Poesie, Its Logic and Logistics", in Joan Miro (New York: The Museum
of Modern Art, 1993), p. 49. By 1936, Lamba and Breton's allusion (if it is one) to Miro's spare construction
may alert us to the difference between Miro's radical iconoclasm in Danseuse espagnole, and Dali's return to
art in Le grand paranoi'aque.
Claude Cahun's objects from this time, the Portrait d'Andre Gide d'apres Benjamin Peret and Qui ne craint
pas le grand mechant loup remet la barque sur sa quille et vogue a la derive (which are variations on her
Souris valseuses shown in the objects exhibition), are other examples of the most extreme end of this practice,
in keeping with her critique of the metier in her 1934 pamphlet Les Paris sont ouverts.
7
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and Breton's Grand parano'iaque, by contrast, paranoia is once again subsumed within a
general understanding of a surrealism whose images are generated through collage.
Le grand parano'iaque was likely as rapidly disassembled as it was originally thrown
together, existing only in and for the context of the exhibition. This is its situational
character; it is posed implicitly against its namesake painting, and in its very desinvolture it
remains critical towards the category of art, at the same time as it defends the modernist
origin and legacy of surrealism.
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Within a category that is ostensibly anti-aesthetic and

extra-plastic, there is a defence of the experimental attitude and of collage as poetic method,
which is posed against D a l i ' s return to a traditional art of mastery. D a l i is rebuked in two
ways: for his method, and for his technique; for what had been a critical, extra-artistic
method outside of modernism, and for a specialized skill predating it. If Le grand
parano'iaque is hastily assembled, it is no less deliberate for it, and even in a sense depends
on this desinvolture for its criticality.
Le petit mimetique, in contrast, was preserved, and I see in this act of preservation no
mere accident, but an importance not assigned to its complement, an importance due to its
emblematic significance for Breton in relation to the course of the surrealist movement in
the 1930s. Le grand parano'iaque was primarily critical in its function, but Le petit
mimetique also carries a 'positive' significance in its representation of an automatism that is
both active and passive.

T h e Paranoiac Head listed in the 1936 London exhibition catalogue may be Dali's Grand parano'iaque;
although the catalogue does not give the dimensions necessary to verify this, Paranoiac Head was also an oil
painting, and it was lent to the exhibition by Edward James, the original owner of Le grand parano'iaque. If
they are the same painting, Breton would have been familiar with it during the preparations for the exhibition,
which were carried out before and during the period of the objects exhibition of the preceding month. It is my
contention, of course, that he and Lamba were familiar with it, that it is the occasion for their own object(s)
and for their restaging of a fundamental opposition and conflict within surrealism. The 1936 London catalogue
has been reproduced in Angels of Anarchy and Machines for Making Clouds: Surrealism in Britain in the
Thirties (Leeds: Leeds City Art Gallery, 1986).
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I wish to make one more point here, before turning to Le petit mimetique: Breton
refuses to even mention Dali's name in the "Chateau etoile" chapter of L'Amour

fou

(published in the June 1936 issue of Minotaure), despite the fact that he discusses "cette
faculte qu'on a dite quelquefois «paranoi'aque»", in order to reconceptualize it as a 'passive'
activity.
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This can only be a deliberate snub, in view of D a l i ' s presence and participation in

both the M a y and June exhibitions, and his cover design for that same issue of

Minotaure.

16

Breton writes, in discussing the example of Leonardo's wall:
Tout le probleme du passage de la subjectivite a l'objectivite y est implicitement
resolu et la portee de cette resolution depasse de beaucoup en interet humain celle
d'une technique, quand cette technique serait celle de l'inspiration meme....Le
surrealisme n'est pas parti d'elle, i l l ' a retrouvee en chemin et, avec elle, ses
possibilites d'extension a tous les domaines qui ne sont pas celui de la peinture.
77

A n d he goes on to say:
L e plus frappant est qu'une activite de ce genre...pour etre, necessite l'acceptation
sans reserves d'une passivite plus ou moins durable....
78

These comments, along with Breton's reference to the "faculty that was sometimes called
'paranoiac'", are interpolated in a passage in the text in which Breton and his companions
find themselves engulfed in a cloud, on the cone of the Teide on Tenerife.
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The fact of

being inside the phenomenon he is experiencing ("Nous voici a l'interieur de 1'informe par
excellence "), rather than interpreting it from 'outside', in specular terms, is one of the
80

Breton, O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 754. Dali's name is mentioned in passing earlier in the text, but only as one of
the authors of L'Age d'or.
D a l i also wrote "Le Surrealisme spectral de l'eternel feminin preraphaelite" for the June 1936 issue of
Minotaure. In addition, he contributed what could only have been an extremely controversial article, "Honneur
a l'objet!", to the May 1936 Cahiers d'Art issue on the object, which attempted to redeem the swastika from its
appropriation by the Nazis.
Ibid., p. 753. The difference between a general method (automatism, paranoia) and specific techniques like
frottage or decalcomania is a longstanding one in surrealism. Breton is reducing paranoia here to such a
technique, thereby minimizing the opposition to automatism as the basic method of surrealism.
Ibid.
Breton, Lamba, and Benjamin Peret travelled to the Canary Islands in May 1935, and much of "Le Chateau
etoile" is concerned with that experience.
Ibid., p. 752.
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chief differences he is establishing between his interpretation of the paranoiac phenomenon
and D a l i ' s ; the value of such an experience, for Breton, is that it is both 'outside', in nature,
and 'interior' or subjective, exemplifying the aleatory relations between subject and object
that a too-willful recombination of external elements in paranoia-criticism can overlook.

81

***
In contrast to the complicated appearance presented by Lamba and Breton's Le
grand paranoi'aque, Le petit mimetique (Fig. 30) is the sparest possible construction,
consisting of a mantis pinned to a stack of leaves, as in a scientific collection.
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It is

reminiscent, in its starkness, of M i r o ' s Danseuse espagnole, the most iconoclastic of
collages, and is constructed in the same manner, with a pin holding the assemblage in place;
the pin and feather of Le grand paranoi'aque may alert us to this relation, and thus to the
significance of collage (as method, rather than technique). If Le grand paranoi'aque
manifestly represents paranoia in the opposition I am setting up, at the same time as
constituting its critique in the method of its fabrication, I am going to argue that Le petit
mimetique represents automatism - that it is, once again, di figure of automatism, rather than
what it figures, relating this figure - which is the mantis, the femme fatale par excellence for
the surrealists - to mimesis.
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It is significant in this context that Le petit mimetique is a

' i n "Au-dela de la peinture", Max Ernst would repeat Breton's critique and reinterpretation in notably similar
terms, even to citing the entire passage of "Le Chateau etoile" in which Breton discusses paranoia. It is also
significant that it was Ernst who illustrated "Le Chateau etoile", in a kind of re-situation of the artist at the
symbolic heart of surrealism - in a chapter which dispensed with Dali in such unequivocal terms. Although
Ernst's illustrations did not survive the Minotaure version, perhaps because they did not conform to the kinds
of visual material called upon in L'Amour fou, a reproduction of one of Ernst's airplane-trap paintings was
included in the "Chateau etoile" section of the book.
Breton raised mantises more than once on his summer holidays, as did his fellow surrealists Paul Eluard and
Andre Masson; Roger Caillois, in his book La Necessite d'esprit, notes that at one time Breton showed him a
dried mantis he kept in a drawer, which is perhaps the specimen we see here. Roger Caillois, The Necessity of
the Mind (1981), trans. Michael Syrotinski (Venice, C A : The Lapis Press, 1990), p. 130. See also William L .
Pressly, "The Praying Mantis in Surrealist Art", The Art Bulletin, vol. 55 no. 4 (December 1973), pp. 600-15,
for a good iconographical discussion of the figure of the mantis in surrealist imagery.
W h e n I presented a version of this chapter as a talk, a number of people noted that Le petit mimetique also
resembled a face. If the limitations of my own paranoiac capacity prevent me from recognizing this face, I do
think it is possible to view the objects as figures or even personifications of paranoia and automatism.
8
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collage constructed of things which are similar rather than different; that is, it is not an
image in the surrealist sense, the rapprochement

of 'distant realities', but rather an emblem

of automatism as mimesis.
The mantis - she who eats her mate in the act of love, according to entomological
knowledge of the t i m e

84

- was an object of fascination for all the surrealists, including D a l i

and Caillois; as we have seen, Caillois devoted several studies to this insect in the 1930s.

85

In these studies, written both during and after his participation in the surrealist group,
Caillois links the mantis and mimesis, love and death, in a way which I believe L a m b a and
Breton have taken up in their object: i f on the one hand she (and it is always the female
mantis, in French, that is the grammatical subject to her male object) is responsible for the
annihilation of her partner - which Caillois sees as corroborating in biological terms the link
established by psychoanalysis between sex and nutrition - she too, as a mimetic insect, tends
to disappear into the environment surrounding her, into circumambient nature.
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Caillois

proposes a fundamental tendency to imitation in organisms that is not primarily oriented to

T h e editors of the 1978 re-edition of Dali's Mythe tragique insetted a footnote by the entomologist J.-P. Van
den Eeckhoudt, to the effect that such nuptial habits are never observed in the field, but only in the artificial
conditions of the laboratory. This is an instance of the conditions of observation affecting the production of
knowledge, given that it was normal practice for entomologists to study specimens in the laboratory rather than
in their natural habitats. Le Mythe tragique, op. cit., p. 124.
T h e mantis is a leitmotif of Dali's Mythe tragique, apart from briefer references dating back to the 1920s.
Caillois wrote frequently of the mantis in the 1930s: "La Mante religieuse", Minotaure no. 5 (Mai 1934),
which forms a section of his posthumously published La Necessite d'esprit; an expanded version of this, " L a
Mante religieuse: Recherches sur la nature et la signification du mythe", originally published in Mesures (Aout
1937), and under separate cover by Adrienne Monnier in the same year (this version was included in Le mythe
et I'homme of 1938 [Paris: Gallimard, 1972], pp. 35-83); "Mimetisme et psychasthenic legendaire",
Minotaure no. 7 (Juin 1935); longer version in Le mythe et I'homme, pp. 84-119. Caillois returned to the
subject of the mantis in 1960, in Meduse et Cie.
Caillois, "La Mante religieuse", 1934 version, p. 24; 1937 version, p. 19 (and Le mythe et I'homme, p. 53).
Caillois sees a primordial identification between sexuality and nutrition established in the mantis' nuptial
habits, of which (male) humans preserve a biological memory in the fear of the vagina dentata. Castration
anxiety was once, therefore, the legitimate fear of a now-outlived practice, rather than a consequence of the
castration complex theorized by psychoanalysis. Thus the subtitle of Caillois' first article, "De la Biologie a la
Psychanalyse", seeking what would be both a corroboration and an encompassing of psychoanalysis in a more
'universal' science typical of the ambitions of revolutionary French intellectuals of the 1930s. The themes of
femme fatale and mimesis are of course discussed by Caillois in two different articles for Minotaure in 193435, but both take the mantis as their model.
We must of course be wary of any attempt to naturalize the femme fatale, which is the effect of
Caillois' recourse to biology here.
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survival - since, he says, controlled studies show that mimetic insects are prey to capture just
as often as non-mimetic insects - but which is rather an innate tendency to return to the
87

state of inanimation that preceded them, to lose themselves in their surroundings to the
extent that they are no longer distinguishable from them.

88

According to Caillois, then, the

mantis figures death both actively and passively, as femme fatale and as mimic; she who
annihilates, and she who is annihilated by space.
I believe that Lamba and Breton have taken up Caillois' argument in their object, as
a way for the 'orthodox' wing of surrealism - those surrealists in favour of retaining
automatism as the founding principle and basic method of surrealism - to resolve the
'active/passive' contradiction in a synthesis of the two. This involves the adoption of a
conception of mimesis at odds with the classical notion of mimesis as constructive
imitation; theirs is a mimesis that would be both passive and critical, through a joining of
the two features of Caillois' mantis in a single figure that is, moreover, gendered as female.
The surrealist association of the mantis with love and death predated Caillois'
involvement with the group, and he gives a sort of prehistory of their fascination with this
figure in his 1934 cross-cultural study of the mantis. He separates the two kinds of 'death'
(erotic and psychasthenic) figured by the mantis in his two articles for Minotaure, but
Lamba and Breton synthesize them, while acknowledging Caillois' second study in the title
and form of their object. If love and death are both figured in Le petit mimetique, it is a
figure of both reconciliation and critique, and the rendezvous is not only with death but with

Caillois, "Mimetisme et psychasthenic legendaire", p. 7.
T h i s notion is obviously very similar to the death instinct proposed by Freud in his late writings, though
Caillois distances himself to some extent from these. In "Mimetisme", Caillois writes of something akin to the
death instinct without naming it as such (while acknowledging Freud's theory in a footnote). In the 1937
version of the mantis article, p. 36, he cites Freud's Beyond the Pleasure Principle at some length on the death
instinct.
Denis Hollier notes in "Mimesis and Castration 1937", October no. 31 (Winter 1984), p. 11, that
Caillois takes his term 'psychasthenia', meaning a drop in psychical energy, from the French psychologist
Pierre Janet. This is, incidentally, the term that Breton deploys against Bataille in the Second Manifesto
(Breton, O.C., 1.1, op. cit., p. 827).
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another. It w i l l be the purpose of the following pages to articulate these contrasting and in
some ways contradictory aspects of the object, attending as fully to contradiction as
possible.

* **
There are, then, two kinds of mimesis, which Caillois and Breton each oppose to one
another, but which they also understand in somewhat different ways. Breton had long been
opposed to the classical conception of mimesis as the imitation of an external model, as we
can see in this passage from the early pages of Le Surrealisme et la Peinture:
Une conception tres etroite de Vimitation, donnee pour but a I'art, est a l'origine du
grave malentendu que nous voyons se perpetuer jusqu'a nos jours. Sur la foi que
I'homme n'est capable que de reproduire avec plus ou moins de bonheur l'image de
ce qui le touche, les peintres se sont montres par trop conciliants dans le choix de
leurs modeles. L'erreur commise fut de penser que le modele ne pouvait etre pris
que dans le monde exterieur, ou meme seulement q u ' i l y pouvait etre pris. Certes la
sensibilite humaine peut conferer a l'objet d'apparence la plus vulgaire une
distinction tout a fait imprevue; i l n'en est pas moins vrai que c'est faire un pietre
usage du pouvoir magi que de la figuration dont certains possedent l'agrement que de
le faire servir a la conservation et au renforcement de ce qui existerait sans eux. II y
a la une abdication inexcusable. II est impossible en tout cas, dans Tetat actuel de la
pensee, alors surtout que le monde exterieur parait de nature de plus en plus
suspecte, de consentir encore a pareil sacrifice. L'oeuvre plastique, pour repondre a
la necessite de revision absolue des valeurs reelles sur laquelle aujourd'hui tous les
esprits s'accordent, se referera done a un modele purement interieur, ou ne sera
pas.
89

A n internal model is opposed to the imitation of external forms, which Breton takes up
again in " L e Message automatique" in his hostility to the description of images (as opposed
to their automatic appearance in the text). Breton rejects a naturalistic approach here, and
opposes the apparently mirror-like reflection of naturalism to another kind of transparency,
the pure presence of the mind's thought dictated automatically. Imitation and description
w i l l never achieve that kind of immediacy, he claims, and are merely arts of distraction,

89

Breton, Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, op. cit., p. 4.
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distracted by everything around them. In taking up another kind of mimesis in 1936 - one
still premised on a rejection of the external and incidental detail - he opposes a mimetic nonart (the object, of automatic origin) to the traditional arts of imitation. This critical mimesis
is both invisible and transparent, which were the one-time virtues of an automatism pledged
against art, and especially the art of external models that had had its day.
What links Caillois' and Breton's understanding and use of mimesis is the sense of
an evacuation of identity, as opposed to the construction of identity in classical accounts of
mimesis.

90

W e can think of these two possibilities as identity vs. identification: the

construction of an identity based on the imitation of others, through which one eventually
achieves mastery; and identification with others (or with the other) which leads to a loss of
self. In Caillois' account, the mimetic insect takes the form of a kind of three-dimensional
'photograph' of its surroundings; in other words it is a representation in which that which
does the representing, the agent, is no longer itself, but becomes other or object to what is no
longer even a subject, as all sense of identity is evacuated.
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In this identification with the

other, at a certain point in mimesis one is only outside.
This is also a description of automatism pushed to its most radical point, to the point
at which the subject no longer knows who or where it is, and it is this radical loss of self,
this disappearance, which is figured in Le petit mimetique, in an attempt, in the polemic with
D a l i , to configure an automatism that would also be critical. The very nature of the image
here, based on similarity rather than difference, indicates this other, critical aspect of

A s we saw in Chapter 3, Caillois' posthumously published Necessite d'esprit, of which "La Mante
religieuse" forms a chapter, was an investigation into what he called lyrical and automatic thought; the
consideration of "lyrical ideograms" such as the mantis, which exercised a fascination over diverse cultures
across the globe, was an attempt to redirect an investigation of automatism away from what he regarded as its
contamination by literature. In this sense, Caillois' analysis of the mantis bears a direct relation to Breton's
notion of automatism, even if he broke with Breton over the issue of whether poetry is, in the final analysis, a
literary or an extra-literary phenomenon. There is a movement both ways, in the development of a contestatory
understanding of mimesis; if Breton is dependent on Caillois for the concept of mimesis, which he redevelops
and extends, Caillois makes critical use of the surrealist conception of automatism to found his understanding
of mimesis.
Caillois, "Mimetisme", op. cit., p. 7.
9 0

91

293

automatism taken up through Caillois. It is an wndialectical image, one could say, which is
therefore not an image of resolution - generally Breton's preferred solution, the
reconciliation of contraries that provides a model for the future resolution of social and
psychical contradictions - but rather of dissolution.
If D a l i explicitly uses a pathological model to negate a recuperated modern art, Le
petit mimetique becomes pathological in this opposition, in terms of the logic of difference.
It figures a return to nature, a regression to the most primitive of animals; the mantis is
emblematic of a critical automatism where the possibility of supersession that the
juxtaposition of 'distant realities' might evoke is wanting. In fact, it is the undoing of art
that is emphasized here, even to the extent that the object is barely made; Le petit mimetique
as nature is opposed to the array of cultural artifacts displayed in L a m b a and Breton's Le
grand paranoi'aque.
Dejeuner enfourrure

Unlike other, contemporary surrealist objects like Oppenheim's
(Fig. 13), Le petit mimetique does not represent a detournement of the

mass-produced object in favour of a desire conceived of as natural; it (mimesis, automatism)
is already nature, threatening to return us to the inanimate, to a time before the distinctions
that establish culture. It is not simply an image of death, however (though death is present),
but of love as well; reconciliation can be thought of not only as annihilation, but as a loss of
self through the union of two.
In his contribution to the M a y 1936 issue of Cahiers d'Art devoted to the object,
Marcel Jean describes the surrealist object as "mouvement en puissance", potential
movement:
On sera frappe, en feuilletant les pages de la presente revue, du caractere general
d'attente qui se degage de ces objets. Sublime par le desir sexuel, c'est, tout au
contraire d'une fixation (peinture ou sculpture), du mouvement en puissance, a
grande violence poetique: attente-desir d'un ennemi ou d'une compagne, d'une
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compagne-ennemie, comme l'insecte mimetique immobile, done invisible; attente,
comme l'objet usuel, d'une utilisation pour tel besoin v i t a l .
92

Jean's description of the object as mantis and femme fatale aligns it poetically with a
mimetic strategy, in Lamba and Breton's (and Cahun's) opposition of mimesis and paranoia.
He has emphasized the combination of activity and passivity found in the mantis'
description as femme fatale, but its more properly mimetic aspect is also given here, in its
invisibility prior to the fatal leap. "Potential movement" conveys a sense of the object's
dangerous aspect: it is the "expectation-desire" of an enemy or a companion, of a
companion-enemy, immobile and therefore invisible, yet anticipating movement.
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The

object will be, its potential w i l l be realized in the annihilating embrace of its beloved prey.
Jean's discussion of the object is informed in particular by Le petit mimetique:

she who

figures both love and death, who, unlike painting or sculpture, can really wound.
In its double movement, the mantis becomes both femme fatale and mimic; it
realizes two complementary aims. On the one hand, the femme fatale becomes a figure of
automatism, of the language which leads one astray

9 4

O n the other, the mantis is the figure

Jean, "Arrivee de la belle epoque", op. cit., p. 60. Compare this to Dali's description of the female figure in
the Angelus:
92

Cette attitude comporterait selon moi un facteur exhibitionniste, un facteur expectant et un facteur
d'agression tres nets. En effet, il s'agit de la position typique de l'attente. C'est l'immobilite qui
prelude aux violences imminentes. C'est aussi l'attitude classique des sauts d'animaux, c'est celle qui
est commune au kangourou et au boxeur; celle, surtout, qu'illustre avec eclat la mante religieuse
(attitude spectrale).
Dali, Le Mythe tragique, op. cit., p. 69.
T h i s position of waiting is also that of the surrealist poet, as Breton describes it in L'Amour fou:
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J'aimerais que ma vie ne laissat apres elle d'autre murmure que celui d'une chanson de guetteur,
d'une chanson pour tromper l'attente. Independamment de ce qui arrive, n'arrive pas, c'est l'attente
qui est magnifique.
Breton, O.C., t. II, p. 697. It goes without saying that "attente" is understood here without its other, dangerous
connotation; what is significant is that, in Le petit mimetique and elsewhere, the wait can also be thought of as
dangerous, in spite of its apparent passivity.
I n his 1936 discussion of symbolist poetry, "Le Merveilleux contre le mystere", Breton uses the figure of the
femme fatale of language who leads the poets - at least those he approves of - they know not where:
94

Lautreamont, Cros, Rimbaud, Nouveau, Corbiere, Jarry...sont de ceux qui se sont livres a ces
combinaisons [of words] pieds et poings lies, qui n'ont pas cherche a savoir oil le sphinx, toutes
griffes dans leur chair, les entratnait, n'ont pas tente de ruser avec lui.
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tempted by space, the boundaries of whose ego are dissolved or at least made permeable
through the practice of automatic writing; who becomes invisible, lost among the leaves of
the pages.

95

The mantis is, in its double aspect, both the subject and object of automatism,

both cause and effect of the loss of self occasioned by a surrealism imagined above all as
regression. Automatism here is not representation, although it is represented by the figure of
the mantis; for representation, at least as the imitation of external forms, is based on distance
and objectification, rather than on their elimination. But here we have the mimetic, the
temptation by space, the transparency which comes to be achieved in the invisibility which
is the condition of mimesis. Automatism is not always represented this way in surrealism it is described elsewhere by Breton as a practice leading to the recombination of the
conscious and unconscious aspects of the personality separated in modern rationalist
culture

96

- but there is also this dark side, which, when ranged beside Le grand paranoi'aque

and Dalf's own work, can also be construed as active and critical despite its 'passivity'.

Breton, "Le Merveilleux contre le mystere: A propos du symbolisme", Minotaure no. 9 (Octobre 1936), pp.
30-31, reprinted in La Cle des champs, op. cit., p. 12. In the same passage, Breton contrasts this form of
disponibilite, of which he approves, with "les fortes tetes de l'ecole mallarmeenne", who "s'enfoncent
aujourd'hui dans le sable de je ne sais quelle ile de Paques mentale".
There is a remarkable passage in UAmour fou in which Breton uses precisely this figure of the leaf upon
which one writes a letter to one's beloved, in this case a leaf of the sempervivum plant:
95

Voici la longue feuille pointue, barbee de soie, dont elle [Alice, of Wonderland] devait se servir pour
ses messages: i l est impossible d'ecrire plus distinctement a l'encre que sur cette lame de japon
argente. Point meme ne serait besoin de l'arracher pour la recouvrir de caracteres, elle pourrait
partager ce sort avec toutes les autres feuilles semblables sans que la plante basse a laquelle elle
appartient cessat de vivre. Songe au present exorbitant que serait, jaillie d'un assez petit pot de terre,
une lettre d'amour ainsi supportee....
Breton, O.C., t. II, p. 740. Breton is describing a confluence of nature, desire and ecriture that is also found in
the equation of mimesis and automatism.
Ernst's illustrations to the Minotaure version of this chapter, which as I claimed earlier resituate him
as the exemplary surrealist artist in Breton's contest with Dali, include two drawings of leaves, and one of the
mantis after a "great feast". Minotaure no. 8 (Juin 1936), pp. 30, 34, and 38.
T o take but two examples: Breton writes in "Le Message automatique" that "contrairement a ce que se
propose le spiritisme: dissocier la personnalite psychologique du medium, le surrealisme ne se propose rien
moins que d'unifier cette personnalite" (O.C., t. II, op. cit., p. 386); in Qu'est-ce que le surrealisme?, he writes
that surrealism "a fait faire un pas decisif a 1'unification de la personnalite, de cette personnalite qu'il avait
trouvee en voie de plus en plus profonde dissociation" (ibid., p. 258). In this scenario, it is the dominant
culture that dissociates the personality through the overvaluation of rationality and the repression of the
irrational, which spiritualism unwittingly repeats through its recourse to a belief in spirits.
9 6
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* **
During my mapping out of the opposition between mimesis and paranoia, I came
across Horkheimer and Adorno's own discussion of mimesis and paranoia in Dialectic of
Enlightenment, in the chapter on anti-semitism and in the fragments that conclude the book.
In the section in the "Notes and Drafts" entitled " A Theory of Crime", they confirm the
influence of Caillois in their conception of mimesis, in thinking of crime as a form of
mimetic behaviour, and of mimesis as an unconscious negation of domination:
The ability to stand apart from the environment as an individual, and at the same
time to enter into contact with that environment - and gain a foothold in it - through
the approved forms of communication, was eroded in the criminal. He represented a
trend which is deep-rooted in living beings, and whose elimination is a sign of all
development: the trend to lose oneself in the environment instead of playing an
active role in it; the tendency to let oneself go and sink back into nature. Freud
called it the death instinct, Caillois "le mimetisme". This urge underlies everything
which runs counter to bold progress, from the crime which is a shortcut avoiding the
normal forms of activity, to the sublime work of art. A yielding attitude to things,
without which art cannot exist, is not so very remote from the violence of the
criminal. The inability to say no which leads a teenage girl to lapse into prostitution
also conditions the criminal's career. There is negation in the criminal which does
not contain resistance. Weakness which, with no specific conscience, timidly
imitates and at the same time destroys pitiless civilization is opposed by the solid
walls of the prisons and labor camps, its own stone ideal.
97

Criminal activity is represented here as a yielding to mimesis, a passivity in which the
criminal unconsciously provides for his or her self-destruction, in the elimination of what
differentiates him or herself from nature. "There is negation...which does not contain
resistance" (which would rather be found in that more determinate form of negation, critical
consciousness), to which civilization opposes itself, in a remarkable image, as a prisonhouse. The work of art, which is the other alternative to cognition as a form of resistance to
instrumental rationality, is allied to this yielding, to this crime (without of course being
identical to it).

M a x Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944), trans. John Cumming (New
York: Continuum, 1972), pp. 227-28.
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This idea of a passive yet destructive mimesis, in which art shares certain features
with crime, can illuminate the surrealist notion of automatism as mimesis, and indeed the
surrealist celebration of the criminal, who is always a femme fatale in this celebration. For
the implicit gender of mimesis in the passage just quoted is female, from the passivity which
is understood without exception in western discourse as female, to the single instance of
criminality evidenced in the passage, the prostitute. This passivity is opposed, elsewhere in
Dialectic of Enlightenment,

to the pure masculine aggression of Hitler, and it is in this

opposition that the sexual difference that structures the opposition between mimesis and
paranoia is best understood.
The mantis of course remains a female figure, the femme fatale who waits to seize
her prey, but in its representation of the dissolution of boundaries it is also a question of the
return to a time before the establishment of the distinctions that order art and culture. This
return to a presymbolic time and space, to a period prior to differentiation and the entry into
the symbolic order, is a characteristic tendency of the critical dimension of automatism - of
refusal - and I have attempted to outline this tendency in my discussions of D a l i ' s Reve and
of Le petit mimetique. In Lamba and Breton's polemic with D a l i , this critical dimension is
pushed through a logic of difference to the point of psychosis: i f the paranoiac is in control
of his means, then the automatic personality w i l l be dissolved. This is why Le petit
mimetique differs from an automatism that is not structured as defence, in which
representation is also present, and whose results are subject to analysis and interpretation.
Here, by contrast, is a taking of the position past itself, in a radical regression to a time
before art.
One could say that it is this that so aggravates Laurent Jenny, in his argument for
paranoia and against automatism. Where Jenny wants clarification, distinction, reflexivity
in automatism, he only finds their absence, and cannot imagine an automatism that would be
unaware of its rhetorical dimension; cannot imagine, that is, an automatism that would be
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automatic (or, at the very least, an automatism that would not be 'weak' or 'soft').

98

Yet it

is precisely the lack of such reflexivity that is important to automatism as a strategy: in its
claim to an adequate expression, one even superior to that of conventional literary forms, it
attempts to undermine the bases for these, and for literature itself. This strategy is marked
by the blurring of sexual difference, which can be thought of as an undoing of the very
distinction that marks the advent of culture. In this sense, the "delicious wound" that Breton
calls the sempervivum plant, upon which are inscribed the letters of love, would be nothing
other than automatism itself.

99

A l l this would seem to have taken us far from politics - although we are not so far
from art, which is just around the corner. The surrealists' use of the figure of Le petit
mimetique is strategic, but it is also symptomatic of anxiety, at a time when it seemed
impossible either to move towards the realization of an art made by all, or to accept the role
of artistic movement that had always been open to them.
Action and the dream are still related in the figure of Le petit mimetique, but it no
longer promises the reconciliation of rational and irrational, nor the overcoming of art in a
generalized creativity for which the object would furnish a model. T o the extent that it
represents similarity rather than difference, Le petit mimetique does not figure synthesis,
sublation, or the unity of opposites in the way that other surrealist images have done or w i l l
do, no matter how incomparable their terms. A s a figure of regression, it emphasizes the
critical and negative properties of automatism - refusal, the unravelling of art - at a time
when supersession has become difficult or impossible to imagine. It protests against an art
that privileges specialization and individual talent, which are exemplified by Dalf's mastery

Jenny, "From Breton to Dali", op. cit., pp. 112-13. In this perverse reading of "the adventures of
automatism", Breton is the good bourgeois republican, Dali the revolutionary.
I n a passage that immediately follows the one cited in n. 95 of this chapter, Breton describes the
sempervivum as "cette plaie delicieuse qui s'ouvre et se ferme sur une suite phosphorescente, seculaire de
tentations et de dangers." Breton, L'Amour fou, in O.C., t. II, op. cit., pp. 740 and 743.
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of technique; it moves right away from such a mastery, in its return to a conception of
automatism as transparency, as nature.
Automatism, as figured in Le petit mimetique, represents a regression to a pre-artistic
expression that w i l l still act critically, but its preservation as a separate activity somewhat
paradoxically represents a delay in the reconciliation of art and life. Such that, in a later
essay like "Genese et perspective artistiques du surrealisme" (Breton's text for Peggy
Guggenheim's Art of This Century catalogue, which appeared in 1942), automatism w i l l be
a feature of a renovated surrealism incorporated into the history of progressive modern art,
as the persistence of interpretation at a time when action is no longer feasible.

100

But here

too, in a different way, the fragile tubes of the communicating vessels of action and
interpretation are found to be damaged, or even cauterized; although there is no explicit
renunciation of the possibility of communication between the two spheres, such a project
has become unviable in the present. W i t h the loss of that possibility, and with the

"Genese et perspective artistiques du surrealisme" was originally published in an English translation as one
of three prefaces to Peggy Guggenheim, ed., Art of This Century: Objects - Drawings - Photographs Paintings - Sculpture - Collages 1910 to 1942 (New York: Art of This Century, 1942). It is reprinted in Le
Surrealisme et la Peinture, op. cit., pp. 49-82. Both this essay and "Des tendances les plus recentes de la
peinture surrealiste", published in Minotaure nos. 12-13 in May 1939, emphasize a return to automatism in the
aftermath of the conflict with paranoia-criticism, but they do so in the context of a return to art. The earlier
article calls attention to the work of a number of younger artists who took no part in the early struggles of the
surrealist group, and who, because of this, did not have to work through their antagonistic relation to the
modern art that preceded them:
100

L a peinture surrealiste, dans ses manifestations de la plus fraiche date chez des hommes assez jeunes
pour ne pas avoir, sur le plan artistique, a rendre compte de leurs antecedents personnels, opere un
retour marque a 1'automatisme....c'est seulement quinze ans apres le Manifeste du surrealisme
concluant a la necessite de sa mise en oeuvre passionnee que 1'automatisme absolu fait son apparition
sur le plan plastique.
Le Surrealisme et la Peinture, op. cit., p. 145. This account establishes and justifies an automatic activity that
occurs within the categories of art, rather than outside of them, as well as a non-antagonistic relation of these
later artists - who include Matta, Esteban Frances and Gordon Onslow-Ford - to contemporary modernism.
The later, New York essay locates surrealism within the trajectory of modern art, rather than, as Le Surrealisme
et la Peinture had done, in tension with it, as an anti-modernist window looking out over the psyche. Here, as
in the figure of Le petit mimetique, automatism is identified with nature, but in 1942 nature is described in
terms of harmony rather than of conflict; it is the complement of art rather than its companion-enemy.
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beginnings of surrealism's incorporation into "I'esprit moderne", the object begins its own
disappearing act.
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Conclusion

Nous avons abandonne les maquereaux pour les litterateurs.
- Yves Tanguy, c. 1938, on the surrealists' change of cafes
from the place Blanche to the Deux-Magots
There was not only a "crisis of the object" in 1936, as Breton would have us believe
in a text both hopeful and pessimistic; this was also a crisis point for the surrealist
movement. In 1936, surrealism was poised between art and revolution; with the failure of a
revolutionary politics, it hovered on the threshold of an imminent 'return to art' that would
consecrate it as a modern art movement, rather than as the avant-garde it had once claimed
to be. The objects which survive from the Exposition surrealiste d'objets are fragile
mementoes of that project, the success of which was predicated on the possibility of a
revolutionary transformation. The feasibility of such a transformation was, however, even
then being opened up to question, in texts like "Crise de l'objet" and Claude Cahun's
"Prenez garde aux objets domestiques".

1

These essays were written - and the Exposition

surrealiste d'objets to which they were the complement was organized - at a time of
apparent triumph for the left in France, between the election of the Popular Front in A p r i l
1936, and the formation of its government in June. Yet it was precisely this success that, for
Breton and Cahun, signalled the petrification of the social, against which they pitted
inductive thought and the surrealist object.
The Exposition surrealiste d'objets was situated between two events: the triumph of
the Popular Front, and the failure of Contre-Attaque. It received virtually no coverage by
the press, for I think two reasons: its association with an ostracized political grouping,
despite the surrealists' denunciation of Contre-Attaque during the exhibition; and its attempt
to represent an alternative conception of culture in the fraternization of diverse objects, high

See the passages quoted on pp. 245-46 (Breton) and 251 (Cahun).
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and low, indigenous and exogenous.

2

I have only been able to locate one review of the

exhibition in the dailies, weeklies, and revues of the period, despite extensive research; this
was in the Popular Front weekly, Vendredi.
There, Guy Crouzet, who had been partial to surrealism in the past, wrote a
dismissive review of the exhibition in terms not unlike those used by Pierre Robin in his
note on D a l i for Inquisitions.

Despite or even because of the fact that the exhibition

consisted of "bric-a-brac" rather than of works of art, it was relegated to the mondanite of a
public consisting of snobs and aesthetes; i f the presentation of the exhibition was overserious, the works in it were at the same time frivolous, lacking substance:
Tous ces objets froles par l'ange du Bizarre, tous ces assemblages inquietants de
lignes et de volumes, j'entends bien qu'ils nous parlent le langage des reves... M a i s
leur concert n'a plus de voix. Et nous ne sommes plus qu'au Marche aux Puces des
sous-produits de Pimagination.
3

It is significant that the exhibition cannot be taken seriously to the extent that the
objects shown there are not resolved into proper works of art; although Crouzet had been
perhaps the most sympathetic of all journalists to the surrealist project in the past, in articles
for L a Grande Revue and Notre Temps, the presentation of a position "au-dela de la
peinture" in the objects exhibition meets not incomprehension but rejection. This is in
keeping with a Popular Front aesthetic that favours both engagement and the persistence of

In his recent work on the relation of surrealism and primitivism, Victor Semerjian sees the heterogeneous
mixing of 'primitive' and modern objects in the 1936 exhibition as one which was opposed to the Popular
Front defence of a traditional notion of culture. That is, it wasn't only in the writings about the exhibition, in
the catalogue and in Cahiers d'Art, that a different conception of culture was raised, but in the organization and
installation of the exhibition itself, precisely in the way in which it resembled an ethnographic display. This
involved a dehierarchization and desublimation of all the works on display, which extended to the modernist
works there too, such as Picasso's Verre d'absinthe. Victor Semerjian, "Surrealists in Exile: In Search of
Primitive Society", presentation given 31 March 1994 at the University of British Columbia.
G u y Crouzet, "Surrealisme pas mort", Vendredi, no. 30 (29 mai 1936), p. 3. Despite its title, the review reads
very much like a post-mortem. Apart from Crouzet's article, I was able to locate an article written by a
surrealist: Maurice Henry, "Une exposition d'objets surrealistes", Le Petit Journal (24 mai 1936), p. 7; and
two brief notices: in Paris-Soir (30 mai 1936), p. 4, with a reproduction of Dali's Veston aphrodisiaque; and
in Beaux-Arts, 7 4 annee, no. 178 (29 mai 1936), p. 8 (which is an uncredited reproduction of the press release
Breton prepared for the exhibition).
2

3
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artistic categories. The surrealists remain outside the Popular Front both politically and
aesthetically, still tainted by a political adventure that was expressly critical of the Popular
Front's defensive position, and advocating in principle the supersession of art rather than its
defence. What is more, they speak from the site and tribune of art, the Galerie Charles
Ratton and Cahiers d'Art, in articulating this position. That alone is enough for the
exhibition to be either dismissed as a diversion catering to snobs (as opposed to the larger,
excluded public the Popular Front pledged itself to reach through an expanded definition of
culture), or simply ignored. Despite its retrospective importance, the Exposition surrealiste
d'objets was virtually a non-event at the time, a sign of the surrealists' isolation in the
political and cultural climate of 1936, and of the difficulty of sustaining an avant-garde
position.
The surrealist group had advocated from the beginning a conception of creativity
outside the parameters of art, even as it maintained links with art and its institutions.
Editorial participation in the deluxe magazine Minotaure represented an unacceptable
compromise for some surrealists at the time of the Popular Front; although Minotaure was
more than an art magazine, and much more than an alibi for a covert artistic practice and
identity, the alliance which was effected with modern art led to the hemorrhaging of the
surrealist group over the winter of 1934-35. Surrealism, in fact, was complicit with the
institutions of art on a number of levels: with Albert Skira and E . Teriade at Minotaure,
more occasionally with Christian Zervos at Cahiers d'Art, and with the N e w Burlington
Galleries and the Galerie des Beaux-Arts, sites of the 1936 and 1938 surrealist exhibitions in
London and Paris.

4

The Exposition internationale du surrealisme was held in Georges Wildenstein's Galerie des Beaux-Arts, and
was the latest in a series of the gallery's surveys of modern art, following exhibitions of Seurat, Gauguin, the
fauves and cubists. Breton and Eluard accepted the proposal made by Raymond Cogniat, the director of the
gallery, to hold an exhibition of surrealist art there, provided that it would not be in the nature of a
retrospective, and that the surrealists would have complete control over its organization. For Georges Hugnet's
memoir of the exhibition, upon which this assessment is based, see his "L'Exposition internationale du

4
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A t the same time, we can see the objects exhibition, and the participation in ContreAttaque, as reaffirmations of an avant-garde position, and as its last expression, before
surrealism's realignment with other modern art movements and individuals in the defence of
a modernism threatened with liquidation both by fascism and by its apparent nemesis,
Stalinism. In these circumstances, revolution could no longer be envisaged other than as
catastrophe, and there is a corresponding re-emphasis in Breton's 1936 essay "Crise de
l'objet" on the movement of thought alone, since the social cannot change.
Surrealism's return to art was manifested in several ways, but it was by no means a
simple gesture. In 1937, the surrealists participated for the first time in the programme of a
world's fair, during the Exposition internationale des arts et des techniques dans la vie
moderne held in Paris. The exhibition was dedicated to the reconciliation of art and
technology, continuing in this way the theme of the 1925 Exposition des arts decoratifs.
Eluard gave a lecture on the future of poetry, Breton another on black humour, and as a
group the surrealists collaborated in the staging of two plays by Alfred Jarry, under the
direction of Sylvain Itkine.

5

A n incident during the fair attests, however, to the conditional nature of the
surrealists' support for a positive cultural programme; an open letter was addressed to the
officials responsible for culture, concerning an exhibition of contemporary art at the Musee
du Jeu de Paume.

6

The Exposition internationale occasioned and made official the state's

recognition of modern art for the first time, through the construction of a modern art

surrealisme en 1938" (1958), in Pleins et delies: Souvenirs et temoignages 1926-1972 (La Chapelle-sur-Loire:
Guy Authier Editeur, 1972), p. 324.
A pamphlet was produced for the production of Ubu enchaine, with written contributions by Breton, Gui
Rosey, Georges Hugnet, Peret, Pierre Mabille, Eluard, Itkine, Gilbert Lely, Henri Pastoureau, Leo Malet and
Maurice Heine, and illustrations by Jean Effel, Picasso, Wolfgang Paalen, Tanguy, Fabien Loris, Marcel Jean,
Lucien Coutaud, Man Ray, Roger Blin, Maurice Henry, Miro and Magritte. With the exceptions of Itkine,
Effel, Loris, Coutaud and Blin (and, of course, Picasso, always the fellow traveller), these were all surrealists.
Itkine was a good friend of Jean's, and the two of them had worked with Jacques Prevert in the agit-prop
theatre group Octobre in the early 1930s.
The letter, dated 7 August 1937, is reproduced in Jose Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes et declarations
collectives, 1.11922-1939 (Paris: Le terrain vague, 1980), pp. 311-12.
5
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museum, the Palais de Tokyo, which was built to replace the Musee du Luxembourg. It was
inaugurated, however, not by an exhibition of modern art, but by an immense historical
exhibition, Chefs d'oeuvre de Tart frangais. In keeping with the spirit of the Popular Front,
which was chiefly responsible for organizing the Exposition, Chefs d'oeuvre de I'art
frangais mixed 'major' and 'minor' arts from the Gothic to Henri Rousseau, in an expanded
definition of culture that attempted at the same time to define a French national tradition.
A n equally immense exhibition at the Petit Palais, Les Maitres de l ' A r t independant,
which included more than 1500 works, picked up the narrative where the Palais de Tokyo
exhibition left off; it, along with the construction of a new modern art museum, involved a
belated recognition by the state of the existence of a modem art independent of state
sponsorship or of the aesthetic fostered by the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. Despite the presence
of the work of a number of foreign artists, Les Maitres de l ' A r t independant, like the Chefs
d'oeuvre exhibition, was conceived primarily as an exhibition of French art. What 'foreign'
work there was in the exhibition was that of artists, like Picasso, who resided in France. Its
understanding of independent art, moreover, was conceived largely within the parameters of
a naturalist aesthetic, and was overwhelmingly figurative in nature. Both surrealism and
abstraction were excluded from this conception, surrealism being represented, for instance,
by a single work by M a x Ernst.

7

A much smaller exhibition of 177 works, Origines et developpement de I'art
international independant, was held at the Musee du Jeu de Paume. It was intended to be a
correction to the overwhelming emphasis on a French national art in the two officiallysponsored exhibitions, and would show the work of a range of contemporary European

The exhibition was organized around ten painters: Bonnard, Braque, Derain, Duty, Matisse, Picasso, Rouault,
Dunoyer de Segonzac, Utrillo and Vuillard. Each of these artists had a room devoted to their work. For
information on these exhibitions, see the catalogues for the two exhibitions organized on the occasion of the
50th anniversary of the 1937 World's Fair: Paris 1937: Cinquantenaire de VExpositiqn internationale des
arts et des techniques dans la vie moderne (Paris: Institut Francais d'Architecture/Paris-Musees, 1987), and
Paris 1937: L'art independant (Paris: Musee d'art moderne de la Ville de Paris, 1987).
7
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artists, including the work of the surrealist and abstract artists excluded from the exhibition
at the Petit Palais. Yet the Jeu de Paume exhibition also displayed a strong Parisian bias in
its choice of works, and in its rationalization of the "origins and development" of
international art. In the Salle d'honneur of the Jeu de Paume, works by Cezanne, Renoir,
V a n Gogh, Gauguin, Seurat, Rousseau and Redon were presented as the precursors and
origins of modern art, along with a number of African and Polynesian masks, sculptures and
bark paintings. A room each was devoted to two art movements, fauvism and cubism, with
the successors to these movements - purism, neo-plasticism, dada, surrealism,
constructivism and abstraction - gathered together in the rooms that followed. The
implication of the display was that these different tendencies in contemporary art had
evolved out of the earlier French movements, and this was reinforced in the catalogue essay,
which understood all the various movements of modern art in the exhibition (with the
exceptions of dada and surrealism) to be the children of cubism.
This exhibition, which unlike the other two was not officially a component of the
Exposition internationale, was protested by an open letter sent to Camille Chautemps and
Jean Zay (both cabinet ministers) and Georges Huisman (the official in charge of fine arts
administration), which was signed by a number of artists and writers, of whom Breton led
the list. The letter protested what it saw as a false, parochial view of contemporary
8

international art, with its assumption that Parisian art was more or less identical to
international art. There was no work by expressionists or futurists, and constructivism was
represented solely by Naum Gabo and Anton Pevsner, to the exclusion of those artists who
had remained in the Soviet Union. The protest called attention to these absences, and

It is not at all evident that the letter was written by Breton, but it is a sign of an alliance, at least, among those
tendencies in modern art that felt excluded or misrepresented by the Jeu de Paume exhibition. It was signed
by, among the surrealists, Breton, Arp, Hugnet, Peret, Tanguy, Jean, Georges Mouton, Irene Hamoir, E.L.T.
Mesens and Louis Scutenaire, by such artists as Brancusi, Herbin, Kupka, the Delaunays, Gleizes, Survage,
Seligmann (before he joined the surrealists), Van Doesburg, Vantongerloo, Freundlich, and Magnelli, and by
Tzara, Pierre Courthion, Jeanne Bucher, Vicente Huidobro, Max Raphael, Jenny-Laure Garcin and Gabrielle
Buffet, among some twenty others.
8
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implicitly to the liquidation of the modernist and avant-garde movements in Germany and
the Soviet Union. While the unavailability of the work of many of these artists was
understandable in the contemporary political situation, the pedagogical orientation of the
exhibition and its catalogue, the belief that it provided an adequate understanding of the
origins and development of an international modern art, was less excusable. The letter of
protest specifically criticized the catalogue in these terms:
Nous nous elevons contre la redaction de l'avant-propos et du texte explicatif du
Catalogue qui sont faux.
9

Despite the exhibition's rather generous display of surrealist art (38 of 177 works),
dada and surrealism were not well received in the catalogue text, since they were outside the
teleology of modernism it was constructing.

10

O f dada, it said, there were no works,

"puisque la negation totale qui est dans ce systeme defendait toute creation plastique ou
meme esthetique "; of surrealism, it was essentially a question of the dream, of an internal
11

model, rather than of any development out of cubism. The author of the catalogue text also
stated:
M a i s de tous ces peintres, seul Chirico avant 1917, et quelque fois M a x Ernst, dans
ses «frottages» ont transpose l'atmosphere du reve, les autres n'en ont transpose que
les elements.
12

"Lettre ouverte a Monsieur Camille Chautemps, Monsieur Jean Zay, Monsieur Georges Huisman", in Pierre,
ed., Tracts surrealistes, op. cit., p. 312.
The exhibition included nine works by Miro, eight by Dali, eight by de Chirico (all from 1911-17), five by
Ernst, and one or two works each by Tanguy, Man Ray, Arp, Magritte, Roland Penrose and S.W. Hayter.
Origines et developpement de Tart international independant (Paris: Musee du Jeu de Paume, 1937), n.p.
Ibid. The catalogue text is anonymous, but it was probably written by Christian Zervos. Zervos was on the
organizing committee for the exhibition, along with Braque, Jean Cassou, Eluard, Leger, Louis Marcoussis,
Matisse, Picasso, Maurice Raynal, Georges-Henri Riviere, and a number of others. Eluard did not sign the
protest, which could only have been a slap in the face; there had in fact been a growing rift between he and
Breton from 1936 on, and they only collaborated on one more project, the January 1938 surrealist exhibition at
the Galerie des Beaux-Arts, before their differences reached a point of non-return in the fall of 1938. Eluard
wrote to Gala in August 1937:
9

10

n

12

A propos de Breton, il a fait paraitre un tract contre l'exposition du Jeu de Paume, lettre ouverte aux
ministres, signe (et pour la defense) d'une «Abstraction-creation» de 14 ordre. II m'est venu aux
oreilles que je suis en ce moment traite comme le dernier des derniers. Comme j'en ai autant sur le
coeur 5a ne fait rien. On verra bien.
e
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The open letter was a sign of the alliance of surrealism and modern art refused in the
catalogue itself, which was premised on an evolutionary understanding of the development
of modern art, and on the superiority of French, or at least Parisian, art. One of the central
principles of Breton's efforts to achieve such an alliance was its internationalism, of which,
according to the signatories of the letter of protest, the exhibition presented a skewed and
misleading version. From Breton's perspective, such an alliance would not be based on any
formal affinities shared by the various tendencies of modern art, since it was a question
above all of keeping interpretation alive in the face of the liquidation of modern art in
Germany and the Soviet Union, and of the embargo on criticism advocated by the cultural
leaders of the Popular Front. In Breton's conception, modern art's value did not lie in its
development out of cubism (for which the Jeu de Paume catalogue furnished a disputed
genealogy), but on its open and inquiring spirit.
This is the tenor also of two editorials published in the final issue of Minotaure,
"Eternite de Minotaure" and " L e Nationalisme dans I'art"; in the second editorial,
especially, an internationalist perspective is opposed to the conservative and nationalist bias
of Beaux-Arts, the weekly published by the gallery that had hosted the 1938 surrealist
exhibition.

13

In each case, it is a question of maintaining a site for interpretation, for which

an alliance with the experimental tendencies of modern art is sought; in "Eternite de
Minotaure", interpretation is even given as a form of action. A t the same time, this involves
an often harsh criticism of those, like Zervos or the Galerie des Beaux-Arts, with whom the
surrealists had already entertained relations, when the terms on which this alliance is to be

Eluard to Gala Dali, August 1937, in Lettres a Gala (1924-1948), ed. Pierre Dreyfus (Paris: Gallimard, 1984),
p. 283. Incidentally, the rupture with Eluard also occasioned the departure, expulsion or estrangement of
Ernst, Arp, Picasso, Hugnet, S.W. Hayter and Gisele Prassinos from the surrealist group. In a development
that had nothing to do with Eluard, Dali was expelled in the early months of 1939, although he had already
distanced himself from the collective for some time, without openly breaking with it. At the same time, we
should note the migration of a number of artists into the surrealist group from Abstraction-Creation, beginning
in 1936: Wolfgang Paalen, Kurt Seligmann, Christine Boumeester, Henri Goetz and Gerard Vulliamy.
"Eternite de Minotaure", Minotaure nos. 12-13 (Mai 1939), n.p.; "Le Nationalisme dans Part", ibid., pp. 7071.
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constructed are misconstrued or unrecognized by the other party. In this sense, surrealism's
return to art is accompanied by further conflict, and further ruptures. In returning to art, it is
never a question for the surviving members of the surrealist group (who number about 35
after the split with Eluard), of accepting formalist or even aesthetic criteria of evaluation; it
is, rather, a question of returning to a moment prior to surrealism's constitution as an avantgarde, when Breton had hoped to gather the leading figures of modern art and literature
together in order to determine the future direction of the 'modern spirit'. A l l of surrealism's
subsequent activity had been directed away from such a notion; in returning to it, however,
there is an often violent disagreement with those whose support of and appreciation for
modern art are based on different criteria.
This is not to say that politics were abandoned in these years for art. The surrealists
were active in the Comite de Vigilance des Intellectuels Antifascistes and in the Comite
d'enquete sur les proces de Moscou. A number of surrealists, including Adolphe Acker,
Leo Malet and Benjamin Peret, were members of the Trotskyist Parti Ouvrier International,
and Peret went to Spain to join the P . O . U . M . militia, then the anarchist brigades, in the
struggle against Franco. The surrealists were also instrumental in organizing the Federation
Internationale de l ' A r t Revolutionnaire Independant (F.I.A.R.I.) upon Breton's return from
M e x i c o in 1938; this organization gathered together a number of left opposition artists and
intellectuals on the basis of "Pour un Art revolutionnaire independant", the manifesto
Breton had written with Trotsky, and signed with Diego R i v e r a .

14

The French section of

Members of the French section of the F.I.A.R.I. included Jean Giono, Victor Serge, Marcel Fourrier, Marcel
Martinet, Maurice Wullens, Henry Poulaille, Yves Allegret, Paul Benichou and Gaston Modot, as well as a
good number of surrealists. Martinet, Wullens and Poulaille were all partisans of proletarian literature, as
Serge and Giono had been at the time of the debates on revolutionary culture. There is thus an alliance here of
the remnants of two of the three groups that had been marginalized by the P.C.F. in 1932, both of whom
opposed the politics of the Popular Front. (Monde had been brought onside by the spring of 1933, but ceased
publication with Barbusse's death in 1935.) The majority of these figures were not in fact Trotskyists, though
they were for the most part dissident communists. The manifesto was signed by Rivera and Breton rather than
by Trotsky for perhaps two reasons: to give the impression that the F.I.A.R.I. was the work of 'artists', rather
than of a disgraced revolutionary; and to permit the organization of as a large a number as possible of antiStalinist artists and intellectuals, including the considerable number who disagreed with Trotsky's views.
14
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F.I.A.R.I. published two editions of its journal Cle in January and February 1939, although it
did not long survive the rupture between Trotsky and Rivera in January of that year.
The difference between the demand for the supersession of art and of a 'return to art'
is not the renunciation of politics, therefore. One of the goals of the F.I.A.R.I. was to keep
alive the revolutionary option, in the face of its disappearance from anti-fascist politics.
Indeed, this is the import of apriere d'inserer for Cle in late 1938, prior to the first
appearance of the journal:
Les uns par commodite d'esprit, les autres par docilite partisane, de trop nombreux
intellectuels regardent et representent la revolution sociale tantot comme terminee,
tantot comme irrealisable. II est temps de s'insurger contre une telle meconnaissance
des realites qui nous entourent et du determinisme qui les gouverne.
15

The difference is rather between a position that still envisaged the possibility of a radical
social transformation (which would, in turn, bring art to an end as a separate category), and
the taking of a principled political position that would ensure one's isolation from the forces
of social change. It is only when it is understood that "la caste actuellement dirigeante en
U.R.S.S....ne represente pas le communisme, mais en est l'ennemi le plus perfide et le plus
dangereux ", in other words when there is no longer any hope for revolution from the
16

revolutionary homeland, that one takes a position that continues to support the idea of
revolution in principle, but that implicitly acknowledges one's effective separation from any
possibility of action. For this very reason, the surrealists avoided taking such a position
until 1936, despite a longstanding admiration for Trotsky.

17

So long as the P . C . F . remained

the party of revolution, the vehicle of transformation, it made little political sense to join the
left opposition, even if one agreed privately with much of its criticism of developments in
the U . S . S . R . If Contre-Attaque was a gesture of defiance (and, perhaps, a sign of trauma)

^Priere d'inserer for Cle, November or December 1938, reproduced in Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes, op.
cit., p. 343.
"Pour un Art revolutionnaire independant" (July 1938), in Pierre, ed., Tracts surrealistes, op. cit., p. 336.
A s I have already noted, Peret was an exception among the surrealists, for he adopted an openly Trotskyist
position from 1929 on.
16
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following the surrealists' final break with the P.C.F., it was also premised, however
phantasmatically, on the possibility of harnessing the revolutionary energies of the street
first to combat the French fascist paramilitary organizations, then to seize power; the fervour
of its pronouncements attest to an illusion, at least, of the possibility of radical social
change, i f only the revolutionary potential of the crowd could be realized outside the
confines of its Popular Front handlers.
The explicit identification with a Trotskyist position from 1936 on is not a sign of
resignation, but it tacitly concedes the impossibility of revolution, at least in the immediate
present. It is a position one only takes in isolation, especially given the demonization of
Trotsky by the Comintern and by the national Communist Parties; Trotsky was not only the
great absentee defendant in the Moscow trials, but was charged with sabotaging the loyalist
cause in the Spanish C i v i l War. A s Otto K a r l Werckmeister has recently suggested, the
principled political position taken by Rivera, Trotsky and Breton in publishing their
manifesto, and in organizing the F.I.A.R.I., was one they occupied by default, a deficit that
they attempted to turn into a surplus.

18

Those that joined them were for the most part left

opposition figures who were similarly marginalized from political action, through their
forced isolation from the Popular Front organizations that dominated the political left in the
late 1930s.
It is in such circumstances that the 1938 manifesto proposes a more or less
permanent separation of art and life, and the preservation of artistic categories, in order for
interpretation to continue to be undertaken separately from action. Trotsky and Breton
emphasize the necessity of a distinction between a centralized socialist economy, and an
anarchist realm of individual liberty for intellectual and artistic activity:

Otto Karl Werckmeister, "The Summit Meeting of Revolutionary Art: Trotsky, Rivera and Breton at
Coyoacan, 1938", Actes du XXVII Congres international d'Histoire d'Art, Section 2 (Strasbourg, 1992), p.
168. In Werckmeister's view, revolution was a purely hypothetical project in the political circumstances of the
late 1930s, one however that Trotsky, Breton and Rivera continued to uphold against the alternatives of the
defence of liberal democracy or of socialism in one country.
18

e

312
S i , pour le developpement des forces productives materielles, la revolution est tenue
d'eriger un regime socialiste de plan centralise, pour la creation intellectuelle elle
doit des le debut meme etablir et assurer un regime anarchiste de liberte
individuelle.
19

A s we have seen in Chapter 2, Trotsky had already advocated the preservation of a
distance between art and life in Literature and Revolution, and Breton cited Trotsky in 1928,
in order to bolster his own argument against an art of social command. In his portion of the
manifesto, Breton returns to the idea of a less-determined poetic activity that is still
dependent on the notion of objective chance, in order to maintain a site for the production of
knowledge that is independent of political interference:
E n ce qu'elle garde d'individuel dans sa genese, en ce qu'elle met en oeuvre de
qualites subjectives pour degager un certain fait qui entratne un enrichissement
objectif, une decouverte philosophique, sociologique, scientifique ou artistique
apparait comme le fruit d'un hasard precieux, c'est-a-dire comme une manifestation
plus ou moins spontanee de la necessite. On ne saurait negliger un tel apport, tant du
point de vue de la connaissance generate (qui tend a ce que se poursuive
1'interpretation du monde) que du point de vue revolutionnaire (qui, pour parvenir a
la transformation du monde, exige qu'on se fasse une idee exacte des lois qui
regissent son mouvement).
20

This interpretation of the acquisition of knowledge still requires an Hegelian movement
from interior to exterior, from subjective to objective, which anticipates a response from the
real. A proper relation between action and interpretation will depend upon the
understanding achieved in this non-instrumental apprehension of the world. The passage
retains enough of an allusion to Engels for Breton and Trotsky to be satisfied with the
materialist nature of its expression, but it also insists on an independence from any a priori
reasoning or interference. This is the (surrealist) condition of its independence. According

"Pour un Art revolutionnaire independant", op. cit., p. 337. Gerard Roche has published the original
manuscript for the 1938 manifesto side by side with its final version, which has allowed us to ascertain which
portions were written by Breton, and which by Trotsky. In fact, each author provided about half of the text,
with Trotsky responsible for the final revisions. The passage quoted above comes from Trotsky's portion of
the manifesto. See Gerard Roche, "Breton, Trotsky: Une collaboration", Pleine Marge no. 3 (mai 1986), pp.
73-93.
"Pour un Art revolutionnaire independant", op. cit., p. 335. This is from the second paragraph of the
manifesto, which is the first written by Breton.
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to the manifesto, only an independent art dedicated to the synchronization of interior and
exterior in this manner can be a revolutionary art; the independence of art from any parti
pris or political direction w i l l be the very condition of its revolutionary nature. A r t will
persist as a category apart from the politicized realm of the material production and
reproduction of society, which will, of necessity, be subject to control and direction.
The idea of the persistence of art has become an historical necessity at a time when
any signs of an independent art have been hunted down in Germany, Italy and the U . S . S . R .
It is in line with the surrealists' defence of an experimental conception of modern art, and of
their realignment with other modern art movements in the late 1930s. If Trotsky had always
presupposed the permanence of art in the new society, the surrealists came to this position
once the revolution became unimaginable, or horrifying in the terms in which it had already
been realized. This is why I think that the persistence of their call for revolution becomes a
formal one, a demand to keep a social transformation in mind that in present circumstances
should never be enacted. With the assassination of Trotsky in 1940, such a goal becomes
more than ever Utopian, as Breton and the group as a whole turn towards a pre-Marxist
Utopian socialism within which the goal of transformation is still preserved, and occulted in
an increasing interest in magic and alchemy.
But I am getting ahead of myself. In the 1938 manifesto, a return to the notion of
sublimation accompanies the hypostatization of the category of art, turning on an allusion to
objective humour:
L e mecanisme de sublimation...que la psychanalyse a mis en evidence, a pour objet
de retablir l'equilibre rompu entre le «moi» coherent et les elements refoules. Ce
retablissement s'opere au profit de l'«ideal du moi» qui dresse contre la realite
presente, insupportable, les puissances du monde interieur, du «soi», communes a
tous les hommes et constamment en voie d'epanouissement dans le devenir.
21

Ibid., p. 336. Needless to say, this passage was contributed by Breton. As I have noted before, "soi" was the
initial translation of the Freudian term "Es", which has become "ca" in current usage.
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The unconscious is invoked here as a mechanism common to all; at the same time,
sublimation, the displacement upwards of desire, w i l l be the vehicle of the restoration of
equilibrium between consciousness and the unconscious. The reconciliation at work here is
not premised on a prior loss or disequilibrium, as it is in earlier models of automatism; it is,
as in the notion of objective humour, the ego ideal that w i l l turn the forces of the
unconscious against the disastrous conditions of the present, in a process that presupposes a
non-repressive diversion of sexual energy into creative activity. This is in keeping with
Breton's interest in the late 1930s in both the Gothic novel and in black humour, which in
each case is an attempt to dominate circumstances over which one has very little control.

22

But it is antithetical to the way in which sublimation was discussed in the pamphlet
accompanying the screening of L'Age d'or in 1930, where the sublimatory processes that
lead to the creation of the work of art w i l l deliver one bound hand and foot to the existing
order of things.

23

While it is true that the 1938 manifesto is not a declaration of surrealist

principles, its importance for my argument here lies in the fact that through it, the surrealists
seek an alliance with other artists and intellectuals on the basis of the independence of art,
and thus of its conservation as a permanent category.
M y introduction to the idea that the 1938 manifesto represented a perpetuation of the
separation of art and life came from Louis Janover, whose Surrealisme, art et politique is an
extended critique of the surrealists' political engagement. For Janover, their
acknowledgement of the political leadership of the Parti Communiste Frangais in the 1920s
is the moment when the surrealists consigned themselves to art and literature, in admitting a
de facto division of labour between art and politics.

See "Limites non frontieres du surrealisme" (1936), in La Cle des champs (Paris: Societe Nouvelle des
Editions Pauvert, 1979), pp. 14-28, and Breton's introduction to the Anthologie de I'humour noir (1940)
entitled "Paratonnerre", in Oeuvres completes, t. II (Paris: Gallimard, 1992), pp. 867-73.
See the passage quoted on p. 20 of the introduction.
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Janover views the 1938 manifesto as confirming and perpetuating this division of
labour, in its separation of political and artistic spheres:
Dans le manifeste qu'ils ecriront en collaboration...il n'est nullement question de
faire porter la critique sur la separation du travail manuel d'avec le travail
intellectuel qui cree les hommes parcellaires de la societe capitaliste, ni de montrer
comment et pourquoi cette division de deux facultes de travail assure a une caste
detachee de la vie pratique le privilege de la creation artistique. Ce n'est pas de la
resorption de l'art dans la realite sociale q u ' i l est question dans ce texte, mais de la
perpetuation de la division du travail.
24

For Janover, the class division between proletarian restraint and intellectual liberty
reproduces the division of labour to which the surrealists were ostensibly opposed both
politically and culturally. The exploitation of workers is tacitly conceded, and the privileges
of the artist are maintained, in Trotsky and Breton's separation of artistic and political
spheres.
I believe that the surrealists did come to support the separation of art and life, which
made the objects dispensable as a separate category of extra-aesthetic activity. The
Exposition surrealiste d'objets can be seen as a turning point for surrealism, hesitating
before the path which had always been open to it - that of art or literature - at a time when
the revolutionary politics it had espoused from 1925 seemed no longer viable or desirable.
Just as the survivors of Contre-Attaque who had gathered around Bataille withdrew their
demand for a revolution to be accomplished in the N o w of contemporary history, the better
to preserve it for the future in the secret society called Acephale, so did the surrealists occult
the revolution, projecting it into the indefinite future without abandoning it as such. It was
not necessarily a question of forgetting politics; the rejection of Popular Front reformism or
Comintern realpolitik was made in the name of a revolutionary internationalism. But the
increasingly open identification of the surrealists with Leon Trotsky from September 1936
was, in the climate of vilification of Trotsky in the late 1930s, a gesture of profound
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L o u i s Janover, Surrealisme, art et politique (Paris: Editions galilee, 1980), p. 80.
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pessimism as much as it was an ethical position. This is in line with their defence of
modernism, which increasingly comes into play in the late 1930s in the face of its
liquidation in Germany and the U.S.S.R. For a time, the object had stood as a model for a
"poetry made by all", for a new type of creativity outside the existing social relations of art,
which would be realized in the new society; it recedes from view after 1936, as the avantgarde position it once represented could no longer be maintained.
The surrealist object never entirely disappears as a concern, however: it lives on in
the object-poems Breton continued to make in the 1940s; it becomes a matter of
philosophical speculation for the M a i n a Plume para-surrealist group during the war; and it
is taken up as a practice by the Romanian surrealists after the war.

25

But it no longer

occupies the same place in surrealist thought, once the overcoming of art is exchanged for
the persistence of art. Thus we can see the Exposition surrealiste d'objets as a very poignant
moment for surrealism, and Lamba and Breton's critique of Dali in Le grand parano'iaque
and Le petit mimetique as an almost necessary restatement of the value of the most radical
aspects of modernism, at the time of surrealism's own return to art.

** *
The objects (as well as automatism) offer the beginnings of a desublimatory practice,
and of the unravelling of form, that were returned to art in the assemblages and art informel

T h e double-sided sheet entitled "Informations surrealistes", which the Main a Plume group produced in May
1944, promises the appearance of a volume entitled L'Objet, with contributions by many of its members: Noel
Arnaud, Maurice Blanchard, Jacques Bureau, Christian Dotremont, Jacques Herold, Edouard Jaguer, Marco
Menegoz, Gerard de Sede, Jean Simonpoli, Andre Stil, Boris Rybak and Robert Rius. However, the group
fragmented that same month over political differences, which made publication of the collection impossible. A
reproduction of "Informations surrealistes", and a discussion of the circumstances of its appearance, are to be
found in "Mai 1944: Informations surrealistes", DOCSUR no. 19 (Decembre 1991). Four of the articles that
were to appear in L Objet, along with an extensive discussion of the project, can be found in Michel Faure,
Histoire du surrealisme sous VOccupation: Les Reverberes - L a Main a Plume (Paris: L a Table Ronde,
1982), pp. 371-429.
Krzysztof Fijalkowski has written of the Romanian surrealists' interest in the object in "From Sorcery
to Silence: The Objects of Gherasim Luca", The Modern Language Review, vol. 88 part 3 (July 1993), pp.
625-38.
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of the 1950s and '60s in America and Europe. Conceived of as extra-aesthetic, and as a
space of resistance and possibility outside of the categories of art, they contributed in their
own way to the breakdown of the formalist hegemony in modern art, through the
refunctioning of dadaist and surrealist strategies within the framework of art. That that very
framework has been dissolved in contemporary artistic practice is the historical legacy of the
surrealist object, and of its forebears the papier colle and the readymade; skill and talent no
longer command the same prestige they once did, other than nostalgically, and poetry can in
principle be made by all.
Art has, therefore, undergone a qualitative change that is plain for all to see; but this
is still within the confines of an expanded conception of art or, in its postmodern version, of
an institutionalized practice that no longer has any defining features. The cultural
conditions for the quantitative leap into a generalized creative activity have more or less
been realized, but artistic practice is still institutionally bound, since the revolutionary social
change that was the precondition for the transformation of quality into quantity never
happened.
M y work here is to some extent a work of memory, the recovery of the
circumstances of a form of collective invention premised on an awareness of one's historical
situation, of the limitations and possibilities available at a given historical juncture. The
surrealists had a sophisticated understanding of modern art and literature, but nevertheless
felt the necessity to push the implications of modernism beyond the point to which formal
innovation had taken it. Even a highly-developed consciousness of one's historical situation
by no means guarantees that this is an objective or 'true' understanding; it did, however,
provide an imaginary space of possibility that allowed for the invention of the object, and
for its location outside of the categories and institutions of art as the sign of something new.
Not just another formal innovation, the object would be a model for a new kind of relation
to the imagination, in a different social order.
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These days, it is difficult to take seriously or even to imagine this 'outside'; we
recognize how thoroughly enmeshed in social discourses of one sort or another, how
overdetermined we are, even where the decline of public institutions and consistent
underemployment have created the conditions for the emergence of new marginal cultures.
It has become difficult to imagine the future as any more than a version of the present, with
a few disembodied signifiers of the past in tow. Our sadness is to have realized the extent to
which once-historical alternatives to the everTpresence of market relations were not much
more than distorted mirrors of contemporary injustice.
If we are ever to get beyond the cultural and political impasse we are witnessing
today, it may be necessary to rediscover a Utopian elsewhere, an imagining of social
relations on terms other than the mercantile ones that have monopolized public discourse in
our own time. B y thinking about the impossible, a new thought takes shape. The lesson of
the surrealists was that this was only possible in relation to the particularities of one's time
and place, to a consciousness of the situation in which thought is produced. This would
appear to be the minimum condition for change. Despite their limitations, which are many, I
still admire the surrealists for the rigour with which they interrogated the possibilities for
change, and then marked them with a flower.

319

Fig. 1 Gant de femme, n.d.

Fig. 2 Objet cylindrique (courbe de population),

Bronze 3 x 22 x 11 cm
Private collection, Paris

Plaster 34.5 x 17 x 9 cm
Private collection, Paris

n.d.
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Fig. 3 Alberto Giacometti, Boule suspendue, 1930
W o o d and metal 60.5 x 36.5 x 34 cm
Private collection, Paris
(Photo: Andre Breton: La beaute convulsive, p. 287)

p l e u r e r des faiblesses h u m a i n e s , et du depit q u ' i l a v a i t que r i e n ne f l i t a son g r e . L a
h a i n e q u ' i l p o r t a i t a t o u t le monde, fit q u ' i l
r e s o l u t de s'en s e p a r e r t o u t a f a i t ; il_ se
r e t i r a dans des m o n t a g n e s affreuses, ou i l
ne v o y a i t p e r s o n n e ; i l p a s s a i t sa v i e i i gem i r , et ne m a n g e a i t que des herbes et des
legumes.
H e r a c l i t e c r o y a i t que le f e u etait le prem i e r p r i n c i p e de toutes choses.
II t e n a i t que ce p r e m i e r element, en se
condensant, se c h a n g e a i t en a i r ; que P a i r ,
se c o n d e n s a n t a u s s i , d e v e n a i t e a u ; qu'enfin, l'eau, de l a m e m e m a n i e r e , devenait
t e r r e ; et qu'en r e t r o g r a d a n t , l a t e r r e en se
r a r e f i a n t , se c h a n g e a i t en eau, d'eau en
a i r , et d ' a i r en f e u , q u i etait le p r e m i e r
p r i n c i p e de toutes choses.
Que 1'univers e t a i t fini; q u ' i l n ' y a v a i t
q u ' u n m o n d e ; que ce m o n d e etait compose
de f e u , et q u ' a l a fin i l p e r i r a p a r le f e u .
Que l ' u i i i v e r s etait r e m p l i d'espr.its et de
genies.
Que les d i e u x n ' o n t p o i n t de p r o v i d e n c e ,
et que tout ce q u i a r r i v e dans 1'univers doit
etre rapporte au destin.
Que le soleil n'est pas plus g r a n d q u ' i l
nous p a r a i t ; q u ' i l y a v a i t au-dessus de P a i r
des especes de b a r q u e s dont l a p a r t i e concave etait t o u r n e e v e r s n o u s ; que c'etait la
Lc cadavre exquis • oil m o n t a i e n t toutes les v a p e u r s q u i s'elevent de l a t e r r e , et que tout ce que nous
appelons des a s t r e s n ' e t a i t a u t r e chose que
n i e r e dont i l f a l l a i t empecher les s e d i t i o n s .
ces petites b a r q u e s r e m p l i e s de v a p e u r s
H e r a c l i t e m o n t a dans une c h a i r e elevee; i l
enflammees q u i b r i l l a i e n t de l a m a n i e r e
d e m a n d a un v e r r e q u ' i l r e m p l i t d'eau
que nous le v o y o n s , que les eclipses du sof r o i d e , y m e l a u n peu de legumes s a u v a l e i l et de l a l u n e a r r i v a i e n t l o r s q u e ces peg e s ; et, a p r e s a v o i r a v a l e cette c o m p o s i tites b a r q u e s t o u r n a i e n t l e u r cote concave
t i o n , i l se r e t i r a sans r i e n d i r e . 11 v o u l a i t
v e r s l a p a r t i e opposee i i l a terre, et que la
f a i r e c o n n a i t r e p a r l a que, p o u r p r e v e n i r
r a i s o n des differentes phases de l a lune.
les seditions, i l f a l l a i t b a n n i r le l u x e et les
etait que s a b a r q u e ne se t o u r n a i t que peu
delices de l a r e p u b l i q u e , et a c c o u t u m e r les
a peu.
citoyens a se c o n t e n t e r de p e u .
H e r a c l i t e c o m p o s a u n I i v r e de l a n a t u r e ,
Q u a n t a l a n a t u r e de Tame, i l d i s a i t que
q u ' i l fit m e t t r e dans le t e m p l e de D i a n e . II
c'etait a b s o l u m e n t p e r d r e son temps que de
etait eerit d'une m a n i e r e tres obscure, afin
s ' a m u s e r a l a c h e r c h e r , p u i s q u ' i l etait enq u ' i l n ' y eut que les h a b i l e s gens q u i le l u s - t i e r e m e n t i m p o s s i b l e de l a t r o u v e r , t a n t
sent, de p e u r que s i le peuple y t r o u v a i t
elle e t a i t cachee.
gout, i l ne d e v i n t t r o p c o m m u n , et que cela
L a v i e d u r e que m e n a i t H e r a c l i t e l u i
ne le f i t m e p r i s e r . C e l i v r e eut une r e p u t a c a u s a une g r a n d e m a l a d i e : i l d e v i n t h y tion e x t r a o r d i n a i r e , p a r c e que, d i t L u c r e c e ,
d r o p i q u e . II r e t o u r n a a E p h e s e p o u r se
personne
n'entendait
ce q u ' i l
voulait
f a i r e t r a i t e r ; i l a l i a t r o u v e r des m e d e c i n s ;
d i r e . D a r i u s , r o i de Perse, en a y a n t entenet c o m m e i l ne p a r l a i t j a m a i s que p a r
du p a r l e r , e c r i v i t a 1'auteur p o u r l ' e n g a g e r
e n i g m e s , i l l e u r d i t , f a i s a n t a l l u s i o n a sa
a v e n i r d e m e u r e r en P e r s e , et le l u i e x p l i m a l a d i e : P o u r r i e z - v o u s b i e n c o n v e r t i r la
quer, l u i offrant une recompense considep l u i e en u n t e m p s sec et s e r e i n ? C o m m e ces
rable, et un logement dans son p a l a i s ; m a i s
m e d e c i n s n ' e n t e n d a i e n t pas ce q u ' i l v o u l a i t
H e r a c l i t e le r e f u s a .
d i r e , H e r a c l i t e a l i a s ' e n f e r m e r dans une
etable a bceufs; i l s ' e n t e r r a dans le f u m i e r .
Ce p h i l o s o p h e ne p a r l a i t p r e s q u e j a m a i s ;
afin de f a i r e e v a c u e r les eaux q u i etaient
et, q u a n d q u e l q u ' u n l u i d e m a n d a i t l a r a i s o n
cause de sa m a l a d i e ; i l s ' y e n f o n c a si
de son silence, i l r e p o n d a i t d ' u n a i r c h a a v a n t , q u ' i l ne p u t j a m a i s s'en r e t i r e r .
g r i n : C'est p o u r te f a i r e p a r l e r . II m e p r i Quelques-uns d i s e n t que les chiens le m a n sait les A t h e n i e n s q u i a v a i e n t u n respect
g e r e n t d a n s ce f u m i e r ; et d'autres, q u ' i l y
e x t r a o r d i n a i r e p o u r l u i , et v o u l a i t demeum o u r u t f a u t e d ' a v o i r p u se d e b a r r a s s e r . II
r e r a E p h e s e , ou i l etait m e p r i s e de tout le
etait p o u r l o r s age de 65 a n s .
monde.
II ne p o u v a i t r e g a r d e r p e r s o n n e sans
FfiNELON.

Fig. 4 Marcel N o l l , Andre Breton and M a x Morise, Cadavre exquis, 1927
Graphite and crayon 22 x 16.5 c m
Musee national d'art moderne, Paris
(Reproduced in La Revolution surrealiste nos. 9-10 [Octobre 1927], p. 44)

GALA

ELUARD.

ANOBfi BRETON.
i

Fig. 5 Objects by Gala Eluard and Andre Breton
(Reproduced in Le Surrealisme au service de la
Revolution no. 3 [Decembre 1931], n.p. [p. 41])

F i g . 6 Objects by Valentine Hugo and Salvador D a l i
(Reproduced in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 3 [Decembre 1931],
n.p. [p. 42])

F i g . 7 Valentine Hugo, Objet, 1931
Assemblage 32.5 x 23 x 9.5 c m
Private collection, Paris
(Photo: Andre Breton: La beaute convulsive, p. 284)

Fig. 8 Andre Breton, Objet, 1931
Assemblage 31.5 x 41.5 x 29 cm
Collection Jean-Jacques Lebel, Paris
(Photo: Jose Pierre, L'Univers surrealiste, p. 183)
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F i g . 9 Salvador Dali, Objet, 1931/1974
Assemblage 48 x 24 x 14 c m
Collection M a x Clarac-Serou, Paris
(Photo: Andre Breton: La beaute convulsive, p. 285)

F i g . 10 Joan M i r o , Objet, 1932
Painted stone, shell, wood, mirror and sequins 25 x 56 cm
Philadephia Museum of Art
(Photo: Carolyn Lanchner, Joan Miro, p. 183)
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Fig. 11 Salvador Dali, Bucher, 1930
Pencil, india ink and watercolour 11 x 1 1 cm
Collection Luigi Campi, Turin
(Photo: Robert Descharnes, Salvador Dali, p. 98)
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Fig. 12 A VExposition La Verite sur les colonies
(Reproduced in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 4 [Decembre 1931],
n.p. [p. 40])
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Fig. 13 Meret Oppenheim, Dejeuner en fourrure, 1936
Fur-covered cup, saucer and spoon
Museum of Modern Art, N e w York
(Photo: Fer, Batchelor and Wood, Realism, Rationalism, Surrealism, p. 175)
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F i g . 14 M a n Ray, De la hauteur d'un petit Soulierfaisant corps avec elle, 1934
(Photo: Krauss and Livingston, L'Amour fou, p. 3)

t r a i r e m e n t , q u i m ' i n e i t e a a d m e t t r e que l'interesse —
d a n s tous ces visages d ' h o m m e s appele p o u r finir a
ne r e c o n n a i t r e que l u i - m e m e — ne d e c o u v r i r a p a r e i l l e m e n t d a n s tous ces visages de femmes q u ' u n v i s a g e :
le d e r n i e r v i s a g e a i m e . Q u e de fois, p a r a i l l e u r s , j ' a i
p u c o n s t a t e r que sous des a p p a r e n c e s e x t r e m e m e n t
d i s s e m b l a b l e s c h e r c h a i t de l ' u n a l ' a u t r e de ces
visages a se d e f i n i r u n t r a i t c o m m u n des p l u s e x c e p t i o n n e l s , a se p r e c i s e r u n e a t t i t u d e que j ' e u s s e p u
croire m'etre soustraite a tout j a m a i s ! S i boulevers a n t e que d e m e u r e p o u r m o i u n e telle h y p o t h e s e , i l
se p o u r r a i t que, d a n s ce d o m a i n e , le j e u de s u b s t i t u t i o n d ' u n e personne a u n e autre, v o i r e a p l u s i e u r s
autres, t e n d e a une l e g i t i m a t i o n de p l u s e n plus
forte de l'aspect p h y s i q u e
de l'etre a i m e , et c e l a en
r a i s o n m e m e de l a subject i v a t i o n t o u j o u r s croiss a n t e d u desir.
L'etre
a i m e serait alors c e l u i er
q u i v i e n d r a i e n t se composer u n c e r t a i n nombre
de q u a l i t e s particuliere*
tenues p o u r p l u s attachantes que les autres e1
appreciees
separement
s u c c e s s i v e m e n t , chez le;
etres a q u e l q u e degre an.
t e r i e u r e m e n t aimes. II esi
a r e m a r q u e r que cettf
proposition
corrobore
sous u n e forme d o g m a t i
que, l a n o t i o n populaire
d u « t y p e » de femme or
d ' h o m m e de tel. i n d i v i d u
h o m m e o u femme, p r i :
i s o l e m e n t . J e dis q u ' i c
c o m m e a i l l e u r s cette n o
t i o n , f r u i t q u ' e l l e est d ' u i
jugement collectif eprou
ve, v i e n t h e u r e u s e m e n t ei
c o r r i g e r une autre, issu<
d ' u n e de ces i n n o m b r a b l e
p r e t e n t i o n s idealistes q u
T E L L E QU ELLE SE PRODUIT
L'ECRITL'nE AUTOMATIQUE
s e s o n t averees, a l a l o n g u e
intolerables.

en p a r e i l l e o c c u r r e n c e , le c o m p o r t e m e n t d ' u n h o m m e
q u e l q u ' i l s o i t — p o u r v u q u ' i l ne soit pas l a c h e —
de cet h o m m e a l a p l a c e d u q u e l je m e suis s i s o u v e n t
mis. II est a peine, cet h o m m e v i v a n t q u i t e n t e r a i t ,
q u i t e n t e ce r e t a b l i s s e m e n t a u t r a p e z e t r a i t r e d u
t e m p s . II serait i n c a p a b l e de c o m p t e r sans l ' o u b l i ,
sans l a bete feroce a t e t e de l a r v e . L e m e r v e i l l e u x
p e t i t Soulier a facettes s'en a l l a i t d a n s p l u s i e u r s
directions.
R e s t e a glisser sans t r o p de h a t e e n t r e les d e u x
i m p o s s i b l e s t r i b u n a u x q u i se font face : c e l u i des
h o m m e s que j ' a u r a i ete, p a r e x e m p l e en a i m a n t ,
c e l u i des femmes que t o u t e s je r e v o i s en t o i l e t t e s
claires. L a m e m e r i v i e r e a i n s i t o u r b i l l o n n e . griffe.
se d e v o i l e et passe, c h a r mee p a r les pierres d o n ees, les o m b r e s et les
herbes. L ' e a u , folle de ses
volutes comme une vraie
c h e v e l u r e de feu. G l i s s e r
c o m m e 1'eau d a n s l ' e t i n cellement pur, pour cela
il faudrait avoir perdu l a
notion du temps. M a i s
quel abri contre l u i ; qui
nous a p p r e n d r a a d e c a n ter l a joie d u s o u v e n i r ?
L ' h i s t o i r e ne d i t pas
que les poetes r o m a n t i ques, q u i s e m b l e n t p o u r t a n t de I ' a m o u r s'etre
fait une c o n c e p t i o n m o i n s
d r a m a t i q u e que l a notre,
o n t reussi a t e n i r tete a
l'orage. L e s e x e m p l e s de
S h e l l e y , de N e r v a l , d ' A r nim
illustrent au cont r a i r e d ' u n e m a n i e r e saisissante le c o n f l i t q u i v a
s ' a g g r a v e r j u s q u ' a nous,
l'esprit s'ingeniant a donner l ' o b j e t de
I'amour
p o u r u n etre u n i q u e alors
que d a n s b i e n des cas les
c o n d i t i o n s sociales de l a
vie font i m p l a c a b l e m e n t

L [MACE,
DANS

j u s t i c e d ' u n e telle i l l u s i o n . D e l a , je c r o i s , en
g r a n d e p a r t i e , le s e n t i m e n t de l a m a l e d i c t i o n q u i
pese a u j o u r d ' h u i sur l ' h o m m e et q u i s ' e x p r i m e a v e c
u n e a c u i t e e x t r e m e a travel's les oeuvres les p l u s
c a r a c t e r i s t i q u e s de ces c e n t d e r n i e r e s annees.
S a n s p r e j u d i c e de l ' e m p l o i des m o y e n s que necessite l a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n d u m o n d e et, p a r l a , n o t a m m e n t , l a s u p p r e s s i o n de ces obstacles s o c i a u x , i l n'est
p e u t - e t r e pas i n u t i l e de se c o n v a i n c r e que c e t t e
idee de I ' a m o u r u n i q u e p r o c e d e d ' u n e a t t i t u d e m y s t i q u e — ce q u i n ' e x c l u t p a s q u ' e l l e soit e n t r e t e n u e p a r
l a societe a c t n e l l e a des fins e q u i v o q u e s . P o u r t a n t je
crois e n t r e v o i r une s y n t h e s e possible de cette i d e e e t de
sa n e g a t i o n . Ce n ' e s t pas, e n effet, le seul p a r a l l e l i s m e de ces d e u x rangees d ' h o m m e s et de femmes
que t o u t a l ' h e u r e j ' a i feint de r e n d r e egales a r b i -

C'est l a , t o u t au f o n d d u creuset h u m a i n , en c e t t
region p a r a d o x a l e o i l l a fusion de d e u x etres q u i se son
reellement c h o i s i s r e s t i t u e a t o u t e s choses les c o u l e u r
p e r d u e s d u t e m p s des a n c i e n s soleils, o u p o u r t a n t auss
l a s o l i t u d e fait rage p a r une de ces fantaisies de l a n a t u r
q u i , a u t o u r des crateres de l ' A l a s k a , v e u t que l a n e i g
d e m e u r e sous l a cendre, c'est l a q u ' i l y a des annees j ' a
d e m a n d e q u ' o n a l l a t c h e r c h e r l a b e a u t e n o u v e l l e , 1;
b e a u t e « e n v i s a g e e e x c l u s i v e m e n t a des fins p a s s i o n
n e l l e s » . J ' a v o u e sans l a m o i n d r e c o n f u s i o n m o i l insensi
b i l i t e p r o f o n d e en presence des spectacles n a t u r e l s et de
oeuvres d ' a r t q u i , d ' e m b l e e , ne m e p r o c u r e n t pas utrouble p h y s i q u e caracterise par la sensation d ' u n
a i g r e t t e de v e n t a u x t e m p e s s u s c e p t i b l e d ' e n t r a i n e
u n v e r i t a b l e frisson. J e n ' a i j a m a i s p u m ' e m p e c h e
d ' e t a b l i r une r e l a t i o n e n t r e cette s e n s a t i o n et c e l l

Fig. 15 L'image, telle qu'elle seproduit dans I'ecriture
(Reproduced in Minotaure no. 5 [Mai 1934], p. 10)

automatique

333

ENQUETE
«... Beau comme la rencontre fortuite sur une
table de dissection d'une machine a coudre et
d'un parapluie! » (Comte de Lautreamont :
Les Chants de Maldoror).

Pou vez-vous dire quelle a ete la rencontre capitate de voire vie?
Jusqu'd quel point cette rencontre vous a-t-elle donne, vous
donne-t-elle I'impression du fortuit? du necessaire?
Andre Breton, Paul Eluard.
toutes probabilites, le trouble actuel, paroxystique, de la pensile
Sil'accueilfaitdcette enquite{centquarante reponses pour environ
logique amende a s'expliquer sur le fait que I'ordre, la fin, etc.,
trois cents questionnaires distribues) peut passer quantitativement
dans la nature ne se confondant pas objectivement avec ce qu'ils
pour tressatisfaisant, il serait abusif de pretendre que tous sesobjecdans I'esprit de I'homme, il arrive cependant que la necessite
tijs ont cle atteints et qu'en particulier le concept de rencontre sont
en sort
naturelle lombe d'accord avec la necessite humaine d'une maniere
brillaininent elucidi. Toutefois, la nature meme des appreciations
assez extraordinaire et agitante pour que les deux determinations
qui nous sont parveniies, I'insujjisancc manifesle du plus grand
s'averent indiscernables. Le hasard ayant ete defini comme
nombre d'entre elles et le caractere plus ou moins reticent ou
«la rencontre
d'une causalite externe et d'une finaliti interne», il
oscillatoire d'une bonne partie de celles qui ne sont pas purement
et
s'agit de savoir si une certaine espke de « rencontre » — ici la
simplement a a cote • nous confirment dans le sentiment qu'il
rencontre capitate, e'est-d-dire par definition la rencontre subpouvait y avoir, en un iel point, pretexte a un sondage interesjeetivee a [extreme — peut etre envisaged sous tangle du hasard
sant de la pensee contemporaine. II n'est pas jusqu'au malaise
que cela entraine immediatement de petition de principe.
resultant d'une lecture continue et quelque peu attentive dessans
pages
Tel etait le plus captivant des pieges tendus a I'interieur de notre
qui vont suivre— d'oii se detachenl pourtantplusieurs temoignages
Le moins qu'on puisse dire est qu'il a etc rarement
tres valables et que parcourent de brefs traits de lumiere —questionnaire.
que
evite.
nous ne tenions pour revelateur d'une inquietude dont le sens
est
beaucoup plus large qu'il n'a ete donne de I'admettre a la moyenne
Mais il y avait a peine malice de notre part a compter obtenir
de nos correspondants. Cette inquietude traduit, en effet, selon
de ehacun de ceux que nous sollicitions une reponse extrememeni

Fig. 16 M a n Ray, Beau comme la rencontre fortuite, sur une table de dissection,
d'une machine a coudre et d'un parapluie, 1933
(Reproduced in Minotaure nos. 3-4 [Decembre 1933], p. 101)

F i g . 17 Jean-Francois Millet, L'Angelus, 1857-59
O i l on canvas 55.5 x 66 c m
Musee d'Orsay, Paris
(Photo: Robert Rosenblum, Paintings in the Musee d'Orsay, p. 95)

F i g . 18 Glass found at Saint-Pierre, Martinique, after the eruption of Mont Pele, 1902
Museum d'Ffistoire Naturelle, Paris
(Reproduced in Cahiers d'Art, nos. 1-2 [Mai 1936], p. 48)

336

Fig. 19 Objet trouve, found by Leonor Fini
(Reproduced in Cahiers d'Art nos. 1-2 [Mai 1936],
p. 52)
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Fig. 21 Oscar Dominguez, Fauteuil, 1937
Upholstered wheelbarrow
Photograph by M a n Ray
(Reproduced in Minotaure no. 10 [Hiver 1937], p. 44)

339

Fig. 22 Wolfgang Paalen, Nuage articule, 1938
Moderna Museet, Stockholm
(Photo: Jose Pierre, L'Univers surrealiste, p. 182)
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Fig. 23 Kurt Seligmann, Ultra-Meuble, 1938
Object destroyed in 1949
Photograph by Denise Bellon
(Photo: La Femme et le Surrealisme, p. 371)
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Fig. 24 Claude Cahun, Objet, 1936
Assemblage 14 x 16.5 x 9.5 cm
Zabriskie Gallery, New York
(Photo: Sidra Stich, Anxious Visions, p. 32)

Fig. 25 M a n Ray, frontispiece to Minotaure nos. 3-4 (Decembre 1933)
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Fig. 26 M a n Ray, untitled photograph, 1933
(Photo: Man Ray Photographs, p. 133)
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Fig. 27 Exposition surrealiste a" objets, Galerie Charles Ratton, Paris, M a y 1936
(Photo: La vie publique de Salvador Dali, p. 56)

JUELINE ET ANDRE BRETON. LE GRAND PARANOlAQUE.

JACQUELINE ET ANDRE BRETON. LE PETIT MIMETIQUE.

F i g . 28 Cahiers d'Art nos. 1-2 (Mai 1936), p. 58

Fig. 29 Jacqueline Lamba and Andre Breton, Le petit mimetique, 1936
Assemblage 13 x 10 x 6 cm
Private collection, Paris
(Photo: Andre Breton: La beaute convulsive, p. 299)
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COMMUNICATION : Visage paranoiaque.
A la suite d'une etude, au cours de laquelle m'avait ohsede une longue reflexion sur
les visages de Picasso e'- particulievement ceux de 1'epoque noire, je cherche une adresse
dans un tas de papiers et suis soudain irappe par la reproduction d'un visage que je
crois de Picasso, visage absolument inconnu.
Tout a coup, ce visage s'efface et ie me rends com pie de 1'illusion (?) L' analyse de l'image
parano'iaque en question me vaut de retrouver, par une interpretation symbolique, toute;; les
idees qui avaient precede la vision du visage.
Andre Breton avait interprets ce visage comme etant celui de Sade, ce qui correspondnit a une toute particuliere preoccupation de Breton quant a Sade.
Dans les cheveux du visage en question Breton voyait une perruque poudree, alors que
moi je voyais un fragment de toile non peinte, comme il est frequent dans le style picasaien.
Salvador DALI

Fig. 30 Salvador Dali, Communication: Visage paranoiaque, 1931
(Reproduced in Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution no. 3 [Decembre 1931],
n.p. [p. 40])

Fig. 31 Salvador Dali, Dormeuse, cheval, lion invisibles, 1930
O i l on canvas 52 x 60 cm
Private collection, Paris
(Photo: Descharnes, Salvador Dali, p. 100)
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Fig. 32 Salvador Dali, Dormeuse, cheval, lion invisibles, 1930
O i l on canvas 60 x 70 cm
Private collection, Paris
(Photo: Descharnes, Salvador Dali, p. 100)

350

Fig. 33 Salvador Dali, Dormeuse, cheval, lion invisibles, 1930
O i l on canvas 50 x 65 cm
Musee national d'art moderne, Paris
(Photo: Michael Raeburn, ed., Salvador Dali: The early years, p. 191)

Fig. 34 Salvador Dali, Le Reve, 1931
O i l on canvas 96 x 96 cm
Private collection, N e w York
(Photo: Descharnes, Salvador Dali, p.

Fig. 35 Salvador Dali, La Fontaine, 1930
Oil on panel 66 x 41 cm
The Salvador Dali Museum, St. Petersburg, Florida
(Photo: Raeburn, Salvador Dali: The early years, p. 190)

Fig. 36 Salvador Dali, Combinaisons, 1931
Gouache 14 x 9 cm
Perls Galleries, N e w York
(Photo: Descharnes, Salvador Dali, p. 118)
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Fig. 37 Salvador Dali, Le jeu lugubre, 1929
O i l and collage on cardboard 31 x 41 cm
Private collection
(Photo: Descharnes, Salvador Dali, p. 99)
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Fig. 38 Salvador Dali, Espagne, 1938
O i l on canvas 92 x 60 cm
Museum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam
(Photo: Descharnes, Salvador Dali, p. 219)

Fig. 39 Salvador Dali, Paranonia, 1937
Oil on canvas 38 x 46 cm
Mr and Mrs Reynolds Morse, on permanent loan to the Salvador Dali Museum,
St. Petersburg, Florida
(Photo: Descharnes, Salvador Dali, p. 218)
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Fig. 40 Salvador Dali, Le grand parano'iaque, 1936
O i l on canvas 62x 62 cm
Museum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam
(Photo: Descharnes, Salvador Dali, p. 197)

358

Fig. 41 Joan M i r o , Danseuse espagnole, 1928
Assemblage 100 x 80 cm
Private collection, Paris
(Photo: Lanchner, Joan Miro, p. 169)
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Fig. 42 Salvador Dali, Metamorphose parano'iaque du visage de Gala, 1932
India ink 29 x 21 cm
Fundacion Gala-Salvador Dali, Figueras
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